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Abstract. Over the past decade, the issue of "disputed churches" has become increasingly
topical and has added a tension in relashion between the churches in the Orthodox world; The
danger of schism has been revealed, due to the redistribution of ecclesiastical boundaries and
the ambition of primacy in the ecclesiastical hierarchy'. So, the problems have been arisen in
this regard, including the post-Soviet states, which showed the desire to gain the autocephaly
of individual dioceses and started appropriate activities. On the example of Georgia, the above-
mentioned took place in the dioceses of Sokhumi and Tskhinvali. This problem from the very
beginning transcended the boundaries of ecclesiastical issues, acquired a deep political load,

and became a serious problem for the Christian world.?
Keywords: Orthodox, ecclesiastical hierarchy, schism, autocephaly.
The present work concerns the problem of the "Church of Abkhazia", where the

Abkhazian society was divided into pro-Greeks and pro-Russians: one connected the issue to

Constantinople, and the other to the Moscow Patriarchate. Today, the "Church of Abkhazia" is
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Christianity, Tbilisi, 2010, 3.410-412)
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canonically subordinated to the Church of Georgia, but in fact, the Diocese of Sokhumi-
Bichvinta is governed by the Moscow Patriarchate and is working purposefully to obtain the
status of an independent church from Moscow. The current situation has turned the issue into
an inter-Orthodox conflict, and it has escalated into a confrontation between the Abkhazian-
Russian and Moscow-Constantinople patriarchates.

There has been formed a different form of ecclesiastical independence demand in
Abkhazian clergy: the pro-Greek group (Archimandrite Dorothy Dbar) demands ecclesiastical
autocephaly from the Patriarch of Constantinople and considers another way to be apocryphal.
Russian Church qualifies this position to be divisive and pushes Russian, Georgian and
Constantinople Patriarchates to confront each other over the "Abkhazian issue", while the
"Abkhazian Orthodox Church" (Archimandrite Besarion Aplia) demands the status of
autonomy from Moscow. According to Aplia, the status of autonomy will be the basis for future
autocephaly, ie initially he considers the necessity to restore the Catholicosate of Abkhazia and
in fact demands the subordination of Sukhumi-Bichvinta Diocese to Russian Church.?

In the modern orthodox world there is a canon developed at an early stage of history,
which in its time envisaged the separatist attitude of the states and made changes in certain
ecclesiastical laws, namely, 1). Regional Ecclesiastical Competence, 2). Ecclesiastical
boundaries, 3). The right of autocephalous traditional arrangement. Today, factors determining
autocephaly are as follows: 1). The political independence of the country where the
autocephalous church is to emerge; 2). Geographical distance of the region from Muther-
Church; 3). Ethnic and linguistic differences. According to Ecclesiastical Canon, besides the
Ecumenical Council, only the kyriarchal (mother church) Church has the canonical right to
establish a new autocephalous church. Thus, the demand of the so-called "Holy Metropolitan"
of Abkhazia to obtain an autocephaly from the World Patriarch is canonical, because it is neither
a decision of the Ecumenical Council, nor does it have the consent of the Cyrillic Church. In
ecclesiastical science, the term is relatively new, although the phenomenon itself dates back to
the Middle Ages, when a separate church owned incomplete independence. If the autocephalous
church has the advantage of apostolic independence, the autonomous church lacks it. It has the

right to elect a spiritual leader only with an approval of the mother church; other internal

