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wound in the depths of our heart. According to information that we 

are steadily receiving through telegrams and news reports, 100,000 

people are buried under snow, rain and tribulation. Hundreds have 

died or are injured under the earthquake’s debris. What is more, a 

cholera epidemic has begun and many are dying.

Barely had our dear fellow Armenians in Leninagan and 

surrounding villages calmly taken up the task of building; barely had 

they set out to build up and beautify our villages and forests that had 

been destroyed; barely had grieving hearts finally felt secure in their 

homes when all of a sudden all of their work, all of the fruits of their 

efforts and labors were destroyed almost in their entirety.

What are we to do in the face of this new disaster, which truly 

paralyzes us and, I would say, once again leads us to despair? What 

indeed? Will this earthquake that has destroyed a great, historic city 

and villages also be able to destroy our heart and emotions? Will it be 

able to cast us into despair and dread? Never. On the contrary, more 

than ever we must cling to our confidence regarding all dangers and 

The Earth 
May Quake 

But Not the 
Heart
Archbishop Ghevont Tourian

Late in the evening of October 22, 1926 a magnitude 

5.7 earthquake struck the border of Turkey and 

Armenia just a few miles from the city of Gyumri, 

then known as Leninagan. Widespread destruction of 

buildings accompanied the death of hundreds of 

people. We present this translation of a powerful 

sermon delivered by the late Archbishop Ghevont 

Tourian in the days following the 1926 tragedy as a 

memorial on the 27th anniversary of the much more 

devastating earthquake of 1988, and as inspiration to 

all whose lives are shaken, whatever the cause. 

God, our refuge and strength, 

is a great relief in times of distress. 

Therefore we will not fear when the earth quakes, 

When the mountains fall into the heart of the sea.

The Lord of powers is with us. 

The God of Jacob is our refuge. 

—Psalm 46: 1-2, 11.
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T he destruction that resulted from the earthquake that struck 

one of Armenia’s cities, Leninagan, and 37 surrounding 

villages, caused us all profound pain and it inflicted a new



tragedies, and we must repeat with the Prophet Habakkuk: “But 

I shall rejoice in the Lord and I shall delight in God my Savior. 
God the Lord is my strength” [Habakkuk 3:18-19].

Does not a person’s instinct, flowing directly from faith, 

speak the same to us? A Paris newspaper relates that in the awful 

aftermath of Japan’s last great earthquake, one of its journalists 

met with a well-known Japanese man. Instead of a downcast and 

despondent face, the man was smiling as always. The journalist 

expressed his sympathy for the great tragedy of the earthquake. 

Without altering his smile, the Japanese man answered, 

“Ah, there is nothing to fear or to distress about. We in Japan 

are used to earthquakes. Our islands always shake…”

The next day, the journalist met the man again and 

repeated his condolences with even greater sympathy because 

the latest reports were describing an even more traumatic 

situation in the aftermath of the earthquake.

The Japanese man, still smiling, responded, “It is true that 

the tragedy is great, but there is no doubt that good will come 

from that tragedy. We will have to rebuild those squalid districts 

of our destroyed cities to meet modern sanitary standards.”

A few days later the journalist again encountered the man 
and explained that the disaster had become far more horrifying 
and terrible than originally thought. Without altering his smile, 

the man answered, “You are right. The disaster is horrific. But 

think about it. We are still fortunate. The Emperor escaped the 

earthquake unharmed. Besides that, the earthquake occurred on 

a Saturday. Most of the school children were out of harm’s way 

because our schools are closed on Saturday. Isn’t this a blessing? 

Because remember that in the end our children are the future of 

our homeland.”

When I read an expression of such an intrepid attitude, I 

feel confused that a non-Christian would be more hopeful and 

confident in the face of the most fierce tragedies than a 

supposedly believing Christian, and that he looks unwaveringly 

and resolutely to the future. Now in that non-Christian man’s 

attitude do you not see a warning for us to remain steady and 

resolute, whatever may befall us? 

The opening lines of my sermon are taken from one of 

those fine Bible verses that were designed to encourage us in 

times of tragedy: 

God, our refuge and strength, is a great relief in 

times of distress. Therefore we will not fear when 

the earth quakes, when the mountains change in 

the heart of the sea. The Lord of powers is with 

us. The God of Jacob is our refuge.

How I wish that every person of faith would take 

possession of these words, and, in times of danger and 

adversity, would repeat them with confidence and with 

a reassuring spirit.

First of all it must be said that this new disaster in 

Armenia, as well as every kind of horrible cataclysm, 

forcefully prompts us to look for consolation in a place 

higher than the material world. The aftershocks of this 

earthquake are speaking to us. They have a message for 

us. They are compelling us to consider that this quaking 

earth cannot be our true foundation or solid anchor. 

Instead, beyond concrete things, there must absolutely 

exist a non-physical world. In general, with the 

discovery of new elements our instincts tie us firmly to 

the physical world and we assume that the physical 

world is everything. But tragedies like this tear away our 

connection to the physical world and lead us to ponder 

a non-physical, spiritual world. If it were not this way, 

we would be subject to spiritual death.
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When eaglets begin to grow, their parents coldly 

destroy their nest in which, we would assume, the eaglets 

should remain in order to feed and continue to grow. The 

eaglets end up completely bewildered in the cold, perched 

on the barren rocks without a nest. However it is this nest-

less state that compels the eaglets to detect that they have 

wings with which to fly. What a miracle! Those awkward 

eaglets, their wings barely moving, begin to beat those wings 

and to fly, miraculously to fly! To fly above the forests to the 

peaks of mountains. 

