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PREFACE 
 

 

The collection is intended for readers interested in scientific and 

religious issues, generally for all humanitarians—philologists, historians, 

philosophers, theologians, sociologists, etc.—who are interested in the role 

and traditions of the Church. 

The title of the proposed publication, “The Tradition of the Adoration 

of the Theotokos in the Orthodox Church”, implies the phenomenon of the 

Virgin Mary as one of the basic values of mankind. Theotokos teaches us 

not only to love and to live in peace, but She Herself is a perfect example 

of these virtues. Tradition of Theotokos' Adoration in the history of 

mankind is the manifestation of love, compassion and tolerance in different 

periods of time and in different countries. Apart from the Orthodox, 

Catholic and Protestant scholars, scientists from Israel had also expressed 

their desire to participate in the symposium, which had three sessions: 

theology, history and culture. 

Over the centuries, Georgia, which had been surrounded by a huge 

number of enemies, has survived and Georgia's survival is greater than the 

earthly logic. This can only be explained by the miracle of God. 

The phenomenon of the Virgin Mary has the greatest place in Georgia. 

It is the foundation of our national identity. 

The Georgian nation has always showed respectful adoration to his 

Patron. Adoration to the Mother of God has been not only gratitude for the 
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grace received from the Heavenly Queen, but also the height and strength 

of virtues. 

Unfortunately, in the last centuries, blasphemous power led to the 

destruction of the tradition of adoration of God and Theotokos. 

This publication will help a reader to realize that being under the 

protection of the Mother of God is a great responsibility: a nation that does 

not know its own responsibility toward God and Theotokos won't move 

forward and won't be developed on the path of peace and integrity. It will 

be of a great importance to explain to a reader what the love to God, and 

therefore to human, means. 
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David Muskhelishvili 
Academician of the Georgian National Academy of Sciences 

Chairman of the Board of International Centre for Christian Studies at 

the Orthodox Church of Georgia 

Tbilisi, Georgia 

 

 

Your Holiness, Your Excellency Mr. Prime Minister, Mr. Chairman of 

the Parliament, Honored Guests, Reverend Bishops and Fathers, Ladies 

and Gentlemen,  

I greet you on behalf of the International Center for Christian Studies 

at the Orthodox Church of Georgia. As it is well known for everybody, 

Georgia is one of the oldest Christian countries. According to Byzantine 

and Georgian Church traditions, Andrew the First-Called preached here as 

early as the first century. Then, at the beginning of the 4th century, Christ’s 

teaching was recognized as the state religion. Saint George and the Most 

Holy Theotokos have been enjoying the greatest popularity among our 

Christian saints since the oldest times. It is natural for this to be so if we 

look at Georgian history, the mentality of Georgian society, and the 

Georgian people. Georgian history is well known to everybody. In fact, we 

can say that ours is a history of the constant fight for freedom. We use the 

words of Grigol Bakurianisdze, the Great Domesticos of Byzantium: “We 

Georgians are naturally cheerful and raised as soldiers. We are accustomed 

to a difficult life.” It is natural that Saint George, the symbol of fighting for 
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freedom and justice, is the most popular saint for such people. On the other 

hand, the Most Holy Theotokos, the personification of quietness, kindness 

and tolerance, should also be and was indeed one of the most venerated 

saints of our country, our people, or our society, because we have 

experienced and still experience a lack of peace. The territory of the 

Georgian state has not been formed by means of conquests, not even a 

meter of our state territory – whether it is the territory of today's state or 

our historical state – has been acquired by means of conquest. On the other 

hand, it is the result of an immanent socio-economic and cultural-

demographic process. At the same time, it is also known that Georgia was 

and still is a multinational country. What does this mean? It means that, 

dear sirs, that all of these people who are not Georgian but who are living 

in our country are incomers. Georgian history knows no facts of ethnic 

conflicts or ethnic confrontations and the representatives of all of the 

different peoples coming into our country have lived peacefully here. 

There is evidence that xenophobia is alien to Georgians and only tolerance 

is characteristic of them. From the Christian, ecclesiastic standpoint, I 

think it is impossible for this not to be connected with the grace of the 

Mother of God and her veneration which, as I have already mentioned, is 

the expression of tolerance. As it is known, Georgia is generally 

considered to be the country allotted to the Theotokos and this tradition is 

observed not only in the Georgian Church but generally in the entire 

Orthodox world. As early as in the Life of Ilarion Kartveli - the famous 

Georgian saint of the 9th century who travelled around the Christian world 

of that time - Palestine, Byzantine, and Rome testified that Georgia was 

given as a gift to the Theotokos by Christ. She raises us as Georgians. She 

is our Patroness. Such is the tradition and this tradition is real from the 

standpoint that the grace of the Mother of God and her influence upon the 

culture of Georgian society is truly multifaceted. Namely, first of all I 

would like to recollect that our enlightener, the propagator of Christianity 

in Georgia for the good of the people and the founder of our Christian 

doctrine as a state religion is the virgin Saint Nino who, according to 

tradition, went to Georgia only through the inspiration of the Mother of 

God. This is recorded in our history from the Middle Ages. But, in my 
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opinion, the social role and the importance of women and, generally, their 

status in Georgian society of the Middle Ages is more worthy of noting. It 

is expressed not only by the fact that the first person who adopted 

Christianity was a woman, Queen Nana. It was also shown by one of the 

most well-known stateswomen of that time, Queen Soji, who took an 

active part in the conversion of Georgians to Christianity. Other women 

from Mtskheta – Sidonia, Salome from Ujarma, and Perozhavr from Siunia 

– also took an active part in the Christian literary work of the 4th century. 

All of this, in my opinion, is associated with the grace of the Mother of 

God and her veneration from the Christian standpoint alone. The 

veneration of the Mother of God, as generally concerns the role of women 

in our society of the Middle Ages, is also well demonstrated in 

monumental art. For example, five women, who undoubtedly contributed 

greatly to the development of Georgian culture, are depicted on the Kataula 

stone column, a well known monument of the 7th century. Brilliant 

portraits of Georgian women from feudal families are seen in the 

monumental paintings of the Middle Ages as well as those depicting 

different events in our history. This process of the socio-political activity 

of women in the Middle Ages was crowned by the reign of Tamar and, I 

think, just this reality by itself made Shota Rustaveli say: “The cub is equal 

to the lion, be it male or female.” In fact, it can be said that this is the 

formula for the equality of men and women in society. When looking at the 

Christian Georgian tradition, it is impossible for me not to associate all of 

the aforementioned with the name and the grace of the Most Holy 

Theotokos. Of course, the grace and veneration of the Most Holy 

Theotokos is found in all Christian countries and manifested in different 

ways. My comments, naturally, concern our symposium, the 5th 

international symposium which I, with your permission, hereby announce 

to be open. 
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His Holiness and Beatitude,  

the Catholicos Patriarch of All Georgia, Ilia II 
 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, I offer my hearty welcome to you all. I would 

especially like to welcome our visiting guests, our government members, 

our bishops, our scholars, and our cultural workers. The undertaking we 

are engaged in today is truly important. I would like to say that this topic, 

the Most Holy Theotokos, is a topic not only for a dedicated symposium 

but should be the focus of our everyday prayer and study in Georgia 

because Georgia is the country which was given as a gift to the Most Holy 

Theotokos. The topic is very close to me as my candidate thesis at the 

Spiritual Academy was The History of the Iveron Monastery on Mount 

Athos. I would also like to say some words about how scholars and icon 

painters have dedicated profound study to this subject. For example, there 

is the Icon of the Nativity, having a very old iconography, as the Mother of 

God is reclining and looking hither with the Savior’s cradle, where He is 

lying, in the back; that is, the Mother of God is not looking at her baby, 

with the painter showing in such a way that Mary is a virgin, an eternal 

virgin. Even though Christ was born of His mother, Mary remained a 

virgin forever. Such examples are many and everything must be studied. I 

welcome all of you again and wish you great success in this tremendous 

work. Thank you. 
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Irakli Gharibashvili 
Prime Minister of Georgia 

 

 

Welcome Your Holiness and a welcome to all guests. It is a great 

honour for me to attend today’s symposium which is dedicated to the 

traditions of the veneration of the Theotokos. I am sure that you will agree 

with me that the tradition of the veneration of the Theotokos is very strong 

in our nation. For this reason, it is quite symbolic that this symposium is 

being held in our motherland of Georgia. The whole history of Georgia 

stands on the Christian religion and Christian culture. Orthodoxy has been 

nourishing our nation and its spirituality for centuries. The world view and 

the way of life of the Georgian people have always been based on the 

Orthodox religion. Love, peaceful coexistence, tolerance, virtue, equality – 

these are the values on which our nation stands and which have protected 

and safeguarded our people, in our small numbers and always surrounded 

by enemies, just as our faithfulness toward these values has made Georgia 

a part of European civilization and culture. The Orthodox Church plays 

quite a special role in protecting Georgia by spiritually strengthening it. It 

has been the support of the spirituality of our nation for centuries and our 

Mother Church and its leader, the spiritual father of our nation, Catholicos-

Patriarch of All Georgia, still serve this mission indefatigably, for which I, 

as a common Christian, would like to thank you, Your Holiness. You unite 

our nation around the eternal human values that have brought our country 
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to the present day and these values will be the guarantee of both the 

continued strengthening and unification of Georgia. Thank you so much! 
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David Usupashvili 
Chairman of the Parliament of Georgia 

 

 

Your Holiness, Mr. Prime Minister, representatives of the Georgian 

Orthodox Church, dear guests, Ladies and Gentlemen,  

I welcome you here today and it is a great honor for me to address the 

participants of this symposium which I can say is one of the most 

successful projects of the International Center for Christian Studies. I 

would like to thank the Center for the invitation and for organizing this 

event. I want to begin my speech with this quote: “For 2,000 years, we 

have been considering ourselves as the country which was allotted to the 

Mother of God. We should have had, as our national mission, the task of 

putting this symbol at the forefront of who we are. For the last 2,000 years, 

however, we have not been able to do this but, on the contrary, we have 

been stubbornly and obstinately trying to go backwards that sometimes we 

have even show attempts at spiritual suicide. Let us imagine for a minute a 

small religious miracle – the Mother of God had a wish to see Her country. 

What would She see? She would see idolaters captured by the tongue of 

slavery who think that freedom is the changing of the master; rich 

Pharisees who conduct demonstrative and affected charity when real 

people are dying real deaths next to them. She would also see liars who 

joke with religion and make it a subject of bargain. I assure you that the 

Holy Theotokos would deny such a country, the legend would end, and this 
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motherland would be wiped out. The metastases of communism have taken 

deep roots in our national body. If we go further into this subject; namely, 

if we take into account that the Mother of God never saw the country 

which was allotted to her, it appears, then, that Georgia is the country 

which was only potentially allotted to the Theotokos. Whether or not it 

becomes a reality depends only on us.”Jemal Karchkhadze said these 

words very soon after the end of communism when the country was still in 

the period of healing its wounds. Yes, it depends on us, whether or not we 

are able to make a civilized choice again because more than 200 years ago, 

the freedom of making this choice was taken away from us. Will we be 

able to return our Christian spirituality and morals? We were deprived of 

this spirituality by the communist regime about 100 years ago. Will we be 

able to create a state founded on liberal-democratic values which will 

defend our national identity and personal freedom? We have not had such a 

state for 200 years because the old empire was first fighting against our 

national identity and then communism appeared. Personal freedom was 

considered to be the enemy of statehood. We have to bring this all back. 

Despite the fact that the Georgian state and the Orthodox Church have a 

very rich historical experience of existence, we both lack something – the 

experience of civilized relations with each other because we have not had 

this experience for 200 years owing to outside factors. That is why a 

strange situation has been established in Georgia where we were building a 

state formally based on Western institutions. In essence, however, Soviet 

values and the communist mentality were at the forefront of our actions. 

Other stereotypes are results of this as well. For example, the West is the 

enemy of Orthodoxy but Imperialism and Communism are its rescuers, so 

to say, which provide it with shelter and protection. These stereotypes need 

to be disregarded and destroyed as a system of values based on freedom 

cannot be formed independently from Christianity. Such a political system 

which recognizes the freedom of religion and belief and that man is the 

main value for the Orthodox Church and Christianity – this system cannot 

be formed without values based on freedom. Communism cared for 

everybody and each of us had to be happy because of this. Liberal 

democracy cares for each person in order that everybody is happy. Thus, 
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this is the state, an institution turning to Christianity, where everyone must 

be taken care of and not in terms of collective masses or class or other such 

categories. In a contemporary society, the state must be restricted in its 

laws but we should also not forget that Christ was crucified by a state 

founded on laws but which was devoid of spirituality and of those values 

upon which law should be based. That is why we need to understand well 

that institutional secularism and the organizational independence of a 

church and state do not mean ideological secularism or secularism in our 

world outlook or our moral and philosophical foundations. On the contrary, 

it is necessary to comprehend that both ideological secularism and 

historical secularism are asymmetrical; that is, the state does not have the 

right to interfere in the activities of the church. The church, however, not 

only has the right but it is obliged to intervene in civil life, including state 

life, but, certainly, within the limits of laws and morals. This political 

category is a compromise and if the art of compromise is lost in politics, 

then politics will be lost, too, and we will then find ourselves in great 

trouble. Compromise is unacceptable for religion and the church; and we 

must not expect the intermediate positions from representatives of the 

church. The higher the hierarchy, the higher the representative of the 

church and the more we expect from them in terms of “yes” or “no” on 

very concrete issues. But in politics, the situation is a little different and we 

should consider that state life is a field of moral minimalism. In state life, 

we recognize all men’s rights to develop their personalities and we defend 

their rights and say that they are free in their choice to the point that they 

do not offend the rights of others or infringe upon the law. Undoubtedly, 

this moral minimalism is absolutely unacceptable for the church because 

the church looks at life with the standards and categories of moral 

maximalism. But the task of a state is not for the salvation of man, leading 

him to heaven. If the state plans such a task – communism was something 

like this, it would have arranged our earthly and ultra mundane matters. It 

would have arranged everything – we know from where everything comes. 

That is why it is of great importance to bring more education into our state 

and ecclesiastic life. All of us need more education. As far as I know, the 

most important works of theologians, of men who developed Christian 
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ideology and raised it to new heights, are not translated into Georgian. It is 

a very useful task to get us acquainted with all of those works, all of those 

teachings which speak about the contemporary state, the contemporary 

church, and their relations. It is absolutely necessary and that is why a very 

good tradition is set here at the research center – the interrelation of 

religion and science. Together, let us try to investigate these fundamental 

issues. The state and the law are fields of science. Perhaps we can also 

consider another symposium where we look at those issues from the 

scientific standpoint as well as from the religious standpoint. It is very 

important for furthering the development of our motherland, our country. It 

is very important to handle these kinds of delicate issues properly. But 

there is a big question whether or not the state and politicians will exceed 

their limits, refrain from leading the people to God or to the truth, and not 

be tempted to convert the trust of the believers for their own political 

rating. States and politicians have not been able to do this to this day. Will 

the church and the clergy be able to do this? I should stop here because as a 

representative of the state, proceeding from the principles of secularism, 

this must be decided by the church and the clergy themselves. They know 

what they have to do, what has to be improved, what has to be done. But 

what I believe is that if we accomplish all of this then we will not be 

ashamed when the Mother of God visits Georgia. Thank you very much. 
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Chapter 1 

 

 

 

THE MOST HOLY THEOTOKOS  

AND SPIRITUAL VALUES 
 

 

Metropolitan Daniel (Datuashvili) 
Metropolitan of Chiatura and Sackhere, Georgia 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The phenomenon of the Most Holy Theotokos is one of the most 

important spiritual treasures of mankind. The Virgin Mary had been a 

chosen follower of Moses’ religion before the foundation of the Church 

of Christ. She is the only woman in the whole history of Israel who by 

divine providence was honored to enter the holy of holies at the age of 

three, where even the head of the church could enter only once a year. 

The Mother of God, as the Mother of the Apostle, is even mentioned in 

the Koran with respect. 

The Mother of God not only preaches mutual love and tolerance, but 

She herself is a perfect example of the accomplishment of the highest 

virtues. The Mother of God is not only a mediator between God and men, 

but She is an example of love and mutual understanding among societies 

of various beliefs. 

                                                           
 Corresponding Author’s E-mail: logos.iccr@yahoo.com. 
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The phenomenon of the Mother of God is just a harmonious 

synthesis of the divine and the human. Her icon with Child Jesus is one of 

the most distinguished symbols of the purest motherly love on one hand, 

and of boundless respect for the Creator of the universe on the other hand. 

Divine Providence allotted the conversion of Georgia to the Queen of 

Heaven. The Mother of God sent Apostle Andrew the First-Called to 

preach in the country and gave him her icon not made by hands as a sign 

of her patronage of Georgia. By means of this icon, the grace of the 

Mother of God came and settled in Georgia. The Georgian nation has 

remained faithful to this great mission up to the present day. 

The phenomenon of the Mother of God fulfilled the decisive role in 

the formation of the spirituality of the Georgian nation. She is the person 

who perfectly accomplished the two most principal values given to 

humans by God: the aspiration for heavenly perfection and unselfish love 

for the fellow man. 

 

Keywords: The Most Holy Theotokos, spiritual values, the icon not 

created by human hands, allotment of Georgia to the Mother of God 

 

 

The phenomenon of the Most Holy Theotokos is one of the most 

important spiritual treasures of mankind. The Virgin Mary had been a 

chosen follower of Moses’ religion before the foundation of the Church of 

Christ. She is the only woman in the whole history of Israel who by divine 

providence was honored to enter the holy of holies at the age of three, 

where even the head of the church could enter only once a year. The 

Mother of God, as the Mother of the Apostle, is even mentioned in the 

Koran with respect. 

The Mother of God not only preaches mutual love and tolerance, but 

She herself is a perfect example of the accomplishment of the highest 

virtues. Taking this into account, this scholarly gathering dedicated to the 

Mother of God acquires additional significance besides its academic 

content. Such a symposium could make a certain contribution to the sphere 

of dialogue between cultures and civilizations. The Mother of God is not 

only a mediator between God and men, but She is an example of love and 

mutual understanding among societies of various beliefs. Our present 

symposium is a confirmation of this. Although the symposium is confined 

to the Orthodox tradition of the veneration of the Mother of God, Catholic 
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and Protestant scholars and those from Israel have also expressed a wish to 

participate in it. 

The teaching of Jesus Christ, God incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the 

Virgin Mary, is one of the principal sources of universal values 

acknowledged in the contemporary world. Christian civilization assisted 

greatly in the developing of the culture of dialogue among various points 

of view. 

Today in the modern world, taking into consideration the will of the 

people on one hand and on the other hand, the will of every individual 

person and the assistance in the realization of their rights occupies a very 

special place. In the process of the interrelation of these values, there is one 

eternal problem. Sometimes general norms and interests do not coincide 

with individual and vice versa. In different epochs and cultural spaces this 

problem was considered and solved in various ways. The organization of 

similar opinions is not so easy, but it is doubtless that society should not 

suppress other views and the individual should not neglect common 

interests. 

General norms are based on different grounds in different cultures. 

These norms reflect the aspiration of society and are indicators of its self-

knowledge and maturity. Their respect is a guarantee of social peace, but 

their neglect could become the reason for turmoil and discord. Unreserved 

restriction of personal freedom on behalf of public authority is no less 

dangerous. The retaining of a balance between these interests requires 

great wisdom and diligence. General and universal truth is revealing and 

correspondingly of a compulsory character for most religious teachings. 

We should not forget as well that in interacting with the mystical world a 

person possesses both his rights and his duties. 

Being created in the image and likeness of God, man is called upon to 

cooperate with God. God is almighty, but the retainment of harmony in the 

universe is impossible without man’s free will. God’s incarnation could not 

have been accomplished without the good will of the Virgin Mary: “Let it 

be to me according to your word” (Luke 1, 38). Such an honor, 

distinguishing man from all other creatures, imposes the greatest 

responsibility on him before God and the universe. 
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According to biblical teaching, the disruption of the primeval harmony 

was caused exactly by the deviation of the will of man from the will of 

God. From the point of view of religion, the history of humanity represents 

the seeking of this lost paradise. On the way to a restoration of the 

disrupted harmony, mankind mainly faces two kinds of temptations: either 

deviation from the will of God by relying on their own will, or there occurs 

a groundless limitation of human freedom in the name of God. The neglect 

of both divine and human nature in one form or another gives rise to 

tension in social life. The rational delimitation between the ecclesiastical 

and secular spheres, i.e., secularism, aims exactly at easing this tension; but 

it is not an easy task to find the golden mean. In the case of overdoing it, 

institutional secularism can be transformed into totalitarianism. 

The phenomenon of the Mother of God is just a harmonious synthesis 

of the divine and the human. Her icon with Child Jesus is one of the most 

distinguished symbols of the purest motherly love on one hand, and of 

boundless respect for the Creator of the universe on the other hand. 

Despite the fact that the Virgin Mary is the mother of God, she does 

not lose her humility and retains reverence for her Son and God. Eve lost 

her paradise by putting her will above the will of God, but the Virgin Mary 

accomplished the greatest personal merit by her complete obedience to the 

will of God. Obedience to the will of God does not only belittle personal 

freedom, but on the contrary, assists the perfect manifestation of human 

potentialities. 

We find examples of both atheism and pseudo-piety throughout the 

history of mankind, which paid a high price for both. Their most extreme 

manifestations were followed by severe ordeals, in the first case it was the 

Flood and the Babel of languages, and in the second case there were 

religious wars. The conducting of dialogue between religious and secular 

societies acquires a special importance in the epoch of globalization. In the 

second millennium AD, the opposition between religion and science gave 

rise to an increase in the influence of the non-religious society. A certain 

austerity of religion, on one hand, and the excessive striving of science 

toward autonomy, on the other hand, conditioned a gradual delineation of 

these two spheres. The separation of the spiritual and intellectual, the 
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mystical and rational, gives us an imperfect idea of the universe. The 

Mother of God with her deep mysticism and at the same time with her 

intellectual faculties is the best example of the unity of heart and mind. 

One of the conditions for the success of the dialogue between religious and 

non-religious societies is the close connection between faith and science. 

There has been a rich experience of such a union in Georgia: Georgian 

monasteries in Georgia itself and beyond its borders had been great 

education centers at the same time. In the 11th century, the Holy King 

David the Builder founded the great academy at Gelati Monastery of the 

Mother of God, later called “the Second Jerusalem” and “another Athens”, 

as a symbol of the unity of spirituality and the intellect, of belief and 

science. This tradition endured for centuries in Georgia, escaped the 

atheistic violence of the 20th century and again experiences a renaissance 

today. A strong union of spirituality and intellectualism exists in our 

country, resulting in a healthy attitude between the divine and human 

nature. This union was and is reflected in all spheres of social life: the state 

system, culture, the family institute and in the mutual understanding and 

respect for groups having different cultural or religious views. High 

spiritual values – God, motherland, and the individual – have been 

developed and set in our life for centuries. The Georgian nation defended 

these values selflessly, but if not for the extraordinary patronage and 

assistance of the Mother of God, it would have been impossible to save us. 

Georgia is the allotted portion of the Mother of God. Divine Providence 

allotted the conversion of our country to the Queen of Heaven. The Mother 

of God sent Apostle Andrew the First-Called to preach in our country and 

gave him her icon not made by hands as a sign of her patronage of 

Georgia. By means of this icon, the grace of the Mother of God came and 

settled in our country. The whole of Georgia celebrates the coming of this 

grace today and dedicates this week to the veneration of the Mother of 

God. The phenomenon of the Mother of God fulfilled the decisive role in 

the formation of the spirituality of the Georgian nation. She is the person 

who perfectly accomplished the two most principal values given to humans 

by God: the aspiration for heavenly perfection and unselfish love for the 

fellow man. 
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These are also the two supreme values forming the cross. Bearing this 

cross gives us the right to entreat her as the great mediator between the 

Lord and us: “O Most Holy Theotokos, help and save us”. 

Having taken this cross and bearing it with merit, the Georgian nation 

has become like its Mother and Protector, and has remained faithful to this 

great mission up to the present day. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

In the Symbols of faith of the pre-nicene age, the Marian doctrine 

was not expressed in an article of faith distinct from the Christological 

one, it had only accompanied and developed the latter. In this regard, we 

ecounter this thing both in Catechisms (Orthodox Confessions of Faith), 

and in the Treaties and Manuals of orthodox dogmatic Theology of our 

days. Whence, the evident conclusion that the doctrine of Mariology is 

still associated by the orthodox theologians with the doctrine of 

Christology, as the Fathers of the Pre-Nicene Church had done in their 

baptismal Symbols, where the Virgin Mary was mentioned as being the 

one who gave birth to Jesus, and, therefore, the Mother of God 

(Theotokos), a phrase launched in the theological world of Alexandria 

due to the two coryphaei of the Catechetical School of Alexandria, 

namely Clement of Alexandria († 215) and Origen († 254). 

                                                           
* Corresponding Author’s E-mail: ovidiustomis@yahoo.co.uk. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Cătălina Mititelu 8 

Keywords: Symbols of Faith, Holy Virgin Mary, Holy Scripture, the 

Marian doctrine 

 

 

Ever since the Apostolic Age, the Creed or the Symbol of Faith 

substantiated what was “uncovered”, that is, what was unveiled or revealed 

by “God through the Holy Ghost”, and that the first Christians 

expressed…not in words learned from human wisdom, but in words 

learned from the Holy Ghost…” (I Cor. 2, 6-12). That is why “the 

Revelation” contained and expressed in the text of this “Regula fidei” 

(Rule of faith) was considered by the theologians of the Pre-Nicene Church 

to be “above human thinking”, as it “contained the entire truth” [1], that is 

the Christian truth, which, as the Christian philosopher Athenagoras of 

Athens specified around 154 AD, is not “...human reason” [2], but the truth 

revealed in the Holy Scripture. Hence the leading role of faith in the act of 

knowledge. Tertullian († 240) also emphasized this when he launched the 

formula “credo ut intelligam” (I believe so that I can understand). 

 From the 2nd half of the 1st century, Christians thanked the Father of 

Heaven during the Holy Eucharistic Liturgy “… for the life and 

awareness” made “known to us through Jesus, Your Son” [3]. But, with 

regard to the Son of God, who was incarnated through the power of the 

Holy Ghost and of the Virgin Mary, heterodox opinions and faiths [4] have 

emerged ever since the first centuries. Some of these had been circulated 

by those Christians who were Judaizers (Ebionites, Elchesaites, and 

Nazarenes); by the followers of Docetism, who thought that the birth and 

the sufferings of the Son of God had been only apparent; by the followers 

of the anti-trinity heresy, known under the name of “Monarchianism”, who 

identified with the Patropaschites (Modalists) and Adoptionists and by the 

“prophetic movement” emerging in the 2nd half of the 2nd century, known 

under the name of Montanism, etc. In this sense, the emergence of 

heresies, that is of “unorthodox faiths” (κακοδοξίες), caused the Church to 

formulate its Creed of faith in the form of that “Symbol of faith”, namely 

of that “Canon of faith”, that was uttered during the baptismal Liturgy as a 

Confession of faith.  
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“The Orthodox Confession” of Peter Moghila (Petru Movilă), the 

metropolitan bishop of Kiev (1596-1646), approved by the Pan-Orthodox 

Synod gathered in Iassy in the year 1642 and then revised and confirmed 

by the Synod of Constantinople in the year 1643, also certifies that ever 

since the first centuries, every Church in the great ecclesiastical centres had 

its own “Symbol of Faith” that people had to recite during their baptism. 

And, according to the confession of this Pan-Orthodox Catechism, such 

Symbols were: a) the “Apostolic or Roman”; b) that of the Church from 

Neo-Caesarea of Pontus; c) that of “the Caesarea of Palestine”; d) that of 

the Church of Alexandria and others [5]. 

