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In 1979 –80 conversations were held between representatives of the Orthodox Church 
of Georgia and the ‘Evangelical Christians-Baptists’ of Georgia in a situation of 
oppression by the Communist state. The agreed document that emerged from this 
dialogue is printed here, and is preceded by an article which expounds it from a Baptist 
perspective, sets it in the wider context of Baptist theological and ecumenical theology, 
and relates it to the practices of the present-day Baptist Church of Georgia. The stated 
purpose of the dialogue was to achieve reconciliation and unity between Orthodox and 
Baptist Christians in Georgia, first by agreeing substantial matters of doctrine and then 
by adopting a common liturgy and common sacramental life. Among the range of 
subjects reviewed, including the Blessed Virgin Mary, the saints, nationalism, 
confession and icons, the discussion on baptism is perhaps the most adventurous, and 
remains promising though flawed. The document does not represent the views of the 
present-day Orthodox Church of Georgia, and its contents clearly reflect the political 
pressures under which it was composed. However, it is of historical interest, and some 
will see it as a sign of hope for co-operation in the mission of God. 
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Introduction: the dialogue document 

In 1983 the General Secretary of the World Council of Churches (WCC), the Revd Philip 

Potter, visited the Soviet Republic of Georgia. He preached both in the central Evangelical 

Christians-Baptist1 Church in Tbilisi, and in the Orthodox Cathedral. Before his departure 

he declared: ‘My visit to Georgia has made a deep impression on me. The ecumenism 

practised in the life of religious organisations in Georgia is to be welcomed.’2 

That period in the late 1970s and early 1980s should indeed be considered as the peak 

of ecumenical relations in Georgia. Michael A. Fahey, who has analysed the vast amount 

1The title ‘Evangelical Christians-Baptists’ is clumsy in English, but translates literally the Russian 
name of the united church of what had been formerly two distinct groups of ‘Evangelical Christians’ 
and ‘Baptists’ among both Russian and Georgian Baptists, an amalgamation which existed from 
1944 to 1991 as part of the Soviet-era ‘All-Union Council of Evangelical Christians-Baptists’. This 
was a union forced by Stalin’s church policy. The newly independent ‘Evangelical Christian Baptist 
Church of Georgia’ emerged as a Georgian-speaking church in 1991, whose name was shortly 
afterwards replaced by the shorter ‘Evangelical Baptist Church of Georgia’. The abbreviation used 
for the Church up to 1991 will be ECB, and from 1991 onwards, EBC. 
2‘Chronicles’, 15. 
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of theological literature on Orthodox ecumenism during 1978–83, offers convincing 

evidence of Orthodox ecumenical activities in general during these five years. While he 

does not write much about the ecumenical movement in Georgia in particular, he admits 

that ‘much of what is taking place nationally and internationally, especially in bilateral 

dialogues, is buried under a bushel’.3 Among the buried material, what happened in those 

five years in Georgia in ecumenical relations between the Orthodox Church of Georgia 

(OCG) and the Evangelical Christians-Baptists (ECB), with its accompanying text, 

deserves to be known and analysed in academic and ecumenical circles. 

The agreed statement of conversations that took place in 1979–80 is appended to this 

article; it has never before been published in complete form, and not at all in English 

translation. The reader should be aware that the document was not intended as a technical 

theological treatise. It is a pastoral piece, virtually a pastoral letter to the churches of both 

communions, and attempts to communicate sensitive theological matters in a popular 

form, understandable at ‘pew-level’. The informed reader today might criticise it for 

lacking theological finesse in places, but this would be to overlook its purpose and its 

context. Its context was church life under the pressure of communist government – a 

pressure which must have influenced the outcome and which must never be forgotten in 

the reading of what follows here. Its stated purpose was to achieve reconciliation and unity 

between Orthodox and Baptist Christians in Georgia. It addresses this, first, in terms of 

agreeing substantial matters of doctrine and then – quite surprisingly – by the intention of 

adopting a common liturgy and common sacramental life. Within this pastoral horizon, the 

document does in fact display considerable subtlety in places. It has the tone of a homily or 

devotional writing, and although there is no evidence that it was read aloud in Orthodox or 

Baptist congregations, one could readily imagine its being so. In its own opening words: 

The goal of the dialogue is: to bring Christian believers into closer spiritual and fraternal 
relations, exchanging views about the faith and consequently implementing a common 
worship-service by believing Christians in Georgia . . .  Assuming that Christ is our true 
Preceptor, every obstacle, as difficult and heavy as it may seem, will be overcome by means of 
divine love, patriotism and unshakeable faith; then steps will be taken in the direction of 
common Christian faith and common Christian worship.4 

It appears that, for the participants of the dialogue, the ‘worship-service’ (msakhureba) 

or liturgy5 was the crucial point for bringing ‘believing Christians’ from both traditions 

into closer spiritual relations. The common liturgy was to be both a symbol of Christian 

unity and a starting point for their further co-operation. They believed that, because of 

allegiance to Christ and the affirmation of Georgian-ness, Christian unity was mandatory: 

‘disunity and every kind of separation do not bring us closer to the head of the Church, 

Christ, but rather drive us away from him. Consequently, to refuse Christian unity is to 

refuse Christ’. They urge ‘Georgian believers’ to celebrate ‘in our homeland’ the 

‘establishment of a common Christian faith and its practical implementation’, and believe 

that the motivation to ‘build bridges of love’ has already matured among them. Despite 

this confidence, the document does however reveal a tension between the two parties, not 

3Fahey, ‘Orthodox Ecumenism’, 692. 
4See p. 24 below. 
5Msakhureba, as in the English ‘service’, can mean both a worship-service and diaconal service. 
That the primary meaning here is ‘worship-service’ or liturgy (though leading to diakonia) is  
demonstrated by the actual concern of the dialogue to establish a common liturgy and sacramental 
practice, and is verified in the final section by the explanation of msakhureba in paranthesis as tsirva, 
which means ‘liturgy of sacrifice’ or eucharistic liturgy. 
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so much about doctrinal issues, but about locality and catholicity in the mission of the 

Church, different emphases being placed here by the Orthodox and the ECB respectively. 

In the concluding part of the document it becomes clear that the question of patriotism and 

cosmopolitanism was discussed at length. 

As well as a caution about the style and genre of the document, another caution that 

should be registered at the beginning of our discussion is that this is a historical document. 

It does not represent the views of the Orthodox Church of Georgia today, which no longer 

shares the ecumenical aspirations expressed in the dialogue; nor does the text entirely 
represent the present-day Evangelical Baptist Church (EBC)6 of Georgia, although it 

overlaps with many current concerns and opinions of the EBC. Nevertheless, it should be 

read in its historical context as a courageous attempt in its time to think through 

contentious issues that might divide two communities, and has implications for church and 

ecumenical life in the present age. Our aim, in writing this article, is to expound the text of 

the dialogue from a largely Baptist perspective, to compare it with Baptist and ecumenical 

theology on a global level, and to record recent developments of Baptist practice in 

Georgia that might be seen as a legacy of the document – or at least of the mood in which 

it was conceived. From the early 1990s the Evangelical Baptist Church of Georgia became 

involved in liturgical reforms which were characterised by the revival of Orthodox 

spiritual legacy among Georgian Baptists. This is where the dialogue document has found 

its continuation. It has been constantly referred to and is seen as a kind of prophetic 

document issuing from representatives of the ECB community, even being regarded as a 

legitimation of recent changes. It must remain for Orthodox theologians to make their own 

commentary on the text, and the present authors of this article look forward to this 

happening. 

Two original documents of the text have come to light through the researches of one of 

the present authors, Malkhaz Songulashvili. The first copy was found in the early 1990s in 

the papers of Lado Songulashvili (1929 – 2007), formerly Presbyter of the ECB Church in 

Tbilisi,7 and the second in 1997 in the papers of the former Superintendent of the 

Transcaucasian region of the All Union Council of Evangelical Christians-Baptists, Nodar 

Kvirikashvili (1925 – 93).8 The first version seems to be a working document, typed 

double-spaced on 17 A4 size pages, most likely by a secretary of the Georgian Orthodox 

Patriarchate. This version does not contain names of the participants, providing only 

numbers with spaces for typing or writing in the names, and there is a page missing from 

the section on baptism. It does, however, include the designation of the Patriarch, Ilia II, as 

one of the Presidents of the WCC, which is omitted from the second original. This second 

document is otherwise complete, differing from the first only in punctuation, and appears 

to be the final version of the text. It is also written on A4 size paper, single-spaced, making 

a total of 10 typewritten pages. The text appended to this article is a translation of the 

second document, with the missing title of the Patriarch inserted. Both documents are 

preserved in the archives of the Evangelical Baptist Church of Georgia, which are included 

in the Angus Library of Regent’s Park College, Oxford. A copy reportedly exists in the 

archives of the Patriarchate of the OCG.9 

6See note 1. 
7Father of the present author, Malkhaz Songulashvili. 
8According to the oral testimony of his wife, Mery Kvirikashvili, he requested a copy from the 
Orthodox Patriarchate and it was duly sent to him. 
9According to information from Metropolitan Shalamberidze (see note 10). It has not been possible 
to consult this copy. 
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The first copy of the document, containing 80% of the full text, was published in 

Georgian in the EBC newspaper Tavisufali on 17 January 2003, without objection from the 

Patriarchate, and was distributed among the students of the Orthodox Theological 

Academy in Tbilisi. The document is now being printed with the permission of the bishops 

of the EBC of Georgia, and with the encouragement of the only surviving Orthodox 

member of the ecumenical group, Guram Shalamberidze, at present Metropolitan 

Archbishop of Tkibuli and Terjola in Georgia.10 Also, writing in approval of the 

publication of the dialogue text Georgian Orthodox Archbishop Zenon of Great Britain 

and Ireland has noted that ‘The aspiration of the document was defined by the keen desire 

between the participants to have a confessional listening to each other, and also by the 

anticipation of mutual friendship and cooperation.’ He adds that ‘confessional dialogue 

between the Orthodox Church and Baptist churches does not continue any more’, but that 

‘there are still some friendship and courtesy encounters taking place between the 

representatives of these churches’.11 

The context of the dialogue and its participants 

Two people who played a key role in the initiation of the Orthodox –Baptist theological 

dialogue which produced the text were the Presiding Presbyter of the ECB, Giorgi 

Bolgashvili (1913–83), and the Catholicos Patriarch of Georgia, Ilia II (born 1932). The 

former was near the end of his ministry and the latter was just starting it. The former 

represented the tradition of ‘Evangelical Christians’ and ‘Baptists’ that had been 

established in Georgia in the nineteenth century (1867), and the second represented the 

Orthodox Christian tradition that had been established in Georgia as a state religion in the 

early fourth century (circa 326). 

Giorgi Bolgashvili was leader of the Georgian ECB community from 1967 to his 

death in 1984. He was a well-educated engineer and World War II veteran. Under his 

leadership the Georgian ECB community became the fastest growing non-Orthodox 

church not only in Tbilisi and Georgia but in the region that was supervised by the 

Baptist Senior Presbyter of the Transcaucasian Republics. Even in early 1960 it became 

clear that the Georgian ECB in Tbilisi would soon outnumber the rest of the Russian and 

Armenian ECB congregations both in Tbilisi and the region. Ernest Payne, who visited 

Tbilisi as a part of the European Baptist Federation (EBF)– WCC delegation in 1963, 

reported: 

In Tbilisi (Tiflis), the capital of Georgia and one of the oldest cities in the world, we found on 
the Sunday three Baptist groups using a simple building with services in Georgian, Russian 
and Armenian for groups said to number 400, 450, and 150 respectively.12 

A few years after Payne’s visit the Georgian ECB became the largest group, first in Tbilisi 

and then in Transcaucasus. In 1982 the European Baptist Press Service reported that there 

were 4500 ECB members in the Transcaucasus, 25 Russian-speaking churches, six 

Armenian, two Ossetian and only one Georgian. But the Georgian one numbered more 

than 1500 members and therefore it was the largest Church in the region.13 

10Given in a personal meeting with Malkhaz Songulashvili in Tbilisi, on April 22, 2013. 
11Letter to Malkhaz Songulashvili, Tbilisi, May 22, 2013. 
12E.A. Payne Papers, ‘Visit to USSR 1963/4’, 566. Angus Library, Regent’s Park College, Oxford. 
13Wilkes, ‘Many Languages, Spirit of Unity’, 3. 
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Ilia II (Gudushaur-Shiolashvili) was newly enthroned leader of the Georgian Orthodox 

Church when the dialogue between the Orthodox and ECB was initiated. It was not 

surprising that Ilia II sought alliance with the leader of a thriving Christian church in 

Tbilisi, Giorgi Bolgashvili, who had first met Ilia II at his enthronement in the 

Svetitskhoveli cathedral in Mtskheta on 25 December 1977.14 

The new Catholicos Patriarch started his ministry as a reformer. He initiated the 

translation of the Bible into the modern Georgian language from Hebrew and Greek 

originals, the Orthodox Church thus recognising the need for a new translation of the 

Bible for the first time. Founding father of the Georgian ECB church, I. Kandelaki 

(1891 – 1926) and an Orthodox Archpriest and scholar Grigol Peradze (1899 – 1944) 

were the first to express the need for the new translation in the 1920s and 1930s and 

asked the British and Foreign Bible Society for assistance. The Georgian ECB had been 

the first to start using a modern Georgian language translation of the New Testament and 

the Psalms, rendered from Old Georgian by E. Kutateladze, one of the founding mothers 

of the Baptist Church in Georgia. This new translation initiated by the Catholicos 

Patriarch Ilia II was an ecumenical venture by its nature, the committee comprising 

Orthodox, Baptists and one Jew. Ilia II also introduced new directions into iconography, 

and started building bridges with various layers of Georgian society – with scientists, 

poets, writers and artists. 