3 %296M9b0s 5.,30L 063HIMLYdT0S 553bsBYMOL 9390580 FobbgmJogds,9H.39LEHB03
3933910,2013,21 03¢00bo; (A. Jgerenia, “In whose interests is the split in the Church of Abkhazia”,
newspaper “Vestnik Kavkaza”, 2013, 21. VII) AuxBa6 A.,A6xa3cKas IpaBoCIaBHA IEPKOB JOJDKHA
nmo6urtcst aBrokedanuu,ra3.Bectauk xaBkasa,2013,20 maii (A. Ankvab, Abkhazian Orthodox Church
must achieve Autocephaly, “Vesknik Kavkaza”, 2013, 20.V)
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ecclesiastical matters are being solved independently; The typicon is endorsed by the mother
church, which is also an expression of canonical affiliation; financially and legally autonomous
church depends on the mother church and establishes international ecclesiastical ties only with
the consent of the mother church. Thus, it is obvious that attempts of "Abkhazian Orthodox
Church" lack the basis of this canon on demanding of autonomous status and subordination to
Moscow Patriarchate. The abovementioned is proved by historical basis concerning adoption
of the autonomy: 1. Existence of a church in another state; 2). Geographical distance from the
mother church; 3). Ethnic peculiarity. Historically, the granting of autonomy to the Church used
to coincide with the acquisition of state independence, which was an intermediate, transitional
stage in acquiring of autocephaly. Historical sources indicate that part of such churches have
achieved autocephalous status over time, while others lost their right to autonomy and were
converted into a metropolitan, or episcopal districts*.

Over the years, for Russian Church, “Abkhazian issue" has become an obstacle in
redistribution of ecclesiastic borders; it was loosing its impact on Abkhazia and facing
exacerbation of crisis with the World Patriarchate. In order to maintain its "right" over
Abkhazian Church, Moscow Patriarchate made every effort to find a church that would help to
recognize self-regulation of Abkhazian Church, based on ecclesiastical sources. Thus, the
Church of Antioch has been selected and not by chance. On July 26, 2011, during the official
visit of Russian Patriarch to Kiev, during a meeting with representatives of the Church of
Antioch, Patriarch Kirill said: "We must support each other in every way throughout the all
Orthodoxy” °. The reason for this statement is considered to be Archimandrite Dorotheos Dbar's
appeal to the Holy Synods of the All-Orthodox Churches, where Dbar demanded the
establishment of a special commission on Abkhazian issue, chaired by the Patriarch of
Constantinople. This appeal deepened the controversy in the Abkhazian clergy. To defuse the
situation, on August 19, 2020, the President of the self-declared republic, Aslan Bzhania, met
with a delegation from the Holy Metropolitan, where Bzhalia strongly supported the idea of
autocephaly of the Abkhazian Church and approved the establishment of a "Common Orthodox
Commission"; He only added that speeding of this issue would not be good for the further

development of the country and would strain relations with Russia.®

4 MlcTopHKO-TIpaBOBBE aCIIEKTHI aBTOKe(aJIMK U aBTOHOMUY IiepkBu,ra3.JIuteparypHas razera,2021,27
maii. Historical-legal aspects of autocephaly and church autonomy, newspaper “Literaturnaya
Gazeta”, 2021, 27. V.
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newspaper “Literaturnaya Gazeta”, 2021.20. V; There is no other way! Part 1, newspaper “Christian
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It is known that on May 16, Abkhazian delegation led by Bzhania paid an official visit to
Syria, which recognized the occupied regions of Georgia as independent countries in 2018.
With this fact, Bzhania's visit to Syria was not unexpected; On the other hand, receiving of
Bzhania in Damascus by the Patriarch of Antioch, John X, and his widely publicized position,
which clearly reveales his intention to establish direct contacts between the Churches of
Antioch and Abkhazia, bypassing the Church of Georgia, became a matter of serious concern;
"We are ready to help you, to provide your country with any kind of assistance you need
regarding Christianity and the Church," said the Patriarch of Antioch at the meeting.

According to current situation, the question is - how dangerous is the orientation and
messages of the Patriarch of Antioch? Numerous materials can be found that reflect the facts
of support for the policies of Syria and Russia from the Patriarch of Antioch; The political-
religious tandem of Antioch-Moscow patriarchates was revealed.

The positions of the Patriarchate of Antioch coincide with the approaches of Russian
Church in all key issues. This tandem became apparent during Crete Council in 2016, when a
representative of the Church of Antioch did not attend the event. The fact is that Russian
Church, through the Church of Antioch, gives publicity to its goals and intentions. ’

Thus, two questions arise from the above: 1). Is it possible for the Patriarchate of Antioch
to grant autocephaly to the Church of Abkhazia? and 2). What will be the result of making such
a decision? Analysts have different answers to these questions.