 Before proceeding with the identification and enumeration of these 

Symbols of Faith from the pre-Nicene age, we want to specify that the 

opinions of theologians still differ with regard to the oldest Symbol of 

faith, which, in our opinion, cannot be no other than that recited in the first 

Christian Church, that is, in the Church of Jerusalem, from whence it was 

taken, adapted, and developed in the Churches of Antioch, Alexandria, 

Rome, Ephesus, Corinth, etc., namely in the Apostolic Churches.  

 Regarding the Symbol of Faith, the early Fathers tell us that it is “one 

of the oldest documents of the early Church, necessary for its missionary 

work and for the acceptance of Christians into the bosom of Christianity. It 

developed since the first moments of the emergence of the Church and was 

imposed by its internal needs” [1]. 

According to the testimony left by the old tradition of the church, a 

“regula fidei” (rule of faith) was written as early as in the Apostolic age 

(cf. Rufinus). This “rule of faith” was designated in the Greek language by 

the word “symbol”, which means a “sign and contribution to what is 

common, and what several people bring together”, a thing that - according 

to the Apostolic Tradition, the Apostles did - “each of them contributing 

with his own word”. However, the Greek word “symbol” also has the 

meaning of “a sign or clue that serves to distinguish the Apostolic teaching 

from the teaching of other preachers…” [1]. 

 Both the Post-Apostolic Fathers [6] and the old liturgical manuscripts 

certify that the Symbol of Faith was also recited during the baptismal 

liturgy. Thus, this “Rule of faith” known in the East by the phrase “Symbol 
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of Faith”, was recited during the receipt of the Holy Sacrament of baptism 

before all believers, by the “one who will be baptized”, or by “the child`s 

godfather”, or even by the “priest” [7, 8].This is still done today. 

 Like others, the Orthodox liturgists also confirm the fact that, in the 

old Church, “the administration of sacraments was unified by the Holy 

Liturgy…”[9], and that during every eucharistic sacrifice [10] the clergy 

and the people, all of them, “in one voice” and “with one heart”, uttered 

the Symbol of Faith of the old Church [9] openly, namely the one of the 

Apostolic Church, that also refers if only briefly, to the Virgin Mary. 

However, ever since the post-Apostolic age, certain heresies emerged 

which denied both the maternity and the virginity and perpetual virginity 

of the Mother of Jesus. In this sense, through such heretical teachings they 

actually denied the Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ, and ipso facto His 

Divinity, hence the preoccupation of the main local Churches to write their 

own confessions of faith, that is their own Symbols of Faith. That this was 

the reality is also certified by the “fragments of some Symbols of Faith” 

preserved and transmitted by the text of the writings of some Fathers of the 

Church from the “beginning of the 2nd century” [11]. 

 Taking over the testimony provided by the Symbol of Faith recited 

during the baptismal liturgy in his Church, that is in the Apostolic Church 

of Alexandria, Saint Justin, the Martyr and Philosopher († 165), wrote that 

“…through the power of the Word, according to the will of God the Father 

and Lord of all, He (our Saviour, n.n.) was born of a Virgin as a Man, and 

was named Jesus…” [12]. The same Christian writer and theologian of 

philosophical training also referred to a confession of faith used during the 

exorcism ritual in baptism during his era which mentioned “expressis 

verbis” that “…the Son of God and the First-Born among all creatures, was 

born of a Virgin and became a Man…” [13]. 

 In his work, The Combat and Refutation of Deceitful Knowledge 

written around the year 185, Saint Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyon (177/178-

202), said that Scripture is “the joining rule of truth” (I, 9, 4), and that is 

why it is “irreformable” and “certain” (I, 95). In The Demonstration of the 

Apostolic Preaching written after the year 190, the theologian of the Holy 

Tradition begins with an analysis of the rule (of the canon) of faith we 
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receive when we are baptized…”[4]. In this regard, this rule of faith, 

recited during the administration of the Sacrament of baptism, also 

expressly referred to the Virgin Mary, from which our Lord Jesus Christ 

was born.  

Among others, Tertullian († 240) wrote that, “…through their 

Testament”, the Holy Apostles “…vowed to remain believers”, that is 

believers of the Christian faith, whose legal inheritants could not be 

“heretics”, as the latter…do not own the Holy Scripture, and the Scriptures 

do not belong to them” [14]. Commenting on this text, an Orthodox 

theologian concluded that, “since the Orthodox Church was acknowledged 

to own the truth because it follows the rule it has handed down from the 

Apostles, the Apostles from Christ and Christ from God, heretics ought not 

to be allowed to challenge an appeal to the Scriptures”, as they “do not 

own the Scripture, and they have no right to the Scripture” [1]. 

 With regard to “Regula fidei”, which substantiates and expresses the 

revealed word of the Scripture, Tertullian tells us that “una omnio est” 

(there is only one anywhere), as it is “unchangeable (immobilis) and 

irreformable (irreformabilis)…” [15], and that “The rule of faith is…that 

which prescribes the belief that there is only one God and that He is none 

other than the Creator of the world, who produced all things out of nothing 

through His own Word. This Word, called His Son…at last brought down 

(delatum) by the Spirit and Power of God the Father into the Virgin Mary, 

was made flesh in Her womb, and being born of Her, became Jesus 

Christ…”[1].  

It was clearly mentioned in the same confession of faith of the Church 

of Carthage that, according to the testimony given by Tertullian, was “one 

in the whole world”, that is one and the same for the whole Church and, 

therefore, unchangeable, that Jesus Christ “…was born of the Virgin Mary 

(natum ex Virgine Maria)…” [15]. In fact, referring to the baptismal 

Symbol uttered in his Church of Proconsular Africa, Tertullian stated 

again, among other doctrines, that in its text it was specified that “Filium 

eius Iesum Christum, natum ex Vergine Maria” [15] (His Son, Jesus 

Christ, was born of the Virgin Mary), or that “…in Virginem Mariam, 

carnem factum in utero eius et ex ea natum…” [14] (…in the Virgin Mary, 
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made flesh in Her womb, and born of Her). Therefore, in the text of the 

baptismal Symbol of the African Church (of Carthage), not only are the 

“two mariological elements: the real maternity of Mary and the virginal 

nature of this maternity” [11] are emphasized, but also the Incarnation of 

Jesus Christ our Saviour, as a real historical fact, with soteriological 

consequences for all the people whom, through his expiatory sacrifice, he 

redeemed from the slavery of sin.  

In the opinion of certain patristics scholars of our days, the oldest 

Symbol of Faith known after the unclear analogue of the Ethiopian text of 

the Apostles` Epistle (the mid-second century) would be the “Dêr-Balizeh 

Symbol of Faith”, which is thought to date from the beginning of the 3rd 

century…”[4]. However, in the text of this Symbol having only several 

lines, there is no mention of the Holy Virgin Mary, but only of the “Holy 

Trinity, of the resurrection of the human body, and of the Holy Ecumenical 

Church” [4]. However, in the Apostolic Tradition of Hippollytus of Rome 

[16] († 235) written in Greek, we can also identify the text of a baptismal 

Symbol of Faith in the form of questions. Here we find that the one 

referring to Baptism must answer every question asked by the bishop or by 

the priest. And, according to this “first crystallized and relatively broad 

Symbol (7 sentences), amidst those we know” [4], among other questions, 

the neophyte was also asked if he believes “…in Jesus Christ, the Son of 

God, Who was born by the power of the Holy Ghost and of the Virgin 

Mary (qui natus este de Spiritu Sancto ex Maria virgine)…” [17]. As such, 

this baptismal Symbol of Faith also expressly referred to the “Virgin 

Mary”, Who was not yet called the Mother of Jesus, as She was to be 

called in the Church of Alexandria in the 3rd century. 

In the opinion of Western theologians, the first translation of the work 

of Saint Hippolytus was made in Latin [18], as “the Latin version was 

partly known due to a palimpsest kept in the library of Verona” [17]. The 

manuscript dates “from the end of the 5th century, but the translation is 

much older and possibly dates from the end of the 4th century” [17]. In fact, 

the text of the work, “The Apostolic Tradition”, qualifies us to state that 

the Roman Symbol was written in Alexandria and not in Rome no later 

than the 3rd century, and as such, the first translation was made in the 
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Sahidic dialect. It is possible that this was made shortly after the 

emergence of the work`s version in the Greek language. Anyhow, as 

terminus ante quaem and post quaem, this version in Sahidic was written 

before the year 250, since, from the 2nd half of the 3rd century, the Virgin 

Mary had also been mentioned in the Egyptian texts under the name 

“Theotokos” (Mother of God). 

 That the original text of the work was written in Alexandria is also 

confirmed by the fact that even in the Latin version - found due to the 

discovery of the manuscript in the library of Verona, Italy - the Apostolic 

Tradition is followed by some canonical rules of Egyptian (Alexandrinian) 

origin, suggestively entitled “The Rules of the Apostles and of the 

Egyptian Church” [18]. Actually, even some patristics scholars of the 

Orthodox Church acknowledge that “it is very difficult to establish” the 

contribution of Saint Hippolytus of Rome “to the elaboration of the text…” 

[4]. Therefore, one should specify and emphasize that “the Apostolic 

tradition” was written in the Greek language in the Egyptian town of 

Alexandria, where it was translated into the Sahidic dialect, that we only 

know it due to a single manuscript [17] and some fragments solely in the 

Ethiopian language version by means of which the primitive Sahidic 

version…” [17] could have been written. 

The first Roman Symbol of Faith is in fact the one written “in the first 

half of the 3rd century, and which was initially written in the Greek 

language and then translated very soon after into the Latin language [4]. 

However, the Latin version was to become the prototype of all later local 

Western Symbols and the so-called Apostolic Symbol, as Professor 

Stylianos Papadopoulos noted, “is a simple development of the former 

with Oriental influences” [4]. 

In comparison with the Symbol of faith from Dêr-Balizeh and with the 

one pertaining to “The Apostolic Tradition” of Saint Hipppolytus, the 

Roman Symbol is more detailed and, as such, larger, as it has many 

addenda, especially Christological ones” [4]. 

 In this Symbol of Faith of the Roman Church, faith “…in Jesus Christ, 

His only begotten Son, our Lord, Who was born through the power of the 

Holy Ghost and of the Virgin Mary…” - (“… τὸν γεννηθέντα ἐκ 
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Πνεύματος ἀγίου καὶ Μαρίας τῆς παρθένου, …” - “… qui natus est de 

Spiritu sancto et Maria virgine, …”) was confessed [4]. As such, in the 

Roman Symbol, too, only the name the Virgin Mary [19] was expressly 

mentioned, and not the Theotokos yet, as we would encounter in the 

Church of Alexandria from the 2nd half of the 3rd century.  

 In the qualified opinion of some patristics scholars, “…the oldest and 

most complete version of the Symbol of Faith conveyed to us however, is 

the one that Bishop Marcellus of Ancyra communicated to Bishop Julius I 

of Rome in a letter” [1], hence their conclusion that “the genuine form of 

the symbol comes from the East, not from the West, although one has tried 

to imply that the Greek version of Marcellus was a translation and the 

Latin version the original” [1].  

The Apostolic Symbol that the Roman Church had also used in the 

pre-Nicene age and that Rufinus expressly mentions indeed originated in 

the East, although with the later addenda. But the Roman Church had 

enriched this Symbol of Faith, of Eastern origin, with details or 

specifications considered necessary at the time because of heretical 

turmoil” [1]. Also, we should not ignore the fact that the Symbols of the 

Eastern Churches were more varied in form than that of the Roman due to 

the continual struggle with heresies, but the ground for these Symbols was 

Apostolic [1], with its first version originating in the East. 

In the Apostolic Symbol - written in the Greek language, in the East, 

which is the oldest form of the Symbol known in the patristic age [1] - our 

Lord Jesus Christ is also expressly mentioned, “…τὸν γεννηθέντα ἐκ 

Πνευματος Ἁγίου καὶ Μαρίας τῆς Παρθένου…” [1] (Who was born by the 

power of the Holy Ghost and of the Virgin Mary).  

It is also worthy to be noticed the fact that in the Latin version, used by 

Rufinus in his Commentary, the Greek text was rendered through the 

words: “…qui natus est de Spiritu Sancto ex Maria Virgine…” [1], which 

prove that the Latin version reproduced the Greek version precisely.  

Regarding the concise statement, “who was born by the power of the 

Holy Ghost and of the Virgin Mary”, it was right to notice that the 

Christology of the Symbol “is broader, more popular, less theologically 

developed than the later formulae…” and that “it reveals a profound faith 
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in this fact as it is presented in the Holy Scripture” [1] without speculative 

theological complications that Christology and Mariology will take on later 

under the impact of the contribution of some theologians of philosophical 

training.  

The last Symbol of Faith of the Pre-Nicene Church is the one written 

by the bishops gathered at the Synod of Alexandria on issues pertaining to 

religious life in the year 324, chaired by Archbishop Alexander of 

Alexandria and by Archbishop Hosius of Cordoba, the counsellor of 

Emperor Constantine the Great.  

 In this Symbol of faith it was mentioned that “…our Lord Jesus Christ 

was made flesh in the womb of Mary the Mother of God” [20]. Of course, 

through such a Confession of faith, both the real act of the Incarnation of 

our Lord Jesus Christ and the fact that the Virgin Mary is the Mother of 

God (Θεοτόκος) were made clear. As regards the phrase Mother of God, 

one must specify and stress the fact that it was not first circulated by the 

Symbol of Alexandria of the year 324. Used in the Church of Alexandria 

by the archbishop of Alexandria [20] himself, this phrase had already been 

in circulation since the 2nd to 3rd centuries. Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-

215) and Origen († 254) were actually the first Christian theologians who 

called The Holy Virgin Mary “Θεοτόκος” (Theotokos), that is Mother of 

God. But, since the age of Origen (c. 185 - c. 254) and up to the third 

ecumenical Synod (Ephesus, 431), when the above-mentioned phrase was 

imposed as a dogma of the Church, another two centuries of theological 

debates, pro and contra, were to pass.  

 As could be noticed, in the Symbols of Faith written and published in 

the pre-Nicene age, the Marian doctrine was not expressed as an article of 

faith distinct from the Christological one, but it only accompanied and 

developed the latter. This is something we encounter both in the 

Catechisms (Orthodox Confessions of Faith), and in the Treaties and 

Manuals of Dogmatic Orthodox Theology of our days. For example, in The 

Orthodox Confession of the Metropolitan Bishop Petru Movilă (Peter 

Moghila) of Kiev (1596-1646), the holy Virgin Mary was attributed no 

separate chapter, but only a few pages and those in the chapter “Regarding 

the Son of God” [5]. Moreover, in his treaty, entitled “Dogmatic Orthodox 
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Theology”, the late Rev. Professor Dr. Dumitru Stăniloae († 1993) also 

made an express reference to the the Holy Virgin Mary, the Mother of 

God, but only in a single subchapter (C 2c, of eight pages) in the 3rd part of 

his Dogmatics, suggestively entitled “The Person of Jesus Christ and His 

Saving Work Accomplished in the Human Nature Assumed by Him” [21]. 

Hence, the observation that the doctrine of Mariology is still associated 

with the doctrine of Christology by Orthodox theologians of ours days, as 

in the time of theologians of the Pre-Nicene Church, namenly in the 

theological world of Alexandria due to the two coryphaei of the 

Catechetical School of Alexandria, that is Clement of Alexandria († 215) 

and Origen († 254).  

The name Theotokos was also mentioned to be legitimized and 

expressly approved by the Synod gathered in Alexandria in the year 324, 

that is one year before the gathering of the First Ecumenical Council 

(Nicaea, 325) that formulated the seven articles of the Nicene Symbol. The 

latter was however to be completed with other five articles by the Fathers 

of the Second Ecumenical Council (Constantinople, 381), when the 

Nicene-Constantinopolitan Symbol of Faith was actually approved and 

published, a Symbol that we also recite openly today during the eucharistic 

liturgy when we confess our Orthodox faith. “I believe…and in One Lord 

Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the Only begotten of the Father before all 

ages…”, and “Who…descended from Heaven and was made incarnate by 

the power of the Holy Ghost and of the Virgin Mary…” [22].  

The fact that the last words of this Symbol, namely “of the Virgin 

Mary”, were expressly mentioned in the text of the baptismal Symbols of 

the Pre-Nicene Church, it remains also a peremptory testimony that the 

Nicene-Constantinopolitan Symbol of Faith confirmed in fact the Marian 

doctrine expressed by the “Baptismal Symbols” of the Pre-Nicene Church. 

 

 

REFERENCES 

 

[1] Coman, I.G. (1984). Patrologie [Patrology], Bucharest, I. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



The Virgin Mary in the “Baptismal Symbols” … 17 

[2] Athenagoras (of Athens). (1966). Πρεσβεία [A Plea for the 

Christians].  

[3] Betz, J. (1969). Die Eucharistie in der Didache [The Eucharist in the 

Didache]. Archive für Liturgiewissenschaft, 11. 

[4] Papadopoulos, S. G. (2006). Πατρολογία [Patrology], Bucharest, I. 

[5] Învăţătura de credinţă ortodoxă [The Orthodox Teaching of Faith]. 

(1952). Craiova. 

[6] Antoni de Aldama, J. (1970). Maria en la Patristica de los sigles I y 

II [Maria in the Patristics of the 1st and 2nd centuries,], Madrid.  

[7] Molitfelnic [Prayer Book]. (2013). Bucharest. 

[8] Dură, N. V. (1981). Canoanele Sinodului II ecumenic şi 

obligativitatea de a mărturisi şi păstra cu credincioşie Crezul niceo-

constantinopolitan [The Canons of the Second Ecumenical Synod 

and the obligation to confess and to keep the Nicene-

Constantinopolitan Creed with good faith]. Ortodoxia [The 

Orthodoxy], 2 (XXXIII): 442-459. 

[9] Foundoulis, I. (2008). Răspunsuri la probleme liturgice [Answers to 

Liturgical Problems], Bucharest, I. 

[10] Dură, N. V. (2008). Biserica etiopiană şi “Anaforalele” eiliturgice 

[The Ethiopian Church and its Liturgical “Anaphorales”]. Revista de 

Teologie Sfântul Apostol Andrei [Saint Andrew the Apostle 

Theological Review], 1 (XII): 9-45. 

[11] Ţepelea, M. (2004). Mariologia primelor trei secole [The Mariology 

of the First Three Centuries], Deva. 

[12] Justin, St. (the Martyr and Philosopher). (1980). The First Apology, 

46, 5. Apologeţi de limbă greacă [Apologists of Greek language], 

Bucharest, II. 

[13] Justin, St. (the Martyr and Philosopher). (1980). Dialogul cu iudeul 

Trifon [The Dialogue with Trypho the Jew], 8, 5, 2. Apologeţi de 

limbă greacă [Apologists of Greek language], Bucharest, II. 

[14] Tertullian. De praescriptione haereticorum [The Prescription Against 

Heretics;], XXXVI, 5. Migne. The Latin Patrology, II: 49-50. 

[15] Tertullian, De virginibus velandis, I, 3 [Veiling of Virgins, 1, 3]. 

Migne. The Latin Patrology, II: 889. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Cătălina Mititelu 18 

[16] Connolly, R.H. (1916). The So-Called Egyptian Church Order and 

Derived Documents, Cambridge. 

[17] La Tradition apostolique d’après les anciennes versions [Apostolic 

Tradition from the old versions] (1968). Paris. 

[18] Haller, E. (1900). Didascaliae apostolorum fragmenta veronensia 

Latina. Accedunt canonum qui dicuntur Apostolorum et Aegyptiorum 

reliquiae [Didascaliae apostles Veronensia broken English. Ex 

canons are apostles and Egyptian relics], Leipzig. 

[19] Neubert, E. (1908). Marie dans l’Église antenicéene [Mary in the 

antenicean church], Paris.  

[20] Alexander of Alexandria, St. “The Epistle to Alexander of 

Constantinople”. Migne. The Greek Patrology, XVIII: 548-572. 

[21] Stăniloae, D. (1997). Teologia dogmatică ortodoxă [The Orthodox 

Dogmatic Theology], Bucharest, II. 

[22] Liturghier [Liturgical book]. (2012). Bucharest. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



In: The Tradition of the Adoration … ISBN: 978-1-53616-933-1 

Editor: David Muskhelishvili © 2020 Nova Science Publishers, Inc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

 

 

BELIEF AND BEING: ORTHODOX  
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ABSTRACT 

 

The author compares the understanding of Mary, the Mother of God, 

between the Orthodox and Protestant churches. From 1573 to 1589 an 

exchange of letters between the Reformers in Europe and Patriarch 

Jeremiah II of Constantinople illustrate divergent views of Mary. The 

author suggests that the different understandings of Mary’s role as 

Theotokos are really two sides of one coin. 

Looking at the Theotokos in this way might be a bridge to 

understanding and bring two major branches of the Christian tree closer 

to agreement. 
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“’My Soul doth magnify the Lord.’ Mary’s heart remains at all times 

the same; she lets God have His will with her, and draws from it all only 

a good comfort, joy and trust in God… she loves and praises God’s good 

things when they are given, nor falls away when they are removed”. 

Martin Luther, Commentary on the Magnificat, 1520 AD. 

 

In the year 325 AD Constantine the Great provided the venue for a 

church wide synod that ultimately gave Christians the gift of the Creed of 

Nicaea. This creed gave doctrinal unity to the church throughout the world 

for over five hundred years. However, in 1054 AD there was a division 

between the eastern and western churches over the way in which the Holy 

Spirit comes to humanity. Does He proceed from the Father, or, the Father 

and the Son? Since that time attempts have been made to heal that breach. 

The Synod of Florence in 1439 (called “The Union of Florence”) 

proclaimed a consensus in understanding. However, the synod’s consensus 

was rejected in 1484. 

Over the centuries prayers have been said over and over for the unity 

of the church, a desire expressed by our Lord in His high priestly prayer 

(John 17:11, “protect them in Your name that You have given me, so that 

they may be one, as We are one”). This prayer is still prayed today – even 

as it seems the church continues to divide itself. One estimate says that 

there are over 41,000 distinctly separate Christian church bodies in the 

world today. Several of these were the result of the Protestant Reformation 

of the church in the west, the tradition of which I am a part. 

In 1517 Dr. Martin Luther ignited a protest against certain abuses in 

the church in Germany. This Augustinian monk and Bible translator had 

come to a heartfelt personal reformation when he heard St. Paul say in 

Romans 1:16 and 17, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ; it is 

for the power of God unto salvation to everyone who has faith, to the Jew 
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first and also the Greek. For in the gospel the righteousness of God is 

revealed through faith, for faith: as it is written, ‘The one who is righteous 

will live by faith’”. 

Up until this time Luther had tried to mimic the righteousness of God 

through a life of good works and attempts to humiliate the flesh. But he did 

not find the peace he was looking for, or the satisfaction that he could 

attain this “righteousness of God”. Luther “confessed” this central key to 

understanding the Bible and history as a whole – even to the Emperor of 

the Holy Roman Empire, Charles V. 

As Luther began to celebrate this insight regarding God’s undeserved 

love, for the sake of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross – he read the Bible in a 

new way. He now understood more deeply and personally Paul’s words in 

Romans 3:21 ff, “God’s way of putting people right with Himself has been 

revealed – and it has nothing to do with the law. The law and the prophets 

give their witness to it – but God puts people right through their faith in 

Jesus Christ”. 

In some ways the church on earth is like a puzzle, or a pointillist 

painting – from a distance the picture appears as a whole – but getting 

closer you can see that it is made of separate points of paint. It is 

interesting that this style of painting came at a time when psychologists 

were talking about “gestalt therapy”. This type of human counseling 

focuses on “the whole”. The understanding is that the whole is greater than 

all of its separate parts. The joy of a sunset is more than the simple 

refraction of the sun’s rays. The sung liturgy is more than musical notes on 

a page. The soul of a human being is greater than the skin and bones that 

give us form in the visible world. 

The insights Luther gained focused the Protestant reformers on 

doctrine, especially on the importance of faith – belief. It was all important 

to teach the doctrine of salvation by grace alone – what we Lutherans 

believe to be the heart of the Holy Bible. Our Lutheran Confessions (found 

principally in our Augsburg Confession) talk about a wide range of abuses 

in the church of the West in the sixteenth century, but the heart of the 

Lutheran protest has always been a correct division of law and gospel. 

While maintaining ministries of mercy and a love for liturgy, for many 
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Lutherans this focus on doctrine has been critical. At times this has found 

its nadir in a religion of “head knowledge”. 

It has been interesting for me as a child of the Lutheran Confessions to 

read Maximus the Confessor’s, “The Life of the Virgin”. A new translation 

into English by Stephen Shoemaker has made this more accessible to 

readers in the west. Originally written in Greek, the oldest existing 

manuscript is in Georgian, translated by Euthymius the Hagiorite, abbot of 

the Georgian monastic community at Iveron monastery on Mount Athos, 

near the end of the tenth century1. 

As the earliest complete biography of the Virgin Mary, and originating 

in the seventh century AD, this work gives us an insight into how the 

earliest Christians understood Mary’s life and her role in her Son’s 

ministry. It occurred to me that comparing Maximus’ treatise and Luther’s 

and the Lutheran understanding of the Theotokos might be one brick in 

building a bridge back between churches of the east and the west. At least 

it might be a way to better understand what still separates us. It might also 

be a “Fool’s Errand”. 

In 1982 Holy Cross Orthodox Press published Augsburg and 

Constantinople, letters between Lutheran theologians in Tubingen, 

Germany, and Patriarch Jeremiah II of Constantinople. These letters, 

written between 1573 and 1589, were an attempt to find unity between the 

churches of the Protestant Reformation in the West and the Orthodox 

Church in the East. While covering a wide range of topics, the role of the 

Theotokos was one part of this epistleatory dialogue. I found some of the 

points of agreement useful for this paper. 

I see the difference between the Eastern and especially the Protestant 

Western churches as one between belief and being. In the west, but 

especially in Protestantism, the “points” of our picture of the church are 

colored greatly with the colors of the great teaching of salvation by grace 

alone. These “gospel points” have been tested over time during 

conversations with the other great Christian tradition in the west, Roman 

Catholicism. Where we have found unity has been in liturgy and in 

                                                           
1Maximus the Confessor, The Life of the Virgin, trans. William Shoemaker, (Yale University 

Press, New Haven, Connecticut, 2012) 2. 
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cooperation to make the love of Christ real in joint works of mercy. But the 

focus on doctrine has remained paramount as our perceived road to unity 

and not only has led nowhere; some believe it is at a dead end. 

 

 

THE EASTERN EMPHASIS ON BEING 

 

In the eastern churches there is more of a wholeness, a “gestalt” if you 

will, that sees the whole of a person – our human being. Again, liturgy is a 

place where churches of east and west could find unity. But it is more than 

liturgy, or works of mercy that support the Orthodox Church’s emphasis on 

“being”. I believe the way the church in the east sees Mary is reflective of 

this holistic way of being. In the western church there has been a focus on 

the debt Jesus paid on the cross for the sins of all human beings. In Roman 

Catholicism Mary even becomes a “co-redemtrix”. 

In the eastern churches the emphasis is more on God’s work to restore 

humanity to what God originally intended humanity to be. Thus, the focus 

on being. This has found expression in the different relationships between 

church and state in the east and in the west. But more about that later. 

The term “Theotokos” is unfamiliar to many in the western churches. 