With the assistance of an Orthodox Bishop Kristophore Tsamalaidze, who had a 

conversion experience to Christianity in the ECB church and who was formerly a Baptist 

lay-preacher, and Givi Gomelaury, an ECB lay-preacher, the leaders of the two churches 

had a series of encounters at which it was decided to start a formal dialogue. There were to 

be five representatives from the Orthodox and five representatives from the ECB churches. 

The representatives were carefully selected; in each group there were two clergymen and 

three laymen, so it might fairly be claimed that these were conversations at a ‘grass-roots’ 

level. The Orthodox co-chairmanship was assigned to Metropolitan Konstantine 

Melikidze.15 The other Orthodox members were: Guram Shalamberidze,16 Archpriest 

Amiran Shengelia, Micheil Tarkhnishvili,17 and Giorgi Tsintsadze.18 The ECB co

chairmanship was taken by Presbyter Giorgi Bolgashvili himself. The other ECB members 

14There were three Georgian ecumenical delegations present at the enthronement: the Roman 
Catholic delegation, represented by Jan Snezinsky; the Armenian Apostolic delegation represented 
by Bishop Gevork Siraidarian; and the ECB delegation, which outnumbered the other two, 
represented by Senior Presbyter Nodar Kvirikashvili, Presbyter Giorgi Bolgashvili, lay couple 
Nikolos and Zuzuna Osikmashvili, and one of the present authors, Malkhaz Songulashvili, as a 
young man. 
15Metropolitan Konstantine was the senior hierarch of the Orthodox Church of Georgia and a strong 
supporter of the new Catholicos Patriarch. 
16See text above. Metropolitan Archbishop Guram Shalamberidze was at the time priest in the Tbilisi 
Diocese of the OCG. 
17Micheil Tarkhnishvili, a dramatist and writer, was the Patriarch’s personal adviser and one of the 
first Georgian intellectuals to co-operate with the Orthodox Church. With the blessing of the 
Catholicos Patriarch he preached at the Central Baptist Church in Tbilisi, and was the first Orthodox 
to preach in a Baptist service. 
18Giorgi Tsintsadze, a philosopher, who had experienced persecution and exile, was a very 
committed Orthodox layman. He was also one of the first university lecturers to teach at the 
Orthodox Theological Seminary at the invitation of Ilia II. 
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of the dialogue were: Presbyter Estate Gogebashvili,19 Givi Gomelauri,20 Malkhaz 

Duchidze,21 and Avtandil Darbaidze.22 

The dialogue was a politically sensitive issue for both parties. It was carried out against 

the background of the Communist regime which was explicitly hostile to religions and 

especially those religions that attracted a growing number of people. The dialogue brought 

together several different types of people, an event which could only be considered by the 

communist authorities as subversive. The dialogue was meant, it seems, to be a pact 

between the two churches to evangelise the Georgian population which would be bound to 

be viewed as an aggressive attack on state ideology. The political sensitivity of the 

dialogue was accentuated by the fact that it was initiated and carried out by representatives 

of the Georgian ethnic group with a special emphases on Georgian national culture. By 

entering the formal dialogue with the Georgian Orthodox Church, Bolgashvili and his 

supporters were taking up a particularly vulnerable position since the dialogue was not 

sanctioned either by the state or by the Baptist denominational body, the All-Union 

Council of Evangelical Christians-Baptists, whose leadership was held by Russian 

Baptists in Moscow. 

The Blessed Virgin Mary 

These conversations appear to be the first occasion that representatives of a Baptist union 

or convention formally accepted the title Theotokos23 for Mary, though this has happened 

subsequently. It seems to have been over-hasty for the writer of the article on ‘Mary’ in the 

Dictionary of European Baptist Life and Thought to state in 2009 that ‘Whilst Baptists are 

happy to speak of Mary as the mother of Jesus they would not use the language of “Mother 

of God”’.24 In that very same year a joint commission of representatives from the Catholic 

Bishops’ Conference of France and the Federation of Evangelical Baptist Churches of 

France published a report in which the participants record in a favourable way that the 

Fathers of the Council of Ephesus defended the title Theotokos on the grounds that it 
safeguarded the divinity of Christ; 25 that is, Mary gives birth not merely to a human nature 

but to the ‘person’ of the Logos who was eternally within the Trinity. Also in 2009 the 

Baptist participants in International Conversations between the Roman Catholic Church 

and the Baptist World Alliance approved the title Theotokos in a round of conversations 
that year, though noting it was rarely used by Baptists, a decision embodied in the report 

finally published in 2013.26 

19Estate Gogebashvili was the only Georgian ECB clergyman to support Bolgashvili’s plan to enter 
into dialogue with the Orthodox. He was a Georgian but he served as a minister of the Russian-
speaking ECB church in Rustavi, a satellite city to Tbilisi. 
20Givi Gomelauri was a deeply ecumenically-minded ECB lay-preacher at the Tbilisi church. 
21Malkhaz Duchidze was an ECB lay-preacher and Tbilisi University lecturer in accounting, giving 
intellectual weight to the ECB delegation. 
22Avtandil Darbaidze was a young architect who had experienced pressure under the Communists 
for being both a member of the Communist Party and the ECB church in Tbilisi. Ultimately he left 
the party and later was ordained to the diaconate in the ECB Church. 
23For theotokos the Georgian has ghvtis-mshobeli, that is ‘one who gives birth to God’ or ‘God
birther’. In folklore deda ghvtisa, meaning ‘God’s mother’, is also widely used. 
24Várady, ‘Mary’, 319. 
25Marie, §15. 
26‘Word of God in the Life of the Church’, §§134, 143–5. The volume of the American Baptist 
Quarterly in which the Conversations were published in 2013 is back-dated to Spring 2012. 
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In those recent Catholic– Baptist conversations, Baptists agree with their Catholic 

colleagues that Mary deserves to be honoured and called ‘blessed’ (Luke 1.42, 48) for the 

unique part she was called by God to play in the history of salvation, and that she stands as 

a model of faithful discipleship for all Christians.27 The Baptists of 2013 would have 

agreed with the Georgian Baptists that failure to give this honour is a ‘weakness in 

Protestantism’. However, the Baptists did not agree (unlike Anglicans in their own 

conversations on Mary with the Catholic Church)28 that Mary was sinless, thinking that 

total freedom from original and personal sin would undermine her capacity to be a model 

disciple with whom we could identify, as someone growing in faith and trust through 

normal human conditions.29 By contrast, in these earlier Georgian conversations, Baptists 

do consent to the sinlessness of Mary. She is agreed to be ‘all-blameless’ with an inner 

being that is ‘entire holy and divine’. Nevertheless, these affirmations must be understood 

within the perspective of the Eastern Church, which reduces somewhat (though not 

entirely) the gap between these Baptists in 1979 –80 and others some 30 years later. The 

‘divine’ inner being of Mary is to be understood according to the potential divinisation 

(theosis) of all human beings; she is sanctified in her life ahead of the resurrection, as a 

foretaste of all human destiny.30 Nor does this affirmation necessarily imply a dogma of 

immaculate conception as generally received in the Catholic West, whereby Mary was 

preserved at one single moment in her conception from both original and personal sin 

through the redeeming work of Christ. Baptists in the 2009 conversations could not accept 

this dogma. It is, however, also contentious in Orthodoxy, and not universally received in 

the Orthodox Church.31 In the text before us, we may more easily understand the 

participants to be referring to the work of the Holy Spirit during the life of Mary, bringing 

her to perfection and enabling her active cooperation with God ahead of the conception of 

Jesus, leaving room for the idea of growth in discipleship. 

At first sight the phrase ‘Had the inner being of St. Mary not been entirely holy and 

divine she could not have given birth to divinity’ might be read as positing the sinlessness 

of Mary as a logical requirement for giving birth to a sinless Christ, which even the 

Western dogma of the immaculate conception does not maintain. In the Western Catholic 

tradition, the sinlessness of Mary in her conception is seen as appropriate for the 
Theotokos, not a logical necessity, and as a preparation through grace to make the response 
of ‘yes’ to God in perfect freedom at the annunciation.32 A similar intention may be 

discerned behind the words of the Baptist – Orthodox dialogue, though referring to the 

work of the Holy Spirit in her life and not simply to a single event at her conception. The 

phrase may be seen as shorthand for the meaning: if Mary had not been ‘entirely holy and 

divine’ (through the preparation of the Holy Spirit) she could not have made the perfect 

response to God in the annunciation, and so become the mother of the divine Logos. Thus 

Bishop Kallistos Ware writes that ‘Had she not first learnt to hear the word of God in her 

heart, she could never have borne the Word Incarnate in her body.’33 

The incident at Cana mentioned in this dialogue text, when Mary speaks to Christ on 

behalf of the servants at the feast (‘they have no wine’, John 2.3) is frequently taken in the 

27Ibid., §133, 139, 150. 
28Mary. Grace and Hope in Christ, §59. 
29‘Word of God in the Life of the Church’, §148. 
30So Nissiotis, ‘Mary’, 29; cf. Lossky, In the Image and Likeness of God, 200, 208. 
31It is rejected, for example, by Bulgakov, Burning Bush, chapter 3. 
32‘Word of God in the Life of the Church’, §147. 
33Ware, Mary Theotokos, 13. 
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Western Catholic and Eastern Orthodox traditions as warrant for praying to Mary as a 

mediator with Christ (though not as a mediator of salvation). Here a subtle reserve is 

expressed, perhaps in deference to Baptist sensibilities; the text states that Jesus received 

an ‘impetus’ from his mother’s request on behalf of others. The report of the later Baptist – 

Catholic conversations (2013) makes a joint affirmation of praying ‘with Mary’, since she 

shares like all Christian disciples in the prayers of Jesus to the Father.34 Thus the Baptist – 

Catholic report takes a slightly different direction from the Anglican – Catholic agreed 

statement on Mary, which had identified the ‘yes’ of Mary as a model for the movement of 

the human heart towards God, while seeing Jesus as saying a ‘yes’ to humanity on behalf 

of God his Father.35 The 2013 report clearly affirms that Mary’s ‘yes’ of obedience to God 

relies upon and shares in the ‘yes’ (Amen) of the Son which he makes to the Father on 

behalf of all human persons, and that praying ‘with’ the ‘yes’ of Mary relies on praying 

with the ‘yes’ of Christ. The Catholic participants of course added that it was right to pray 

‘to Mary’, in the sense of asking her to take our prayers to Christ. None of these issues was 

treated in the text of the Georgian Orthodox –Baptist agreement, but one suspects that a 

good deal of theological conversation lay behind the recording of the appeal to Mary at the 

Feast of Cana. 