It is no different for us. We are called to soar, to 

ascend to heaven, where we belong. Time and again the 

Father’s hand breaks up and pulls to pieces our warm and 

cozy nests, our homes, the houses that we have built by our 

toil and labor, and we find ourselves without walls, without 

help. Yet it is this pitiful, painful condition itself that makes 

us realize that we should look for another place to be our 

stronghold, our firm and stable home. And that is when the 

spirit soars up from the physical world toward the non-

physical world in order to seek there its pedestal.

The center of that non-physical world is none other 

than God, whom we call “Heavenly Father.” When a person 

is in anguish, she does not search for a physical object, a 

thing, but for a person, a spiritual and moral being, a power 

to whom she can open up, in whom she can find shelter; an 

unchanging, stable force, a rock on whom she can cling 

firmly, and through whom she can be strong. This power, 

this rock exists. This stable bedrock is none other than God.

O I know that many will object that it is hard for 

them to believe in a God that wills or allows such tragedies. 

“Isn’t God a loving God?” they will say. Shouldn’t we 

demonize him, shouldn’t we curse his name when we think 

that such tragedies are part of his plan? 

It is true. We are confronted by a cold mystery and we 

cannot explain it or understand it. To say plainly that God 

allows such tragedies means that we must accept that those 

tragedies are God’s will. But we know that God’s will is 

something else. God is not to be found in ruin and 

destruction. At the same time, however, we also know that 

God knows everything. A sparrow does not fall to the 

ground without God knowing it [Matthew 10:29]. 

Now God brings good out of every tragedy. All a 

person has to do is choose to lean on God as the bedrock of 

his heart, and to let his heart rest upon God’s heart. 

And that is when the 
spirit soars up from the 
physical world toward 
the non-physical world 
in order to seek there 
its pedestal.
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Read Hovhan Mamigonian the Historian; read Tovma 

Ardzruni and you will see that earthquakes have not been 

unknown in our homeland. The historians describe the 

great earthquake of Dvin. We can learn a lesson from that 

description. It took place in in the third year of the reign of 

King Smpad, that is, in the year 893. It was considered even 

more powerful than the earthquake that struck during the 

time of Catholicos Zakariah Tsagetsi (d. 877), which 

rumbled on for three months. “Dvin was destroyed. It 

collapsed onto its foundations. The holy places bore the 

pain of the quake.” More than 70,000 people died. Since it 

was impossible to bury them, they were thrown “into 

chasms and caverns,” a lamentable sight.

Alas, I have nothing to equal Catholicos Mashdots 

Yeghivartetsi, who, from his monastery at Lake Sevan, 

addressed a letter of consolation to the victims of the Dvin 

earthquake and of solace to all the bereaved and suffering. 

But I have a request and I want to express it from all the 

depths of my heart. It is this: When we rebuild our 

institutions, our buildings, our homes, let us rebuild them 

in the Lord (see Psalm 127:1). Let us build them on the 

bedrock of faith. Let us build them to be mansions of light 

so that when earthquakes come and ruin our physical 

buildings, they will not be able to destroy or ruin our hearts. 

In this way, we will again be able, with strong faith, to sing 

with the Psalmist: “God, our refuge and strength, is a great 

relief in times of distress. Therefore we will not fear when 

the earth quakes, when the mountains fall into the heart of 

the sea. The Lord of powers is with us. The God of Jacob is 

our refuge.” Amen.

—Sermon entitled Երկրաշարժ բայց ոչ սրտաշարժ translated 

by V. Rev. Fr. Daniel Findikyan from Պարզ քարոզներ գրեց 
Ղևոնդ Եպս. Դուրեան, Ե. հատոր [Simple Sermons 

written by Bishop Ghevont Tourian, Volume 5]. Paris, 

1927.

In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus tells the parable of 

the houses built by the foolish and wise men. Jesus explains 

the kind of foundation on which the wise man should build 

his house so that no storm, flood, or other earthquake-like 

tragedy might destroy and ruin it. “Everyone who hears my 

words and does them will be like the wise man who built his 

house upon rock” [Matthew 7:24]. The house built upon 

rock is none other than the deep awareness of God’s 

goodness, unwavering faith and consequently of one’s 

obedience with regard to God’s providential will. When this 

deep awareness, this powerful faith, this path of obedience 

becomes a person’s foundation, no earthquake, no flood, no 

storm, will be able to destroy his house. If physical buildings 

are destroyed, the spiritual building will actually remain 

standing and with it, the heart will remain secure. On the 

other hand, if the house is built upon doubt and the sand of 

an unprincipled character, “when the floods rose, the river 

struck against the house and it immediately toppled over 

and great was the destruction of that house” [Luke 6:48-49].

With all my strength I want to appeal to those who 

assume that they cannot remain faithful in the face of such 

natural disasters or historical calamities. I would only ask 

them to have that proper attitude toward God that our 

ancestors had. If they do, they will be convinced that if these 

earthquakes destroyed cities, they cannot destroy a nation 

that is secured to the foundations of faith. Instead of 

criticizing God, let them look for a moment at our history, 

which is a mansion of bright faith, and they will be 

convinced that the earthquakes have not distanced us from 

our divine calling, they have brought us closer to it. 
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