In 431 AD the Council of Ephesus determined Mary would have the title 

“Theotokos”. This was in contrast to what Nestorius, the bishop of 

Constantinople, taught. For Nestorius, Mary was the “Christotokus”, the 

bearer of the Messiah but not of God. Jesus’ human and divine natures 

were separated. The Council of Ephesus condemned this teaching – 

holding that Jesus was both God and man and that these natures could not 

be separated. This was a more holistic teaching. Maximus the Confessor 

demonstrates this holistic understanding of Mary. I wondered if Luther the 

Confessor did the same. 

Stephen Shoemaker in his introduction to his translation of Maximus’ 

Life of the Virgin says, “the Greek Fathers understood the sacrifice of the 

Crucifixion not as a singularly redemptive act but instead primarily as the 

culmination of the Incarnation, in which the Immortal God finally 
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vanquishes death by death” 2. And, Mary’s “bodily presence in heaven has, 

like her Son’s resurrection and ascension, again brought our nature to 

dwell in its restored state as an offering in the presence of the Father…as 

human beings ultimately offer their renewed nature to the Father through 

deification and final union with God”3. 

Shoemaker’s point is that the church in the west emphasizes the death 

and resurrection of Jesus as satisfaction, payment, for the sins of humanity 

– but in the east it is the restoration of humanity that is emphasized– and 

the Theotokos is the beginning of this return to what God intended 

humanity to be. This is demonstrated in the birth of her Son. 

According to the ancient traditions Maximus relates to us, Jesus was 

born in the way all humanity was originally supposed to be born – without 

pain and suffering. Maximus writes, “as men and women were punished 

with the curse, the pain, and affliction from both Adam and Eve, so also 

joy and blessing were spread forth over all by You (The Theotokos) and 

your Son”4. Maximus tells us about a message given to Mary from the 

archangel, “you will experience nothing of the maternal conditions and 

pains, but as conception was given to you without pain, so also His birth 

will be without corruption and without pain…”5 This tradition is foreign to 

churches of the Protestant Reformation – and acknowledged but not 

universally accepted in the Roman Catholic tradition. But it does 

demonstrate the understanding that Mary’s role as the new Eve was to live 

beyond the primal curse put on human beings in Genesis 3:16. 

Later on Maximus tells us, “not even the slightest desire of any passion 

that would be corrupting of spiritual holiness ever came upon her6”. She 

lives in the way that the original humans were supposed to live. 

And, even though she is a female, after Christ’s ascension it is Mary 

who sends the disciples out to preach7, and Mary was the “teacher of all the 

believers”, including the apostles. She helped with preaching and shared 

                                                           
2 Ibid, p.32. 
3 Ibid, p.31. 
4 Ibid, p. 52. 
5 Ibid, p. 52-53. 
6 Ibid, p 44. 
7 Ibid, p.123. 
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their mental anguish from beatings and imprisonment8. Mary represents 

what God’s intention was for the relationship between women and men. 

Her life is one of servanthood and leadership. 

The oldest traditions say that beginning with Mary, humanity was 

being restored to the image of God. 

 

 

LUTHERAN AND ORTHODOX THEOLOGIANS:  

BELIEF VERSUS BEING 

 

Let me say up front that the dialogue between the Lutheran and 

Orthodox theologians that began in 1573 and ended in 1589 did not lead to 

a united church. However it is possible to find areas of agreement. 

Furthermore, in seven short pages required for my paper there is not 

enough space to review all of the areas that were treated in the exchange of 

letters. I will only summarize what was said about the Theotokos. 

The dialogue began after Josaph II, the Patriarch of Constantinople, 

(1555 - 1565) “sent Deacon Mysos to meet the leaders of the Lutheran 

movement so he could study their teachings…”9. Melanchthon had not 

been aware that the Orthodox Church had been preserved in 

Constantinople after the tragedy of 1453. Deacon Mysos spent six months 

as the guest of the Wittenberg theologian Philipp Melanchthon. According 

to George Mastrantonis, a warm relationship developed between them. The 

Augsburg Confession was translated into Greek as a gift for the Deacon. 

Both Lutheran and Greek theologians accepted the words of Scripture 

as “the first and main source of Christian belief”10. There was 

disagreement about the role of tradition – the Orthodox theologians giving 

it more weight than the Lutherans. Probably the most significant difference 

between the Lutheran and the Greek Orthodox theologians, besides 

                                                           
8 Ibid, p. 124. 
9 Mastrantonis, George, ed, Augsburg and Constantinople, (Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 

Brookline, Massachusetts, 1982) p. 8. 
10 Ibid p. 20. 
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disagreement over the “filioque” question, was a disagreement over the 

free will of human beings11. 

The Lutherans taught that after the fall of Adam, humans lost their free 

will to choose to love God – retaining only a “passive capacity” for 

freedom – able to accept Christ only through the operation of the Holy 

Spirit. The Orthodox argued for the tradition of the Church Fathers saying 

man had not lost his free will entirely12. There was agreement, and 

disagreement, over the Theotokos. 

The Lutherans agreed that the saints in general should continue to be 

honored, but did not agree that they could be mediators, interceding with 

God on behalf of humanity, nor should they be venerated. The same was 

true for their view of the Virgin. They agreed that Mary was “ever virgin”. 

They faithfully confessed her immaculate conception and continued 

virginity. But their attitude is summed up in the first response to the 

Patriarch, “Let Mary be held in honor, but let the Father and the Son and 

the Holy Spirit be worshipped; let no one worship Mary13. In the view of 

the Lutherans, the Roman Catholics and the Orthodox had turned Mary 

into an idol. Only Christ could be the Mediator between God and 

humanity. 

The Orthodox protested that they worshipped only God – but that 

Mary and all the saints should be honored and called upon to go to the 

Lord to help the faithful still on earth. 

The exchange ends with a plea by Jeremiah, the new Patriarch in 

Constantinople: “We request you from henceforth not to cause us more 

grief, nor write to us on the same subject if you wish to treat these 

luminaries (the Theotokos and the saints) and theologians of the Church 

(the church fathers) in a different manner. You honor and exalt with words, 

but you reject them in deeds”14. 

Sadly, no agreement was found in the dialogues of the sixteenth 

century. 

                                                           
11 Ibid p. 20. 
12 Ibid p. 20. 
13 Ibid, p. 140. 
14 Ibid p. 306. 
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WHAT WAS MARTIN LUTHER’S VIEW  

OF THE THEOTOKOS? BELIEF AND BEING 

 

Those engaged today in dialogue between Orthodox and Protestant 

theologians today may find a rich resource in Martin Luther’s The 

Magnificat- Translated and Explained 15. Written shortly after Luther’s 

excommunication from the Roman Catholic Church. This composition of 

Luther was a gift to John Frederick, the seventeen year old nephew of 

Luther’s military protector, Frederick the Wise. This work is instruction to 

the young ruler about how to rule in a Christian manner. Luther writes in 

his introduction to the young man that the Magnificat “ought to be learned 

and kept in mind by all who would rule well and be helpful lords”16. He 

then goes on to comment on the ten statements Mary makes through her 

song. 

In the first statement, Mary sings, “My soul doth magnify the Lord”. In 

this Luther sees that the human being is divided into three parts: spirit, soul 

and body. He goes on to say in this section that, “There is no peace except 

where men teach that we are made pious, righteous and blessed by no work 

nor outward thing, but solely by faith…where there is no faith, there must 

needs be many works”. Luther here displays the joy he found in Romans 

1:16-17. This colors everything he understands and writes about, including 

the Theotokos. 

In his comments on Mary’s words, “For He that is mighty has done 

great things to me and holy is His name”, Luther again emphasizes belief: 

“In proportion as we ascribe merit and worthiness to her (Mary) we lower 

the grace of God and diminish the truth of the Magnificat….all those who 

heap praise and honor upon her head are not far from making an idol of 

her…” 

When Mary sings, “He hath remembered His mercy”, Luther sees the 

mercy of God in redeeming His people. He says, “(Mary) does not say, ‘He 

                                                           
15 This copy of Luther’s commentary on the Magnificat is from the website God Rules, 

http://www.godrules.net/library/luther/NEW1luther_c5.htm. 
16 Ibid. 
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hath remembered our merit and worthiness.’ We were in need, to be sure, 

but altogether unworthy”. 

This is Luther’s primary thought – salvation is by God’s grace alone. 

However, the whole commentary is focused on the wisdom of Mary – to 

teach this young man what he must learn from the Theotokos to become a 

wise and godly ruler. Luther points out in his understanding of Mary’s 

song that Mary is exalted – she does not exalt herself – since the Lord has 

“exalted those of low degree”17. Luther’s point however is that this is 

something a ruler should remember. It is God who raises up human beings 

for spiritual leadership: “For they (the poor and humble) have more 

knowledge than all the learned and mighty”18. Here Luther is talking about 

the need for any Christian, but particularly those who lead, to do so with 

humility. He even uses aphorisms of his time to caution the young ruler: 

“The more men know, the worse they grow”; “A prince in heaven is a rare 

bird;” “Rich here, poor yonder”19. 

The Theotokos becomes a template for life, not only for the life of a 

king or prince, but for all those who desire to serve God, as Mary did. 

Luther’s Commentary on the Magnificat certainly speaks about salvation 

by grace alone but the whole force is to teach us how to “be” in the world. 

The Magnificat is held up as a series of life lessons on being a Christian. 

 

 

THE THEOTOKOS AS AN AGENT TO BRING HOPE  

TO THE WORLD 

 

There is a strong tradition in the Georgian Orthodox Church that it was 

Mary who sent the Apostle Andrew to bring the gospel to Iberia. Maximus 

reinforces the idea that Mary not only participated in bringing the gospel 

into the world, but that she was a leader in the mission work of the early 

church. Could a renewed discussion of the Theotokos bring the churches of 

                                                           
17 ibid, Comment on statement number seven. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
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the east and the west closer together? Could she be God’s missionary today 

for the purpose of the unity of the church? 

She is the new Eve, the one who is God’s instrument to begin the 

restoration of humanity to what God intended us to be. Her presence 

among us is real. At an Antiochean Orthodox Church worship service I 

recently attended, a man who had painted an icon of Mary told us with 

tears that as he painted the icon and looked into the eyes of the 

Theotokosshe spoke to him. She can continue to play a major role in God’s 

work of restoring persons to the image he intended for them. 

It is encouraging to me to see the partnership between the Georgian 

Orthodox Church and the government of Georgia. In my Western eyes I 

see here a partnership where the government of Georgia understands the 

role of the church in Georgia as a guarantor of the spiritual and moral lives 

of the people. In the West this is very different. An important book was 

written in 1984 by the theologian Richard John Neuhaus that addresses this 

issue. It was titled The Naked Public Square. Neuhaus argued that 

democracy was being threatened in the west by removing values from 

discussion and affirmation in the public sphere. This has left the “public 

square” empty of morals – and democracy in the west open to decline. 

The Lutheran Reformers gave their lives for a reformation in theology. 

Another reformation is needed today – a reformation of “being”. How will 

human beings navigate the angry waters of nuclear war, civil and religious 

division and hatred, racism and disregard for the poor? Maximus the 

Confessor and Luther the Confessor saw hope for the restoration of 

humanity in Mary, the Mother of God. Could a conversation over the role 

of the virgin help heal at least some of the ills of this world? 

The Theotokos can speak to us today – humanity desperately needs her 

and she did say, “All generations shall call me blessed”. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

Georgia is a country that fell to the lot of the Mother of God. The 

Most Holy Theotokos’ particular feelings towards Kartli, along with the 

hidden divine causes, is due to the fact that the Tunic of her beloved Son 

was buried in Kartli. 

The Tunic had been brought to Kartli by the Jews of Mtskheta. It is 

known that in 607 BC most of the Jews who were persecuted by King 
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Nebuchadnezzar came to Mtskheta and brought the mantle of Elijah with 

them. The descendant of these Jews was Elioz (Elias). The Jews from 

Mtskheta had a constant connection with Jerusalem and periodically 

came there. Thus, it is not surprising that Elioz the Mtkhetian and 

Longinos Karsneli were called to Jerusalem at the Lord's judgment during 

the Savior's crucifixion. It is by God's will that they were the persons to 

accomplish an inaccessible mystery - bringing the Tunic to Kartli. 

The Lord's robe was brought to Kartli by Elioz. His sister Sidonia 

pressed the Tunic to her chest and passed away. Elioz took Sidonia to the 

ground with the Tunic wrapped around her chest. The land of Mtskheta 

became the land of the Robe. This great event transformed Mtskheta into 

a true Jerusalem, a sacred city of Orthodoxy, and Kartli - a land of life-

giving Robe. The tomb of Tunic - Kartli – became the most willing place 

for Mother of God who was filled with passionate faith and motherly 

affection. She was obviously aspiring to seek the Tunic of her beloved 

Son and then decease. That is why the Most Holy Theotokos had a 

special aspiration towards Iveria. 

This was the reason why the Most Holy Mother of God wished 

herself to cast lots with the apostles. The Virgin Mary informed St. 

Andrew the First-Called about the Lord’s will: “My Son and God has 

appeared and ordered me to send you to the country allotted to me, and 

take my icon there and that of my Son and me, to be the ruler of their 

lives, help them and defend them from enemies”. The Most Holy 

Theotokos asked for a board, put it on her face and the image of the 

Mother of God with her Child appeared on it. This icon is the Icon of the 

Theotokos of Atskuri. She gave this icon to the Apostle Andrew the First-

Called and said: “Let the grace and assistance of God, the One born of 

me, be with you wherever you go. I will also assist you in your preaching 

and give much help to the country allotted to me”. 

The Tunic is allotted to Georgia, and Georgia, having the Tunic of 

Christ, is allotted to the Theotokos. 

 

Keywords: Allotment, Georgia, St. Nino, Tunic, Theotokos 

 

 

The question regarding the allotment of Georgia to the Mother of God 

is a mystery of Divine Providence and the human mind is unable to 

comprehend it. However it is possible to conduct a discussion on this issue 

and reach some trustworthy conclusions. 

The legend on the allotment of Georgia to the Mother of God is found 

not only in the bosom of the Georgian Church. Saint Dimitry of Rostov 

also writes about the fact that Iberia, which is also called Georgia, is the 
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appanage of the Mother of God, who, by the Lord’s special will, obtained 

by lot the mission to announce the gospel of Christ in this country, and 

information on this is still preserved in the Iberian, as well as in entire 

Eastern Orthodox Church. 

Saint Dimitry of Rostov relies on Saint Stephen of Athos, who tells us 

in his famous book A Rational Paradise: “At the moment of the Ascension 

of Our Lord Jesus Christ into heaven, his disciples were on Mount Zion 

together with his mother, Mary, and were waiting for the Consoler, as they 

had been ordered by the Lord not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait for the 

Lord’s Covenant” (Luke, 24, 49; Acts 1,4). The apostles drew lots to find 

out to which country each of them had to go in order to convert the people. 

The Most Holy Theotokos said, “I also wish to throw lots with you in order 

not to be left without my appanage, which will be assigned to me by the 

Lord’s will”. Her lot fell on Iberia. The Most Holy Theotokos was ready to 

go to this country immediately after the Descent of the Holy Spirit, but an 

angel of the Lord told her not to leave Jerusalem. The arrival of Saint Nino 

in Georgia is also an expression of the allotment of Georgia to the Mother 

of God, as Arsen the Monk (Ikaltoeli) tells us: “Many years later the 

Mother of God showed her mercy to the country fallen to her lot by the 

Lord’s will and to us, Georgians, and we are blessed, thrice blessed, as we 

are her allotted portion, and after God She is our liberator from bondage 

and the captivity of the prince of darkness. She appeared before Saint Nino 

and told her: “Behold, I’m sending you to preach to an unknown people, to 

the country allotted to me in the north, to the people of Georgia; be firm, 

go without fear and preach the truth”. She cut off a branch of vine and 

made a cross with it and gave it to Saint Nino and told her, “By this cross 

you will defeat every plot of evil, and your preaching will prevail, and I’ll 

always help you and never leave you alone”. 

Although the sources unanimously testify the same, a question arises: 

Is the allotment of Georgia to the Mother of God arrogant Georgian 

fiction - unfortunately, this idea has gradually become widespread - or is it 

a historical reality? 

In order to answer this question we should notice once more that there 

are some divine reasons for such an extraordinary phenomenon, the 
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comprehension of which is impossible for us; but there are reasons which 

the human mind is able to comprehend and they should be the issues of our 

discussion. Before we start the discussion using concrete arguments, we 

will pose a question: 

What should have been the reason for three figures so closely 

connected to Georgia – the Most Holy Theotokos, Saint Andrew the First-

Called, and Saint Nino – to strive to convert this country? 

The answer to this question is read in Saint Nino’s address to 

“Miaphora” of Dvin – “Where is this northern country, or where is the 

Tunic of Our Lord?” 

So we see, the reason for St. Nino was to search for and to visit the 

seat of the Tunic and the country which possessed it. 

At present we will not concern ourselves with the theology of the 

Tunic itself but begin to discuss the spiritual reasons which conditioned the 

allotment of the Tunic of the Lord to Mtskheta1. We underline only the fact 

that St. Nino’s mission to Georgia was conditioned by her striving towards 

the life-giving holiness, the largest holy relic of the Lord in the visible 

world. There is no doubt that if the Tunic had been placed in any other 

country, St. Nino would have gone there. 

St. Nino’s desire for the Tunic is her desire for the holiest relic of the 

Creator. We focus our attention on it, since unlike St. Nino and all the 

other saints, the Most Holy Theotokos - besides her aspiration towards the 

greatest divine holiness - was full of another strong love, this is the 

extraordinary motherly love of her Son. 

How could we suppose that the Mother of God, the greatest Mother of 

mothers, would not have had the great desire of finding her Son’s clothing? 

She would have had the desire to see the Tunic of Jesus most of all, and 

how could it have happened that the country preserving the Tunic would 

have been allotted to someone else by Divine Providence? 

Moreover, it is doubtless that Mary’s immeasurable love of the Tunic 

certainly would have been spread over the country which obtained its 

holiness by lot and which had been set as the custodian of a thing “more 

                                                           
1 See about Tunic extensively: E. Chelidze, Orthodox Church and Nationality, Journal 

“Intelligent Heart”, 2012, #1 (Christmas edition), p. 47-84. 
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desirable than the most desirable” (the Tunic), or as the Guardian of the 

Tunic by Divine Providence since the time of the Crucifixion. 

That is why the Most Holy Theotokos strives so hard in Georgia; that 

is why she is so fond of the country where her Son’s clothing is preserved. 

This is the most important reason that the country which obtained the 

Tunic by lot becomes her allotted portion. 

Generally, and this is most important thing for grasping the essence of 

this phenomenon, two kinds of allotments are connected with Georgia: 

 

(i) The Tunic was allotted to Georgia, as is stressed in all sources (see 

in The Conversion of Kartli: “The Tunic of Our Lord Jesus was 

allotted to northerners, citizens of Mtskheta”.) 

(ii) Georgia was allotted to the Most Holy Theotokos, as is clearly 

seen in the above mentioned sources. 

 

Neither Georgia, nor, generally, the rest of Christendom know any 

other example of allotment connected with the Mother of God or the 

Tunic. 

It is quite obvious, that in both cases the word “allotment” has a purely 

ecclesiastical and a liturgical implication bearing the imprint of Divine 

Providence. 

Correspondingly, it is absolutely obvious that the Theotokos obtained 

by lot just that country which had received by lot the Tunic of God, Son of 

Mary, confirming the essential inseparability of these two allotments. It is 

an actual affirmation of what we discussed earlier: 

The Mother of God obtained Georgia by lot, precisely because the 

Tunic of her Most Beloved Son was allotted to Georgia due to spiritual 

reasons. 

Here we should also consider the question of the interconnection of the 

activities between St. Andrew the First-Called and the Most Holy 

Theotokos. The fact that in earlier sources the missionary activity of St. 

Andrew the First-Called in Georgia and the allotment of Georgia to the 

Mother of God are mentioned separately does not depreciate at all the idea 

that the activities of St. Andrew the Apostle and the Most Holy Theotokos 
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in respect to Georgia are inseparably interrelated: they don’t exist without 

each other, because otherwise we would have come to the idea that the 

assembly of the Most Holy Theotokos and Our Lord’s Apostles was an 

unsystematic human congregation, distanced from Divine Providence and 

deprived of God’s grace. How can we think, that on one hand, the 

Theotokos was granted Georgia by lot, and on the other hand Andrew the 

First-Called fulfilled the responsibility of the allotment, and that these two 

phenomena were accomplished independently? Would not Andrew the 

Apostle have known which country was allotted to Mary? How could the 

fact have been left unknown to the Mother of God that Andrew the Apostle 

was going to preach in the country allotted to her, or how would Andrew 

himself have dared to fulfill the responsibility allotted to Mary in her 

appanage without informing her? 

So, it is obvious, that the allotment of Georgia to the Mother of God 

and the conversion of the same Georgia to Christianity by Andrew the 

First-Called are two united and inseparable phenomena. 

But the fact that the Apostle substituted the Mother of God in the 

accomplishment of a responsibility defined by God is a mystery of Divine 

Providence, and what could be explained in human language is given in 

The Life of Kartli. 

“After the Ascension of Our Lord, when the Apostles drew lots, the 

Most Holy Theotokos obtained by lot the conversion of Georgia. Her Son 

appeared before her and told her that He would not neglect the noblest 

nation of all nations through her mediation. “Send Andrew the First-Called 

to the country allotted to you, and give him your icon, as it will appear 

after placing it on your face. And let your icon stay in that country as their 

protector for all times”. 

Mary addresses Andrew the First-Called in the following words: “My 

Son and God has appeared and ordered me to send you to the country 

allotted to me, and take my icon there and that of my Son and me, to be the 

ruler of their lives, help them and defend them from enemies”. 

The Most Holy Theotokos asked for a board, put it on her face and the 

image of the Mother of God with her Child appeared on it and this icon is 

the Icon of the Theotokos of Atskuri according to the information given in 
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The Life of Kartli. She gave this icon to Andrew the Apostle and said: “Let 

the grace and assistance of God, the One born of me, be with you wherever 

you go. I will also assist you in your preaching and give much help to the 

country allotted to me”. 

This shows that the distinct choice of Georgia for the Theotokos must 

have been conditioned on one hand by Divine reasons hidden from us, and 

on the other hand, by the burial of the Most Holy Tunic here, or by having 

the Tunic. 

All this, I will stress it again, means the following closest connection: 

The Tunic is allotted to Georgia, and Georgia, having the Tunic or 

having Christ, is allotted to the Theotokos. 

The question then arises, for what reason was the Tunic granted to 

Georgia? 

The divine Tunic was knitted in heaven and was not like ordinary 

clothing which can be torn, worn out, or disintegrated. Though it was made 

from material, at the same time it was saturated by the grace of God, which 

protected it from decaying, as God’s grace keeps all holiness from 

decomposition. 

Spiritually, the Tunic is the bearer of the unity which comes from 

heaven and of the Father. According to Saint Cyprian of Carthage, it could 

not have been torn by its receiver and possessor. 

The Tunic was brought to Georgia by Elioz, who, as it seems, used to 

go on a yearly pilgrimage to Jerusalem. He was the person who had to 

accomplish this great deed. 

 

 

THE BRINGING OF THE ALLOTTED TUNIC TO GEORGIA 

 

Elioz’s sister pressed the Tunic to her chest and passed away. 

The death of Sidonia was preceded by that of her and Elioz’s pious 

mother, who had taken the Crucifixion of the Saviour to heart. As the The 

Conversion of Kartli tells us, when Our Lord was being crucified and a 

labourer hit a nail with a hammer, Elioz’s mother heard the sound. She 
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uttered a great Divine truth, unknown almost to everybody at that time, 

about the Divine Nature of the Saviour, and writhing in pain, passed away. 

This is a very important spiritual phenomenon, quite a particular vision 

and a revelation, by means of which the greatest mystery was announced to 

Georgia and from Georgia to the whole world, that not a man, but God 

Incarnate was crucified. 

The last words of Elioz and Sidonia’s honest mother were as such: 

“Farewell, power of the Jews, for you killed God Incarnate and the 

Saviour, and became enemies of the Creator”. 

This is the first full acknowledgement of Jesus Christ as the true 

Saviour and of his Divine nature in the history of mankind. 

Elioz’s mother, who died suffering bodily pain like that of the Lord 

also on a Friday, was honored to be martyred together with the Lord and 

appear as the first martyr in the history of the Georgian Church. 

The Jews of Mtskheta, as the only and real heirs and co-rulers of the 

faultless religious direction of the righteous and God-seeing clergy of the 

Old Testament at the time of the Crucifixion, comprehended the divinity of 

Jesus Christ as fully as possible and apprehended the reality that the Old 

Testament must give way to the New one, and that the greatest mystery - 

the Harrowing of Hell - was accomplished. 

Thus, at the time of the Saviour’s Crucifixion, the church of the Old 

Testament was not in Jerusalem but in Mtskheta, appearing as the true heir 

of foretold knowledge. 

The spiritual, anticipated knowledge of the New Testament preserved 

incorrupt inMtskheta at that time turned out to be the force keeping the 

Jews of Georgia from taking part in the Saviour’s Crucifixion. This is 

really the fact why the Lord bestowed the Tunic upon them - the Jews of 

Mtskheta were Christians in spirit. 

The possession of the Tunic by the Church of Georgia does not express 

its qualitative superiority, but the fact that God charged it with a mission to 

serve Him before all Orthodox Christianity. 

The mystery implied in the Tunic is its indivisibility, inseparability, 

and the absolute unity and singular nature of the Orthodox Apostolic 

Church, thus being like the Tunic. 
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The local church of Georgia should protect this – a natural and 

eternally indivisible, single ecclesiasticism. For this it should struggle 

constantly before all Orthodox Christendom and the whole world. 

The Divine Tunic, as the holiest relic, has fallen to our responsibility 

and holiness requires great deference. Holiness received in honor is a 

spiritual burden. From everyone who was given much, much is required. 

The possessor of this holiness should not be arrogant, but modest, as 

modesty is the only power which causes man to bear this holiness with 

dignity. 

The burial place of the Tunic is generally known, but the Tunic itself is 

hidden from human eyes, as is divine holiness. Holy relics can appear only 

by the Lord’s will. If the Lord wishes, the Tunic will appear, as well as the 

place of St. Elijah’s mantle. That is why all those stories, created and told 

over the centuries about the Tunic being here or there, or its being given as 

a gift to Russia or another country, are absolutely groundless. 

The Tunic is buried in Mtskheta. Its seat is inaccessible to the human 

mind and this place cannot be determined in any way, if not by the grace of 

God. And this will happen only according to messages received at the 

period of the Second Coming. 

The Tunic, as a symbol of the Church, is correspondingly a symbol of 

the head of the Church, i.e., the Saviour. It is obvious to whom the Tunic 

was allotted; he received Christ by lot. Georgia, which was given the Tunic 

by lot, becomes the allotted portion of the Tunic, it becomes one to bear 

the Tunic or Church, and is thus indivisible like the Tunic. 

Why was the Tunic allotted to Georgia by Divine Providence? 

During the physical labors of the Saviour, the special liturgical mystery 

which would have been performed in Jerusalem if not for the spiritual 

blindness of the clerics of that city, was conducted right in Georgia. Those 

clerics had to accept the incarnated Saviour and through this, according to 

the words of St. Cyril of Alexandria, priests of the Old Testament Church 

of Jerusalem would rise up to be priests of the New Testament Church and 

be transformed into a Christ-bearing, spiritual body of Christ. They would 

become an important part of the New Testament Church and lead pagans 

towards salvation. Because of their spiritual blindness this did not happen. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Edisher Chelidze 40 

The Tunic settled in the place where the priests of the Old Testament 

first opened their hearts to the Lord, where the first incorrupt bridge from 

the Old Testament to the New Testament was laid, where a Jewish temple 

was first transformed into a church and Saint Nino erected a cross. 