Further discussion is surely hinted at in the inclusion of reference to Jesus on the cross 

entrusting Mary to the care of the Beloved Disciple. For Orthodox (as for Western 

Catholics) this would imply that Mary had no other natural children to take care of her, so 

supporting the dogma of the perpetual virginity of Mary. It is another mark of the quiet 

subtlety of this document that the incident is alluded to overtly only as an example of the 

honouring of his mother by Jesus. For comparison, in the later Catholic –Baptist 

conversations, the Baptist participants generally found no obvious scriptural reason to 

maintain the perpetual virginity of Mary, but did not deny that scripture might be 

interpreted this way. They were firmer in their rejection of the Assumption of Mary, 

thinking that there is no scriptural reason to ascribe glorification to any disciple ahead of 

the eschaton, while the present EBC of Georgia does not reject the Orthodox doctrine of 

the Dormition of Mary.36 

At the very end of the document there is another significant reference to Mary, in 

calling for an exploration of the ‘inner, spiritual history’ of Georgia for its own renewal 

and as a means of spiritual development of other nations. This, the document declares, 

should be the vocation of Georgia which is ‘the land allotted to Mary the Theotokos’. The 

story of her special relationship with Georgia had been developed over the course of 

centuries. At first it appears in a less developed form in ‘The Conversion of Kartli’:37 later 

on in the eleventh century it becomes more prominent, with the conviction that ‘it was the 

desire of the blessed Mother of God to preach her Son’s Gospel in the East, since one of his 

names was “the rising Sun of Righteousness”’.38 It seems the Catholicos of Georgia, 

Nicolas Gurabanidze (þ1160) believed that Georgia, being in the East, related to the place 

where Mary lived or stayed. This concept of Mary’s patronage of Georgia was elaborated 

gradually and became strongly emphasised in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. After 

the rise of religious nationalism the patronage of the Theotokos was adopted by politicians 

34‘Word of God in the Life of the Church’, §156. 
35Mary. Grace and Hope in Christ, §64; cf. §51. 
36The feast day is entered in the liturgical calendar of the EBC. 
37‘Conversion of Kartli’, 320 – 35. 
38Gurabanidze, ‘Reading about Svetitskhoveli’, 72. 
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as an historical fact. Even President Shevardnadze referred to Mary’s patronage in his 

speech made at the Baptist Cathedral on 14 March 2003.39 It is still being repeated by the 

present President of Georgia, Mikheil Saakashvili, and representatives of a wide spectrum 

of political life in the country. The new Georgian national anthem, which was adopted in 

2005, also contains the reference to God’s ‘allotting’ of Georgia to Mary. 

In the 1990s, before the Georgian Orthodox Church and Evangelical Baptist Church of 

Georgia signed their ‘Common Declaration’,40 and before the dramatic changes in the 

liturgical practices of the EBC, adopting someOrthodox forms, the special patronage ofMary 

was invoked by religious authorities to deny any right to evangelise in Georgia by non-

Orthodox churches. The EBC was particularly targeted by ultra-conservative groups in the 

country becauseof its anti-Marian reputation, gained through itsmembership in theAll-Union 

Council of Evangelical Christians-Baptists of the USSR in the Soviet era. The reforms in the 

EBCcommunity restored the balance in relation to the place ofMary in their spirituality.They 

have never affirmed the patronage of the Theotokos but on the other hand they have given her a 
more prominent place in their spirituality than any other Baptist Church in Eastern Europe. 

For instance, icons of the incarnation,Mary and the infant Jesus, are prominently placed in the 

sanctuary. Chants to the Theotokos are sung in liturgy, and the bishops of the church wear the 
encolpion, a pendant with an icon of the Theotokos with Jesus. By restoring due respect and 
veneration to Mary, the Georgian EBC, denominationally, has gone further than any other 

Baptist unions or conventions.Yet it is to be noticed that there is a growing interest in the place 

ofMary in spirituality inBaptist churchesworldwide. In addition to the place given toMary in 

the recent Catholic–Baptist conversations, several academic contributions have been made 

by Baptists to the study of Mary in doctrine and devotion.41 The potential for theological 

thought, however, contained in the association of themotherhoodofMarywithmotherhood in 

the natural world with which the section on Mary begins in this document, has not yet been 

developed among Baptists either in Georgia or elsewhere. 

The saints 

The dialogue document goes on froma consideration of ‘St.Mary’ to urge an appreciation of 

all the saints, a commemoration of them on their feast days, and a reflection on their lives so 

that we might ‘carry our own cross faultlessly and conscientiously’. The present-day 

EBC of Georgia has in fact created a calendar of the saints, and while no other Baptist 

union or convention has done so, the practice has recently been urged by several Baptists 

in an on-line correspondence,42 initiated by the American Baptist theologian Steven 

Harmon who had earlier made this proposal in a book on Baptists and catholicity.43 

The present EBC also practises a commemoration of the saints in its recommended 

liturgy for the Eucharist which follows the shape and much of the content of the Liturgy of 

St John Chrysostom.44 As in the Orthodox Divine Liturgy, after the words of consecration 

39Copy in the archives of the EBC, Angus Library, Oxford. 
40See further below, section on ‘Church and nation’. 
41 e.g. Fiddes, ‘Mary in the Theology of Karl Barth’; George, ‘The Blessed Virgin Mary’. 
42Links can be followed on Andy Goodliff, ‘Creating a List of Baptist Saints’, andygoodliff.typepad. 
com/my_webblog/baptist_stuff/2011/08; now see Goodliff, ‘Towards a Baptist Sanctoral?’ 
43Harmon, Towards Baptist Catholicity, 170–1; cf. Baptist theologian McClendon, Biography as 
Theology, 172– 84. 
44Georgian Eucharist, published by the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship on the occasion of its 
General Assembly, 2011 (n.pl.) 

andygoodliff.typepad.com/my_webblog/baptist_stuff/2011/08
andygoodliff.typepad.com/my_webblog/baptist_stuff/2011/08
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over the bread and wine, and before the ‘prayer before communion’, there is a moment for 

the commemoration of the saints. In the Baptist liturgy, the celebrant prays, ‘As we 

celebrate this Holy Communion, we remember those who have gone to their peace in faith: 

our forefathers, fathers, mothers, patriarchs, prophets, apostles, Mary the Theotokos, 

preachers, evangelists, martyrs, confessors, and every righteous spirit made perfect in 

faith.’ At this point, the worshippers are invited to utter the names of those departed who 

have played a significant role in their spiritual journey by saying: ‘Remember, Lord . . .  [a 
personal spiritual guide’s name ]’. A similar practice has been followed in the Baptist 

Church of the Lamb of God in El Salvador, where in the 1990s the names of those who had 

‘disappeared’ into government prisons were spoken at the Eucharist.45 

Commemoration of the saints has been practised by other Baptist groups at occasional 

times, if not regularly. One example is a commemoration of representative figures from 

four centuries of Baptist history at a worship service organised by the Baptist World 

Alliance in 2009 celebrating the formation of the first Baptist church in 1609 in 

Amsterdam.46 After some 40 well-known names from all continents of the world were 

remembered, the litany also made mention of those many saints without name whose 

contributions to the living tradition of Baptist faith and practice are indispensable, 

including ‘members of our churches and congregations who live out the story in hope and 

in fear, in safety and in danger’. In all these Baptist examples, we can see the dual use of 

the term ‘saint’ among Baptists, referring both to every Christian disciple and to those 

whose lives have become a special disclosure of the grace of God. 

The dialogue document urges moderation in commemoration of the saints, making a 

distinction between being a model of Christian faithfulness to the rule of God, which saints 

are, and a sharing in a hierarchy of divine rule, which saints do not. The document places 

stress on the sole rule of God (monarchia), warning against ‘weakening a colour in the 

spectrum of attributes of the Holy Trinity and the One [divine] Essence’. The saints are not 

even to be understood as part of the hierarchy of celestial beings (angels) created by God, 

through whom God administers divine rule of the world. At first this seems to be an odd 

distinction, perhaps un-Orthodox. After all, Mary, first among the saints, is addressed in 

the Theotokion at every church service as: ‘More honoured than the cherubim and 

incomparably more glorious than the seraphim’. However, the ascription of glory to the 

saints need not necessarily classify them as ‘rulers’ of the world. Psalm 8 (echoed by 

Hebrews 3.6 –9), used regularly in the liturgy, declares human beings to be ‘crowned with 

glory and power’ but distinct from the angels. This leaves open the possibility that their 

glory is something other than ‘rule’. In fact, the distinction seems to have a Baptist flavour 

to it, with a typically Baptist emphasis that Christ alone rules in the church.47 In historic 

Baptist thinking, Christ rules as prophet, priest and king in the congregation, which 

therefore has liberty to share in his three-fold office.48 In a situation of oppression, it was 

45These examples are included in Fiddes, The Covenant of Saints, to be published 2014. 
46Held on July 30, 2009, at the United Mennonite Church of Amsterdam with which the earliest 
Baptist community in Amsterdam had close associations. 
47 e.g. Confession of Faith (1677), XXVI.4 –5, in Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, 286. 
48 e.g. Confession of Faith (1644), XXXIII – XXXV, in Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, 165–6; 
Confession of Faith (1677), in Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, 286–7. Thus the local congregation 
cannot be imposed upon by external ecclesiastical authority, though it is a manifestation of the 
Church universal and must seek the mind of Christ in association with other churches, walking ‘by 
one and the same rule’ of Christ: see Confession of Faith (1644) XLVII, in Lumpkin, Baptist 
Confessions, 169. 
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perhaps appropriate to insist that Orthodox and Baptist do not conform to a worldly model 

of power and domination. 

Baptism 

This section of the document contains perhaps the most remarkable experiment in 

ecumenical thinking of the whole conversation. If it must be judged as not entirely 

satisfactory, it shows a most attractive willingness to come to a common mind for the sake 

of a ‘common Christian faith’, and it does bring to the surface an important principle about 

initiation. Briefly, the document proposes that there should be several stages of initiation 

into Christ, with ‘blessing’ (kurtheva) as an infant followed by ‘baptism’ (natloba or 
natlisgeba) at a time of life when a believer can confess faith consciously for himself or 

herself. The first rite will initiate the child into a ‘Christian society (nation)’, while the 

second, following Christian nurture and filling with the Holy Spirit is ‘birth into a truly 

Christian life’. In this way, the participants in these conversations evidently hoped to bring 

together the best insights of the Orthodox doctrine of infant baptism, and of Baptist 

conviction about believers’ baptism. 

The document asserts that the rite with infants can neither properly be called ‘baptism’ 

(here agreeing with the Baptists) or the kind of blessing (dalocva) which is merely a 

‘praying over’ the child, here agreeing with the Orthodox against existing Baptist practice. 

A stronger word for blessing is employed (kurtheva), otherwise used for ordination and 

consecration.49 However, this rite of ‘blessing’ is to be the full Orthodox rite of infant 

baptism (‘full observance of the national-religious ceremony’), thus presumably being a 

blessing involving water, the triune name, anointing with oil (chrismation) and first 

communion. 

It seems extraordinary that the Orthodox participants would consent to the re

conceiving of the infant rite of baptism as a ‘blessing’. But even if there were consent, it 

surely cannot be satisfactory. There is an ambiguity in the text about whether two baptisms 

are involved. Before reaching the point in the text which distinguishes between ‘blessing’ 

and ‘baptism’, the term ‘baptism’ is used in a more traditional sense for the Orthodox, 

despite this being a joint document. For example, ‘infant baptism is an expression of the 

wisdom of our ancestors’. The argument is implicitly that there are not two baptisms, since 

the first rite is a ‘blessing’ despite its ostensible form. Such an approach would presumably 

depend on the fact that, although the word ‘baptise’ appears in the text of the Orthodox 

ceremony, at that time it was conducted in Old Georgian which would not have been 

comprehensible to most listeners. 

