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St. Sahak is one of the most well-known figures in Armenian history. As Catholicos, he
supported the work of Mesrob Mashdots in the creation of the Armenian alphabet and
the translation of the Bible into Armenian. A scholar and theologian himself, he is counted
among the Holy Translators. The trio of King Vramshapuh, Catholicos Sahak, and Mesrob
Mashdots together oversaw the flurry of translation into Armenian and an emergent new
Armenian-language literature following the invention of the alphabet in 405 A.D. Churches
are often named “Sts. Sahak and Mesrob” in acknowledgment of the crucial work these
two men did together. This coming Saturday, the Armenian Apostolic Church
commemorates this beloved Armenian saint.

Yet St. Sahak also presided over a tumultuous period in Armenian history. The invention
of the alphabet itself emerged from the need to hold the two halves of Armenia together.

At the time of St. Sahak’s birth in 354 A.D., Armenia was already used to its status as the
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in Armenian Miniature Portraits Bournoutian describes, in 64 A.D., “Rome accepted the compromise of co-suzerainty” (55),

meaning that the Armenian dynasty known as the Arshakuni or Arsacid would come
from the royal Parthian dynasty, “while their authority would be bestowed in Rome.” Through some troubled periods, this
arrangement lasted for nearly two centuries, until 224 A.D. when the Persian Parthians were overthrown, and the new
Sasanian Persian empire emerged. The new Sasanian Empire tried to impose a more direct rule over Armenia. It is in this
context that the conversion of Armenia to Christianity occurred, as Armenians tried to balance between Rome and a newly
aggressive Persian empire. However, after the adoption of Christianity, in 387 A.D., Emperor Theodosius and Shapur llI
partitioned Armenia between them.
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Such was the situation when St. Sahak became the Catholicos. In addition to the political partition, Armenian Christianity had
competing influences: on the one hand, Caesarea, where the Catholicoses of Armenia had traditionally gone to installed as
chief bishop of the Armenian Church, was a stronghold of Greek Christianity, while a Syriac strain of Christianity coming
from south and favored by the Persians was also influential for the Armenian Church. More pointedly, the theological
controversies raging in the emerging Byzantine Empire created confusion. First there was the Arian debate, with prominent
Arians remaining through Christendom despite the condemnation of Arius at the Council of Nicaea in 325 A.D. Then, in the
later years of Sahak’s tenure as Catholicos, the Nestorian controversy broke out. St. Sahak, then, inherited the throne of
the Catholicos in a precarious and confusing time. As Bournoutian puts it, “Both Catholicos Sahak and [King] Vramshapuh
realized that in order to retain any measure of ecclesiastical and political control over a partitioned nation, the unifying
factor of the Armenian language would be crucial” (71). With this in mind, Sahak supported St. Mesrob's work of inventing an
alphabet, translating the Bible, and creating a truly Armenian literature.