The Saviour’s priestly liturgy in Mtskheta meant the transformation of 

the capital of Georgia into Jerusalem, the holy capital of Orthodoxy. This 

activity began with the bringing of the Tunic and is crowned with the 

erection of the invincible cross of Mtskheta. 

The Cross of Mtskheta is filled, in a direct sense, with the Cross of 

Calvary itself (Chelishi: The cross of God Jesus), and it is the holiness of 

the world (and not just some national honor) as well, like the Tunic itself. 

That is why the Cross of Mtskheta (more exactly, the Calvary Cross of 

Jerusalem that appeared in Mtskheta) was erected, according to inscription 

on its pedestal, as the “protector of the whole world”. 

As for the transformation of Mtskheta into Jerusalem, evidence of this 

is the fact that the conversion to Christianity of the heirs of the released 

Barabbas instead of Jesus takes place exactly in Mtskheta, which is a 

unique historical fact and a spiritual reality of extraordinary profundity as 

well. 

As we have mentioned, the Cross of Mtskheta is the same as the 

Calvary Cross. Correspondingly, the transformation of Mtskheta into 

Jerusalem, its transformation into the capital of Orthodoxy, its Divine 

hierarchy, started in Jerusalem on the Calvary Cross when the Tunic of 

Our Lord was allotted to Mtskheta and found completion in Mtskheta on 

the same Calvary Cross. 

The Tunic of the crucified Savior and the Cross of Mtskheta are 

spiritually inseparable. The legend of the Elevation of the Cross in 

Mtskheta and afterwards its miraculous apparition is known in Georgian 

ecclesiastic tradition. These events were marked by special holidays: the 

Elevation of the Cross was celebrated (and is celebrated) on the third 

Sunday after Easter, and the miraculous Appearance of the Cross on the 

first Wednesday after Pentecost. Regarding their grace, both these events 

as a whole, are equal to the greatest holidays of the Elevation of the Cross 

on September 14th and the Apparition of the Cross over Jerusalem, which 
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happened on May 7th, 351 (The Conversion of Kartli, chapters 23 and 24; 

Leonti Mroveli The Life of Kartli, Arsen the Monk The Life of Saint Nino, 

Anonymous author The Life of Saint Nino). 

As we have already mentioned, the Cross of Mtskheta, in the direct 

sense, is perceived as the Cross of the Saviour, or the Jerusalem Cross by 

the Georgian Church, and that the Calvary of Mtskheta, where the cross 

was elevated, spiritually is the same as the Calvary of Jerusalem. This 

testifies that Georgia, bearing the Tunic and being allotted to the 

Theotokos, is similar to the one who possessed the Tunic, God Incarnate 

and the physical Son of the Mother of God, Our Lord Jesus Christ, who 

makes his way invincibly to Easter via Calvary. 
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1. INTRODUCTION: THE USE OF THE TERM 

“THEOTOKOS” IN THE TEXT OF HOLY FATHERS  

BEFORE CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA 

 

Through the disobedience of Eve, death and sin were introduced to the 

world, but through the obedience of the Ever-Virgin Mother of God, the 
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Theotokos, the Son of God overthrew the power of the devil and liberated 

us from sin. “Τheotokos” is a powerfully evocative term which belongs to 

the “language of devotion.” The word “Theotokos” is Greek and literally 

means “God-bearer,” although in more general terms it can be taken to 

mean “Mother of God.” Mary is the “Theotokos,” the one who gave birth 

to God. This single word sums up the meaning of Luke’s phrase: “Mother 

of the Lord”1 and represents a counterpoint to John’s teaching that the 

“Word was made flesh.”2 Usually the term “Theotokos” is translated into 

English as “Mother of God.” However, Greek-speaking Christians also 

used the equivalent “Meter Theou.” The latter form offers a more 

comprehensive vision of Mary’s motherhood in line with a personal point 

of view. The Fathers of the Church saw in this name, Theotokos, a 

compendium of the Church’s faith in the Incarnation3. 

In the 2nd and 3rd centuries we find the term Theotokos for the Holy 

Mother in the texts of Ignatius of Antioch. He had created the concept of 

Mary as God-bearer when he wrote in his second epistle to John that the 

Mother of Jesus was honorable, affable, and aroused wonder in all people 

who came to Jerusalem, and all wished to see her. The Virgin bore the true 

God. Also in his letter to the Ephesians, he underlined that Mary is 

glorified as the Mother of God and the Virgin is full of grace and virtue. 

“She is joyful in troubles and persecutions, does not grieve in poverty and 

wants, and not only does not get angry with those who offend her but does 

good to them still more... because our incarnate God (sesarkomenos), Jesus 

Christ, was carried in Mary’s womb.”4 

Some years later another patristic writer of the Church, Origen used 

the term Theotokos. According to the early Church historian Socrates 

Scholasticus, Origen defended the term “Theotokos” - God-bearer or 

Mother of God- in a commentary on Romans a full two centuries before 

the Council of Ephesus defined the term5. Origen underlines that the name 

                                                           
1 Lk 1:43. 
2 Jn 1:14. 
3 J. Saward, Christ is the Answer: the Christ-Centered Teaching of Pope John Paul II, Alba 

House, New York 1995, p. 65. 
4 Ignatius of Antioch, Epistula ad Ephesios, 18, 2, PG 5, 650B. 
5 Socrates Scholasticus, Historia Ecclesiastica, 7, 32.2, PG 67, 809ΑΒ. 
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Mariam is the name of Mary, who will be called Theotokos6. In another 

passage of the Homily on Luke’s gospel, Origen supports the claim that the 

seeds of David are the ancestors of Mary, Theotokos, and of Christ7. In the 

first volume of his Commentaries on the apostle’s epistle to the Romans, 

Origen also gives an ample exposition of the sense in which the term 

Theotokos is used8. 

More problematic seems to be the evidence of the use of the term 

Theotokos by Gregory the Wonderworker (213-270), the most outstanding 

disciple of Origen. Gregory underlines “This song of prophecy, therefore, 

did the holy mother of God (Theotokos) render to God, saying, My soul 

magnifies the Lord, and my spirit has rejoiced in God my Saviour: for He 

that is mighty has done to me great things, and holy is His name. For 

having made me the mother of God, He has also preserved me a virgin; 

and by my womb the fullness of all generations is headed up together for 

sanctification.”9 M. Geerand argues that indeed, it is not known who wrote 

the oration for the Annunciation. This text which uses the specific term is 

attributed to either Apollinaris (310-390) or to an unknown writer of the 5th 

century, but in no case to a Cappadocian Father10. 

Some years later the term Theotokos is used by Alexander of 

Alexandria who underlines that “bore a Body, in truth, not in semblance, 

derived from Mary Theotokos in the fullness of time sojourning among the 

race, for the remission of sins.”11 The way that the term is used declares 

that it was a common word for the mother of Christ at that period of time12. 

                                                           
6 Origen of Alexandria, Scholia in Lucam, PG 17, 317C, 320Α, 320CD, 321A. 
7 Ibidem, PG 17, 317C. 
8 Socrates Scholasticus, Historia Ecclesiastica, 7, 32.2, PG 67, 809ΑΒ. 
9 Gregory Thaumaturgus, In annuntiationem sanctae virginis Mariae (homilia 2), PG 10, 1165D-

1168A. 
10 M. Geerand, Clavis patrum graecorum: qua optimae quaeque scriptorum patrum graecorum 

recensiones a primaevis saeculis usque ad octavum commode recluduntur, vol. 1: Patres 

antenicaeni, schedulis usi quibus rem paravit F. Winkelmann, Turnhout: Brepols 1983, p. 

243. 
11 Alexander of Alexandria, Epistulaad Alexandrum Bishop of Constantinople, 12, In: 

Theodoretus of Cyrus, Historia Ecclesiastica, t.1,3, PG 82, 908A, trans. Philip Schaff and 

Henry Wallace Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, 2nd series, Vol. 3, 

New York 2007, p. 40. 
12 F. Mercenier, “L’antienne mariale grecque la plus ancienne,” Le Muséon 52 (1939), p. 233. 
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Alexander tried to defend the teaching from the Arians with the use of the 

term Theotokos, and with his whole theology. 

Pseudo Athanasius, also, uses the word Theotokos in his teaching 

against Arianism. This characterization for the Virgin Mary always arises 

in a Christological context when he declares that Christ was truly man, 

same in essence to God and co-eternal with the Father, “The Son of God 

became man by the assumption of the flesh from Theotokos.”13 Athanasius 

used this term only a few times to show Arius’ falsehood concerning 

Christ. The latter is the only real and co-eternal God with the Father14. 

On the other hand an ecclesiastic writer, Basilius Seleucaia, uses the 

noun Theotokos for Mary many times in his writings to show that Mary 

gave birth truly to God and truly to man15. Throughout his works, the 

Theotokos is presented as an honorable temple of God and a shrine made 

pure, and a golden altar of whole burnt offerings. By reason of her 

surpassing purity [she is] the Divine incense of oblation, and the oil of holy 

grace, and a precious vase bearing in itself the true nard; [yea and] a 

priestly diadem revealing the good pleasure of God, whom she alone 

approaches in holiness of body and soul. 

Gregory of Nazianzenus use the term Theotokos, for Mary Mother of 

Christ. Gregory the Theologian, says the following in his Letter to 

Cledonius: “Whoever does not accept Mary as the Theotokos is godless. 

And whoever asserts that God the Word passed through the Virgin as one 

passes through a tube, and, consequently, He was not formed inside her 

simultaneously in a divine and human manner - in a divine manner because 

there was no mediation of a man, and in a human manner because He was 

not subjected to the law of gestation - is equally godless.”16 

                                                           
13 (Pseudo) Athanasius of Alexandria, Sermo contra Haereses, PG 28, 508C. Quaestiones in 

scripturam sacram, PG 28, 748C. Sermo in annuntiationem deiparae, PG 28, 937BC. Sermo 

in navititatem Christi, PG 28, 965D, 968A, 969B. Homilia in occursum domini, PG 28, 

993D. 
14 (Pseudo) Athanasius of Alexandria, Sermo contra Haereses, PG 28, 508C. 
15 Basilius Seleuceia, Sermons, 39, PG 85, 425A, C-D. 428BC. 429B, 448AC, 429B. 436A, 

437D, 441D, 449BC, 452A. 
16 Gregory of Nazianzen, First Epistle to Cledonius, 101,5,PG 37, 177B in trans. Philip Schaff 

and Henry Wallace Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, 2nd series, 

Vol. 7, New York 2007, p. 439.P. GALLAY, Grégoire de Nazianze. Lettres Théologiques, 

Sources Chrétiennes 208, Paris 1998, p. 42. 
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Epiphanius of Cyprus, in his attempt to exalt the Theotokos who is 

above all exaltation, underlines with emphasis the following: “How can I 

call blessed the glory which is the root of all glory, given that she is above 

all, except God, and that she is better than the Cherubim and the Seraphim 

and every other Angelic order? No language is sufficient for this, neither in 

heaven nor on the earth, and not among the Angels, since they, too, offered 

hymns and praise, honor and glory, but did not succeed to speak 

commensurately with her worth.”17 Moreover, he adds: “Being perfect at 

the side of the Father and incarnate among us, not in appearance but in 

truth, he [the Son] reshaped man to perfection in himself from Mary the 

Mother of God (Theotokos) through the Holy Spirit.”18 

Another Cappadocian, Father Gregory of Nyssa, uses the term 

Theotokos to distinguish the holy Virgin from other women. He argues: 

“Just as, in the age of Mary the mother of God (theotokos), he who had 

reigned from Adam to her time found, when he came to her and dashed his 

forces against the fruit of her virginity as against a rock, that he was 

shattered to pieces upon her, so in every soul which passes through this life 

in the flesh under the protection of virginity, the strength of death is in a 

manner broken and annulled, for he does not find the places upon which he 

may fix his sting.”19 In his Epistle 3, he explains that the word theotokos is 

incompatible with that of anthropotokos, “Have any of ourselves dared to 

say Mother of Man of the Holy Virgin, the Mother of God: which is what 

we hear that some of them say without restraint?” The explanation of the 

differences between the terms theotokos and anthropotokos, we can say, 

arises as an early response to the falsehoods of Nestorius in the fifth 

century20. 

To sum up many Church father and Ecclesiastic Writers used the term 

theotokos for the Holy Virgin Mother. They want to show that Mary gave 

birth of the incarnate God, theanthropos, by this way she should be called 

                                                           
17 Epiphanius of Cyprus Homilia in laudes Mariae deiparae, PG 43, 493B, 489A, 485D, 497D. 
18 Epiphanius of Cyprus, Ancoratus 75, PG 43, 153B. 
19 Gregory of Nyssa, De Virginitate, 13, PG 46, 377D in trans. Philip Schaff and Henry Wallace 

Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, 2nd series, Vol. 5, New York 

2007, p. 359-360. 
20 Gregory of Nyssa, Eustathia, Ambrosia, and Basilissa, epistula 3, PG 46, 1024B, P. Pasquali, 

Gregorii Nysseni Epistulae, Leiden 1953, p. 26. 
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Theotokos. So the title Theotokos was given to Mary in order to protect the 

truth about Jesus Christ’s divinity. 

 

 

2. THE INTRODUCTION TO THE WHOLE OF CHRISTIANITY 

OF THE TERM “THEOTOKOS” BY CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA 

 

In the time of St. Cyril of Alexandria, Nestorius of Constantinople 

refused to accept that Christ is really God - the eternal Son of God - and at 

the same time is a real man (with a body, soul, and mind “νους”). 

Nestorius’ fear of confusing the two natures of Christ led him to be very 

reluctant to call Mary Theotokos. The disallowance of the term Theotokos 

and its suppression only with Christotokos created problems with the 

salvation of the human race. If Mary bore only a human Christ, in an 

indirect way there was a denial that Christ was God, too21. In this point 

Christ would be yet another of the holy people of Israel22. 

Cyril explained to Nestorius that anything that was taught distorted the 

truth of the Christian faith, and he urged him to accept the term Theotokos 

for the Holy Virgin Mary23. This holy doctor emphasized that the rejection 

of the term Theotokos was tantamount to a refutation of Christ’s divinity 

and a falsification of the Divine Incarnation. Then, Christ would not be 

true and simultaneously “perfect” God and “perfect” man; he would be a 

mere tool of the Deity, a God-bearing man24. He passionately emphasized 

that Christ was not a God-clad man, nor did the Word of God merely dwell 

in a man, but rather that He was made flesh, or perfect man, according to 

the Scriptures. Cyril supported the fact that “the holy Virgin is able to be 

called the Mother of God. For if our Lord Jesus Christ is God,” he 

                                                           
21 Cyril of Alexandria, Quod unus sit Christus, PG 75, 1273A. Cyril of Alexandria, Epist. II ad 

Nestorium, PG 77, 41C. 
22 E. Artemi, “The rejection of the term Theotokos by Nestorius of Constantinople and the 

refutation of his teaching by Cyril of Alexandria,” De Medio Aevo 2 (2012/2), p. 125-149. 

http://capire.es/eikonimago/index.php/demedioaevo/article/view/55/96. See. E. Artemi, 

“Cyril of Alexandria’s critique of the term Theotokos by Nestorius Constantinople,” Acta 

Theologica 2 (2012) 1-16. 
23 Cyril of Alexandria, Epistula II - Cyrilli ad Nestorium, PG 77,41B. 
24 Ibidem, PG 77,41C. 
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wondered, “how should the holy Virgin who bore Him not be the Mother 

of God,” adding: 

“They say that God the Word hath taken a perfect man from out the 

seed of Abraham and David according to the declaration of the Scriptures, 

who is by nature what they were, of whose seed he was, a man perfect in 

nature, consisting of an intellectual soul and human flesh: whom, man as 

we are by nature, fashioned by the might of the Holy Ghost in the womb of 

the Virgin and made of a woman, made under the law, in order that he 

might ransom us all from the bondage of the law, and receiving the sonship 

marked out long before, He in a new way connected it to Himself, 

preparing him to undergo the trial of death according to the law of men, 

raising him from the dead, taking him up into Heaven, and setting him on 

the Right Hand of God.”25 

Cyril stressed that the Only-begotten Word of God was incarnate and 

made man: That was, taking flesh of the holy Virgin, and having made it 

his own from the womb, he subjected himself to be born for us, and came 

forth as man from a woman, without casting off that which he was; but 

although he assumed flesh and blood, he remained what he was, God in 

essence and in truth26. 

He was a perfect man with a body (sarx) and a soul (nous), and he was 

borne by the Virgin Mary. It was obvious that the holy Virgin Mary did not 

give birth to a common man in whom the Word of God dwelt27, lest Christ 

be thought of as a God-bearing man. For all this, the holy Virgin should be 

called Theotokos and She is Theotokos28. 

 

 

3. THE THEOTOKOS IN ORTHODOX CHRISTIANITY 

 

The Theotokos is not only the mother of God, but the mother of every 

Christian. The Orthodox think that the Holy Virgin is a very significant 

                                                           
25 Cyril of Alexandria, Quod unus sit Christus, PG 75, 1273A-D. 
26 Cyril of Alexandria, Epistula XVII - Cyrilli ad Nestorium, PG 77, 109C. 
27 Ibidem, PG 77, 112A. 
28 E. Artemi, “The Virgin Mary, Theotokos, and Christ, true God and true man. The mystery of 

Incarnation according to Cyril of Alexandria,” Mirabilia 17 (2013/2) 52-74. 
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part of their religion and life. We will cite two hymns from the liturgy of 

Saint Chrysostom and Saint Basil, to show the Orthodox respect for the 

Mother of Christ. 

“It is truly meet to bless you, O Theotokos, ever-blessed and most 

pure, and the Mother of our God. More honorable than the Cherubim, and 

more glorious beyond compare than the Seraphim, without defilement you 

gave birth to God the Word. True Theotokos we magnify you!29” 

Also From the Divine Liturgy of St. Basil the Great: “All creation 

rejoices in you, O full of grace, the ranks of Angels and the human race; 

hallowed Temple and spiritual Paradise, glory of Virgins; from you God 

was made incarnate, and He, who is our God before the ages, became a 

little child, for He made your body a throne and made your womb more 

spacious than the heavens. All of creation rejoices in you, O full of grace; 

glory be to you!” 

In Greece, there are many churches which are devoted to the 

Theotokosin every city and village, on every island and mountain. There 

are many celebrations for the Holy Mother for her Birth, her Dormition, 

her Assumption, her Annunciation, etc. There are not only the many 

celebrations for the Virgin Mary demonstrating the importance of her 

presence in Greek life, but many different adjectives that are given to the 

Holy Mother by people in every part of Greece. Some of them are: 

Chozoviotissa, Glykofiloussa, Grigoroussa, Malevi, Evagelistria, 

Gorgoepikoos, Galaktotrofousa, Parigoritria, Akathi, Partaitissa, 

Varnakova, Soumela, and many others. The total number of adjectives in 

Greece devoted to our Panagia is over 600. 

In the end it should be underlined that the Panagia is a holy figure for 

Greeks not only because she gave birth to Jesus but because worshipers 

have connected Her to the freedom of the Greek nation during some hard 

times, apart from the miracles recorded in many personal cases as well. So 

Greeks thank the Virgin Mary for her aid in some of the woes they have 

faced. The best known and most significant historic event occurred in 626, 

when Constantinople was besieged by the Avars while Emperor Heraclius 

                                                           
29 “Hymn to the Theotokos from the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom,” https://oca.org/ 

orthodoxy/prayers/hymn-to-the-theotokos. 
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and his troops were campaigning against the Persians in Asia Minor. The 

icon of the Virgin Blachernitissa was carried along the battlements in a 

procession headed by the son of the absent Emperor and Patriarch Sergius 

(610-638). The Avars raised the siege and the salvation of the city was 

attributed to the direct intervention of the Mother of God. The entire 

population gathered at the church with the famous icon and in an all-night 

vigil they sang the Akathistos Hymn in praise of the Virgin Marystanding. 

In modern times, the Panagia helped Greeks to defend themselves 

against their enemies successfully during the two world wars. Every Greek 

mother prays to Her and asks for health and happiness for her child. The 

Theotokos is the mother of all, so everyone trusts her their dreams, prayers, 

sadness, or happiness. She listens carefully to everyone’s prayer and she 

pleads to her Son for us. 

“To God and the Saviour you’ve given birth; I ask you, O Virgin, from 

all danger deliver me; For now I run to you for refuge, With both my soul 

and my reason. Now and forever, and to the ages of ages. Amen.” 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The Fathers of the Church have written at length on the virginity of 

Holy Mary and of her important role in the mystery of the Incarnation of 

the Word. Suffice it to say that ancient Christian tradition supported the 

idea that the Mother of God was ever-virgin, just as the Church Fathers and 

Councils condemned heretics in the early Church who questioned the 

spiritual eminence of the Theotokos. The Orthodox do not “worship” the 

Virgin Mary. They “venerate” her and show her great honor. Her life is 

told by the Tradition of the Orthodox Church through the major feasts 

dedicated to her. She has the all-merciful power of driving away from us, 

at her sign, the sub-celestial spirits of evil - those ever-vigilant and ardent 

sowers of enmity and malice among men. She is the highest of all 

creatures, the Mediatress for all of mankind. Strive to train everyone in the 

spirit of humility, for she herself was more humble than any mortal, and 

only looks lovingly upon the humble. Recall what she said to her cousin 
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Elizabeth, “He has regarded the low estate of His handmaiden.” No 

mediation is greater than that made on our behalf by the Theotokos, the 

Mother of all the saints, living and dead. 

In Greece the Virgin Mary is the favorite person for children, young 

people, and old. She is thought as the best alliance in every difficult 

moment. For all these, we say: “The heavens were astonished and stood in 

awe, and the ends of the earth, O maiden, were sore amazed, for God 

appeared bodily to mankind as very man. And lo, thy womb hath proved to 

be vaster and more spacious than heaven’s heights; for this, O Theotokos, 

the choirs and assemblies of men and angels magnify thy name.” 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The research and evaluation of the testimonies left by some Fathers 

and theologians of the Pre-Nicene Church have helped us notice that, also 

as Mariology is concerned, they appealed first of all to the biblical texts 

(of the Old and of the New Testament) and to the information provided 

by the Apostolic Tradition of the Church, which for them had actually 

been sources and references for any theological statement and argument, 

hence the orthodox character of the Mariology of the former. In fact, that 

explains why in their works we neither find the so-called „apparent 

aporias”, nor „the paradox of Mariology”, to which some orthodox 
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contemporary theologians refer, which are followers of the Theology of a 

neo-patristical origin and of the Western scholastic one. Whence, the 

qualified observation that any theological approach about The Holy 

Virgin Mary, the Mother of our Lord Jesus Christ, should take into 

consideration the entire evolutionary cristalisation and formulation 

process of the Marian doctrine, whose doctrinary beginnings and grounds 

necessarily point to the Mariology of the Pre-Nicene Church.  

 

Keywords: Holy Virgin Mary, Holy Fathers, Christian theology, 

Confession of Faith 

 

 

In the first part of this theological study, we will bring as testimonies 

some of the statements of various Fathers of the Pre-Nicene Church 

regarding the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, namely of those Holy 

Fathers who had been “primates” [1, 2] of some Apostolic Bishop`s Sees 

[3, 4, 5], such as, for example, Saint Ignatius Theophorus, Bishop of 

Antioch, Saint Clement of Rome, who “had Tradition before his eyes” [6], 

Saint Irenaeus of Lugdunum, Saint Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, who 

always preached only the things he learnt from the Apostles [6], etc. Then, 

in the second part, we will present the Mariological doctrine as was 

expressed and formulated by some pioneers of Christian theology, such as, 

for example, Saint Justin the Martyr and Philosopher († 165), Tertullian († 

240) and Origen († 254).  

Concerning Saint Ignatius Theophorus († 107), the second Bishop of 

Antioch, it had been said that he was the “first Father and teacher of the 

Church”, the “first great theologian after the Apostles” and the “first 

church writer who had made his theology and his teaching dependent on 

illumination and on the word of God” [7]. In this sense, this very fact 

caused his theology to be taken as a reference and ground for the theology 

of the Pre-Nicene Church.  

Among other theological writings we learn, from “The Confession of 

faith of Saint Ignatius Theophorus” († 107), that “our Lord Jesus Christ, 

…, was born of Mary, who is of the seed of David, and by the power of the 

Holy Ghost …”, and that the “three Sacraments”, that is “the Virginity of 
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Mary, the Birth and Sufferings of Jesus Christ, were hidden from the 

prince of this world”, being “completed in sheer silence by God” [8]. 

Later, Saint Basil the Great († 379) would also confirm that “some of 

the dogmas and preaching kept by the Church are derived from the written 

teaching, while others are derived from the Apostles` Tradition, being 

conveyed in secret. Both of these categories have the same authority as 

regards piety” [9]. In this respect, one of the teachings and preaching that 

the Church received from the Apostles` Tradition and that it kept 

“secretly”, that is with piety, was the Perpetual Virginity of the Mother of 

God.  

Finally, Saint Ignatius Theophorus, Bishop of Antioch, wrote that the 

“the Lord Jesus Christ, our God, … was truly born of (ἐκ) Mary … [10] … 

according to the will of God …” [11]. 

Saint Irenaeus (c. 130-202), Bishop of Lugdunum (Lyon/France), tells 

us that … “Jesus Christ, the Son of God, because of His 

surpassing love towards His creation, condescended to be born of 

the Virgin, …” [6].  

The same Father of the Church of ancient Gaul, rightfully called “the 

great theologian of the Holy Tradition,” [7] expressly refers to “…the birth 

by a Virgin ...” [6], adding afterwards that “…the Son of God our Father 

… was born of the Virgin Mary …”[12], thus testifying to the fact that She 

was the Mother of the incarnate Word, to Whom she had truly given birth. 

At the same time, St. Irenaeus wanted to specify that “the Gospel knows no 

other Son of man but Him, Who was (born) of Mary…” [6], and that 

“…the Virgin substituted for the Church” [6], as She contributed to the 

people`s salvation. In this regard, it was this awareness that determined 

Saint Irenaeus to say that “Mary cried in a prophetic voice in the name of 

the Church: ‘My soul doth magnify the Lord’” (Luke I, 46) [6]. 

Bishop Meliton of Sardes (c. † 180), the one who adopted his 

Confession of Faith from an old lithurgical text, and more that had the 

character of a Symbol of Faith, also wrote that “…The One who created 

the heavens and the earth…was made flesh of a Virgin …”[13].  

Saint Gregory (Thaumaturgus), Bishop al Neocaesarea (c. 213 - 275), a 

former student of Origen at the School of Caesarea in Palestine and “the 
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first Greek church writer who studied the Latin language” [7], also left us a 

“Symbol of Faith” in the form of a Confession of Faith, suggestively 

entitled “Ἔκθεσιςπίστεως”, in which faith in the Holy Trinity is expressed, 

however without any reference to incarnation [7], hence the lack of any 

testimony regarding the Holy Virgin Mary. 

The text of this Symbol of Faith published in the year 264 was 

preserved in the biography of Saint Gregory of Nyssa on many 

manuscripts. It was also preserved in the Latin version of Rufinus (The 

history of the church, 7, 26) and in a Syriac translation [14].  

In this Symbol, which presents in a concise manner faith in the Holy 

Trinity, it was mentioned however that this had been revealed to the author 

through the medium of the “Mother of God”. It is not yet known if this 

reference to the Mother of God belongs to the initial text of this Symbol of 

Faith or if it is the product of a later addendum in the corpus of this text. 

Nonetheless, it is certain that, in the time of Saint Gregory of Nyssa († 

395), the phrase Mother of God was often used in theological language.  