What remains of permanent value from this decision is, we think, the principle that 

Christian initiation is a journey or process – what is called here the ‘Christian track’ – 

rather than a single point. Orthodoxy already witnesses to a process in which baptism is 

not the only sacrament of initiation; there are linked sacraments of baptism, chrismation 

and first communion.50 But in Orthodoxy these are normally compressed into one moment 

of time; in this dialogue document the process is extended through Christian nurture to the 

point of the ‘true spiritual rebirth of the individual’ with his or her own conscientious 

response. In recent Baptist ecumenical conversations, the same theological approach has 

been taken of conceiving of initiation as a ‘journey’ which is not completed until the 

49In the current EBC only the word dalocva continues to be used. 
50For this sequence see Schmemann, Of Water and the Spirit, 75–81, 115 –18. 
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candidate has made an owned profession of his or her faith and received gifts of the Spirit 

for sharing in the mission of God in the world. But instead of attempting to create one 

identical journey for all Christian professions, whether they practise infant baptism or not, 

recent Baptist ecumenical theology has proposed a ‘common initiation’ (as distinct from 

‘common baptism’) in which comparable or complementary journeys can be recognised. 
For instance, a journey of initiation consisting in infant baptism, Christian education, 

personal profession of faith, commissioning for the mission of God through some act of 

laying on hands, and sharing at some point of the journey in the Eucharist might be seen as 

comparable with a journey beginning in infant blessing, continuing through Christian 

nurture and culminating in baptism as a professing believer and the other elements 

mentioned. Divine grace and human faith, in their many and different aspects, are thus 

woven together at all stages during this ‘pilgrim’s progress’, but not always in the same 

order. Building on an insight contained in the paper Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry 
issued by the WCC,51 and anticipated by a recommendation in conversations between 

Baptists and the World Communion of Reformed Churches,52 this proposal has recently 

been advanced by Baptists in conversations with the Anglican Communion,53 the Church 

of England,54 the Community of Protestant Churches in Europe55 and the Roman Catholic 

Church56 (which already uses the language of ‘journey’ in its catechism);57 it has received 

favourable responses.58 

In this document the notion of a ‘track’ is thus used to attempt the creation of a single 

journey, inevitably ending in difficulties about repetition of baptism, while Baptists have 

thought recently that the ‘track’ of initiation is best worked out in different journeys that 

can be recognised as complementary. In this dialogue the idea of a ‘track’ arises, not from 

direct consideration of the practice of baptism in the New Testament or the Early Church, 

but from political-social considerations about the need for infant baptism or some 

comparable rite. In the view (it seems) of all participants, the adoption of infant baptismal 

practice was needed for the survival of Christianity as a faith, since ‘In an atmosphere of 

hostile religions, Christian nations (including Georgians) considered infant baptism as 

necessary to maintain the Christian religion’ and expressed ‘the desire to maintain and 

develop a national Christian spirit’. There is a veiled reference here to the present situation 

of hostility by the communist state to Christianity, and it seems that in this urgent context 

Baptists were persuaded of the need for a sacramental rite for infants, and Orthodox were 

persuaded that the description of kurtheva was enough for it. 
In fixing on the common term ‘blessing’ it is possible that the participants had in mind 

the Gospel narrative of Jesus blessing children, which was used by the Church Fathers to 

validate the practice of infant baptism,59 and is used by Baptist groups to validate the 

practice of infant blessing. In the recent ecumenical conversations referred to above, 

Baptists have preferred to use the term ‘blessing’ rather than baptism for a rite of 

acceptance of infants into the community of the church, but have been able to recognise 

51Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, 5;  Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry. Report, 109. 
52Report of Theological Conversations, §17. 
53Conversations around the World, 44–51. 
54Pushing at the Boundaries of Unity, 31–57. 
55Dialogue, 19– 22. 
56‘Word of God in the Life of the Church’, §§101 –6. 
57Catechism, 1229: ‘a journey and initiation in several stages’. 
58See e.g. Avis, Journey of Christian Initiation, 16– 19. 
59Jeremias, Infant Baptism, 55. 
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much of what others understand to be signified by baptism, such as the prevenient grace of 

God at work in the life of the young child and the faith of the community which surrounds 

the child with prayer. 

Confession and Communion 

The dialogue document interestingly brings together the rite of confession of sins with the 

practice of Holy Communion, or celebration of the Eucharist. The link is a natural one 

within both Orthodox and Baptist tradition. Among the Orthodox it is part of the 

disciplined Christian life to attend auricular confession before sharing in Holy 

Communion. Among Baptists, it is quite usual to read before the breaking of bread the 

warning of Paul, that participants must take care not to eat or drink ‘in an unworthy 

manner’ (1 Cor. 11.27). At the same time, bringing the two issues together has a double 

effect. First, it underlines the element of receiving forgiveness of sins through the 

Eucharist; this is unfamiliar among Baptists but by no means un-Baptist. Second, the fact 

that a larger amount of space is given to confession and thus also to the question of the 

frequency of communion (as prepared for by confession) than to the meaning of the 
Eucharist is an indication that some theological affirmation of the presence of Christ was 

not a disputed matter. 

The document rightly captures the ethos of personal confession of sins within the 
Baptist tradition, as distinct from the ‘general’ confession of the congregation which 

occurs regularly. The document envisages two means of personal confession outside 

confession in the presence of God alone: either it happens in the context of counselling 

with a pastor or other trusted spiritual guide, or it happens spontaneously in open prayer 

with others present, ‘overhearing’ and offering spiritual support. In the latter case, this is 

more likely to happen in small prayer groups, but in some Eastern European churches, 

such as in Russia, the Ukraine and Moldova, it sometimes occurs in the midst of the whole 

congregation, especially before the Communion service. The document urges that since 

there might not be opportunity or personal inclination for either means of confession, 

organised private auricular confession should be made available. The present-day EBC 

does provide this at set times in the period of Lent. 

The often-repeated Baptist conviction that every believer has access to ‘the throne of 

grace’ (Heb. 4.16) for God’s mercy without need for the intervention of a priest does not in 
itself rule out the helpfulness of private confession and penance. Baptist writer John Colwell 
argues that in private confession the authority of Christ alone to forgive sins is ‘mediated 

through the ministers given to the church by the ascended Christ’, and that ‘in Christ’s name 

and in the power of theSpirit theChristianminister has the authority (and the responsibility) to 

say, “I absolve you”, to pronounce forgiveness.’ At the same time, Colwell comments that 

while a general confession, especially in the context of the liturgy of the Lord’s Supper is 

comprehensive by nature, ‘it need not thereby be insincere or cursory’.60 The Baptist liturgist 

Chris Ellis notes that Baptists have not tended to follow the Genevan tradition of beginning 

worshipwith a prayer of confession, theBaptist pattern being typically to beginwith hymns of 

praise, and that distinct prayers of confession in public worship are probably a fairly recent 

practice amongBaptists; he argues, however, that records of prayers by suchBaptistministers 

as John Bunyan and Alexander Maclaren show a strong penitential element.61 

60Colwell, Promise and Presence, 187–8. 
61Ellis, Gathering, 241–2. 
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With regard to the Lord’s Supper or Eucharist, the participants in this dialogue find a 

common mind in a theologically sensitive way, by concentrating on ‘sharing’ in the body 

and blood of Christ, and the ‘experience’ of receiving them, rather than attempting to 

define the mode of Christ’s presence among his people (such as through transformation of 

substance). They agree that Baptists have ‘nearly the same feeling’ of receiving the body 

and blood of Christ as the Orthodox in the Eucharist. While there is a strand of Baptist 

belief which treats the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper as a simple remembrance, the 

conviction of the Georgian Baptists here is well in line with a strong Baptist tradition – 

deriving largely from Calvin62 – of ‘feeding spiritually’ on Christ. For example, an 

English Particular (Calvinist) Baptist of the late sixteenth century, Hercules Collins, writes 

that ‘as the Bread and Wine sustain the Life of the Body, so also his crucified Body, and 

Blood shed, are indeed the meat and drink of our souls’.63 Such a testimony is well 

represented among Baptists to the present day, who in prose and hymn have found the 

substance of the elements to be – as the nineteenth-century preacher C.H. Spurgeon put it 

– ‘an ordinance of grace’ through which we pass, as through a veil, ‘into Christ’s own 

arms’,64 so that he ‘feeds us with his body and blood . . .  to enter into us for food’.65 From 

the General (Arminian) Baptist tradition we may quote from very early confessions, that 

Christ ‘glorified in his heavenly being [as] the alive-making bread’ constitutes a ‘spiritual 

supper’, and that Christ makes the faithful disciple ‘partaker of the life-giving food and 

drink of the soul’.66 

In modern ecumenical consensus, the Baptist – Anglican conversations state that 

‘Baptists and Anglicans stress, to varying degrees, elements of anamnesis (remembrance 

as “making the past present”), eucharisteia (thanksgiving), koinonia (communion and 

fellowship), anticipation of the future kingdom and meeting with Christ at his table’.67 The 

image of ‘meeting’ or ‘encounter’ with Christ as a description of ‘real presence’ has 

tended to supplant language of ‘feeding’ in Baptist ecumenical dialogue about the 

sacraments, and is also significant in the Baptist – Catholic conversations. There it is 

agreed that ‘Christ is “really present” to his disciples in the celebration of the Eucharist/ 

Lord’s Supper’,68 but there is no agreement about ‘change of substance’. It is noted that 

Baptists lay as much emphasis on the presence of Christ in the ‘body’ of the gathered 

believers who are sharing in the bread and wine as on Christ’s making himself present 

through the use of the elements themselves. In the abbreviated version of the Divine 

Liturgy of St John Chrysostom used by the present day EBC (to which quotations from the 

poet Shota Rustaveli have been added), it is notable that the prayer to ‘change’ the 

elements69 is omitted. 

The agreement over the Eucharist in this dialogue has large missiological significance 

and thus political implications. In their context, the two sides were actually recognising 

62Calvin, Institutes, II.4. xvii:24. 
63Collins, Orthodox Catechism, 41–2.  
64Spurgeon, Till He Come, 251. 
65Ibid., 69, 353. 
66A Short Confession (1610), art. 32, in Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, 110; Propositions and 
Conclusions (1612), art. 72, in Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, 137. 
67Conversations around the World, 62. 
68‘Word of God in the Life of the Church’, §124. 
69In the Orthodox liturgy, at the blessing of the chalice and paten the priest prays in a low voice, 
‘change them by your Holy Spirit’. 
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each other’s churches as legitimate heirs of the apostolic church with a common mission to 

the people of Georgia. The Roman Catholic theologian Douglas Farrow affirms that the 

Eucharist is always a political act, as ‘an intervention of the kingdom of God with the 

kingdom of this world. Through it the reconciliations are effected, and the virtues 

nourished, that authentic political community requires.’70 The agreement on the Eucharist 

in the setting of the Soviet system was thus not only about reconciliation and cooperation 

between the Orthodox and the ECB as churches, but also about politics. It was a 

collaboration of two religious confessions to work together for mission which in fact 

meant confrontation with the Soviet state. 

Liturgical practices 

It is a mark of the central place that the participants give to worship and liturgy in their 

mission to Georgia, and a sign of their firm intention to create a common ‘worship service’ 

for both confessions, that more attention is given to such features as the use of the cross, 

icons, anointing, foot-washing, candles and liturgical vestments than would be found in 

other ecumenical conversations. The fact that the primary aim is to create ‘common 

Christian worship’ perhaps explains why – rather surprisingly – the dialogue contains no 

sections directly on the nature of the church, its catholicity or its ministry. The assumption 

seems to have been that Baptists and Orthodox, in their context of oppression, could share 

common eucharistic worship without establishing common ecclesial communion, itself an 

interesting position for modern ecumenism. 

The section on icons is especially significant, since the icon in Orthodoxy, ‘written’ in 

a state of prayer, is to be venerated as providing a window into the presence of God and the 

Communion of Saints. The text of the dialogue here is not as clear as might be desired, but 

it is completely unthinkable that the Orthodox participants would have agreed that for any 

intelligent person an icon is merely ‘a work of art’. The term translated ‘an individual who 

is characterised by intellectual development’ must imply ‘by intellectualism alone’, so that 

we have ventured to insert this clarifying word into the English text. In a way typical of 

other sections, the text sets out extreme opposites of opinion, and then finds a middle way. 

On the one hand there are pious Orthodox who place such a heavy reliance on icons that 

they ‘turn’ to them rather than to God the Holy Trinity to whom icons are intended to lead 

us.71 On the other hand, there are those who compliment themselves on their human 

‘intellectual development’ and who regard icons only as works of art, and this kind of 

attitude results in the bare walls of Protestant churches. Between these extremes, the 

document recommends ‘unanimously’ a moderate use of icons which will give ‘beauty 

and greatness’ to a church. 

The present-day EBC has found a deep spiritual resource in icons, echoing the term 

‘greatness’ in the text of the dialogue as well as ‘beauty’. It has founded a Baptist school of 

icon-painting (‘St Luke the Painter’) which seeks to revive an ancient Georgian style of 

icon-painting as found on the walls of caves, as an alternative to the Russian tradition 

which is more characteristic of Georgian Orthodoxy.72 Products from this school are 

70Farrow, Ascension Theology, 90. Similarly, Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, 229– 32. 
71The text notes accurately here that icons are only regarded as having healing and miraculous 
powers when they have been consecrated. It does not imply that all consecrated icons are believed to 
be miraculous. 
72Some features of the ancient wall-paintings guiding Baptist icon painters are: restriction of colours 
to primary colours, predominance of red, a lighter figuration and outlining in white. 
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sought and used by local Baptist churches worldwide, in line with a renewed interest in the 

use of visual arts in churches among Baptists today. Uniquely among Baptists, icons are 

censed in the Cathedral of the EBC at the beginning of the Eucharist; alongside icons of 

Mary the Theotokos and other saints from the universal church, Baptist saints such as 

founding mothers and fathers of the EBC are portrayed and commemorated. The 

congregation is censed at the same time, underlining the theological perception of this 

dialogue text that ‘the human being is an icon of God and this living icon supercedes all 

icons made by hands’. 