Some analysts do not rule out that the Patriarchate of Antioch, which opposes the World
Patriarchate and acts in the interests of Russia, should grant Abkhazian Church the status of an
autonomous Catholicate Church instead of autocephaly, what is in the direct interests of Russian
Church and what the pro - Russian clergy of Abkhazia strives to. Russian Church will, in fact,
subjugate Abkhazian region over time on the grounds that it has not gained an autocephaly and
converts it into a diocese; until then, it will try its best to introduce Russian Orthodoxy in the
parish of Abkhazia.

With such an approach to the issue of Abkhazia, the Patriarchate of Antioch has in fact
denied the primacy of the World Patriarchate and recognized the possibility of establishing a

new order in the Orthodox world, where Russian Church is considered to be one of the

Abkhazia”, 2011. A.Krasno, “You can't always refer to the past”. Head of the Metropolitanate of
Abkhazia-about the conflict with Georgia and the Russian Orthodox Church, 2021.10. V

7 Mapxsazse T.,ABrokedanus A6xa3cKoil IepKBU HEKTO He IIpu3HaeT, ras.Axamu Tao6al0,2011,22
maii. T. Markhvadze, Nobody recognizes the autocephaly of Abkhazian Church, newspaper “Akhali
Taoba”, 2011, 22. V
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candidates for the primacy. Hence, the campaign against the World Patriarchate, led by Russian
Church and widely used by the Patriarchate of Antioch, is widespread in the modern Christian
world. The ideology of the campaign was the accusation of the Patriarchate of Constantinople
in trying to create a "new ecclesiology".

The theory of "alternative ecclesiology" considers only the establishment of inter-church
ties through the Patriarch of Constantinople. With such an approach, only that Church can be
in Orthodoxy, which has a direct connection with the Patriarchate of Constantinople. Finding a
dogmatic basis for such teaching is a difficult and in fact unattainable task; However, his
theorists still aspire to create a new theological platform of ecclesiology, which should
strengthen the right of the Patriarchate of Constantinople to grant the status of autocephaly. The
author of this conclusion is Russian Church, which believes that Constantinople is trying to
transfer the concept of Christian teaching to ecclesiastical primacy in the primacy of power.?

The severance of the Eucharistic union between the Patriarchates of Moscow and
Constantinople in 2018 has created an awkward situation for the Orthodox Churches of the
world, and has put Georgian Church in a difficult position.

Georgian Patriarchate constantly keeps an eye on the current events in the Orthodox
world, on the approach of the Orthodox Churches to Abkhazian issue, and the meeting of
Abkhazian delegation with the Patriarch of Antioch. It is clear to Georgian Church that this
meeting took place during a difficult period for the Orthodox world, when the recognition of
the autocephaly of the Ukrainian Church led to an ecclesiastical schism; The Orthodox world
was conventionally divided into two-Russian and Greek camps. The Church of Antioch found
itself in a so-called Russian camp, which was revealed in the criticism of the decision of the
Patriarch of Constantinople by the Patriarch of Antioch and in the declaration of the Ukrainian
Church as a schismatic church. With such an approach, fears appeared in Syria regarding
Bartholomew's revenge, that would lie in his attempt to destroy the Church of Antioch by
recognizing the independence of Lebanese metropolis.’

Part of Georgian analysts give a negative assessment to the meeting between the
Presidents of Antioch and Abkhazia and believe that Georgian Church should break the
Eucharistic connection with the Church of Antioch, make public statements and condemn the

attempts of the Patriarchate of Antioch to invade the internal affairs of Georgian Church: special

8 Conpatos U.,l'opsune Touku npaBociasus,ras. Bectuuk Kaskasa/,2012,3 utonss. [lepuuk
A.IlepkoBHas 3a6acToBKa B A6xasuu 3aBepuniaocs,M.,2021. I. Soldatov, Hot spots of Orthodoxy,
Vestnik Kavkaza, 2012.3.VIIL. A. Perchin, Church strike in Abkhazia is over, Moscow, 2021
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appeals, to the World Patriarch and other patriarchs regarding unfriendly and unworthy actions

of the Patriarchate of Antioch, to be made.
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