With regard to Marcianus Aristides, a philosopher of Athens, who 

embraced the Christian religion [15], Saint Jerome mentioned that he wrote 

“…volumen nostris dogmatis continens rationem … i.e., apologeticum pro 

christianis …” [16] (a book containing a systematic statement of our 

teaching, that is an Apology for Christians …), in which, among other 

statements, he says that Jesus Christ, “the Son of God, of the All-Mighty 

One, was born without seed and untouched of a Virgin” [14].  

Aristides does not convey the name of the Virgin to us, but some 

patrologists assure us that “…in one manuscript it is stated that the Son of 

God was born of a Hebrew virgin” [14]. Indeed, in a manuscript of his 

Apology, written around the year 140, Marcianus Aristides of Athens 

stated that “… Jesus, the Messiah … was born of a Hebrew Virgin, 

embodied himself and became a Man, He Who was the Son of God” [17]. 

In the opinion of some competent researchers, “the avoidance of the 

name of Mary and of the statement that Jesus was of Hebrew origin places 

His origin on a more general scale, as it can be noticed in another formula: 

῾The Son of God lived in a daughter of man᾽” [14]. That for Aristides of 

Athens the Virgin represented the entire feminine part of humanity and not 
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only that of her people; as the body itself is concerned, is certified just by 

his statement in the same Apology, in which he emphasized the fact that 

the Lord Jesus Christ “… incarnated of a Hebrew Virgin … and … was 

made flesh in a daughter of man” [17]. In other words, this Hebrew Virgin 

was the daughter of all humanity, through which came the redemption of 

the whole of mankind from the slavery of original sin.  

Saint Justin, the Philosopher and Martyr († 165) tells us that the birth 

of Jesus “…from a virgin bosom”, through which “the First-Born among 

all creatures truly became a body” is “…truly a sign, and one which was to 

be made trustworthy to mankind…”[18], and that the Lord Jesus Christ had 

to be born of a Virgin, as He was the “First-begotten of all creation” [18], 

and that is why (the Son of God) became man by a Virgin. As such, the 

disobedience which proceeded from the serpent had to receive its 

correction in the same manner through which Eve had started, who was a 

virgin and undefiled; nonetheless, by listening to the words of the snake, 

Eve brought forth disobedience and death. But the Virgin Mary received 

faith and joy and she replied to the Archangel Gabriel, n.n.: “Be it unto me 

according to thy word” (Luke I, 38). That One was born of her and 

“through Him God killed the serpent, the one who had deceived so many 

angels and people” [18].  

Finally, in his First Apology, Saint Justin the Martyr and Philosopher 

wanted to specify that both the Birth of Jesus and Her Perpetual Virginity 

were due to divine power. “…Although She was a Virgin, the power of 

God, having come upon Her, overshadowed Her and caused Her to 

conceive while She was a virgin” [19]. Then, he adds the specification that 

“…the Holy Ghost (Πνέυμα), when it came upon the Virgin and 

overshadowed Her, caused Her to conceive in Her womb but only by the 

power of God” [19]. 

Clement of Alexandria († 215), “the first great theologian of Egypt and 

the first active writer in the third century” [7], calls the Virgin Mary 

“Mother of God” [20], and he specified that “She gave birth, but not like 

all other women … as she conceived alone, not by intercourse with a man” 

[20]. In fact, Clement of Alexandria wrote that “there is only a Virgin-

Mother, whom I love to call the Church. She, alone, he specified, had no 
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milk, because She was not just a woman. But she is both virgin and 

mother” [21]. 

It was said that “the Roman church had known in the person of 

Hippolytus the Presbyterian (approx. 235) ‘its first great writer ..., its first 

orthodox theologian, the best witness of its liturgical tradition and its last 

writer in the Greek language’” [7], although, in his time, “…at least the 

daily language of the Roman Church had become Latin ...” [7].  

In his works, Saint Hippolytus of Rome, the theologian using the 

Greek language, which represented “by and large the tradition of Asia 

Minor and of Syria” [7], also refers to “…the One Who by His Birth, by 

the power of the Holy Ghost, and of the Virgin showed himself as Son of 

God …”[22].  

Saint Hippolytus, too, said of the “Word of God” that “he took upon 

Himself the holy flesh from his Holy Virgin …”[23], however He did not 

only take the Flesh from her, but also “a rational soul, and becoming thus 

all that a man is with the exception of sin …”[24]. 

The first great theologian using the Latin language, that is Tertullian († 

240), who belongs to the age when the “regula fidei” (the rule of the right 

faith) was to take shape and when the Christian doctrine “crystallized” 

[25], said that “the flesh of Christ” was “…of Mary`s flesh, because Christ 

is of Mary`s bosom…”[26], and that, “…upon Eve, still a virgin, came the 

word death and in the same manner a virgin had to receive the word life 

from God; and it was by the same gender that we acquired our salvation 

and through which man fell into sin. Eve believed the snake, Mary 

believed the angel …”[7].  

Tertullian also identified Mary, that is the Holy Virgin Mary, the 

Mother of God, with the Church [27]. 

With regard to Christians, that common “Credo quia absurdum” was 

often repeated, a phrase that some wanted to attribute to Tertullian, and 

that he actually “…never formulated in precise terms”, as he never wanted 

“to state anything else than that faith involves an unintelligible reality and 

that is why you have to believe, and not to reason” [28]. In this regard, it 

was this faith itself, involving an unintelligible reality, with which 
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Tertullian also confessed notions concerning the Virgin Mary, although he 

avoided to talk about the Perpetual Virginity of the Mother of God.  

Indeed, among the Christian writers and theologians of the pre-Nicene 

age, who did not advocate the Perpetual Virginity of the Mother of God, 

there was also Tertullian, for whom she was: “a Virgin, so far as 

intercourse with a husband, and yet not a virgin, as regards her bearing a 

child; and although she was a virgin when she conceived, she was a 

wife when she brought forth her son.” [14] (sic)  

In the opinion of some theologians of the Orthodox Church, “the 

advocation of the perpetual virginity of Mary seemed to Tertullian to 

confirm the false faith of heretics that Christ had had no real human body, 

but was created and born in an apparent manner …”. Also to counteract the 

Docetist heretics, Tertullian refers to the brothers of Jesus as to children of 

the flesh of the Mother of God (Adversus Marcionem, IV, 19; De carne 

Christi, 7; De monogamia, 8; De virginibus velandis, 6), which made Saint 

Jerome consider Tertulian “… not to be a man of the Church (Adversus 

Haereses … 17)” [14]. 

About Origen († 254) it was said that “he carried in his chest the 

religious pathos of the East, the ceaseless search of the Greek philosopher, 

an interest for the hidden truths of the Jew and the essential faith of the 

Christian” [7]. In this sense, this essential faith of the Orthodox Christian 

itself had determined Origen to write that nobody could understand the 

meaning of the Gospel of John “…if he did not lay his forehead on the 

chest of Jesus and if he did not recognize Mary as His Mother” [29]. Then, 

Origen adds that “…the ones with sound judgement say that Mary had no 

other sons than Jesus, as Jesus himself confessed when he told Her while 

being crucified on the cross: “here is your son”, but he didn’t say: “Here is 

one of your sons…”[29].  

Therefore, it is of no surprise that Origen also advocates the Perpetual 

Virginity of the Mother of God. “He wrote there is no child of Mary, other 

than Jesus, as all those people confess who believe rightly about her” [29]. 

And, afterwards, he added the specification that the ones who “…preserve 

the honour of Mary” confess that she “…was a virgin up to Her death …”, 

because “…She had lived with no man”, and that “Jesus was the first-fruit 
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among men” who lived in “purity”, that is “in chastity”, just as “Mary was 

the first among women …”. And Origen concluded: “we cannot ascribe to 

any other than to Her the first-fruit of virginity” [30].  

Finally, Origen stated that God decided that the new-born baby Jesus 

“…be born of a virgin who did not want to get married”, but that she be 

engaged to the righteous Joseph, “to deter any shame from her even when 

she was to be seen with an enlarged womb due to pregnancy”, and, thus, 

“her Virginity, Origen concluded, “had been guarded because she was 

believed to be married” [31].  

In fact, it should not be ignored that, in the Judeo-Christian world 

during the life of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, “the term woman 

(mulier) does not exclude virginity, but includes it” [14]. Indeed, the Book 

of Genesis tells us that Eve was still a virgin (cf. Gen. 2) and the New 

Testament mentions “the virginal maternity of Mary” (cf. Gal. IV, 4 and 

Luke I, 28).  

Regarding the term Theotokos (Θεοτόκος), some Western theologians 

said that it “…has its source in Alexandria, and that it appeared for the first 

time in 324 in an encyclical of Bishop Alexander of Alexandria against 

Arianism” [32]. But, in fact, the term was launched for the first time by 

Clement of Alexandria († 215), and then reiterated by Origen († 254). 

Indeed, according to the testimony of the historian Socrates [33], 

Origen had presented the Holy Virgin Mary as the Theotokos (Mother of 

God) in a fragment of Book I of a Commentary to the Epistle to the 

Romans. Although this fragment we do not find in the version of Rufinus, 

Eastern theologians did not challenge the statement of the historian 

Socrates, because the “Theotokos truly falls into the Christological vision 

of Origen”, and the representatives of the School of Alexandria, from 

which Origen also came, were those who “strongly defended this title of 

the Holy Virgin during the Nestorian controversies and settled it definitely 

at the Third Ecumenical Synod of Ephesus (431)” [14]. 

As it could also be noticed from this brief presentation, which in fact is 

required in this format by the organizers of the Conference, Mariology had 

been perceived and expressed by the Fathers of the Pre-Nicene Church and 

by its famous theologians according to the teaching of the texts of the New 
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and of the Old Testament and on the testimonies provided by the Apostolic 

Tradition, which were, in fact, for them, sources and references for any 

theological statement and argument, hence the Orthodoxy of their 

Mariology. In fact, this is what explains why, in their writings, we do not 

encounter the so-called “apparent aporias” and the “paradox of Mariology” 

[34], to which some orthodox contemporary theologians refer, who are 

followers of the theology of a neo-patristical origin and of the Western 

scholastic one. Whence, the qualified observation that any theological 

approach regarding the Holy Virgin Mary, the Mother of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, should take into consideration the entire evolutionary process of the 

crystallization and formulation of the Marian doctrine, whose doctrinal 

beginnings and grounds necessarily point to the Mariology of the Pre-

Nicene Church.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

The article deals with the Teklati Holy Virgin Convent which was 

founded in 1865 Georgia, in the village of Zeda (Upper) Teklati in the 

Senaki District on a mountain which was known to people as the Island 

of the Archangels. Some eminent hierarchs took part in the formation of 

the spiritual and educational life of the convent. However, the history of 

Teklati Convent is particularly connected with the name of Blessed 

Aleksi (Shushania). 
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Teklati Convent became especially important in the history of 

Georgia during the 20th century, for it is a unique example of the Soviet 

preservation of monastic traditions and parish life during the period of the 

persecution of the church in Western Georgia. The nuns heroically bore 

the hard period of the persecution of the church; they did not leave the 

monastery and saved it from destruction. 

Archimandrite Constantine (Kvaraia) and Hegumenia Ketevan 

(Akhvlediani), as well as Archimandrite Shio (Dzidzava) had a great 

merit connected with Teklati Convent. 

The Teklati Convent is noteworthy for the fact that the copy of the 

Holy Virgin’s well-known miracle-working icon “The Unfading Flower” 

- particularly venerated at the convent - was brought there from Mt. 

Athos on May 20, 1904. The icon was created for Teklati Convent by 

order of the Priest Schema-monk Ioane (Khoshtaria) working at the 

Georgian monastery of St. John the Theologian during the period when 

Ekaterine (Apakidze) was the abbess. 

At the monastery was established a tradition to celebrate the icon’s 

arrival with a festive liturgy annually on May 20th, the day it arrived. 

 

Keywords: The Teklati Holy Virgin Convent, Father Aleksi (Shushania), 

miracle-working icon “Unfading Flower” 

 

 

The Teklati Holy Virgin Convent was founded in 1865 in the village of 

Zeda (Upper) Teklati in the Senaki District on a mountain which was 

known to people as the Island of the Archangels. 

In 1873, the nuns moved to a new place where the Teklati Convent is 

situated now. Later on, Blessed Aleksi of Senaki (Shushania) founded his 

own monastery there. 

Blessed Aleksi of Senaki began building a men’s monastery on the 

Island of the Archangels in Zeda Teklati at the place where the nuns had 

labored in 1851. Father Aleksi labored in this monastery from 1892 to his 

death on January 21st, 1923. 

The abbesses of Teklati Convent from the day of its foundation until 

the death of Blessed Aleksi were Nun Salome (Tavdgiridze, 1815 - 1887), 

Hegumenia Athanasia (Salakaia, 1878 - 1903), Hegumenia Ekaterine 

(Apakidze, 1903 - 1910), Hegumenia Nino (Vachnadze, 1910 - 1917), and 

Hegumenia Eleonora (Dadiani, 1918 - 1933). 
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Some eminent hierarchs took part in the formation of the spiritual and 

educational life of the convent. Their service coincided with about a 

hundred year-long period of the history of the Georgian Church, i.e., the 

second half of the 19th century and the first half of the 20th century. Among 

them we must single out Bishop Tarasi (Eliava, 1796 - 1871) of Mingrelia; 

St. Bishop Gabriel (Kikodze, 1860 - 1896) of Imereti, Bishop Grigol 

(Dadiani, 1886 - 1898) of Guria and Mingrelia; St. Aleksandre 

(Okropiridze, 1898 - 1903); Leonide (Okropiridze, later Catholicos-

Patriarch of all Georgia, 1908 - 1917); Dimitri (Abashidze, 1903-1905); 

Giorgi (Aladashvili, 1905 - 1908); Metropolitan St. Ambrosi the Believer 

(Khelaia, later Catholicos-Patriarch of All Georgia, 1902 - 1927) of 

Chkondidi; and Metropolitan Ephrem (Sidamonidze, later Patriarch of all 

Georgia, 1953 - 1960) of Batumi and Shemokmedi. 

However, the history of Teklati Convent is particularly connected with 

the name of Blessed Aleksi (Shushania). 

Father Aleksi’s share is significant because he was the Abbot of the 

monastery and he spiritually developed the Teklati nuns for decades. Even 

after the period when he took an oath in 1898 to live in seclusion and 

remain permanently in his cell, he made an exception of Teklati Convent. 

Monk Aleksi often visited the Teklati nuns for many years and conducted a 

correspondence with some. 

The paternal care of Blessed Alexi for the Teklati nuns and his 

spiritual closeness with them was reflected in his verses. Supposedly in his 

work Mother Athanasia and Teklati Convent, in which the history of the 

monastery is partially presented, Father Aleksi’s direct participation in 

building the monastery and its spiritual care is presented. 

During this period Teklati Convent was the only nuns’ cloister in 

Mingrelia. On October 21, 1883, it was described as a hostel-type 

institution (a cloister) and the number of nuns had reached 40 at the time. 

In 1897 this cloister was awarded the status of a convent and the 

number of nuns had reached 80 by that time, and there were more than 90 

in the first decade of the 20th century. 

A two–year girls’ school was established at the convent. It was mainly 

built with donations collected by the nuns. A girls’ school of handicraft 
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was also organized where the nuns taught various crafts, including 

needlework. 

Teklati Convent became especially important in the history of Georgia 

during the 20th century, for it is a unique example of the Soviet 

preservation of monastic traditions and parish life during the period of the 

persecution of the church in Western Georgia. The nuns heroically bore the 

hard period of the persecution of the church; they did not leave the 

monastery and saved it from destruction. 

One of the decisive factors that conditioned such selfless activities of 

the nuns was the personal spiritual labors of the leader for a majority of the 

inhabitants of the cloister, Blessed Aleksi of Senaki (Shushania). 

These notable figures preserved the continuity of the spiritual heritage; 

they passed the spirit of their holy fathers to their disciples. The new 

generation, for their part, was able to receive this treasure and share it. 

Later their martyrdom and persecution became a guarantee for the ultimate 

survival of the church. 

In the 1880s, the number of nuns reached 40. Due to the nuns’ industry 

a new Church of the Birth of the Holy Virgin was built in the convent. It 

speaks of a special belief and trust in the Holy Virgin in Teklati. 

The new Church of the Birth of the Holy Virgin was consecrated by 

Bishop Grigol (Dadiani) of Guria and Mingrelia in 1889. 

According to some information by Blessed Aleksi, many ecclesiastics 

had assisted the bishop at the service. 

After the festive service, his Eminence Grigol addressed the 

congregation with a sermon. 

In his sermon he appealed to the nuns to take care of the bringing up of 

the local young girls, to teach them prayers, the Bible, and also 

needlework, such as sewing and embroidering. 

The chief editor of the ecclesiastical newspaper “The Shepherd”, 

Archpriest David Gambashidze, attended the consecration of the Church. 

He promised to donate new iconostasis icons to the new church with the 

intention of ordering them in Russia. It was he who also donated a Holy 

Gospel and other ecclesiastical books to it. Father David soon kept his 

promise. 
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In 1923, after Soviet power was established and the persecution of the 

church began, Teklati Convent was closed and the convent church was first 

looted and desecrated and then closed, too. 

In one of the first attacks, a group of young communist league 

members rushed into Teklati Convent. It was during a Sunday service. 

They rushed into the Church of the Birth of the Holy Virgin, dragged out 

the nuns and believers, smashed everything around, riddled the icons and 

church utensils with bullets, trod upon the holy vessels, threw everything 

into a ravine, put on the priests’ vestments, and jumped up and down like 

devils. They broke the gilded iconostasis donated by David Gambashidze, 

destroyed the belfry, threw down the bells, removed the cross from the 

church and dropped it down, tore off the roof and began to demolish the 

walls. But as the nuns and believers recall, a miracle happened: while this 

barbarous destruction was taking place, suddenly the building of the 

church was struck by lightning and the building caught fire. The vandals 

were alarmed and fled. This was the way the church was saved. 

With the young communist league members having left, the nuns 

found the icons and the church vessels thrown into the ravine and returned 

them to the monastery. But they had been afraid to take them out openly 

and did the following: they hid the holy articles under blankets in a 

bullock-cart and placed a nun inside as if she were seriously ill. She 

moaned loudly and brought the articles to the village for everyone to see in 

order that they should return them to the monastery without any problems. 

Since the church was half destroyed, they hid the holy articles in the 

refectory. 

The nuns continued looking for the lost items and managed to redeem 

some of them with the help of other believers. 

The nuns managed to save the main treasures of the church including a 

large miracle-working icon “The Unfading Flower” and an icon of the 

Holy Virgin’s birth, donated by Tsar Alexander III. 

In 1930 a farm for breeding hares was set up on the territory of Teklati 

Convent. They placed the hares in the building of the church, but for some 

unknown reason they died. With the death rate being very high, the farm 

did not prosper and it was closed in 1934 or 1935. 
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In 1948 thanks to the endeavors of two remarkable fighters 

Archimandrite Constantine (Kvaraia) and Hegumenia Ketevan 

(Akhvlediani) the Teklati Church of the Birth of the Holy Virgin was 

opened again. 

Another public figure of Senaki whose 20 years of labor are connected 

with Teklati Convent was Archimandrite Shio (Dzidzava). Father Shio had 

begun to take spiritual care of the Teklati nuns in the 1940s long before the 

monastery church was opened. Among his particular merits the following 

must be noted: he later became the father confessor of the Catholicos-

Patriarch of all Georgia, His Holiness and Beatitude Ilia II and had a great 

influence on the spiritual formation of the future Patriarch. 

The particular adoration of the Holy Mother of God by the Teklati 

nuns is seen in the fact of their having two valuable icons of the Mother of 

God at the convent. 

The icon of the Holy Virgin’s birth donated to the monastery by the 

Russian Tsar in 1898 during his visit to Georgia, later became the main 

icon of the church. The date of its appearance in the church is unknown. A 

silver plate with a carved memorial inscription was attached to it. In 1923 

this plate was carried away by a bandit group that had raided the church. 

Their attack was encouraged by the Bolshevik government. At present, the 

icon is still at the Church of the Birth of the Holy Virgin in Teklati 

Convent. 

The copy of the Holy Virgin’s well-known miracle-working icon “The 

Unfading Flower” - particularly venerated at the convent - was brought 

there from Mt. Athos on May 20, 1904. The icon was created for Teklati 

Convent by order of the Priest Schema-monk Ioane (Khoshtaria) working 

at the Georgian monastery of St. John the Theologian during the period 

when Ekaterine (Apakidze) was the abbess. 

After a festive liturgy on the day of the icon’s arrival, Blessed Aleksi 

(Shushania) made a speech. 

At the beginning of the sermon he spoke about the hard times for the 

church and the degradation of the morals of society. Then he addressed the 

nuns with some advice and finally looked at the icon of the Mother of God 

and said, “The icon of the Mother of God, having come from Mount Athos 
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in God’s name to her lot Iveria…ask Her to bless our motherland, Your lot 

Georgia…elevate the name of Georgians throughout the world and take 

possession of the country You have chosen with the name of Iveria, the lot 

of the Mother of God”. 

Then Father Aleksi spoke about Our Savior’s seamless tunic which 

was given to Georgia as evidence of its being distinguished as the country 

of the Mother of God’s lot and remarked, “How did it happen that we, 

miserable Iverians, were considered to be worthy of such care by the 

Lord?” Then he concluded, “Make your tunic a comfort and a token of 

love for Georgia, the tunic that is preserved in Khobi Monastery in 

Mingrelia…the hope of the Georgian nation… bless our motherland…” 

Finally the blessed father asked the Holy Virgin to bless the convent 

nuns and finished his speech in this humble manner: “Finally I, Monk 

Aleksi, laden with such deadly sins, being unworthy of Your icon’s care, 

entreat you with tears and implore you and Your Son, Jesus Christ to save 

me from disgrace, forever and ever, Amen”. 

After this event a tradition was established at the monastery to 

celebrate the icon’s arrival with a festive liturgy annually on May 20th, the 

day it arrived. The icon was put in the Church of the Birth of the Holy 

Virgin at the column where the grave of Hegumenia Athanasia (Salakaia) 

is located. The icon is still in that place and is considered to be the main 

icon of the church. 

The following information is an example of Blessed Aleksi’s particular 

veneration of the Mother of God; the only icon he had in his cell was the 

icon of the Holy Virgin, brought from Mount Athos. St. John the Baptist 

and St. Alex the Man of God are standing behind the Holy Virgin on both 

sides. This icon was sent to him by Makari, one of his spiritual sons 

serving on Mount Athos. The icon is still located at the Island of the 

Archangels Convent today. Blessed Aleksi’s great faith in the Mother of 

God is also revealed in his poetry. In one of his poems titled “Another 

General Request to the Mother of God”, Father Aleksi writes: 
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I am obliged to present this request to you, 

It is the will of my ancestors, 

Let Our Saviour listen to me with your help, 

And the mountains and valleys say amen. 

 

O Mother of Iveria, they are Yours, Yours, 

The Georgian people, chosen by You, 

That is why You took them for Your lot, 

The nation, destined to be sheltered by You. 

 

Take care, Mother of Iveria, 

Winter is a great trouble for her, 

It looks miserably at her orphaned state, 

Winter is hard for her to endure. 

 

It is You who has rescued her, 

The angel of help and protection, 

Consecrate her bread and wine, 

Send away her enemies and tormentors. 

 

Our relative, the Virgin Nino, 

Came to Kartli to comfort us, being sent by You, 

Enveloped with light to help us. 

Now, Mother, what is worrying You? 

 

Make us worthy of hearing of Your help, 

Tell the nation of immortality, 

Let people speak of peaceful times, 

Send heresies far away. 

 

Listen to our entreaties, Mother! 

Hearing about bad things worries us greatly, 

Give their share to those who condemn, 

And leave us well protected. 
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Protect the flock, your lot, 

From the beasts surrounding her, 

That they should not find us helpless, 

Save us, save us from the devouring wolves. 

 

Blessed Aleksi expresses his particular love for the Mother of God and 

the hope in her help in his other works too, including the noteworthy poem 

“Praising the Mother of God”. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The preaching of Christianity in Georgia was favored to the Most 

Holy Theotokos, but by the will of Christ She remained in Jerusalem, and 

instead of Her, St. Andrew the First Called had brought the icon not 

created by human hands to Georgia. The icon was miraculously imprinted 

upon the board by touching the face of the Theotokos herself. The icon is 

a typical “Hodegetria”. In Georgia it was remained in Atskuri and its 

name - the Icon of the Most Holy Theotokos of Atskuri – is proceeding 

from this fact. 

                                                           
* Corresponding Author’s Email: asineti15@gmail.com. 
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For centuries the icon has miraculously protected Georgia from 

serious invasions. From the 16th century the icon is preserved in Gelati 

Monastery. It was completely covered with pure gold and richly 

decorated with rubies and turquoise. Artistically it is a magnificent 

monument of the goldsmith of its time. 

It is noteworthy that rubies and turquoise that had been brought from 

Iran were converted into Christian facial expression. 

At present time the icon is kept in the golden fund of the Art 

Museum of Georgia and the original board on which the Most Holy 

Theotokos was imprinted with Child Jesus is particularly valuable.  

 

Keywords: the Most Holy Theotokos, the icon not created by human 

hands, Andrew the First-Called, Georgia, Atskuri, goldsmith, facial 

expression 

 

 

For twenty centuries of Orthodoxy, Georgia has never been deprived 

of the most exceptional assistance of the Mother of God whose glorious 

image is represented by the Icon of the Most Holy Theotokos of Atskuri. 

According to Holy Tradition, the icon was not created by human hands, as 

the image was imprinted upon the board by the Theotokos herself and is 

therefore exceptional1. 

At present, the icon is kept in the golden fund of the Art Museum of 

Georgia. It is placed inside a special chest (shrine), large in size, made of 

gilt silver and adorned with the feast cycles of the Saviour and the 

Theotokos. 

The icon of the Most Holy Theotokos of Atskuri is a typical 

Hodegetria – She, who shows the way, which, at the same time, is an 

expression of the highest synergy. 

The icon is small in size – 46.5 x 38.5 cm – and is completely covered 

with pure gold and richly decorated with rubies and turquoise. According 

to academic research and inscriptions on the icon, it was decorated by King 

Giorgi II of Imereti and his wife Tamar in 1578-832. This icon, with the 

                                                           
1 Bubulashvili Eldar, Sacred Things of the Georgian Church, Church Library VIII, Tbilisi, 2007, 

pp 129-131, 193-195. 
2 Шмерлинг Ренэ, “Золотой сосуд из Чхороцку,” Ars Georgica. I, Tbilisi, 1942, pp. 143-159; 

Г. Н. Чубинашвили, Грузинское чеканное искуство. v. I. Тб. 1959, pp 429-444; Teimuraz 
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high artistic level of its gold work and the distinctive characteristics of its 

rich decoration with precious stones, is considered to be a masterpiece of 

the Kakheti School of orfèvrerie. King Solomon I of Imereti made a 

special silver triptych for it in 1752-84. Painted faces of the icon images of 

a later period had probably been restored in Gelati Monastery. 

As we can see, the decoration of the icon of the Most Holy Theotokos 

of Atskuri is an example of the 16th-18th centuries Georgian ecclesiastic art 

– of late period, but especially brilliant for its time. The decoration 

completely covers the first board upon which the Most Holy Theotokos 

was depicted without the involvement of human hands. The history and 

characteristics of the icon’s decoration also tell a lot about the icon itself.  