The Russian Baptist group within the ECB of the time was deeply opposed to the use 

of icons, and equally to the use of the symbol or sign of the cross. There were historic 

reasons for this latter hostility; the ‘Molokan’ forbears of Russian Baptists, a dissident, 

reforming and pietist group originally internal to Orthodoxy, had regularly been beaten 

during the Tsarist regime by Orthodox priests and parishioners using wooden crosses in 

raids on their churches.73 It was a large step for Georgian Baptists to place a section on the 

cross at the very top of the document, affirming that the cross was a ‘recognised symbol of 

the united Christian faith’, and it is a sign of the sensitivity of the Orthodox participants to 

contextualise the actual physical symbol by reflection on spiritual ‘cross-bearing’ in the 
lives of Christians, a use of the image more familiar to Baptists. The liturgical reforms in 

the present-day EBC were in fact initiated in1998 by the discovery in the mediaeval caves 

of David Gareja by Baptist Lenten pilgrims of a fresco of a cross, consisting of a 

combination of five crosses surrounded by the Easter lily. The group copied the cross from 

the cave and painted it on the wall behind the Communion Table in the Baptist Cathedral. 

There are no inhibitions about the use of the sign of the cross in Baptist life outside 

Russian-speaking areas, and its recovery by Georgian Baptists might be seen as much as a 

sign of their cosmopolitan contact with the world Baptist community as influence from 

Orthodoxy. 

A similar Baptist cosmopolitanism might be seen in the commendation in this 

document of the use of candles and oil for anointing, both of which are increasingly in use 

in Baptist churches throughout the world. Candles are rejected in Russian Baptist 

churches, but in former Eastern Europe may be found in Poland, Hungary and the Czech 

Republic. As well as using anointing for services of healing, the present EBC follows the 

Orthodox practice of chrismation, following (in the Baptist case) the baptism of believers 

and the blessing of infants.74 The use of liturgical vestments as recommended by the 

document for the proposed common worship service is, however, virtually unknown 

among Baptists worldwide. The present-day EBC adopts a Baptist position in giving 

freedom in this matter to local churches (‘The local church and the minister decide 

together whether they would like to use liturgical vestments in worship’),75 but their 

recommendations for use of vestments are probably unique among Baptists. Their 

‘Liturgical Vision’ document lists chasuble (symbolising being robed in Christ), stole 

(symbolising the yoke of Christ), belt (symbolising standing firm in Christ), epigonation 
(symbolising the sword of Christ’s word), cuffs (symbolising clean hands), mitra 

73The memory is recalled by A.S. Belousov, choir director of the Russian Baptist congregation in 
Tbilisi, in a letter to A.M. Bichkov, General Secretary of the AUCECB (1985), p. 2, preserved in the 
archives of the EBC, Angus Library, Oxford. 
74See relevant sections in ‘Liturgical Vision of the EBC’ (2005). 
75‘Liturgical Vision of the EBC’, section ‘Vestments’. 
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(symbolising the guidance of the Holy Spirit) and crozier (symbolising pastoral 

responsibility). 

The acceptance of the ritual of foot-washing, following the injunction of Jesus, is in 

accord with an early document of the ECB, dating from the 1890s, stating, ‘This practice 

in its simplicity should be observed by Christians on the basis of a direct commandment of 

Jesus Christ (John 13.15).’76 Practice in the Orthodox Church is normally confined to the 

foot-washing of fellow priests or monks by a bishop or abbot on Maundy Thursday, taking 

a literal view of the Gospel text, and the text here seems to have this kind of scope in view 

with its reference to ‘co-workers’. The present-day EBC (as with the Oriental Orthodox 

and Roman Catholic practice) extends those served on Maundy Thursday from fellow-

ministers to a wider group, selecting twelve recipients from Baptists, Muslims, and 

members of other Christian churches.77 Among mainstream Baptists worldwide the 

practice of foot-washing is rare, although it is found in smaller Baptist groups in the 

USA,78 and is not restricted to Maundy Thursday but takes place regularly after 

Communion. The practice is uncommon in other Baptist churches of former Eastern 

Europe, mostly for fear of confusion with Pentecostals. The recommendation of this 

document created another potential clash with Russian Baptists. 

Church and nation 

We noted in commenting on the section on baptism that the attempt to make an identical 

journey of initiation rather than complementary journeys is supported by a distinction 

between ‘citizenship’ in a Christian nation, and ‘birth into a truly Christian life’. It is 

proposed that at an early stage in initiation the child is to be received by ‘blessing’ into the 

community of church and nation, while later a ‘consciously baptised person’ is ‘a soldier 

of Christ and a living stone of the building of the Christian church’. The section on baptism 

thus links with the final section of the document about ‘interdependence between nation 

and religion’, where we find reflected in the text an evident struggle between an Orthodox 

nationalism and a Baptist ‘cosmopolitanism’. At the time, Baptists, through their active 

membership of the European Baptist Fellowship and the Baptist World Alliance were 

probably in wider contact than the Orthodox with forms of church on a global scale. 

Four notes are sounded as a consensus. First, every nation is charged with being 

responsible for cultivating its service to Christ in its own particular manner, so that 

‘national characteristics should not be eliminated but rather adjusted to the Christian 

faith’, and ‘national features’ are to be included in religious rituals. Second, all Christians 

should be concerned with the ‘spiritual elevation’ and with the ‘inner being’ of the nations 

they represent. Third, love of neighbour cannot be simply generalised into love for 

humanity as a whole, essential though that is, but must be made specific in seeking the 

benefit of one’s ‘own people’. Fourth, love of one’s own nation should not lead to hatred of 

others, but to love and appreciation of the characteristics of other nations; conversely, 

however, not appreciating one’s own characteristics is like ‘treading on the dead body’ of 
the nation. 

76Document: ‘Draft for Restructuring of the Baptist Communities in Transcaucasia’, Section VII, 
EBC Archives, Angus Library, Oxford. 
77See Songulashvili and Kavtaradze, ‘Taste of Freedom’. 
78For example, in the Separate Baptists in Christ, General Association of Baptists, Free Will 
Baptists, Primitive Baptists, Union Baptists, Old Regular Baptists, and Christian Baptist Church of 
God. 
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Reading this section, Baptist and Orthodox voices in the discussion are quite easy to 

discern. The members of the ECB were clearly insisting that all Christians, regardless of 

their national identity, are to be regarded as brothers and sisters; the Orthodox by contrast 

were putting more emphasis on belonging to the nation. The question of patriotism and 

cosmopolitanism had been a matter of intense discussion for dozens of decades in 

Georgian culture. Vaja Pshavela (Luka Razikashvili), the most famous poet and writer 

after Shota Rustaveli, wrote at the turn of the twentieth century: 

Some people think that genuine patriotism is in confrontation with cosmopolitanism, but this 
is a mistake. Every genuine patriot is a cosmopolitan, just as every sensible cosmopolitan (and 
not only Georgian) is a patriot.79 

Despite the differences among the participants in this dialogue a consensus was found: 

[I]n the service of a common Christian faith, the thought must be foremost that the Christian 
person, being a representative of his or her own nation, brings his or her ministry to that nation 
to the feet of Christ . . .  Naturally, showing love towards one’s own nation should not give 
birth to hatred towards other nations, for where there is love there is God; and hatred and evil 
have no place there. 

This has similarities with the affirmation of Pshavela, balancing ministry and love for 

one’s own nation with appreciation of other nations. Thus Pshavela’s statement could be 

re-written as: every genuine Christian should be a cosmopolitan as well as a patriot. 

The desire for the inculturation of faith in culture which is strongly expressed in this 

section is echoed in significant recent declarations of the Baptist World Alliance, 

affirming – for example – that while ‘there is necessarily a prophetic protest of the church 

over against unredeemed culture’, at the same time there is a ‘positive and historic 

reflection of God’s glory among the cultures of all peoples’.80 However, these later Baptist 

declarations also sound another note which is missing, at least overtly, from the document 

before us, that each nation with its distinctive characteristics needs the characteristics of 
others to realise the fullness of the body of Christ. Thus the ‘Atlanta Covenant’ (‘A Call to 

Baptist Churches to oppose racism and ethnic conflict’) in 1999, in affirming the 

‘universality of Jesus Christ’ recognises that ‘each individual and culture experiences 

Jesus Christ in their own context, [and so] no one of these can fully represent the historical 

Jesus as a first century Jew’.81 The Harare Declaration of 1993 calls for worship events 

that ‘celebrate the richness and wholeness of the body of Christ as it is experienced in its 

ethnic fullness and beauty’,82 and the Berlin Worship Declaration of 1998 similarly 

affirms that ‘we have seen examples of worship practices from around the world, [and] 

have learned that each has relevance, meaning and power. We have also come to realise 

that elements from each can be fused together to produce meaningful, joyous and authentic 

worship.’83 The Harare Declaration finds that true koinonia ‘bring[s] different people 
together and help[s] validate and affirm persons of various ethnic backgrounds’.84 

79Pshavela, ‘Cosmopolitanism and Patriotism’, 337. First published in Iveria newspaper, Tbilisi, no. 
172 (1905). First English translation in manuscript by M. Songulashvili. 
80The Atlanta Covenant (1999), §6, in Cupit, Baptist World Alliance Covenants, 30; cf. Atlanta 
Covenant, Declarations 5(d), ibid., 34: ‘to present the Gospel in the context of the receiving culture 
without compromising the core of the Gospel’. 
81Atlanta Covenant, Resolutions 3(a). Ibid., 32. 
82Harare Declaration 8(2)(b). Ibid., 12 – 13. 
83Berlin Worship Declaration III. Ibid., 20. 
84Harare Declaration 8.2(e). Ibid., 13. 
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The addendum of the 1980 document, in setting out two goals facing Georgian 

Christians, concentrates by contrast on the particular contribution that the Georgian 

Church can make to world Christianity. The first goal is to establish a common Christian 

liturgy, so that ‘Georgia, which is placed on the border between East and West, may 

celebrate the inauguration of a united, universal Christian ministry’. The second goal is to 

bring to light the spiritual legacy of Georgia which ‘will strengthen first the Georgian 

nation and then other nations to advance in spiritual development’. This ‘inner spiritual 

history’ is underlined by the claims of Georgia to be the special possession of Mary the 

Theotokos (as discussed above), and also the guardian of the relic of the seamless robe of 

Christ (the chiton),85 which was believed to be buried beneath a crypt in the Svetitskhoveli 

cathedral in Mtskheta. It appears that the Baptists in this dialogue were prepared to accept 

these claims, although this would not be common today. 

The two aims are worthwhile and even ambitious ones, and express a courageous faith 

in a situation where the Church might have been thinking only of its survival. However, in 

this particular document we are bound to observe that the note of learning from others is 

missing. Appeal is made to the sequence of mission in the earliest days of the Church, 

when the apostles took the gospel first to their own nation and culture, ‘and only after that 

to other nations’; allusion is also made to the strategy of Jesus himself in mostly confining 

his ministry to his own people. We notice that the documents of the Baptist World Alliance 

appeal to the notes of the universality of Christ and the Church that are sounded in the later 

material of the New Testament. 

The liturgical reforms initiated by the present-day EBC of Georgia have been 

motivated by the desire to contextualise Christian mission in the culture of Georgia; since 

this has been shaped by Orthodoxy over the centuries, there has been a deliberate policy to 

draw upon Orthodox spirituality, sacramentality and iconography in Baptist worship, 

fulfilling much of the spirit of this document. Other features of the EBC life have, 

however, a more ‘cosmopolitan’ flavour, drawing from the characteristics of Baptist 

churches worldwide – such as the centrality of the meeting of members in finding the 

purpose of Christ for the local church, a freedom in the use of set liturgical forms,86 the 

equal role of women in ordained ministry,87 and the election of its bishops through an 

assembly of local churches.88 

Baptist recognition of the place of Orthodoxy in the ‘inner spiritual history’ of Georgia 

was expressed in the ‘Common Declaration of the Apostolic Autocephalous Orthodox 

Church of Georgia and Evangelical Christian Baptist Church of Georgia’, signed 5 

February 2001. The Declaration begins: 

The Evangelical ChristianBaptist Church of Georgia recognises ‘the special role of the Georgian 
OrthodoxChurch in the history of Georgia’; and recognizes and expresses its appreciation of that 
part of Georgian cultural heritage which is derived from Orthodox Christianity. 

85In the Orthodox Church of Georgia the feast day in honour of the ‘Chiton of the Lord’ is celebrated 
on October 1; it is not included in the calendar of the EBC. 
86‘Liturgical Vision of the EBC’, section ‘Shape of Worship’: ‘Each local church should choose its 
own worship-style. It is also possible that local churches may use formal and informal worship styles 
interchangeably.’ 
87‘Liturgical Vision of the EBC’, section ‘The Ordination of Ministers’: ‘In matters of faith and 
ministry the Evangelical Baptist Church does not differentiate between women and men, because in 
Christ “there is neither male nor female”.’ 
88In accord with the practice adopted by a group of English General Baptist churches in their 
Orthodox Creed of 1679 (art. 31). See Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, 319– 20. 
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The typical Baptist understanding of a ‘critical distance’ between Church and state is set 

out by the Baptist ecclesiologist Nigel Wright in his book Free Church, Free State: 

For it to fulfil its task a distance of church from state is necessary which is jeopardised by 
establishment, implicit concordat or holy alliance. This implies that the church should reject 
any unqualified form of alignment with political and governmental authorities.89 

A statement of Baptist identity issued by the EBF claims that such a distance makes it 

possible for the church to ‘speak with a prophetic voice in criticism of the state when it 

falls short of God’s intention for it, and in favour of its activities when these accord with 

God’s purposes’.90 As also noted in this EBF paper, ‘Baptists show a sense of 

responsibility for the state and most churches encourage their members to become actively 

involved in politics and to take posts within the civil authorities.’ All this is in accord with 

the statement of the EBC of Georgia in 2005 that ‘The Church and its members recognise 

the separation of the church and state although the church in relation to the state stays in 

critical solidarity with it and actively participates in the life of wider society . . .  The 
Church does not enter any alliance with the state to gain power, but it tries to be of service 

to society and play a prophetic role in the life of society.’91 

We suggest that it is not a denial of this principle of ‘critical distance’ when the 2001 

Common Declaration states that: 

The Evangelical Christian Baptist Church of Georgia supports the constitutional amendment 
initiative of the President regarding regulation of the legal relationship between the State and 
the Apostolic Autocephalous Orthodox Church of Georgia. 

That is, while the EBC does not itself seek the kind of formal legal relationship that exists 

between the State and the OCG,92 believing that it can better fulfil its God-given task 

through the status of ‘subject of civil law’, it can nevertheless affirm and support the 

Christian mission of a Church that has a different vision. It is, we suggest, the recognition 

by Baptists of the shaping of Georgian culture by the Orthodox Church, both in this 

Common Declaration and in the dialogue document of 1980, that makes it possible to live 

positively with these alternative views of the interdependence of church and state. Indeed, 

such a diversity in a sense of national vocation may be seen as part of mission itself. As the 

Declaration of 2001 explains: 

The Apostolic Autocephalous Orthodox Church of Georgia and the Evangelical Christian 
Baptist Church of Georgia express their readiness to participate in the task of building the 
nation-state. They consider it possible to work together in the area of the defence of human 
rights and in the cause of peace-keeping in the region. They condemn religious myth-making, 
hatred, violence and proselytism. 

This mutual participation in the ‘task of building the nation-state’, is anticipated in the 

document of 1980, though it is less nuanced there. In recent years the EBC has made 

clearer how it understands the ‘patriotism’ to which the final paragraph alludes. In the 

section on ‘nationalism’ within its social policy document, the EBC explains that: 

The Church and its members should do their utmost to ensure that nobody is discriminated 
against and nobody’s human dignity is questioned due to nationalism or ethnocentrism. Each 

89Wright, Free Church, 241. 
90‘What are Baptists? On the Way to Expressing Baptist Identity in a Changing Europe. A Study 
Paper issued by the Division for Theology and Education of the European Baptist Federation’, 1993. 
91‘Social Doctrine of the EBC’, 2(f). 
92The Constitutional Agreement grants the Orthodox Church of Georgia the status of a ‘subject of 
public law’, with certain privileges and rights. 
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inhabitant of the country should feel that he or she is a citizen with equal rights in relation to 
others. The Christian should overcome the temptation to mistreat others on the basis of 
ethnicity, nationality, or provincial or clan ties.93 

The impact of the document 

Initially in the early 1980s the results of the dialogue were rejected by the Georgian ECB 

under the influence of the Baptist ecclesial authorities in Moscow. Giorgi Bolgashvili was 

reprimanded by the Moscow leadership of the All-Union Council of Evangelical 

Christians-Baptists and there was even an attempt to excommunicate him for what were 

viewed as audacious encounters with the Orthodox Church. It seems that some initial 

efforts were made to plan a common Orthodox – ECB eucharistic liturgy in line with the 

recommendations of the document. One of the ECB participants, Estate Gogebashvili, 

recalled years after the dialogue, ‘We met at the residence of the Catholicos Patriarch in 

order to work out a common form for Baptist – Orthodox liturgy, to be celebrated in one of 

the church buildings.’94 This radical proposal was in fact never implemented, although 

Gogebashvili also records that ‘they let Giorgi Bolgashvili preach in the Sioni Cathedral in 

Tbilisi. It lasted almost for one year. Brother Gogi was accompanied there by us, the 

preachers and the church choir, for spreading the word of the Lord.’95 

It seems that the most immediate result of the conversations was an increased warmth 

of relations between the two communities, which has unfortunately cooled with the rise of 

nationalism within the OCG following the revolution of 1990. According to Malkhaz 

Dutchidze, another ECB representative at the dialogue, ‘the regular dialogue proved to be 

bilaterally beneficial. It was made extremely clear that Orthodox and Baptists ought to 

love each other and confessional differences ought to be tolerated and understood. The 

death of the blessed Giorgi Bolgashvili put an end to the dialogue, since the new leadership 

preferred isolation to dialogue.’96 

The impact of the dialogue has been stronger among the Baptists in Georgia in recent 

years than at the time. Although the dialogue document (or the greater part of it) was only 

published in Georgian in 2003, the dialogue has directly influenced recent reforms in the 

liturgy of the Baptist Church, some of which have been referred to in this article. The 

dialogue document has never been published by the Orthodox Church, but the memory has 

persisted among the Orthodox faithful of Bolgashvili preaching in the Orthodox Cathedral 

in Tbilisi, and the story has been passed on into a new generation. There is little doubt that 

at the time the precedent of the Baptist Presbyter preaching in the main cathedral of the 

Orthodox Church of Georgia became a potent symbol of ecumenical and missional 

partnership between Orthodox and Baptists in Georgia. This document, in our view, for all 

its loose ends and ambiguities remains a courageous sign of hope for eucharistic 

intercommunion and active cooperation of all Christian churches in the mission of God. 

93‘Social Doctrine of the EBC’, 2(e) 
94E. Gogebashvili, ‘My Conversion to Christ’ (manuscript, Rustavi, 2001), p. 2, in archives of EBC, 
Angus Library, Oxford; trans. M. Songulashvili. 
95Ibid. 
96Malkhaz Duchidze, ‘Shall we Trust the Archpriest?’ (manuscript, Tbilisi, 1990), p. 7, in archives 
of the EBC, Angus Library, Oxford; trans. M. Songulashvili. 



243 International Journal for the Study of the Christian Church 

Bibliography 
Avis, Paul, ed. The Journey of Christian Initiation: Theological and Pastoral Perspectives. The 

Faith and Order Commission of the General Synod of the Church of England. London: Church 
House Publishing, 2011. 

Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry 1982–1990. Report on the Process and Responses. Faith and Order 
Paper 149. Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1990. 

Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry. Faith and Order Paper 111. Geneva: World Council of Churches, 
1982. 

Bulgakov, Sergii. The Burning Bush, On the Orthdox Veneration of the Mother of God. Trans. 
Thomas Allan Smith. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004. 

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion. Ed. John T. NcNeil. Trans. F.L. Battles. Library of 
Christian Classics, 2 vols. London: SCM, 1961. 

Catechism of the Catholic Church. www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015 
Cavanaugh, William T. Torture and Eucharist. Theology, Politics and the Body of Christ. Oxford: 

Blackwell, 1998. 
‘Chronicles’, Jvari Vazisa [The Cross of Vines] no. 1 (1983): 15. 
Collins, Hercules. Orthodox Catechism. London: n.p., 1680. 
Colwell, John. Promise and Presence. An Exploration of Sacramental Theology. Milton Keynes: 

Paternoster, 2005. 
Conversations around the World 2000–2005. The Report of the International Conversations 

between the Anglican Communion and the Baptist World Alliance. London: The Anglican 
Communion Office, 2005. 

‘The Conversion of Kartli’, in Shatberdi Collection of the Tenth Century, ed. B.Gigineishvili and El. 
Giunashvili, 320 – 335 [in Georgian]. Tbilisi: Mecniereba, 1979. 

Cupit, Tony, ed. Baptist World Alliance Covenants and Declarations 1990–2000. Maclean, VA: 
Baptist World Alliance, n.d. 

Dialogue between the Community of Protestant Churches in Europe (CPCE) and the European 
Baptist Federation (EBF) on the Doctrine and Practice of Baptism, Leuenberg Documents 9. 
Frankfurt: Verlag Lembeck, 2005. 

Ellis, Christopher J. Gathering. A Theology and Spirituality of Worship in Free Church Tradition. 
London: SCM Press, 2004. 

Fahey, Michael A.. SJ ‘Orthodox Ecumenism and Theology: 1978 – 83’. Theological Studies 44 
(1983): 446 – 85. 

Farrow, Douglas. Ascension Theology. London: T. & T. Clark, 2010. 
Fiddes, Paul S., ed. The Covenant of Saints. A Baptist Approach to the Communion of Saints. Waco, 

TX: Baylor University Press, 2014 forthcoming. 
———. ‘Mary in the Theology of Karl Barth’, in Mary in Doctrine and Devotion, ed. Alberic 

Stacpoole, 111 – 27. Collegeville, PA: Liturgical Press, 1990. 
George, Timothy. ‘The Blessed Virgin Mary in Evangelical Perspective’, in Mary Mother of God, 

ed. Carl E. Braaten and Robert W. Jenson, 100 – 22. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004. 
Goodliff, Andy. ‘Towards a Baptist Sanctoral?’, Journal of European Baptist Studies 13, no. 3 

(2013): 24 – 30. 
Gurabanidze, Nicolas. ‘Reading about Svetitskhoveli, the Lord’s Tunic and the Catholic Church’, in 

Georgia’s Paradise: Complete Description of the Merits and Martyrdom of the Saints of 
Georgia, ed. G. Sabinin, [in Georgian]. St. Petersburg: 1882, 72– 82. 

Harmon, Steve R. Towards Baptist Catholicity. Essays on Tradition and the Baptist Vision. Milton 
Keynes: Paternoster, 2006. 

Jeremias, Joachim. Infant Baptism in the First Four Centuries. London: SCM Press, 1960. 
‘The Liturgical Vision of the Evangelical Baptist Church of Georgia’, Adopted at the National 

Council of the EBC, 2005. Archives of the EBC of Georgia, Angus Library, Oxford. 
Lossky, Vladimir. In the Image and Likeness of God. Oxford: Mowbray, 1975. 
Lumpkin, William L., ed. Baptist Confessions of Faith. Philadelphia, PA: Judson Press, 1959. 
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Várady, Endre. ‘Mary, Mother of Jesus’, in A Dictionary of European Baptist Life and Thought, ed. 

John H.Y. Briggs, 318 –9. Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2009. 
Ware, Bishop Kallistos. Mary Theotokos in the Orthodox Tradition. Wallington: The Ecumenical 

Society of the Blessed Virgin Mary, 1997. 
Wilkes, J.M. ‘ManyLanguages, Spirit ofUnity’, EuropeanBaptistPress Service,November23, 1982, 8. 
‘TheWordofGod in theLifeof theChurch.AReport of InternationalConversations between theCatholic 

Church and the Baptist World Alliance’, American Baptist Quarterly, no. 31 (2012): 28–122. 
Wright, Nigel G. Free Church, Free State. The Positive Baptist Vision. Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 

2005. 

Appendix to Fiddes, Paul S. and Malkaz Songulashvili, ‘A dialogue

between the Orthodox Church of Georgia and the ‘Evangelical

Christians-Baptists’ of Georgia (1979–1980) with its wider


Baptist context’


Text of the Dialogue


With the blessing of the Preceptor1 of the Georgian Orthodox Church, Catholicos-

Patriarch of Mtskheta-Tbilisi,2 President of the World Council of Churches Ilia II, 

on the one hand; and the Preceptor of the Georgian Evangelical Christians-Baptists,3 

Note: This is a historical document, and does not represent the views of the Orthodox Church of 
Georgia today, nor (entirely) the views of the present-day Evangelical Baptist Church of Georgia. Text 
is from the archives of the Evangelical Baptist Church of Georgia, translated by Archbishop Malkhaz 
Songulashvili, with assistance in English from Bishop Michael Cleaves and Prof. Paul S. Fiddes. The 
document has not been previously translated, or published in Georgian in complete form. 
1Old Georgian modzgvari, meaning teacher and leader in spiritual matters. This is not the normal 
ecclesiological designation of the Catholicos Patriarch, who would be called ‘Primate’; however, it 
appears to be a title which could be applied equally to the Baptist and Orthodox leaders. 
2The correct full title would be: the Archbishop of Mtskheta-Tbilisi, Catholicos Patriarch of All 
Georgia. 
3The Georgian here is ‘Christians Baptised according to the Evangelical Faith’; this is the Georgian 
equivalent of the Russian name ‘Evangelical Christians-Baptists’, for which see accompanying 
article, Fiddes and Songulashvili, ‘A Dialogue’, note 1. 
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on the other hand; a foundation has been laid for a regular dialogue of believing 

Christians. 