 

 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE ICON ACCORDING  

TO SACRED TEXTS 

 

After the Ascension of The Lord, when the Apostles drew their lots, 

Georgia was given to the Holy Theotokos3. However, God appeared before 

Her in order to send Saint Andrew the First-Called to this country taking 

with him the icon not created by human hands, which would be created by 

placing a board upon the face of the Most Holy Theotokos to imprint her 

image. God told her: “May your icon be their patroness forever.” The Most 

Holy Theotokos then “asked for the board, washed her face, and placed the 

board upon her face whereby the icon of Her together with The Logos born 

by her was created. The icon would be seen by everybody and be known as 

the icon of the Most Holy Theotokos of Atskuri.” 

The Mother of God handed this miraculous icon, not created by human 

hands, to Saint Andrew and told him: “I will assist you in your preaching 

and offer great support to this country which has been given to me.” Thus, 

                                                                                                                                     

Sakvarelidze, Georgian Goldsmithery of the 16th-19th Centuries, First Part, Tbilisi, 1987, pp, 

130-154. 
3 The Life of Kartli, Text is determined according to all main manuscripts by S. Kaukhchishvili, 

v. I, Tbilisi, 1955, p. 38. 
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the preaching of Saint Andrew the First-Called in Georgia was the 

preaching of the Most Holy Theotokos. 

The icon of the Most Holy Theotokos of Atskuri, not created by human 

hands, performed its first great miracle in Didachara when the icon 

produced “a large and beautiful water spring.” By its grace, many people 

converted to Christ’s religion. The new converts begged for the icon to be 

placed in a newly built church. In response, Saint Andrew placed a board 

of the same size on top of the Icon. As a result, “the same image from the 

Icon immediately appeared on the board” and was joyously placed in the 

church4.  

Saint Andrew the First-Called later moved to Samtskhe, in those times 

called Sosangeti (present-day Atskuri), taking the icon of the Most Holy 

Theotokos with him. Here, the icon destroyed the pagan temple of Artemis 

and Apollo. Its crowning miracle was the resurrection of the son of a 

widow, Samdzivari, thus becoming the reason for the conversion of the 

whole of Meskheti. The newly converted people entreated Saint Andrew to 

let the miracle-working icon remain with them. The Apostle told them its 

history in detail, “how this country was given to the Holy Theotokos” and 

how the icon sent by her represents “hope and protection for the country as 

it is for now here and forever.”5 

Thus, the icon of the Most Holy Theotokos, the Patroness of entire 

Georgia, remained in Atskuri by the will of the Theotokos Herself “until 

the end of the world.” It was placed in a specially built small chapel now 

called the “Old Church.” 

All aforementioned took place in the first century. History does not say 

anything more about the miraculous life of the icon until the second decade 

of the 7th century when Caesar Heraclius campaigned against Georgia.It 

seems likely that the icon was so famous during this period that Caesar 

himself venerated it and laid the foundation for a new church in honor of 

the icon6. 

                                                           
4 Ibidem, p. 39. 
5 Ibidem, pp. 39-42. 
6 Bubulashvili E., Ibidem, p. 194, The Life of Kartli, v. I, p. 278 
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Further silence of the historical sources about the icon is broken by the 

history of architecture. At the turn of the 10th-11th centuries, when 

Georgian ecclesiastic architecture reached the apex of its unique splendor, 

a new cathedral was built for the icon. It no longer exists but archeological 

explorations confirm that Atskuri Cathedral, in its size and perfection, was 

equivalent to the size of three large cathedrals; namely, Bagrati, Alaverdi, 

and Svetitskhoveli Cathedrals.  

However, this grand cathedral, which was a monumental expression of 

the Georgian nation’s veneration of the Theotokos, was destined to a tragic 

end. Let us again take a look at the main book of our history, The Life of 

Kartli7.  

During the most difficult period of Mongolian domination, the nation, 

weakened spiritually and physically, deviated from the divine ways. The 

king married three women and feudal lords began to encroach upon 

churches and monasteries. 

In the year 1283, during Holy Week, God warned the people by 

sending a small earthquake but “no one listened to His message in order to 

retain His grace.” On Holy Saturday, when everybody was waiting for 

Easter joy, “the country was shaken to its very foundation” as chapels, 

monasteries, churches, and castles were demolished and the “mountains 

and hills were destroyed and rocks turned into dust” while jet-black water 

sprang from the cracked ground where even the tallest of trees fell down. 

The Atskuri Cathedral of the Theotokos crumbled to the ground as well. 

But the greatest miracle of all happened: “the dome of cathedral fell and 

covered the Atskuri Icon of the Theotokos, brought into the church during 

the litany and placed in the middle of the space, like a man’s cap” and the 

Icon stayed untouched “because of its power.”  

The symbolic meaning of this miracle is amazing. Only the dome 

stayed untouched, the dome itself associated with the sky. The Theotokos 

showed her nation through this miracle that salvation from sin is found 

only in heaven and that she had not left the country which she was given. 

We can suppose that immeasurable grace descended upon Georgia through 

                                                           
7 Annalist, The Life of Kartli, Text is determined according to all main manuscripts by S. 

Kaukhchishvili, v. II, pp. 277-278. 
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this miracle and the king, who was subjected to sin, passed away like a 

martyr for the sake of Christ and His people. His name was Dimitri 

Tavdadebuli (the Self-Sacrificer). 

Afterwards, there is another gap in informational sources lasting until 

the 15th century. Georgia found itself in difficult conditions and, 

respectively, the fate of the icon became complicated, too. The greater the 

peril, the greater the mercy promised by the Atskuri Theotokos to the 

Georgian people. The icon became a stable image of faithfulness towards 

The Lord and the people.  

The ruler of Iran, Uzun Hassan, campaigned against Samtskhe in 1777, 

captured the Atskuri Cathedral, stole the icon not created by human hands, 

and took it to his country8. 

Some time passed and then God’s wrath fell upon the country of Uzun 

Hassan: “Neither women nor cattle will give birth, neither the trees nor the 

earth will give fruits and crops.” The whole country shook. The reason for 

God’s punishment was sought. Then, “the country’s men of great wisdom 

remembered:” “Once, when we campaigned against Georgia, we saw, and 

took from one of the big, churches a board, decorated with precious stones. 

During our travels, we saw a strange miracle from it. In the twilight, we 

placed it into the deepest part of our baggage” and in the morning we saw 

it “placed on top and shining like the sun.” It was decided to return it to 

Georgia, to see if they were in trouble because of this icon. They found the 

icon and fastened it to an unbroken stallion. “And as soon as they fastened 

this icon to the foal,” it headed to Samtskhe, “like a good rider.” As soon 

as the foal came to Samtskhe, “the great miracle happened” and the 

country, confused after the theft of the icon, became enlightened instantly. 

The miracle brought the people together and they saw how the icon of the 

Most Holy Theotokos placed upon the foal was shining “like lightning.” 

That is why this place was named “Elavsi.” The people, terrified by the 

miracle, entreated to the Theotokos with tears: “Bless Your coming, 

Mother of kind God, why did You leave us for such a long time in 

                                                           
8 The Life of Kartli, v. II, pp. 478-481; Zurab Kiknadze, “Miracles of the Atskuri Icon of 

Theotokos,” Meskheti - History and Contemporaneity, Akhaltsikhe, 2000, pp. 257-260. 
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darkness, we who had seen the divine light of Your Son through Your 

assistance.”9 

In the year 1486, the son of Uzun Hassan, Jakub Khan, again 

approached Samtskhe with a numerous army. Taking advantage of his 

guide’s trust, he stole all the treasures of the church and slaughtered the 

poor people. Finally, he stole the Icon of Atskuri, decorated with numerous 

precious stones, “with his dirty hands,” and then made his people build a 

fire and throw the stolen icon board into it. But the greatest miracle 

happened: “The fire extinguished and it did not touch the board.”10 One of 

the non-Orthodox Christians, seeing the miracle, secretly took the Icon of 

Atskuri and carried it to his country, but the Most Holy Theotokos 

appeared before him and told him: “If you do not return me to my country, 

I will cause you much trouble” and this made him return the icon to 

Atskuri. 

Jakub Khan was punished very severely. “The Most Holy Theotokos 

could not stand the insulting of her icon” and was angry at the infidel, 

“making Jakub Khan prepare some poison by the same hand with which he 

dared to touch the holy icon with his sword,” drink it, and made his mother 

and brother drink it as well. They all died at once. Their whole kin died 

out, too. 

In spite of the most difficult battles in this transient world, the icon not 

created by human hands was still in Atskuri at the end of the 15th century. 

In the year 1546, King Bagrat of Imereti carried the miraculous icon 

first to Tsikhisjvari11 and then, in 1553, to Imereti12 where it finally found 

its place in Gelati. King Giorgi II (1578-83) of Imereti commissioned its 

repoussé revetment in Gelati Monastery13 and King Solomon I placed it 

                                                           
9 The Life of Kartli, v.II, p. 481. 
10 The Life of Kartli, v.II, pp. 480-481. 
11  The year 1546. “King Bagrat of Imereti stole the Atskuri Icon of the Theotokos and brought it 

to Tsikhisjvari.” The Life of Kartli, v. II, p. 500. 
12 “The same year (1546 – A.O.), the Atskuri Icon of the Theotokos was taken from Tsikhisjvari 

to Imereti.” The Life of Kartli, v.II, p. 501. 
13 “We, the King of Kings, Giorgi, and my wife, the Queen of Queens, Tamar, and our first-born 

sons, Alexander and Mamia, made this icon of the Most Holy Theotokos covered with a frame 

for our successful reign and for the forgiving of our sins. Amen.” (Teimuraz Sakvarelidze, 

Ibidem., p. 147; Ренэ Шмерлинг, Ibidem., p. 155) – Tsereteli, p. 26. 
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into a gilt silver triptych in 176414. In 1920s when Gelati Monastery was 

closed by the Bolshevik dictatorship, the Atskuri Icon was moved to the 

State Museum. 

 

 

SYMBOLISM OF THE ATSKURI ICON 

 

First of all, the icon’s iconography - it is a classical Theotokos 

Hodegetria – She who shows the way– but the typical iconography 

acquires a new sense in the context of its unique origin – the icon directed 

the apostolic way of Saint Andrew the First-Called. Later, being in Atskuri, 

it was the protector of the country given to Her and its guide “until the end 

of time.” 

The 18th century triptych itself, donated by King Solomon I of Imereti, 

is significant in terms of its iconography. It unites repoussé plates of 

different periods (16th-18th centuries). Most of the scenes are later copies of 

those of the famous 11th century icon of Samtskhe – the Icon of the 

Theotokos, donation of the Laklakidze family. 

The arch of the central triptych bears Dormition of the Theotokos, the 

feast day, when the Theotokos was given grace to intercede for the 

forgiveness of the mankind, (it is remarkable that this day is one of the 

commemoration days of the Atskuri Icon). In this context, the crowning 

Deesis, indicating the final day of Judgment, is quite logical. 

Angels crown the Heavenly Queen at the top of the icon. There is a 

sequence of St. Apostles around Her: St. Peter and St. Paul – Heads of the 

Apostles, Evangelists, Andrew, Jacob, Bartholomew, Simon of Canaan, 

and Thomas twice (?); i.e., those who converted Georgia are the ones who 

are represented: three great bishops standing in their full height below the 

                                                           
14Tsereteli G. E., Полное собрание надписей, 1891. На спинной стороне серебрянный кивот 

для мощей. Inscription on the wings of chest (shrine): 

“I, the King of Kings, Solomon, committed to your patronage, give youthe Most Holy 

Theotokos of Atskuri, higher and more spacious than Heaven and the hope in our life, this 

small present and decorated silver icon chest (shrine) for my recovery, as well as for the 

recovery of my wife, the daughter of Dadiani, the Queen of Queens, Tamar, and for bringing 

up our son Alexander, August 20, 1674.” 
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Most Holy Theotokos. In its entirety, the central area is a representation of 

the Apostolic Church. 

The history of the New Testament from the Annunciation to the 

Resurrection is depicted on the left wing of the triptych. The Ascension 

and Pentecost are continued by the Tree of Jesse, glorifying the Most Holy 

Theotokos, as well as the history of Joachim and Anna, on the right wing. 

The narrative ends with the Spring of Life-the Mother of God – a 

generalized composition, which, at the same time, shows the first miracle 

of the icon not created by human hands in Didachara. 

Thus, the Atskuri Icon of the Theotokos, with its triptych, is coherent 

in terms of its concept. Expressing the whole history of the Saviour and the 

Theotokos, within its general context and inseparably from it, it points to 

the oldest Georgian Apostolic Church15.  

The Atskuri Icon itself was made with rare love and delicacy. On the 

solid golden plate, The Divine Mother with The Child is depicted by the 

firm and, at the same time, melodious flow of lines. The icon is richly 

decorated with ruby and turquoise and uninterrupted plant ornamentation is 

engraved on the background with great mastery. Scholars unanimously 

ascribe this magnificent work to the Kakheti School of orfèvrerie, well-

known at that time, and recognize it as the school’s best work16. But a 

question arises. Why did King Giorgi II of Imereti have to decorate the 

Atskuri Icon of Theotokos at the repoussé workshop of the King of 

Kakheti when Gelati had its own one? We think that it was preconditioned 

both by the exceptional significance of the icon and the artistic might of 

the Kakheti School; the latter amply used gold, which was to glorify the 

Atskuri icon. Besides, the Kakheti School left painting (images) 

uncovered17. In the case of the Atskuri Icon, it could have had a decisive 

importance as the faithful would have seen the icon’s priceless initial 

board, not created by human hands, with their own eyes18. And what is 

more, feudal isolation lost its meaning before the Mother of God.  

                                                           
15 Bubulashvili E., Ibidem., pp. 170-195. 
16 Шмерлинг Ренэ, Ibidem., p. 155; Teimuraz Sakvarelidze, Ibidem., pp. 142, 146. 
17 Chubinishvili, Ibidem., p.633; Teimuraz Sakvarelidze, ibidem., p. 142. 
18 It is significant that the painting on the icon was restored because it was forbidden to touch an 

icon of the first century not created by human hands. At the same time, however, this image of 
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The background of the icon is richly decorated with ruby and turquoise 

of different sizes and forms. It is distinguished in Georgian repoussé art in 

this regard. Natural precious stones, partially processed, cover the whole 

surface of the icon. Their location is systematic and, at the same time, free. 

Gems, put into sockets without claws, appear to arise from a golden soil 

while, at the same time, being a part of that soil. An artistically strong and 

symbolically deep image is born, where the use of pure gold creates the 

impression of the eternal sunshine, while the location of the stones –that of 

the stars and the turquoise color, introduces the connotation of a blue sky. 

In all, this creates a co-existence of an eternal day and an infinite starry 

universe, an allegory of the unity of the sky and the earth in Christ. This is 

preconditioned by the location of the gems as well: their order embodies 

the regularity of Creation, the beginning of which starts from the spherical 

halos of the Theotokos and the Saviour. 

The symbolism of the Atskuri Icon shows the dialogue between 

Georgian culture and contemporary Iran from a new standpoint. It is 

widely recognized in scholarly literature that the richness of turquoise, the 

engraving technique, the ornament of the five-petal flower (which is also 

seen on the Atskuri Icon) all appears in our repoussé art as a result of this 

dialogue. But it is also unanimously recognized that these results of the 

dialogue with Iranian culture are experienced and interpreted (or rethought) 

in Georgian way.  

First of all, let us look at the five-petal flower. The blackberry flower is 

also has five petals. When Christian Georgian was engraving the flower, of 

course, it was perceived as a blackberry flower because the blackberry is a 

symbol of the Most Holy Theotokos. Thus, the interlace of the flower 

ornamentation on the background of the Atskuri Icon, as if coming from 

Iran, glorifies the Burning Bush, which, at the same time, refers to the 

                                                                                                                                     

the Most Holy Theotokos could not be left in a damaged state. The present painting is quite 

identical in style to later paintings of Gelati icons (the embossed icon of the Savior of the 

11thcentury, David Narin’s Icon of the Savior of the 13th century, and the Supplication of King 

Bagrat of the 15th century). As it seems, all of these icons must have been simultaneously 

brought back to life by one master and so the late restored date of the Atskuri Icon of the 

Theotokos once more indicates the ancient age of the icon’s board. 
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icon’s greatest miracle, when it had put out the fire of infidelity lit by 

Jakub Khan and then itself stayed “unburnt”19.  

Turquoise is also brought from the territory of Iran, but as already 

stated, it is included into the symbolism of the icon in a completely 

Christian way. However, apart from the colour symbolism, its artistic 

function should also be taken into consideration. Ruby and turquoise create 

an alternation of warm and cold colours on the Atskuri Icon, being shown 

by the academician Giorgi Chubinashvili as the oldest and most stable 

tradition of Georgian repoussé art. The Golden Cup of Trialeti, a treasure 

from Armaziskhevi, the Martvili encolpion, and the Atskuri Icon are a 

continuity of one and the same artistic taste (the naturalness of precious 

stones, an order and freedom of location, the alternation of warm and cold 

colours and gems on a background of golden soil)20. The Atskuri Icon, 

therefore, as the protector of Georgia, appeared as a protector of Georgian 

taste and unbroken tradition as well. 

And finally, according to Holy Tradition, the Atskuri Icon dates to the 

1st century and was not created by human hands. But what we see today is 

of much later date –of the 16th - 18th centuries. Someone can 

unintentionally ask – maybe it is a later copy of the miracle-working icon? 

But the whole history of the icon testifies to the fact that the one before us 

is the original icon of the Most Holy Theotokos not created by human 

hands, which had not left its original location at Atskuri until the 15th 

century. The universal scale of the miracles this icon has worked is a 

reliable confirmation. The history of the icon explains the reason for its 

covering with the repoussé revetment of later date – Jakub Khan stole it 

and then threw it into the fire. As Teimuraz Sakvarelidze, a researcher on 

the Atskuri Icon of the Theotokos, writes: “It is quite natural that the icon, 

overcoming so many misfortunes and “stolen by impure hands”, was 

covered anew with repoussé revetment in the 16th century.”21 The answer is 

unequivocal: the Theotokos of Atskuri had never left the country which 

                                                           
19 Sakvarelidze Teimuraz, “From the Treasury of Kakhetian Goldsmithery,” History Pages of the 

Alaverdi Eparchy, 1. Materials of Academic Conference, Tbilisi, 2007, pp. 116-117. 
20 Chubinashvili G., Artistic Description of Items Found in the Necropolis of Armazi Pitiaxshes, 

Tbilisi, 2007, pp. 89-90. 
21 Sakvarelidze Teimuraz, From the Treasury of Kakhetian Goldsmithery, p. 180. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Asmat Okropiridze 88 

was given to her, had influence the life of Kartli, and was an accuser, 

mediator, and “remains as its protector,” by divine providence, “until the 

end of the world.”  
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ABSTRACT 

 

Although the original history about appearing the cincture of the 

Theotokos to Georgia still requires further research, the information 

gained by us gives us an ample reason to consider it a holy relic that 

remains in Georgia. 

We may also conclude that the semantic code defining the name of 

the Georgians – “Christians of Cincture” - in the pilgrimage literature of 

the 15th century and in other sources is referred to the cincture of the 

Theotokos that remains in Georgia and is not referred to the cincture of 

the virgin, mentioned in the miracle performed by St. George when he 

had outfought the whale, the idea of which was suggested by the Latin 

Pilgrim in the 15th century. 
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Professor, Member of the Georgian National Academy of Sciences, Head of Department at 

Georgian Technical University, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
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As early as the 1920s, Grigol Peradze confirmed numerous names 

designating Georgia and Georgians in records of foreign pilgrims being in 

the Holy Land in the 5th-19th centuries1. Among them, one of the terms 

designating Georgians - namely, “Christians of the Cincture”, identified by 

Peradze in pilgrimage literature of the 15th century - is worthy of attention. 

In the records of 1480-1483, Felix Fabri reports: “Georgians, who are also 

called Nubians, but more often are known as “Christians of the Cincture,” 

come to the Holy Land from very far away. They are warriors”2. 

Zebaldt Rieter Senior, whose record is dated 1467, knows Georgians 

by the same name. He states: “There are Christians from various countries 

in the Cathedral of the Holy Sepulcher: Catholics, Greeks, Christians of the 

land of John and Jevduny, Armenians, Christians of the Cincture, and three 

more nations whose names I forgot”3. 

Peradze gives us very important information about this issue. Relying 

on one of the works of Conder, he tells us that “Latins call Georgians 

‘Christians of the Cincture’”. 

We found an early attempt of explaining the semantic meaning of the 

term “Christians of the Cincture” already in pilgrimage literature of the 15th 

century. According to the notice of 1422, which Peradze cites from H. 

Canisius' work (Antiquae lectione, V, Ingolstadt 1604, p. 269): “They are 

called by another name as ‘Christians of the Cincture.’” It is because Saint 

George tied up the dragon with his cincture and then gave it to the  

Virgin”4. 

Although the idea of the names designating Georgia and Georgians 

coming from the name of Saint George has been repeated insistently in 

                                                           
1 Grigol Peradze, Information of Foreign Pilgrims on Georgian Monks and Georgian 

Monasteries, Tbilisi, 1995. 
2 Ibid., p. 45. 
3 Ibid., p. 44. 
4 Ibid., p. 72, note 200; cf. Ibid., pp. 47 - 48. 
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pilgrimage literature for centuries5 and there is a great deal of important 

information about the widely spread cult of this Saint in Georgia, I think 

that it is not proper to connect the term “Christians of the Cincture” with 

the name of Saint George. 

My skepticism is based on the following: 

First of all, the circumstance that Lasia, a city in Cappadocia, and not 

Georgia is the location of the miracle of Saint George according to all 

versions existing to date is worthy of notice. It must be also taken into 

account that in the prose and poetry dedicated to this miracle of 

overcoming the dragon, as a rule, it is not the Cincture of Saint George that 

is mentioned but that of the daughter of the King of one of the parts of 

Cappadocia6. 

For example, according to the “Story of the Miracles of Saint George, 

the Magnificent Martyr of Christ” which has reached us in the Georgian 

manuscripts of the 11th - 14th centuries, we read: “... And Saint [George] 

ran towards the dragon, made the sign of the cross on it and said ‘Lord, 

make this beast obedient to me.’ As soon as he said this, the evil dragon 

fell down at the Saint's feet by the assistance of the Holy Spirit and his 

prayer. Saint George ordered the woman: ‘Take off your Cincture and give 

it to me.’ She did as he ordered. Saint George tied the dragon, gave it to the 

woman and told her: ‘Go to the town.’ When people saw this wonderful 

miracle, they became afraid and wanted to run out of their fear of the 

dragon but Saint George told them: ‘Do not be afraid, stay and see the 

power of God’”7. 

Without exception, all of the texts dedicated to this miracle are 

analogous by their content. Georgian poetic monuments describing Saint 

George's life are also important from this standpoint8  

 

                                                           
5 Ibid., p. 72, note 200; Ibid., p. 30. 
6 Ninidze, D. From the History of St. George’s Cult in Georgia, “Mnatobi”, #11 - 12, 1991, p. 81, 

104, 143. 
7 Gabidzashvili, V. Saint George in Old Georgian Literature, Tbilisi, 1991, p. 81. 
8 Ibid., p. 304. Citation from the work of Protoiereus Svimeon: “Praise of Sadgeri Saint George” 

which has reached us in a manuscript of the 16th century. 
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A poetic manuscript of the 18th century, known as the work of Datuna 

Kvariani, tells us the same thing9. 

The iconography of icons and samples of church wall painting 

dedicated to this miracle also confirm the aforementioned to some extent. 

It is not a coincidence that we do not find the Cincture among the relics 

associated with the name of Saint George and kept in the churches and 

monasteries of Georgia (an iron bow, arrows, a trumpet, iron chain, and 

others)10. 

We should also take into consideration that the subject of the 

Dormition of the Virgin Mary and passing her Cincture, coming from the 

oldest apocryphal source, is connected with the Apostle Thomas and not 

Saint George11. 

As far back as in 1998, I posited on the basis of some data I discovered 

that the semantic code of the name “Christians of the Cincture,” given to 

Georgians by foreign pilgrims, should be connected to the Cincture of the 

Theotokos and not to that of Saint George. A priceless source confirming 

this assumption was revealed in 2008. This is a note found in the work of a 

French traveler of the 15th century, J. de Bouvier, whose Georgian 

translation was published by M. Iamanidze. We read: “Now, I want to tell 

about those countries which are located on the other shore of the Black 

Sea, towards the Tatar state. First of all, I dwell on Georgia, a country of 

wheat, wine, of animals and birds of various species, and olives, where it is 

very hot. Georgians are Christians of the Cincture. Namely, the Cincture of 

the Theotokos is kept in this country. Every Georgian priest owns a 

cincture which has been touched to the Cincture of Theotokos. The priest 

girds a newborn with it and baptizes him in the name of Father and His 

                                                           
9 Ibid. p. 343. 
10 Ninidze, D. op. cit., pp. 163 - 176. 
11 See in detail: C. Tichendorf, Apocalypses, apocryphae, Lipsiae, 1866; И. Морфирьев, 

Апокрифические сказания о новозаветных лицах и событиях, СПБ, 1890. A fresco 

dedicated to the subject of the Dormition of the Theotokos dated to the second part of the 16th 

century is preserved in Georgia at Likhni Cathedral. Л. Шервашидзе, Средневековая 

монументальная живопись в Абхазии, Тбилиси, 1980, 111 - 115. 
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Son and the Theotokos. Because of the Cincture of the Theotokos, people 

living in Georgia are called Christians of the Cincture”12. 

The data of the 19th-20th centuries concerning the presence of the 

Cincture of the Theotokos in Georgia also should be taken into account. 

One of documentary notices confirming the presence of the Cincture of 

the Theotokos in Georgia is a letter dated by March 23, 1806, sent to the 

Emperor of Russia, Alexander I, by Nino Bagration-Dadiani, temporary 

ruler of the independent principality of Samegrelo, daughter of George XII, 

widow of Grigol Dadiani, the Prince of Mingrelia. The letter was kept in 

the “Acts of the Archaeographic Commission.” In this document, Nino 

Dadiani assures the Emperor of her loyalty in the name of the newly joined 

Mingrelia with Russia and adds: “I, your most obedient servant, with my 

orphans bring you a gift worthy of memory. This is the Icon of the 

Theotokos of Blachernae to which the Cincture of the Theotokos is 

fastened by which She was girded. Believe this truth, autocratic patron and 

our sovereign, and that is why it is full of relics and decorated with 

precious stones and pearls. It was given by us to our father, King George, 

your servant, but after his death it was left to my brother, Prince David. We 

could not regain it because the enemy of the Dadiani family did not allow 

our man to get to Georgia. Now, this icon is in your imperial city, with my 

aforementioned brother who, in accordance with my letter and request, will 

offer it to Your Imperial Majesty”13. 

It turned out that Alexander I took this most valuable gift from Nino 

Dadiani but then returned it as a gesture of goodwill towards the 

Principality of Mingrelia. Moreover, he sent two thousand chervonets for 

the beginning of the building of the Church of the Theotokos in Mingrelia. 

Additional documents have provided us with this information. 

In the note dated May 31, 1806, we read: “Most enlightened Princess, 

Nina Georgievna! I received with pleasure the gift of the Holy Icon of the 

Theotokos of Blachernae with its most valuable Cincture brought to me by 

                                                           
12 Khazaradze, N. Regarding the semantic meaning of one name designating Georgians, Talk in 

Kutaisi – V, materials of symposium, Kutaisi, 1998, pp. 84 - 85. Extensive version of this 

article see in “Kartveluri Memkvidreoba II,” 1999, pp. 254 - 260; Analebi, №1, 1999, p. 613. 
13 Акты археолографической комисии [Acts of the archaeological commission], т. ИИ, с. 504. 
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the deputies you sent, Colonel Prince Nicholas and Colonel Prince Bezhan 

Dadianov”14, 15. 

The member of Nino Dadiani’s deputation, Nicholas Dadiani, called 

Big Niko16, and Baron Rosen17 give us nearly the same information. The 

difference between their stories is only in that they mentioned only the 

Icon of Blachernae and said nothing about the Cincture. 

The Icon of Blachernae and the Cincture of the Theotokos are also 

mentioned twice in the inscription of Ekaterine Chavchavadze-Dadiani, the 

widow of David Dadiani. This memorable inscription is dated January 4, 

1856. It was written at the summer residence of the Dadianis, in Gordi. 

A. Muravyov’s work, published in Saint Petersburg in 1848, also gives 

us important information on presence of the Cincture of the Theotokos in 

Mingrelia. He travelled in there in the 1840s and so he saw with his own 

eyes the stories he described in his book. Muravyov repeats the facts which 

are already known to us but, at the same time, he enriches our knowledge 

about the Cincture of the Theotokos with new noteworthy details. 

According to him, when Alexander I returned the icon to Nino Dadiani, he 

had decorated it with precious stones18. 

He describes the Cincture, which he saw in Zugdidi at the Church of 

the Theotokos, in a special chest in front of the iconostasis, in detail19. 

K. Borozdin also confirms the aforementioned data20. 

                                                           
14 Kalandia, G. Sacred Relics in Georgia (Mingrelia), “Artanuji”, 1, 1994, p. 17 (according to I. 

Meunargia’s information, Protoiereus Ioane Ioseliani was also among the people sent to 

Petersburg by Nino Dadiani (see I. Meunargia, The Last Period of the Principality of 

Mingrelia and David Dadiani, Tbilisi, 199, p. 50). 
15 Meunargia, op. cit., pp. 50 – 51. 
16 Акты археолографической комисии, т. III, 1881, с. 439. Georgian translation of Russian text 

belongs to I. Meunargia (Meunargia, op. cit. pp. 46-48.). It is known that the request of the 

Prince of Mingrelia and the mediation of Baron Rosen about giving Zugdidi the name of 

Grigoripolice were not complied with (Акты археолографической комисии, т. ИИ, с. 440). 
17 Meunargia, op. cit., pp. 52 - 53. 
18 Муравьев, A. Грузия и Армения, ч, ХД. СПБ [Georgia and Armenia, h, HD. SPB]. 1848, с. 

281. 
19 Муравьев, A. указ. соч. ц. 282. 
20 Borozdin, K. Mingrelia and Svaneti, 1854 - 1861, Memoires, translated by T. Sakhokia, State 

Publishing House, 1934, p. 3. Borozdin makes a mistake when he mentions Zugdidi as 

Grigoripolice. The initiative of Mingrelia and Baron Rosen to change the name of Zugdidi 

ended without result. 
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The following information comes from a French official who was 

living in Georgia, J. Mourier. He saw the Cincture of the Theotokos 

together with the Icon of the Theotokos of Blachernae in Gordi, the 

summer residence of the Dadianis, in the 1870 - 80s. According to his 

information, the Icon of the Blachernae placed in the chest ordered by 

Ekaterine Dadiani is a rare sample of refined painting. In his words, the 

chest has a “golden plate put at the bottom, decorated with 79 rubies, 20 

nacres, 9 diamonds, and 93 emeralds under which the relics of the Saints 

and the Cincture of the Theotokos are seen on which there are 4 sheets 

adorned with small pearls, rosettes of rubies, crosses of opal, turquoise, 

amethyst, small lockets, primitively processed religious scenes, Greek 

coins and others”21. 

A book dedicated to the life of Virgin Mary, published in 1903 by 

Saint Panteleimon’s Monastery on Mount Athos, also gives us important 

information on the Cincture of the Theotokos. According to the author of 

this book, “one significant part of the Cincture of the Theotokos is kept in 

the Monastery of Vatopedi on Mount Athos. It is kept in a silver chest in 

the altar of the Central Cathedral. The second part is in the Monastery of 

Trier and the third – in Georgia at the Zugdidi Cathedral”22. 

E. Takaishvili partially repeats A. Muravyov’s aforementioned 

information and adds: “The Icon and the Cincture formerly had been kept 

in this church (the Church of the Theotokos of Zugdidi) in a special chest, 

in front of the iconostasis, but Mengrelsky himself took it out of church 

and he was not in Zugdidi at this time”23. 

We know little about the following fate of the Cincture of the 

Theotokos. As for the Icon of Blachernae, we can note the following:  

According to G. Zhordania’s information, which is based on archival 

materials, in December of 1914, when Mingrelia was in danger of a 

military operation by the Turks, the prince’s steward packed part of the 

treasures of Ekaterine’s Zugdidi palace (mainly works of silver and gold) 

into four boxes and placed them together with the Icon of the Theotokos of 
                                                           
21 Mourier, J. Mingrelia (Old Kolkheti), manuscript, p. 311 - 312. We thank T. Jagodnishvili for 

handing us this manuscript. 
22 Life of the Most Holy Theotokos, Kutaisi, 1996, p. 37. 
23 Taqaishvili, E. Archaeological Travels and Remarks, Book Two, Tiflis, 1914, pp. 198 - 199. 
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Blachernae, at first in the ice-room of the ground floor of the palace and 

later – in the corner cellar of the same floor. The cellar was rather deep and 

high and was covered with two layers of bricks, plastered and painted the 

same color as the wall in order for no one to be able to find it. In December 

of 1919, by the order of the Constituent Assembly of the Georgian 

Democratic Republic, E. Takaishvili, L. Kiacheli, and one more person 

(whose name is unknown) were instructed to examine the treasures of the 

palace of the Prince of Mingrelia and carry the best works of art to Tbilisi. 

After opening up the hiding place, the Icon of Blachernae placed in the 

chest together with other jewelry was sent to Tbilisi. In 1921 - 1945, the 

Icon of Blachernae together with other treasures of Georgia were moved to 

France24. Currently, the Icon of the Theotokos of Blachernae is kept in the 

depository of the S. Amiranashvili Museum of Art of Georgia25. 

A. Muravyov gives us information on the earlier history of the 

Cincture of the Theotokos. His narrative, in his own words, is based on 

“metaphrase” and “monthly readings.” According to his version, during the 

reign of Theodosius the Younger (408 - 450), the Cincture of the 

Theotokos was carried from Jerusalem to Constantinople and placed into a 

golden chest which was sealed with the royal stamp. The chest was carried 

into the Church of Chalcoprateia. Some 400 years later, when Zoe, the 

wife of Emperor Leo the Wise, became mentally ill, praying women (who 

had visions) opened the chest. The Patriarch of Constantinople made the 

sign of the cross over Zoe with the Cincture of the Theotokos. The Queen 

immediately recovered. The Cincture was again placed in the chest 

(according to Muravyov’s information, a great feast is held in 

Chalcoprateia on August 31 every year to celebrate this wonderful 

miracle). Later, (according to Muravyov’s inexact dating, in the 10th 

century) Bagrat Curopalate’s future bride, the daughter of Caesar Romanos 

of Byzantium, was cured by the same Cincture. Curopalate’s future wife 

allegedly brought half of the miraculous Cincture, together with other 

sacred things, to Georgia, her new kingdom, and placed it at Bedia 

                                                           
24 Zhordania, G. Returned Treasure, Tbilisi, 1989, pp. 32 - 35. 
25  Amiranashvili, S. Museum treasure taken from Georgia at different times and its return, 

Tbilisi, 1978, p. 52. 
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Monastery. Then, the Cincture was carried first to Martvili and finally – 

Zugdidi, the Church of the Theotokos26. 

J. Mourier extends the aforementioned version of Muravyov on the 

carrying of the Cincture of the Theotokos from Constantinople to Georgia 

on the Icon of Blachernae as well27. 

Mourier, just as Muravyov, inaccurately indicates both the name of the 

queen’s father (Romanos) and the date of her arrival in Georgia (10th 

century) but in contrast to the Russian author, he has information that the 

Georgian queen was called Helen and that she was the wife of Bagrat IV 

(1027 - 1072) and not Bagrat III (975 - 1014). 

The information that the Cincture of the Theotokos was brought from 

Byzantium to Georgia by the daughter of Romanos Argyros, who was the 

wife of the King of All Georgia and Abkhazia, Bagrat Curopalate, is again 

repeated in the text of the Life of the Theotokos written in Saint 

Panteleimon’s Monastery on Mount Athos28. 

E. Takaishvili fully justifiably corrects the aforementioned versions of 

foreign authors and says: “This Cincture, as we know by tradition, was 

brought from Greece in the 11th century by Helen, the wife of  

Bagrat IV”29. 

We have not yet found a direct indication testifying or denying the fact 

of bringing the Cincture or its third part to Georgia in Georgian or Greek 

written sources but, in our opinion, some data from some written 

monuments should be examined. 

                                                           
26 Муравьев, A. А., указ. соч. ц. 280 - 281. According to church tradition, the bringing of the 

Tunic of the Theotokos from Jerusalem to Constantinople by Halvius and Candidius and its 

placing in the Cathedral of the Theotokos of Blachernae built by Leo I the Great (457 - 474) is 

also dated to the 5th century (see: Энциклопедеческий словарь издатели Ф. А. Брокгаузи 

И. А. Ефрон, С. Петербург, 1899, с. 692 - 693). For the placing of the Cincture of the 

Theotokos, see Description of Georgian Manuscripts, VI, (collection S), compiled by T. 

Bregadze, L. Kajaia, L. Kutateladze, M. Shanidze and Ts. Chankievi, edited by El. Metreveli, 

Tbilisi, 1969, pp. 281 - 291, 220 and etc. A. Muravyov makes a mistake like other foreign 

authors when he calls Bagrat’s wife the child of Caesar Romanos. In reality, Bagrat’s wife 

Helen was the daughter of Basil, brother of Caesar Romanos. The date proposed by Muravyov 

is not exact as well: it must be the 11th century and not the 10th. 
27 Mourier,. J. op. cit., p. 110 and fol. 
28 Life of the Most Holy Theotokos, pp. 37 - 38. 
29 Takaishvili, E. op. cit., p. 197 
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Namely, the fact that Bagrat IV was connected by dynastic marriage 

with the royal court of Byzantium should not be questioned30 [30]. 

“Matiane Kartlisay” points at this directly and Sumbat Davitis Dze repeats 

the same information31. 

George Kedrenos32 and John Zonaras33 also confirm the marriage of 

Bagrat and Helen. 

Thus, in spite of the differences, Georgian and Greek original sources 

unanimously point to the fact that Bagrat IV had a Greek wife, who was 

daughter of Basil, brother of Romanos III (1028 - 1034), Caesar of 

Byzantium and that her name was Helen. However, neither the author of 

“Matiane Kartlisay” nor Sumbat Davitis Dze nor written Greek sources say 

anything about the sacred objects or the dowry which were brought to 

Georgia by Helen. Vakhushti Batonishvili fills in this gap to a certain 

extent34. 

So, despite that the original history of the appearance of the Cincture 

of the Theotokos in Georgia still requiring additional investigation, the 

aforementioned information we have acquired gives us sufficient grounds 

to consider the Cincture as the most holy relic existing in Georgia. 

Besides, if we sum up everything we have stated above, in our opinion, 

we will come to that right conclusion that the semantic meaning of the 

designation of Georgians – “Christians of the Cincture” – testified in 

pilgrimage literature of the 15th century and in the records of J. de Bouvier, 

should be connected with the Cincture of the Theotokos being in Georgia 

and not with the Cincture of the Virgin as mentioned in the miracle of 

Saint George overcoming the dragon, as it was supposed by Latin pilgrims 

of the 15th century. 

 

                                                           
30 Life of Kartli, Vol. I, Text is determined according to all main manuscripts by S. 

Kaukhchishvili, Tbilisi, 1955, p. 294. 
31 Ibid., p. 386. 
32 Georgica, Records of Byzantine Writers about Georgia, V, texts with Georgian translations 

published, and explanations added by S. Kaukhchishvili, Tbilisi, 1963, p. 55. 
33 Georgica, Records of Byzantine Writers about Georgia, VI, texts with Georgian translations 

published, and explanations added by S. Kaukhchishvili, Tbilisi, 1966, p. 235. 
34 Life of Kartli, Vol. VI, Text is determined according to all main manuscripts by S. 

Kaukhchishvili, Tbilisi, 1973, p. 144. 
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THE MYRRH-STREAMING IVERON  

ICONS OF THE THEOTOKOS  

AND BR. JOSEPH MUNOZ-CORTES 
 

 

Victor S. Potapov* 
St. John the Baptist Russian Orthodox Cathedral,  

Washington, DC, US 

 

 

I have come to this symposium to introduce you to one of the most 

sacred contemporary wonder-working icons of the Russian Church - the 

Myrrh-Streaming Iveron Icon of the Mother of God of Hawaii.  

The Hawaiian Icon is sometimes referred to as the Icon of Unity 

because it was providentially revealed to the faithful in 2007, on October 

6th (on the Feast day of the Conception of St. John the Baptist), - the same 

momentous year when His Holiness Patriarch Alexis of Moscow and His 

Eminence Metropolitan Laurus, First-Hierarch of the Russian Orthodox 

Church Outside of Russia, both of blessed memory, signed the historic Act 

                                                           
* Corresponding Author’s E-mail: vpotapov@comcast.net. Rector, St. John the Baptist Russian 

Orthodox Cathedral, Washington, DC, US 
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of Reconciliation and thus brought about unity in the Russian Orthodox 

Church in the Homeland and in the Diaspora.  

This joyous event which took place on May 17, 2007 in Christ the 

Savior Cathedral in Moscow, is significant as a sign of God’s Providence. 

Christ the Savior Cathedral in Moscow was destroyed by the Soviets and 

after 80 years of godless Communism, was rebuilt by the Will of God and 

it was in this holy temple that our rebuilt ecclesiastical unity was sealed 

with the signatures of these two great hierarchs.1 

For seven years this precious Icon has been travelling to parishes of the 

Orthodox Churches spread throughout numerous cities in America and 

Canada, exuding copious amounts of heavenly Myrrh, converting many to 

a life in Christ and drawing thousands more to repentance and uniting us in 

common prayer.  

The sacred Hawaiian Icon is inextricably joined to the Holy Montreal 

Myrrh-Streaming Iveron Icon and its faithful custodian, Brother Joseph 

Munoz-Cortes. Indeed, the Hawaiian Icon is a smaller Russian-made paper 

reproduction of the Montreal Icon and its guardian reader Nectary Yangson 

is a member of our ROCOR parish in Honolulu dedicated to the original 

Montreal Iveron Icon of the Mother of God.  

In 1982, the Lord called Joseph, an Orthodox Spaniard chosen by the 

Mother God, to take on a special kind of merit. In truth, Joseph’s unique 

merit began when he was entrusted by elder Clement of the Holy Nativity 

scete on Mt. Athos with a copy of the renowned “Portaitissa [Keeper of the 

Portal]” Icon of the Mother of God, a copy which, by means unfathomable 

to the human mind, began to exude myrrh on the night of November 24, 

1982. Seventeen years ago, on October 31, 1997, Joseph sealed his 15-year 

service to the Theotokos and our Church with a martyr’s death. 

                                                           
1 It is more than noteworthy to mention that on March 16, 2008 on the Feast of the Triumph of 

Orthodoxy, His Eminence Metropolitan Laurus reposed and seven months later, on 

December 5, His Holiness Patriarch Alexei II of Moscow and all Russia departed to the 

Lord. In other words, in the same year, 2008, two great hierarchs and unifiers pronounced 

their “Now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace, O Master…”At a time when the enemy 

of our salvation was demonstrating success in provoking schisms, the Most-holy Patriarch 

and the ever memorable Vladyka Metropolitan Laurus were able to move against the 

current of this world and to reunite the two forcibly separated branches of Russian 

Orthodoxy together once more. 
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Joseph strongly believed that the appearance of the Montreal Icon was 

inextricably tied to Russian Orthodoxy, for over the course of a thousand 

years, it was namely the Russian people that surrounded the Mother of God 

with such great reverence and love that Russia became known as “The 

House of the Mother of God.” 

Joseph was also certain that the miracle of the flow of myrrh had 

everything to do with the glorification of the New Martyrs and Confessors 

of Russia. He also believed that it was not by accident that the icon 

appeared in the bosom of the Russian Orthodox Church Outside Russia, as 

it was this very Church that in 1981 - one year before the revelation of the 

Montreal Icon - glorified the holy New Martyrs and Confessors of Russia. 

Their precious blood brought into motion the spiritual forces of revival that 

in turn finally brought down the Soviet system which had wrought so much 

destruction on the peoples of that land, eventually bringing about unity in 

the Russian Church.  

Joseph spoke plainly: “Undoubtedly, this icon appeared in our Church 

Abroad not because the Lord was especially pleased with us, but because 

of the blood of the New Martyrs of Russia... Unfortunately, it often seems 

to me that, when we talk of the repentance of the Russian people, we 

distinguish those who remained in Russia from those who live outside its 

borders. As if only they should repent, while we have everything in order. 

Acting accordingly, we destroy our spiritual unity. It is equally unfortunate 

that many completely misunderstand the significance of the miraculous 

icon’s appearance in the Russian Church Abroad. They think that she 

appeared in order to show the Moscow Patriarchate that the Lord is here, 

with us... No, the icon appeared in a free country, so that the entire world 

might learn of this miracle... Here is how a quite pious young lady 

explained this to me, continues Joseph: ‘The Myrrh-bearing Women came 

to anoint the Body of Christ before His Resurrection. In like manner, the 

Mother of God today is anointing the Russian people in anticipation of the 

resurrection of Russia.’ ” 

In the late 1980s and 1990s we all witnessed an amazing revival of 

Church life in Russia. Houses of worship and relics of the saints and 

historic icons were being returned to the Church, hundreds of thousands 
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flocked to the newly opened temples seeking baptism for themselves and 

their children, and the process of the glorification of the New Martyrs and 

Confessors of Russia began. On July 18, 1993, the Moscow Patriarchate 

published a striking penitential epistle concerning the murder of the Royal 

family. In 1991, His Holiness Patriarch Alexis II had publicly repented 

regarding Metropolitan Sergius’ Declaration of 1927 and for many of its 

consequences. 

At the same time life in ROCOR was going in a different direction, 

until finally stagnation set in. In 1986, soon after the repose of 

Metropolitan Philaret (Voznesensky), Archbishop Vitaly (Ustinov) of 

Montreal and Canada - known for his extreme intolerance toward the 

Moscow Patriarchate - was elected as First Hierarch.  

Soon ROCOR began opening its parishes in Russia, disregarding the 

opinion and even protests of astute observers of church life in Russia, both 

in the Homeland and in the Diaspora. Metropolitan Vitaly ignored 

Patriarch Alexey’s open invitations to join in mutual discussions to address 

and overcome the differences which for too long prevented the two 

branches of the Russian Church from achieving blessed Eucharistic unity. 

Metropolitan Vitaly went so far as to deny the presence of God’s grace in 

the Moscow Patriarchate. In his Paschal Epistle of 1998, as well as in his 

encyclical of the same year “The Russian Orthodox Church (Her 

Contemporary Significance)” Metropolitan Vitaly stated: “The 

administration of the Moscow Patriarchate is simply a state institution, 

without Grace, and its members simply civil servants in cassocks.” 

In 1997, within the span of seven months the Lord, in His ineffable 

mercy, sent the faithful in ROCOR a number of startling signs in order for 

us to change our direction from confrontation to unification.  

The first was the loss of the Holy Trinity Monastery in Hebron, an 

event of an unmistakably mystical nature. Having raised a siege to prevent 

the Patriarch of Moscow, (who at that time was on pilgrimage in the Holy 

Land) from coming there, one of our bishops forbade the serving of the 

Holy Liturgy on the Day of the Holy Spirit - the feast day of the 

monastery. In all the previous decades that this holy site had been in 
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ROCOR’s charge, such a terrible omission had never occurred. As a result 

ROCOR lost a holy site it had been safeguarding for eight decades. 

The second sign was the martyric death of the chosen one of the 

Mother of God, Joseph Muñoz-Cortes, and the concealment of the Myrrh-

Streaming Montreal Iveron Icon, exactly 15 years after it was revealed.  

At first Metropolitan Vitaly refused to give his blessing to serve 

panikhidas for Brother Joseph. Metropolitan Vitaly even called at my 

home and stated, “Do not hurry to glorify Joseph.” He even went so far as 

to say, “Joseph’s death was a punishment from the Mother of God for his 

lack of obedience to me.” Two months later, in January, 1998 Metropolitan 

Vitaly’s cathedral in Montreal burned down to the ground. Everything in 

the church was destroyed, save an icon of St. Nicholas, which hung over 

the entrance to the cathedral. This was a third sign.2 

The fourth came on November 24, 1998, on the feast day of the 

Montreal Myrrh-Streaming Icon of the Mother of God. On that day on a 

sidewalk outside the ROCOR Synod building in New York, Metropolitan 

Vitaly took a bad fall on his back. After this spill he was never able to 

regain control of his faculties and was never again able to serve Liturgy on 

his own.  

At the 4th All-Diaspora Council, a perceptive Fr. Nicholas Karipoff (of 

Melbourne, Australia), summed up the state of affairs in ROCOR as thus: 

 

“The best of the émigrés at first saw their exile as God’s punishment 

for their sins. After the Second World War, however, we see a different 

perception. Thanksgiving to God for deliverance from the communist hell 

changes to a sense of chosen-ness: we were saved because we have a 

special mission. By the second half of the 1960s and later on, this caused 

the leadership of the Russian Church Abroad to decide on a change of 

direction... 

 

                                                           
2 It is noteworthy that the destruction of our cathedral in Montreal tool place on January 25, a 

date on which three miraculous icons of the Mother of God from Mt. Athos are celebrated: 

the 'Popskaya,' the 'Granter of Understanding to Ecclesiarchs' and the 'Unburned in the Fire' 

Icons. 
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The loss of the spirit of repentance of the first decades led to a loss of 

clarity in self-assessment. Hence we began to perceive ourselves as not 

only intercessors for the Church of Russia but as having the right to teach 

others and meddle in the affairs of other Local Churches and to think that 

perhaps we even constitute the One Catholic Church: we have everything 

and have no need of anything from without... we are unique.” 3 

 

Herein lies one of the major causes of the concealment from us of the 

Montreal Myrrh-streaming icon. This false sense of “chosen-ness” made us 

in ROCOR unworthy of having the Montreal Icon in our presence. We 

became too complacent, perhaps even indifferent to the presence of the 

Icon in our midst. 

Brother Joseph addressed this in the last interview before his death4: 

 

“We ought never to become accustomed to miracles. If this happens, 

the miracle will cease to be a miracle. The man who understands what 

holiness and a holy object are can never become accustomed to a miracle. 

His attitude towards the mystery will be not as towards a magician’s box 

of tricks, but as towards something incomprehensible, which evokes fear 

and love towards the Creator.” 

 

In 2001, after the election of Metropolitan Laurus, ROCOR’s course 

took a drastic change for the better. Talks on unification were soon opened 

between the Moscow Patriarchate and ROCOR.  

In 2002, two years after the election of Metropolitan Laurus as First-

Hierarch, the ROCOR Synod of Bishops issued an important appeal to the 

flock on the occasion of the 20th Anniversary of the “Iveron Myrrh-

Streaming Montreal” Icon of the Mother of God. It stated in part: 

 

“For 15 years, this Icon, which poured forth miraculous Myrrh in 

abundance, comforted our Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia 

by being a visible and palpable sign of the kind and merciful intercession 

of the Mother of God on behalf of us sinners... Did we use this visitation 

                                                           
3 Archpriest Nicholas Karipoff, “The Spiritual-Historical Heritage of the Russian Church 

Abroad,” Pravoslavnaya Rus’ [Orthodox Russia] № 13, July 1/14 2006. 
4"The Russian Pastor", No. 27, 1997. 
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by the Mother of our Lord for the good of our souls? Is it not our 

common sin, the cooling of zeal toward the Holy Icon toward prayer, 

toward acts of piety and witnessing to the faith that became the reason for 

God allowing the Holy Icon to be taken from us? 

 

... Brothers and Sisters! With gratitude and trepidation let us 

prayerfully remember the presence of this marvelous Myrrh-streaming 

Icon in our Church, and with repentance let us pray to the Most-holy 

Theotokos that our sins be forgiven, and that peace enter into our 

Orthodox Church...” 

 

That appeal of the Bishops of ROCOR remains relevant for us to this 

day… 

After the violent death of Brother Joseph and the disappearance of the 

Montreal Icon many began asking, - will the icon ever return? The simple 

answer to this question is - it has returned, in the place of the Hawaiian 

Icon!  

Soon after this icon was revealed, reader Nectary Yangson, the 

custodian of the Icon of Hawaii, stated the following: 

 

“The Most Holy Mother of God has not forgotten us. She has not 

abandoned us. She will not abandon us! (...) God has shown us that He 

has not forgotten us! And that’s all that is needed. God is telling us that 

He is real! Dare we ignore this revelation? Dare we turn our backs on this 

great miracle? Dare we forget Christ? May God forgive us if we do!” 

 

Nectary often comments that he firmly believes that the appearance of 

the Hawaiian Icon is meant by the Mother of God to glorify the memory 

and podvig of her chosen one, Brother Joseph.  

I would like to devote the remainder of my allotted time to Brother 

Joseph, and especially to the meaning of his martyric death and what it 

means to all of us in the Russian Church.  

In his first interview [“Orthodox Russia,” 1983, Nos. 17, 18, 20], Br. 

Joseph responded to the question, “Why did the Lord choose you for this 

miracle?” Joseph answered: 
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“... I recognize my shortcomings and confess my insignificance, but I 

think God nonetheless is using me for His purposes. God often makes 

Himself known through the least of men. I am but one of the least in the 

Orthodox Church: I am not Russian, but a convert who God once called 

to the True Faith. And according to His mercy, He has now chosen me a 

second time. But the Lord allows me to feel that I am nothing. More and 

more, each day I am conscious of my insignificance. I am only an 

instrument, and an unclean and sinful one, in the hands of God. I have 

noticed that some people pose this same question to me: Why is it that 

you have been chosen by God? Why did this happen to you? I reply that I 

have always prayed to the Most-holy Virgin and have never asked for a 

miracle; I have never asked of the Most-holy Virgin that She give me 

some proof of herself. I believe in the Mother of God, as I was taught by 

my mother when I was a child. I believe that the Most-holy Virgin reveals 

herself to whomever she wishes.” 

 

It is next to impossible to comprehend the cross of obedience to the 

Mother of God that Joseph bore. How many people in endless streams and 

from everywhere came to him with the most diverse requests, prayers, 

demands. 

In the summer of 1996, Joseph travelled to Mt. Athos in order to bid 

farewell to his spiritual father, the dying schema-abbot Clement, who in 

1982 had entrusted the Miraculous Icon to him. It was then that Fr. 

Clement predicted to Joseph that 1997 would be a fateful year for the 

curator of the Icon, that awful events would take place, and that “you will 

be the subject of terrible slander.”  

On October 29, 1997, literally on the eve of his martyric death, Joseph 

and Fr. Alexander Iwascewicz (a priest from Argentina), while on 

pilgrimage in Greece, visited the ancient monastery of St. Nicholas on the 

island of Andros, so that they might venerate its holy treasures. Upon 

entering the narthex of the main church, a monk was quite amazed to see 

that a 17th century wall fresco of the Mother of God had begun to weep. 

Archimandrite Dorotheus, abbot of the monastery, explained that the Icon 

weeps only when awful events are about to happen, or during such events. 

Those who witnessed this sign, including Joseph, took it as having some 
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significance to our Church Abroad. This sign from the Mother of God 

made such a profound impression upon Joseph that he repeatedly told Fr. 