The goal of the dialogue is: to bring Christian believers into closer spiritual and fraternal 

relations, exchanging views about the faith and consequently implementing a common 

worship-service4 by believing Christians in Georgia. 

Participating brothers in the dialogue: 

From the Orthodox Church: 

1. Konstantine of Urbnisi 

2. Guram Shalamberize 

3. Archpriest Amiran Shengelia 

4. Mr Micheil Tarkhnishvili 

5. Dr Giorgi Tsintsadze 

From the Evangelical Christians-Baptist Church: 

1. Giorgi Bolgashvili 

2. Givi Gomelauri 

3. Malkhaz Dutchidze 

4. Estate Gogebashvili 

5. Avtandil Darbaidze 

Assuming that Christ is our5 true Preceptor, every obstacle, as difficult and heavy as it 

may seem, will be overcome by means of divine love, patriotism and unshakeable faith; 

then steps will be taken in the direction of common Christian faith6 and common Christian 

worship.7 

Indeed, Christ’s teaching is one, but the flow of world history8 has created many 

currents.9 It must be noted that each current considers itself as incomparable and tends to 

be critical towards other currents. This is what contributes to isolationism, egotism and the 

development of other negative processes. Such disunity10 and every kind of separation do 

not bring us closer to the Head of the Church – Christ – but rather drive us away from him. 

Consequently, the refusal of Christian unity is the refusal of Christ. 

The participants in the dialogue deeply believe that an idea of building bridges of love 

between currents of Christianity11 has already matured among believing Christians.12 Let 

Georgian believers sincerely celebrate in our homeland the establishment of a common 

Christian faith and its practical implementation in life. 

4The Georgian here is msakhureba, ‘service’, a term acceptable to both Orthodox and Baptists. In 
the final section of the document ‘service’ (msakhureba) is explained in paranthesis as wirva, which 
means ‘liturgy of sacrifice’ or eucharistic liturgy. This confirms that msakhureba should not be 
understood here as diakonia. 
5Georgian: ‘their’. 
6The Georgian allows the meaning ‘religion’. 
7Georgian: msakhureba – see note 5 above. 
8The idiomatic expression is: ‘turning of the wheel of history’. 
9Georgian: mimdinareoba, lit. ‘flowings’. While a Protestant would speak of ‘denominations’, 
Orthodox would want to avoid such an expression. 
10Georgian: araertoba. This term, indicating ‘lack of fellowship’, is a completely unknown word in 
Georgian vocabulary, and is a new coinage from two elements – ara (no) and ertoba (unity). 
11Georgian: ‘Christian flowings’ – see note 10 above. 
12‘Believing Christians’ is clearly a Baptist concept adopted by the participants in the dialogue. 
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The participants in the dialogue are unanimous that implementation of such a common 

Christian worship-service will be related purely to religious worship-services and will 

have nothing to do with political, economic and sociological questions. 

In order to secure implementation of a common Christian worship-service the 

participants in the dialogue are putting their efforts into: the study of the main questions of 

doctrine in the Christian religion with its rituals and symbols; researching a common, holy 

and worthy confession [of faith]; and in coming to adequate conclusions and giving an 

adequate definition of them. 

Below are the crucial questions the participants of the dialogue have discussed and the 

decisions they have made. 

The participants in the dialogue discussed the following questions: 

(1) Saint Mary 

(2) Baptism 

(3) Communion 

(4) Confession 

(5) The Saints 

(6) Trinity – the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

(7) Hierarchy 

(8) The Cross 

(9) Symbolism 

(10) Candles 

(11) Icons 

The cross 

The cross is a recognised symbol of the Christian faith. With the crucifixion of the Saviour 

one phase of human development was ended and a new one was started. If the first phase is 

considered as the withdrawal of the race of Adam13 from God, the second phase must be 

considered as the return of human beings to God. 

Crucifixion was the most shameful punishment in Palestine in the days of Jesus. By the 

crucifixion of God all the sins of humankind, both the smallest and the greatest, have been 

redeemed. Obviously redemption happens on the basis of a deep realisation that with the 

coming of Christ the process of entering deeply into sin by human beings has ended, and 

the process of liberation from sin and being clothed in the divine light has started. Those 

who love and believe in Christ know that [by this] they have become sharers in holiness 

and immortality. 

This is why the believing person looks at the cross as a worthy symbol of the worship 

of incomparably great truth, and respects it. 

Every person has a cross – his or her life14 – which is full of difficulties and pain. The 

Christian person who has recognised Christ as guide brings this cross before the feet of the 

Saviour with profound love and hope. 

Therefore the cross is a recognised15 symbol of a united Christian faith, and making 

the sign of the cross is a clear symbolic affirmation that persons are Christians; their life, 

13Georgian: ‘Adam’s generation’. 
14Personal and possessive pronouns in Georgian are gender-neutral, a feature that the present 
translation attempts to maintain. 
15Lit. ‘worthy of consideration’ 
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like their cross, has been brought to Christ, and therefore their life is fully governed by 

Christ. It is then that a person’s cross becomes lighter and he or she leads their life with 

love and holiness in the footsteps of our Saviour Jesus Christ. 

Most Holy Mary, the Theotokos 

The Georgian calls the earth, as one part of the solar system, mother earth. This is not by 

accident. The earth nourishes and gives growth to invisible forces proceeding from 

creation,16 and these forces are presented to us in people. 

God the Father gave his Son to the world in the form of the God-man through the all-

blameless Most Holy Mary, the Theotokos. Had the inner being of St Mary not been 

entirely holy and divine17 she could not have given birth to divinity. 

The Most Holy Mary is a holy soul immensely appreciated and recognised by the 

Saviour himself, which is clearly seen from the following: 

(a) God wanted to be born among human beings18 through the body of St Mary. 

(b) St Mary was aware of her mission during the entire period of Jesus’ conception, 

birth, childhood and ministry. She was always with him.19 

(c) Jesus received from his mother the impetus to perform his first miracle in Cana. 

(d) Jesus cared exceptionally for his mother. He cared for his mother while being 

crucified, entrusting her to his beloved disciple John, and entrusting John to his mother. 

Protestant denominations have recognised Christ as the Saviour of humankind, and 

giver of life, the divine Preceptor; but the one through whom God was made manifest 

among men was given a low profile by them.20 A common Christian Church has to heal 

this weakness in Protestantism. St Mary the Theotokos should take a worthy place. 

The saints 

Christians have admirable saints who lived historically heroic lives: St George, St Nino 

and others. Forgetting them can be considered as a lack of appreciation of their merits and 

as showing our own spiritual weakness. 

We as Christians are obliged to study and to appreciate historically great ministers of 

the Christian Religion. 

At the same time we have to maintain moderation because excessiveness may bring 

harm to the Christian religion instead of gain. The cornerstone of the Christian religion is 

the Trinity: the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The Trinity is the creator and ruler of all 

things, visible and invisible. When we ascribe some ruling functions to those saints who 

lived and died on earth, this is not correct because by doing so we are: 

(a) weakening a colour in the spectrum of attributes21 of the Holy Trinity and the 

One Essence [God]; 

(b) unintentionally reviving pre-Christian polytheism. 

16Georgian: ‘world’, ‘cosmos’. 
17Georgian: ghvtaebrivi, which can be applied to the theosis of human beings. 
18In Georgian the word ‘man’ is inclusive, not exclusive. 
19The lack of grammatical gender does not allow the translator to indicate clearly who was with 
whom. 
20Georgian: ‘caused by them to fade away’. 
21The explanatory words ‘in the spectrum of attributes’ have been added in translation. 
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It is natural that the Holy Trinity and the One Essence does have his hierarchy (angels, 

archangels, seraphim, cherubim and so on), through whose care divine rule in the world is 

being carried out. However, every saint who lived on earth walked his or her way with his 

or her cross and stood before the Lord, after having completed the Christian’s duty.22 It is 

our duty today to describe the lives and works of many faithful people, to think of them 

when their feasts are observed, to analyse their lives and by doing this carry our own cross 

faultlessly and conscientiously. 

Baptism23 

The baptised Christian, regardless of frequent opposition in life, as a rule remains 

Christian, which means he or she does not denounce Christ and the truth of Baptism.24 In 

an atmosphere of hostile religions, Christian nations (including Georgians) considered 

infant baptism as a necessity to maintain the Christian religion. If children were not 

baptised the nations would have lost their Christian identity. Muslims and clergy of other 

religions would have easily defeated the true faith – Christianity. Therefore infant baptism 

is an expression of the wisdom of our ancestors, and it is in complete harmony with the 

desire to maintain and develop a national Christian spirit. 

It is to be said that all religions have in their traditions a ceremony of initiation for 

infants which makes a child’s national and religious status known both to the nation, to 

relatives, to parents and to the child itself (when he or she reaches adulthood). We can call 

to mind Jewish and Muslim circumcision at the age of 8 days. 

Consequently the more a person grows and matures intellectually, the more he or she 

feels the impulses of his or her nation and religion and makes an effort to be faithful to the 

religion and to the nation he or she was born in. This has been the case for a long time. 

However, it also happens that a baptised child in adulthood completely forgets God and 

enters the service of the devil.25 Baptised people like them devalue the sacrament of 

baptism. 

Some Protestant denominations have rejected infant baptism although they have been 

persuaded that they should ‘pray over’ their children instead. Therefore infant baptism with 

them has been altered to ‘praying over’ infants. In other words the process of infant baptism 

has been simplified so that the ‘baptism’ has been called a ‘praying over’ [dalocva ]. In 
essence ‘praying over’ infants has been introduced by Protestant clergy owing to the 

subconscious urge of Protestant parishioners. It has now become rooted in their tradition. 

Such a ‘praying over’ plays the same rôle as ‘baptism’. The difference is that the latter 

gives a stronger impulse to the individual to maintain worthy membership or citizenship of 

his or her religion and nation. 

Baptism in mature age (that is out of conscience) is the true spiritual rebirth of an 

individual. A consciously baptised person is both a soldier of Christ and a living stone of 

22Georgian: ‘the one who has completed his duty’. There is no one single word for this in English. 
23The full text of this paragraph was discovered in the Revd Nodar Kvirikashvili’s archives in 1997. 
Before this discovery a page was missing from the copy possessed by the EBC: see Fiddes and 
Songulashvili, ‘A Dialogue’. 
24Here there is a hint about communist oppression of Christianity which could not be expressed in 
those days explicitly. 
25Here it may be implied that most members of the Communist Party had been baptised, sometimes 
secretly, in their childhood. 
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the building of the Christian Church. No Christian can deny this. Protestants, having felt 

the blessedness of a mature individual’s baptism, have rejected infant baptism as an 

unnecessary stage. This rejection, as it has been mentioned above, has been countered by 

the persuasion of their parishioners, which has promoted the establishment of a simplified 

form of baptism – praying over infants. 

In essence baptism is the reception of light,26 that is symbolic affirmation of the 

reception of Christian religious education.27 As we know, water is a symbol of knowledge. 

Consequently, the true performance of the sacrament of baptism takes place at a 

mature age, after having been versed in the teaching of Christian religion which is crowned 

by baptism. As for infant baptism, or ‘praying over’ infants, these rites represent an initial 

stage which places people on the Christian track, without which it would be impossible to 

baptise people in maturity. 

For the time being the complete harmonious development of a common Christian faith 

requires full acceptance of the Orthodox ceremony of infant baptism. But it must be named 

by its proper name. We cannot call it ‘baptism’ [either natloba or natlisgheba ]28 which 
applies only to what can be administered at a mature age after acquiring adequate 

knowledge. Neither is the term ‘praying over’ [dalocva ]29 an appropriate expression here, 
because ‘praying over’ people is possible at any age and in many particular situations. The 

participants in the dialogue consider that the expression ‘infant baptism’ in common 

Christian religious worship must be altered to ‘infant blessing’ [kurtheva ].30 At the same 

time the full traditional Orthodox ceremony must be maintained. 

Therefore, the common Christian faith will administer infant blessing with full 

observance of the national-religious ceremony. By this action the sense of national and 

Christian citizenship will enter the child. At a mature age he or she may deepen his or her 

understanding of the Christian religion, get educated, be filled with the Holy Spirit, and 

will be baptised consciously in water and the Spirit. If the first stage is the birth of the 

individual into a Christian society (nation), the second stage is birth into a truly Christian 

life. 

It is desirable to perform the baptism of those of a mature age according to the 

Orthodox tradition in its broadest sense, in the context of worship and by using flowing 

water, as it has been done on Church feast days. 

Confession and Communion 

Confession is a great sacrament, being the confessing by Christians of the sins of their past 

life and seeking deliverance from them. Spiritual wounds inflicted by sin are completely 

healed and cured by confession when it is done in a faithful way. The writer of the Psalms 

acknowledges the need for confession. 

26Here there is a play on two words, ‘natloba’ – an older word for baptism – and ‘natlisgheba’ – a  
newer word for baptism meaning literally ‘reception of light’. The two words are used as synonyms 
for ‘baptism’ in Modern Georgian. 
27Theword ‘education’ inGeorgianderives from theword ‘light’.Therefore education is enlightenment. 
28Here appear the two synonyms for baptism already used: see note 27 above. 
29The word used by Baptists for infant blessing: see above in the text. 
30The same word for ‘blessing’ is used in the context of the ordination of priests and the consecration 
of bishops in the Georgian Orthodox tradition. 



250 P.S. Fiddes & M. Songulashvili 

[For instance] a Christian man does, says or thinks something unsuitable for a believer. 

By this his31 spirit is burdened, perplexed and loses peace. Then he analyses his sin 

carefully, articulates it and speaks about it to a preceptor whom he considers as his earthly 

mentor in religious matters, who understands him, who cares for him, who will be 

concerned along with him about the sin, and will pray to God for forgiveness. Such a 

confession always hits the target. The sin is taken from the man and his spirit is possessed 

by joy. Confession is a great, mysterious, and psychological event after which a Christian 

can hardly repeat the same transgression. Confession helps to heal spiritual wounds 

afflicted by sin, and helps to build spiritual strength and Christian perfection. 

Among Protestants the ritual of confession has been almost forgotten. But confession 

as a fact still exists among them, because without confession it would not be possible for 

the Christian person to live a Christian life. Among believing Protestants the word 

‘confession’ has not been used, but when believers get spiritually burdened due to 

unsuitable behaviour they pray out loud and repent the sin, and the congregation supports 

them. In addition, believers having been burdened by sin go to a Protestant preceptor or 

preacher and tell them about the sins they have committed in a friendly and understanding 

situation. Spiritual teachers and leading brothers in the church deal with them with 

sympathy, and pray for them. In every case the goal is reached: the believer is strengthened 

and filled with a new energy to continue the Christian life, which is full of incidents of 

falling down as well as getting up. 

Forgetting the ritual of confession among Protestants is accompanied by another 

disadvantage: not all believers are able to confess their sins out loud. At the same time, not 

every believer is able to make contact with a preceptor or leading brothers in the church. 

Therefore many a believer misses out on the mercy of forgiveness. 

Obviously the ritual of confession opens a door for every believer to be healed from 

sin. This is why the sacrament of confession must be well organised in a common 

Christian Church. 

The Sacrament of Communion is administered in the Orthodox as well as in Protestant 

churches. For Communion the believer must prepare very diligently. The believer who 

participates in Communion after confession does not feel the weight of sin any more 

because it has been taken away. 

Different opinions have been noticed among different Christian Confessions in their 

understanding of the sacrament of Communion. In spite of that, every believer who 

participates in this process becomes a sharer of the body and blood of Christ. Orthodox 

believers experience receiving the body and blood of Christ when they receive specially 

prepared and consecrated bread and wine in the Church. The Protestant brothers 

and sisters have nearly the same feeling when they receive properly broken bread and 

wine from the common chalice, including prayer and the remembrance of the crucifixion 

of Christ. 

It is to be noted that regular participation in Communion strengthens believers in their 

faith and Christian ministry. In order to maintain regularity (rhythm), Protestants hold it 

once a month (the first Sunday of the month). The serious importance of Communion 

among Protestants is seen in the fact that the believer is forbidden to participate in 

Communion if he or she feels inwardly sinful (for example, if he has committed a sin). The 

preceptor warns the congregation that if any believers feel the weight of sin they should 

The Georgian pronoun is ungendered. Here, in English translation, the example is taken of a male 
Christian, but to be true to the Georgian meaning the illustration could equally apply to a woman. 

31
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not receive Communion because to receive the sacrament unworthily can result in 

negative consequences within them. 

Receiving Communion every Sunday, as it is customary among the Orthodox, might 

be better, but since such a rhythm is very fast, not all believers would be able to observe 

such regularity, which no doubt would have a negative effect on them. 

In a common Christian religious worship-service it is to be taken into consideration 

that believers participating in Communion should receive as much as is possible what the 

Saviour is giving them in accordance with their faith. To maintain regularity in sharing the 

body and blood of Christ it is right to hold Communion once a month; then believers will 

be able to keep themselves holy by fasting and praying a week in advance of the next 

Communion [Sunday]. 

Anointing with oil 

The writer of the Psalms greatly respects anointing with oil. Anointing is recognised by the 

Holy Scriptures. Along with confession and Communion, anointing strengthens the 

believer and makes him or her an unshakeable and true servant of God. The empowered 

and spiritually healthy believer is able to be an exemplary citizen in society, and a source 

of goodness and truth. 

Foot-washing 

Foot-washing of co-workers administered by a preceptor is a great symbol of humility and 

mutual service. This symbol, given by Christ on Maundy Thursday, should be observed 

with exceptional conscientiousness and reverence every year on Maundy Thursday. 

Icons 

The human being32 is an icon of God and this living icon supersedes all icons made by 

hands. In the Catholic and Orthodox Churches hand-made icons have played an 

exceptional role. Icons in these churches represent not only a means of embellishment of 

church buildings,33 but also a means for saving, healing, forgiving, punishing the 

disobedient, helping, miracle-working, and so on. This should be said in particular about 

icons that have been blessed.34 [According to this belief], icons that have not been blessed 

do not possess (or possess very little) miracle-working capacity. A great number of 

[Orthodox] parishioners pray to icons with great piety: they may count on them rather than 

on the life-giving Trinity. Because of that, the parishioners may turn to icons rather than to 

God, which leads to a fading and a misunderstanding of true religion. [Conversely,] for an 

individual who is characterised by intellectual development [alone],35 the icon – whatever 

high artistic quality it may have or however preciously decorated – will remain an article 

of art and not a miracle-working or healing agent. 

32Georgian: ‘man’, which is an inclusive noun, referring to both male and female. 
33Lit. ‘temple of the Church’. 
34Or ‘consecrated’. 
35The word ‘alone’ has been added to bring out the meaning of the text; for justification, see Fiddes 
and Songulashvili, ‘A Dialogue’. This view is being rejected as an extreme. 
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The overwhelming, passionate desire36 for icons in the Orthodox churches has caused 

real protest among Protestants. They have fully disowned any icons in churches, and have 

left bare the walls of their ‘houses of prayer’37 (churches). This is obviously another 

extreme. Icons placed with taste and a sense of moderation give beauty and greatness to the 

church. Therefore the participants in the dialogue are unanimous about holding in check the 

number, use and arrangement of icons in churches in order to reduce them in number. 

Vestments 

In the same way as it is not suitable for a soldier to serve in the army without a uniform, so 

it is unsuitable for a minister of God’s to conduct worship38 without vestments. Protestants 

should think seriously about this question. 

Candles 

When a person has to accept and live out religious truth he or she lights a candle in faith to 

seek the truth. Such persons burn like the candle burns. When the Preceptor39 sees that a 

light is spiritually burning, he, as the ‘giver of life from the grave’,40 goes to the one who 

has lit the candle and gives as much of the food of truth as the person is ready to accept and 

makes him or her an heir of eternal life. Candle-lighting is a symbolic expression of this 

deep spiritual process. 

For centuries candles were lit with different motivations. This is why frequent candle-

lighting has become obligatory when you enter the church. When Orthodox people go to 

church they never leave it without lighting a candle; and if they do not light one they are 

not satisfied. Again we think that we are dealing here with something which goes beyond 

the normal. This excess has caused Protestants to disown such a beautiful symbol. 

Let us therefore achieve moderation in this area as well, and call on Protestants to light 

candles as a sign of their willingness to receive spiritual nourishment. 

Some questions about the interdependence of the nation and religion 

A common Christian religion means, first of all, recognising the spiritual work of 

representatives of different nations under the banner of Christ. It means that national 

characteristics should not be eliminated but rather adjusted to the Christian faith. 

Protestantism separates national [considerations] from religion. Therefore it denudes 

religion. It builds up dogma on a cosmopolitan basis. It has chosen this way from the 

motivation of understanding that Christians of all countries are brothers and sisters. A 

sense of sisterhood and brotherhood of Christians of the world is truly splendid. But is 

there any person on earth who is not a representative of one or another nation? Does not the 

person who is born in one country consider that nation as his or her own? Every nation has 

its specific characteristics which are expressed in its inclinations, temperament, nature, 

traditions and so on. All these have been formed and rooted in a nation due to the struggles 

36In Georgian a very strong word, close to ‘lust’ in English. 
37This was a Russian name for a Baptist church building, a designation which the Georgian Baptists 
were never happy with. 
38Georgian: lit. ‘service to God.’ 
39Referring to Christ. 
40This is an expression from a liturgical song for Easter widely sung both in the Orthodox and Baptist 
Churches. Quotation marks are added. 
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and the works of its ancestors. The work of ancestors has been adjusted to the geographical 

environment and to the historical processes. 

Religious rituals in one or another nation may vary due to national distinctive features 

and not religious distinctive features. What a nation treasures must be incorporated into 

religious life, bringing its national heritage to the feet of Christ. 

It must be said that some nations41 accept easily a cosmopolitan attitude to religion. 

But we as Georgians have sharply defined national features; therefore these national 

features should be included in religious rituals as well – then the Georgian nature will 

accept it readily. If it does not happen this way religion will be isolated from the people 

(nation). 

When religious ritual is cosmopolitan, then national identity is eliminated – the 

national heritage is covered with ashes. The qualities of the holy fathers and ancestors, 

enhanced by heroic lives, remain unseen and unappreciated. The believing person, being a 

representative of one or another nation, will therefore miss something in the church, and 

this ‘something’ is the inner being of the nation which has been gutted by a new 

generation.42 

Even Jesus Christ did not ignore national interests. St Paul and other apostles 

appreciated their Jewish origin and tried to plant the teaching of Christ first among the 

Jews, and only after that among other nations. 

Do we have the right to step on the corpse of our own nation and then pretend to be a 

part of the Christian world? How can we love and appreciate the national characteristics of 

representatives of other nations when we do not want to take into consideration the history 

of our own nation and its characteristics? 

Therefore, in the service of a common Christian faith, the thought must be foremost 

that the Christian person, being a representative of his or her own nation, brings his or her 

ministry to that nation to the feet of Christ. It is a fact that if Christian people do not care 

for the benefit and spiritual elevation of their own nation in every way then they are 

miserable egotists. Such persons will lose their own souls that they are trying to save. Does 

not the one who cares about saving his or her soul lose it? And does not the one who loses 

his or her soul for the sake of the neighbour, the compatriot, save it? 

Deep reflection on this bit of the teaching of Christ will drive true Christians towards 

expressing altruistic love for their nation, commitment to their neighbour, and the showing 

of universal care for the benefit of their own people as well as of humanity, all of which 

will lead towards that which is called for: a sacrificial offering. 

Naturally, showing love towards one’s own nation should not give birth to hatred 

towards other nations, for where there is love there is God; and hatred and evil have no 

place there. 

May every Christian nation represent a divine bouquet of living souls endowed with 

beauty, the scent of which will tell the world of believers how it carries its national cross 

and its heroic history and lays them at the feet of Christ. 

41Here the Russian nation is meant. 
42‘A new generation’ probably means the Communists. 
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Addendum 

There are two extremely serious goals facing Georgian Christians. 

1.	 By God’s will and with the blessing of Ilia II, a great foundation is being laid for a 

common Christian worship-service (liturgy of sacrifice).43 May Georgia, which is 

placed on the border between East and West, celebrate the inauguration of a 

united, universal Christian ministry. 

2.	 The history of Georgia is full of spiritual waves of growth and decline. Each 

growth was related to the readiness of the nation and its leaders to live according to 

God’s will. The time has come when the people of Georgia, which is the 

permanent keeper of Christ’s robe, the land allotted to Mary the Theotokos, 

chosen by Christ himself from the very first century, should become enlightened 

and stand before all other peoples to present to them in a systematic way Georgia’s 

true religious history. Finding historical documents, legends and other reliable 

sources, and the systematisation, presentation and publication of the inner 

(spiritual) history of Georgia, will strengthen first the Georgian nation and then 

other nations to advance in spiritual development. 

May the true patriots of Georgia, with the unending blessing of our Catholicos Patriarch 

Ilia II and the Preceptor of the Georgian Evangelical Christians-Baptists, Brother Gogi, 

accomplish the will of God the Trinity, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
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