Alexander: “Father, I sense that very soon something awful will happen. I 

do not know what exactly, but I feel something.” On the very day of his 

death, during breakfast, Joseph again shared with Fr. Alexander and his 

Greek friend Manolis Argiris his feeling that something terrible was about 

to happen.  

“This something terrible” happened in Athens, on the night of October 

31, 1997... Jose was tortured and brutally murdered in a hotel room in 

Athens by several individuals. He had planned to return to Canada on 

November 5th to be present with the Icon for the celebration of the 

fifteenth anniversary of the appearance of the miraculous appearance of 

myrrh on the Icon. The case was never solved, though several individuals 

were suspected of the crime. A group of us from Washington attended the 

trial. A description of the court proceedings with the medical examiner’s 

report and other materials can be found on my parish website in a special 

section devoted to brother Joseph.5 

The curator of the Myrrh-streaming Montreal Iveron Icon was buried 

thirteen days after he was tortured and murdered. His funeral service was 

to be held at the Holy Trinity Monastery in Jordanville, NY before a closed 

casket, with Joseph’s remains in a sealed plastic body bag. However, God 

determined otherwise. The coffin was opened, the body bag torn asunder, 

and everyone present at the funeral service could see the many signs of 

torture which he endured on that fateful night in Athens, alone, bringing to 

a close his 15-year service on earth to the Mother God and the Church. 

When his coffin was opened, there was no stench or evidence of 

corruption. The late Mr. Peter Murianka (father of Jordanville’s abbot 

Archimandrite Luke), a professional funeral director, confirmed this fact 

when, by God’s providence and with the blessing of Archbishop Laurus, 

                                                           
5 http://www.stjohndc.org/Russian/english.htm 
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he opened the coffin and revealed Joseph’s body. Later, we learned that 

Joseph’s body had not even been embalmed...6 

Sensing his coming death, Joseph once said: 

 

“... Believers must be ready to die for the truth, and not to forget that 

in acquiring enemies here, we acquire the Heavenly Kingdom. One who 

is faithful in little things, will be faithful in great things, when that is 

required of him. Given the opportunity to become confessors, we should 

not lose that opportunity. In losing earthly life, we acquire the heavenly 

one. We should not fear death for the sake of Christ.” 

 

After Brother Joseph’s death, a handwritten note in French was found 

among his papers. Written in 1985, the note sheds light on the condition of 

his soul and shows us how difficult it was for him to bear his obedience of 

guardian of the Wonder-working Icon of the Mother of God and that, long 

before his martyric death, he sensed beforehand how he would die. 

 

“O Lord Jesus Christ, Who came into the world for the sake of our 

salvation and was voluntarily nailed to the Cross, and suffered the 

passions for our sins, let me also bear my sufferings, which I receive not 

from my enemies, but from my brother. O Lord! Impute this not to him in 

sin!”7 

 

One person from Russia who “coincidentally” happened to attend 

Brother Joseph’s funeral, commented, “... I had the sensation that I was 

attending not a funeral and burial services, but the rite of the Triumph of 

Orthodoxy. I realized, clearly and distinctly, that even if during those 

minutes we were to have been led out of the church to be executed by a 

firing squad, we would nonetheless have been victorious!” 

There were a number of heavenly signs following the martyric death of 

the Guardian of the Montreal Icon which I would like to relate to you.  

                                                           
6 Dr. Emmanuael Nonas, Medical Examiner of Athens, who performed the autopsy on br. Joseph, 

noted at the trial that he was astonished to find no traces of bodily corruption, which usually 

occurs after a violent death. See his report her: http://www.stjohndc.org/Russian/ 

english.htm.  
7 The original note is safeguarded in the archives of the author of this paper. 
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The faithful in Russia answered Joseph’s martyrdom with an amazing 

outpouring of love, veneration, and prayer. Books and films have been 

produced about him and deeply moving akathists have been written in 

praise of the Montreal Icon and Joseph. The faithful in Russia continuously 

ask, “When will he be canonized?” 

In the summer of 1999 my Matushka made a pilgrimage to the Optina 

Hermitage. Hieromonk Michael, one of the monks in charge of the outer 

scete of the monastery, where the elders of Optina resided, was apparently 

waiting for her. Fr. Michael greeted Matushka, then suddenly disappeared 

into his cell, saying, “Wait here, please. I’ll be right back.” 

Soon he returned, beaming with joy, carrying a glittering gold icon. 

“This is the first icon written of the martyr Joseph!” He triumphantly 

proclaimed. And later, having blessed Matushka with the icon, he said, 

“My dear, this icon is a gift to your parish for your love towards Brother 

Joseph!” 

Matushka was dumbfounded... 

Father Michael explained: 

 

“Joseph, of course is one of ours - of Optina. He took the monastic 

name of Ambrose, in honor of our elder. And so we wrote this icon. He is 

the fourth of our contemporary martyrs.”8 

 

Joseph is depicted on a gold background, in the snow-white garb of a 

martyr, with a cross in his right hand and the Montreal icon in his left. 

In March, 2002, we undertook another pilgrimage to Optina. Matushka 

and I were accompanied by three other ROCOR clergy: Archpriest Stefan 

Pawlenko (California), Priest Vladimir Boikov (New Zealand), and 

Protodeacon Nikolai Triantifilidis (California).  

                                                           
8 In the year 1993 the Orthodox world was shocked by a tragic event, which had happened in 

Optina Hermitage: three inhabitants of the monastery were brutally murdered on Easter 

night. They were Hieromonk Vasily (Roslyakov), Monk Ferapont (Pushkarev), and Monk 

Trophim (Tatarinov). According to the investigator, the murderer Nikolay Averin inflicted 

the injuries with unusual professionalism, "deliberately—they were not too deep—to make 

the victim bleed to death over a long time." The knife was double-edged, five centimeters 

wide, and resembled a sword. It was engraved with "666" and "satan" on its blade. 
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Upon arrival at the monastery, we venerated the relics of the Elders, 

and then, accompanied by Fr. Tikhon, one of the directors of the scete, 

walked along the picturesque footpath beyond the monastery walls, to the 

scete in which the Optina Elders had dwelt. There, we were first escorted 

into the small church of St. John the Baptist. An hour later, Hegumen 

Michael (the same monk who in 1999 presented our parish with the 

aforementioned icon of Brother Joseph), came to fulfill his obedience, the 

reading of the Psalter. After greeting us quite hospitably, he told us that an 

exact copy of the Montreal Iveron Icon of the Mother of God had been 

painted on one of the two icon boards which had belonged to murdered 

brother Joseph and which was later given to the iconographers of Optina. 

Fr. Michael further related to us that in his cell, the icon painted on brother 

Joseph’s board had already been streaming myrrh for three months. After 

providing a detailed account of the miracle of myrrh-streaming, Fr. 

Michael brought the icon itself out of his cell so that we might venerate it. 

With feelings of joy and tenderness, we prayed before the icon, thanked 

kind Fr. Michael for sharing this wonderful story, and warmly bade him 

farewell. Fr. Michael took the icon with him to the scete church and 

prepared to continue with the reading of the Psalter, while we, together 

with Fr. Tikhon, went to see St. Ambrose’s cottage. 

The cottage is near the southern border of the scete, and has been 

restored to its original appearance. We prayed in Elder Ambrose’s cell. 

Then we set out to go and have tea and fellowship with the brethren in the 

iconography studio, where a group of monks and novices awaited us. 

However, we spent a few more minutes on the footpath, sharing with Fr. 

Tikhon our impressions of what we had seen at the scete. It was then that a 

certain worker or pilgrim hurriedly approached, and said to us “Fr. Michael 

urgently requests that Fr. Victor and his Matushka come to the church.” In 

considerable confusion, we returned to the scete. Coming toward us, Fr. 

Michael carried the myrrh-streaming icon of the Mother of God, which he 

had shown us an hour earlier in the church of St. John the Forerunner. On 

coming up face to face, Fr. Michael signed me crosswise with the icon, and 

gave it to me. He said, “While reading the Psalter, I got the sensation that 

the icon must return with you to Washington!” After making a prostration, 
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he quickly walked off toward the scete. I was at a loss for words, and did 

not know what to think - a feeling shared by the rest of the pilgrims in our 

group.  

When we returned to Moscow, the icon was no longer streaming 

myrrh; however, many tracks made by the streams of myrrh are visible on 

its surface. 

The lower border of the icon bears the inscription: “This icon was 

painted on a board [belonging to] Martyr Joseph Munoz-Cortes.” 

And so the monks of Optina and others in Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, 

Bulgaria and Greece have laid the foundation for the glorification of 

Brother Joseph. I pray that the faithful of Georgia will join in this effort. 

To his very death, Joseph remained faithful to the One Whom he had 

encountered in 1982 in that scete in Her Precious Garden of Mt. Athos. He 

was truly a chosen one, a soul predestined for a special mission. Let us take 

care to fully spiritually appreciate the continuation of the Myrrh-streaming 

Iveron Icon given not only to the Russian Orthodox Church, but also to the 

fullness of the Orthodox Church.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

The worship of Maria Theotokos in Jerusalem started in the late 

fourth or early fifth centuries CE, possibly prior to the Council of 

Ephesus, and lasted for centuries. It involved the erection of new 

churches as well as the adjoining of a Marian tradition to existing 

churches. A review of the historical sources and the archaeological finds 

attest to a wide variety of reasons that affected the choice of location of 

the various churches. The Theotokos cult places are examined in the 

paper in the context of the urban development of Jerusalem in the Early 

Byzantine period. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Churches dedicated to the cult of Maria Theotokos were built in and 

around Jerusalem from the late fourth/early fifth centuries CE onwards. A 

review of the historical sources and the archaeological finds attest to a 

wide variety of reasons that affected the choice of location of the various 

churches. Below is a brief summary of the archaeological finds at the 

various sites and the relevant historical sources. The Theotokos cult places 

are then examined in the context of the urban development of Jerusalem in 

the Early Byzantine period. 

 

 

CHURCHES DEDICATED TO THE CULT  

OF MARIA THEOTOKOS IN JERUSALEM 

 

1. Church of Mary’s Tomb 

 

The church of Mary’s tomb, in the complex of Gethsemane, is placed 

in the Qidron Valley, at the footsteps of the Mount of Olives, outside the 

city walls, ca. 300 meters away from the eastern city gate (Figure 1:39). 

The veneration of the tomb of Mary in the Valley of Jehoshafat (Qidron) is 

attested in the Transitus Mariae, an apocryphal work found in many 

versions and usually dated to around 400 CE1. A church on the site of 

Gethsemaneis first mentioned by Theodosius around the year 530 CE: 

“…there is a church to my Lady Mary, the mother of the Lord…”2, and 

later also by the Piacenza pilgrim: “…There is also a basilica of Saint 

                                                           
1 Hennecke 1963:429. 
2 Wilkinson 2002:109,10. 
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Mary in the valley, which people say was her house, and the place at which 

she was taken up from this life”3. The remains of a cruciform rock cut 

church, with a vaulted roof and two apses, one towards the east and the 

other towards the west are known4. A tomb, considered to be that of Virgin 

Mary, isfound at the center of the eastern arm, cut from the surrounding 

rock. A monumental staircase of the Crusader period (12th century) is 

currently leading to the church from the south. The Byzantine church 

entrance has not been allocated yet. The church was probably built in the 

reign of Theodosius I, in the late fourth century CE5, or in the fifth 

century6. 

 

 

Figure 1. Map of Jerusalem in the Byzantine period prepared by Yoram Tsafrir (Tsafrir 

2009:95, Figure 57). 

                                                           
3 Wilkinson 2002:138,17. 
4 For a summary of the finds, a plan, and reference to previous excavations and researches see 

Magen and Kagan 2012:44-45, plan 185; Geva 1993:784). 
5 Geva 1993:784. 
6 Magen and Kagan 2012:44. 
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2. Church of Saint Mary of the Probatica 

 

This church is located inside the walls of the city, north-east of Temple 

Mount, some 150 meters west of the eastern gate of the city, along one of 

the main arteries of the city - the decumanus street (Figure 1:37). The 

church was built in the early fifthcentury CEin a basilical plan (c. 20X50 

m) and oriented to the east. Its western part was founded on the two 

ancient pools of Bethesda of the Second Temple period (also known as 

probatica, Figure 1:36), and its eastern part (still partly preserved) - is 

situated to the east of the pools7. The church commemorated the healing of 

the paralytic man next to the Bethesda pools by Jesus (Jn. 5:1-9), and “the 

church of the paralytic” is mentioned around the year 451 CE in the 

journey of Peter the Iberian, on his way from the church of Pilates (the 

praetorium) to Gethsemane8. However, later traditions associated the pool 

of Bethesda with the birthplace of Mary, the mother of Jesus9. Theodosius 

(ca. 530 CE) mentions: “Beside the Sheep-Pool is the church of my Lady 

Mary”10, and the Anonymus pilgrim of Piacenza (570 CE) locates the 

church too: “Returning up to the city we came to a pool which has five 

porticoes, and to one of them is attached the basilica of Saint Mary, in 

which many miracles take place”11. The connection between the Sheep 

Pool and Virgin Mary is explained in the writings of Eutychius of 

Alexandria (in the early tenthcentury CE), that the church bears witness to 

the birth of Mary, the mother of Christ, there12. 

 

 

3. The Kathisma Church 

 

The church of the Kathisma, built in the mid fifth century, is situated 

along the Roman Imperial road that lead from Jerusalem to Bethlehem, and 

                                                           
7 Geva 1993:781. For a reconstruction of the plan see Tsafrir 1999b:329, Figure 31. 
8 Wilkinson 2002:100, Extract 2. 
9 Finegan 1992:229. 
10 Wilkinson 2002:109, 8b. 
11 Wilkinson 2002:142, 27. 
12 Finegan 1992:230. 
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Hebron, ca. 3 Roman miles, or 4.5 km south of Jerusalem. The church is 

said to have been built in c. 456 CE by the widow Ikalea and dedicated to 

Mary Theotokos. The anonymous pilgrim of Piacenza (570 CE) visited the 

church and wrote: “…on the way to Bethlehem, at the third milestone from 

Jerusalem… there I saw standing water which came from the rock... People 

say that Saint Mary became thirsty on the flight into Egypt… Nowadays 

there is also a church building here”13. The church that was uncovered in 

archaeological excavations is an octagonal structure (41 X 38 m). The plan 

consists of three concentric octagons and a main apse oriented to the east. 

The original phase of construction is dated to the mid fifth century14. 

 

 

4. The Neachurch: The New Church to Mary-Mother of God 

 

Emperor Justinian had built the Nea Church along the cardo maximus 

in the center of the Holy City and dedicated it to the worship of the 

Theotokos. Cyril of Scythopolis recounts that the construction of the 

church began in the late fifth or early sixth century under Elias, the 

Patriarch of Jerusalem (Cyril Scyth. Vita Sabae 72-73); but the 

construction of the church was culminated and celebrated in the year 543 

CE, and its grandeur was well described by Procopius “in Jerusalem he 

[Justinian] dedicated to the Mother of God a shrine with which no other 

can be compared” (Procopius, De Aedificiis V.6-9). The remains of the 

church were unearthed in the southern part of the Jewish Quarter of the 

Old City of Jerusalem (Figure 1:28)15. The church of a basilica type was 

entered from the cardo maximus of the Byzantine city. Its estimated 

measurements were 100 m long (according to Avigad), or 75 m long, 

having an atrium and a narthex in its front16, and 52 m wide. The roof was 

probably supported on 4 rows of columns, according to Avigad’s 

suggestion, or on two rows, according to Gutfeld. On the slope, to the 

                                                           
13 Wilkinson 2002: 142, 28. 
14 Avner 2008:1831; Magen and Kagan 2012:87-89, plan 212. 
15 Avigad 1980:229-246; 1993, Figure 6; Geva 1993:777. For reconstructed plans see Avigad 

1993:131; Gutfeld 2012:230, Figure 5.12. 
16 Gutfeld 2012: 222-245. 
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south of the church - a huge underground vaulted structure, divided into six 

parts and roofed by a series of vaults was unearthed. A Greek inscription in 

a molded, red-painted plaster relief inside a tabula ansata mentions the 

builder - Emperor Justinian and the year of its dedication. The Nea church 

was part of a big complex of buildings that included, aside from the 

church, a hospital, a hostel, a monastery, and a library. The church, which 

has been built to commemorate the name of Maria Theotokos, was located 

in the center of the city, along the route of the cardo maximus, that was 

extended to the south concurrently with the construction of the church17. 

 

 

5. Church of Holy Zion 

 

The church of Holy Zion (Hagia Sion), also known as “Mother of all 

churches” was built in the fourth century on the traditional site of the Last 

Supper (Mt. 26:17-29), on the summit of Mount Zion (Figure 1: Zion 

Church). Tradition identified it also as the place where the apostles of 

Jesus gathered (Acts 2:1-4). Some remains of the church have been 

unearthed, and several proposals for reconstructing its plan were 

suggested18. The church was very large as can be seen in the Madaba 

mosaic. A recent excavation in David’s Tomb, which forms part of the 

Byzantine complex, verified its fourth century date19. 

The tradition of Maria’s dormitio (death) on Mount Zion seems to be a 

later additionto the traditions that were previously identified at the site20. It 

appears for the first time in a plan of the church within the writings of 

Arculf, in the late 7th century, saying ‘hic sancta Maria obit,’ ‘here Saint 

Mary died’21. 

 

 

                                                           
17 Avigad 1980:212-229, Gutfeld 2012:9-10, 97-100. 
18 Vincent and Abel 1914-1926:451-455, Planche XLIX; Geva 1993:778; Tsafrir 1999b:313-317. 
19 Re’em 2013:239. 
20 Finegan 1969:148. 
21 Wilkinson 2002:375, 379, pl. 3, d, Figure 8. 
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DISCUSSION 

 

The Urban Layout of Jerusalem in the Early Byzantine Period 

 

The legalization of Christianity in the early fourth century CE, and the 

following Christianization of Jerusalem by the Emperor Constantine (at 

324 CE), significantly changed the status of Jerusalem, and affected its 

urban topography22. The city, now named Aelia, or in its former name: 

Jerusalem/Hierosolyma, became a destination of Christian pilgrimage, 

Churches and monasteries were built around the city, the population grew, 

and the settled area of the city expanded to the south, beyond the limits of 

the Romanperiod. Around 400-450 CE, the city was surrounded by a new, 

wide - perimeter city wall, which is also depicted on the Madaba mosaic 

(below). The limits of Aelia/Hierosolyma comprised the former areas of 

AeliaCapitolina, in the northern and southeastern parts of the Old City of 

Jerusalem, at present; the Southwestern Hill, then known as Sion (in the 

areas of the Armenian and Jewish Quarters in the southern part of the Old 

City, and Mount Zion, outside and south ofthe Old City, today); and the 

Southeastern Hill (in the area of the City of David, today). The 

Southwestern Hill (‘Sion,’ in the Byzantine period), was relatively empty 

in the early fourth century, due to its history. It had been the site of the 

Roman military camp for about 200 years (ca 70-270 CE), and remained a 

legionary territory, not allowed for urban development, even after the 

transference of the Tenth Legion to Aela, around 270 CE. The Christian 

construction in Zion, from the second half of the fourth century, and 

especially in the fifth and sixth centuries, were thus easier. Indeed, the two 

largest churches in the city - Hagia Sion and the Nea, were both built in 

this area. 

 

 

 

                                                           
22 For the topography and archaeology of Aelia, in the Byzantine period (4th-7th C) see Vincent 

and Abel 1914, Tsafrir 1999b, Geva 1993:768-785, inter alia. 
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Figure 2. Jerusalem in the Madaba Mosaic (Vincent and Abel 1914-1926: Pl. XXX, 

copied by P. M. Gisler O. S. B.). 

 

The Madaba Map 

 

The depiction of Jerusalem in the Madaba mosaic map of the sixth 

century (Figure 2), portrays Jerusalem as an oval shaped city, surrounded 

by a wide circumference wall. The wall incorporates severalrectangular 

towers and three arched gates - in the northern, eastern and western sides. 

The southern part of the city is missing. The city is dominated by 

colonnaded thoroughfares and straight-lined streets that are connected to 

the city gates. Inside the northern gate - a public square is presented, with a 

monumental column at its center. Two colonnaded street identified as the 

eastern cardo and the western cardo (‘cardo maximus’) emerge from this 

square, leading south. Another colonnaded street (the northern decumanus) 

leads towardsthe eastern gate and a fourth street (the southern decumanus) 

leads to the western city gate. Of the several buildings that are presented 

within the walls, many are characterized by their gabled roof with red roof-

tiles, typical of basilicas, and are identified as churches and monasteries, 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Theotokos Adoration in Byzantine Jerusalem 123 

while others have a yellow or a gray roof and are usually identified as civic 

palaces or public buildings23. 

Several studies have examined the Madaba mosaic and it is commonly 

accepted that the map reflects the layout of Byzantine Jerusalem at its 

climax, probably in the second half of the sixth century24. Despite its 

schematic nature, and the inability of the artist to present the whole area of 

the city in detail - it is widely accepted that thegeneral layout of the city, as 

well as the relative location of the important structures, especially the 

churches, are quite reliable. It is thus possible to offer the identification of 

several buildings that are seen in the mosaic25. Referring to the churches 

where Saint Mary was worshiped: the Church of the Probatica is 

represented to the north of the eastern city gate, and the Nea Church - is 

found along the western cardo. The church of Saint Mary’s Tomb, as well 

as the Kathisma are located outside the city’s limits, and are not 

represented. 

 

 

Theotokos Adoration in Context 

 

The development of the Theotokos adoration in Jerusalem in the Early 

Byzantine period, is reflected in the archaeological record. The remains, 

however, should be examined in the contexts of the physical growth of the 

city and the Christianization of the cityscape, in the early Byzantine period. 

The city’s local heritage should be examined too. The evolution of 

Theotokos adoration sites in several other cities following the Council of 

Ephesus probably affected Jerusalem by way of competition, too. 

An accepted view relates the spread of worship of Maria Theotokos to 

the Council of Ephesus (431), which proclaimed Theotokos as a proper 

title of Mary26. The church of Mary’s Tomb at Gethsemane, however, was 

probably built prior to the Council of Ephesus, in the late fourth century. 

                                                           
23 Avi-Yonah 1954:54, Tsafrir 1999a:160. 
24 Tsafrir 1999a:162. 
25 Avi-Yonah 1954, Tsafrir 1999a, Geva 1993 inter alia. 
26 La Verdierre 1997:75, Ashkenazi 2009:107. 
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Local tradition, in this case, probably affected the choice of the site by the 

builders. 

In the case of the probatica - the tradition which related the birth of the 

Virgin to the area of the Bethesda Pools, developed, seemingly, later than 

the construction of the church in the early fifth century. In this case, it is 

possible to suggest that the miracle of the paralytic was the major event 

that was celebrated at the site upon its construction, especially if the local 

tradition of the Bethesda Pools is considered. Evidence of a pagan cult - 

possibly to Asclepius or Serapisas the healing god - has been recovered 

near the Pool of Bethesda27, and the healing character of the water must 

have been known to the Byzantine builders of the church. Another reason 

that perhaps affected the construction of the church was the location of the 

already sacred Pools along the decumanus street, a main street in the 

pilgrims’ route, from Gethsemaneto the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. The 

construction of a church at the Bethesda site is therefore a good example of 

the Christianization of the city by way of inserting churches into the 

existing architectural framework. The somewhat later tradition of Mary’s 

birthplace at the site might have been influenced by the implications of the 

Council of Ephesus. 

The case of the Nea church is different. Here, for the first time a new 

church that was dedicated to the worship of Maria Theotokos was 

constructed. It was located in the very center of the city, along the cardo 

maximus, that was extended to the south at the same time, thus connecting 

the Nea with the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. The erection of the big 

church on the steep slopes of Mount Zion demanded massive works of 

preparation, and several suggestions were made referring to the choice of 

its site. According to one suggestion, Justinian wanted to bring an endto 

the construction of an earlier, unfinished church (Vita Sabae 72-73), but it 

is hard to accept that the prominent location had no place in Justinian’s 

decision. Gutfeld suggested that the location of the church, on top of 

Mount Zion, was related to internal Christian conflicts associated with the 

cult of Mary, mother of God, and the building of churches in her name in 

                                                           
27 Belayche 2001:160-167; Peleg-Barkat 2013:54. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Theotokos Adoration in Byzantine Jerusalem 125 

several places. The slopes of Mount Zion, accordingly, were the right place 

in the eyes of Justinian to build a church dedicated to the Theotokos. 

Literary analysis of Procopius’ description of the Nea’s church suggests, in 

Gutfeld’s opinion, a certain similarity between the the Nea church and the 

Temple of Solomon. In this context, the location of the Nea church high on 

Mount Zion overlooking the deserted Temple Mount, the unprecedent size 

of the church and the two giant pillars that stood in front of the church 

commemorating Yachin and Boaz of the Solomonic Temple, were 

intended to be the fulfillment of Christian prophecies of triumph of 

Christianity over Judaism28. A different suggestion is that the location of 

the Nea was chosen in order to exploit the water of the Lower Level 

Aqueduct that passes nearby, and build a huge water reservoir for the 

benefit of the city’s inhabitants, after years of drought29. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The worship of Maria Theotokos in Jerusalem started in the late fourth 

or early fifth centuries CE, possibly prior to the Council of Ephesus, and 

lasted for centuries. It involved the erection of new churches such as the 

church of Mary’s Tomb, the Kathisma, and the Nea, as well as the 

adjoining of a Marian tradition to existing churches, in the case of the 

Probatica, and in Holy Zion. 

The location of the churches was chosen in general in relation to an 

historic event, but not less important was the location of the site, preferably 

next to a main transportation artery, a city gate, source of water, and the 

like. The motivation to Christianize the cityscape, and to have power over 

the urban topography, was thus important and should not be 

underestimated. 

 

 

 
                                                           
28 Gutfeld 2011: 1176-117; 2012: 487-494. 
29 Ellenblum 2013:166. 
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THE VENERATION OF THE THEOTOKOS  

IN BYZANTIUM 
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Saint Petersburg, Russia 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Marian Studies is nowadays a very developed field of Christian 

studies all over the world. It has different aspects such as Marian 

iconography, Marian hymnography, Marian theology (or Mariology). 

Special studies concern Marian devotions. In my paper I would like to 

observe some elements of the Cult of the Mother of God in Byzantium, 

mainly in its capital - Constantinople. 

 

Keywords: Theotokos, Mariology, Byzantium, Constantinople, worship 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In Christian world and culture the glorification of the Virgin Mary is 

rooted both in the hymn “Ave, Maria” (based on words from the Gospel: 

Luke 1:28-31; Mathew1:18-25) and in the first icon of the Theotokos 

traditionally believed to be painted by St. Luke the Apostle and Evangelist. 

As for the Old Testament prophecy about Her we have the most known 

passage from Isaiah 7:14: “Behold a virgin shall conceive and bear a son.” 

Later, concerning Mother of God were given some lapidary official 

dogmatic statements of the Church: so, the Third Ecumenical Council 

(Ephesus, 431) canonized the theological title “Theotokos” and the Fifth 

Ecumenical Council (Constantinople, 553) canonized the doctrine of her 

“ever-virginity.” 

Only in the 11th century appeared the oration by John Geometres which 

is often referred to as the Life of the Virgin Mary, and recounts the entire 

life of the Virgin, beginning with her ancestry and ending with her death, 

along with an account of the transfer of her garments to Constantinople by 

Galbius and Candidus during the reign of Leo I. The work concludes with 

elaborate praises and prayers of thanksgiving to Christ and the Mother of 

God. The material is presented in chronological order and organized 

around the great Marian feasts of the Byzantine church (as well as the 

Dominical feasts marking those events at which the Virgin was present, 

such as the Crucifixion) (Arentzen, Cunningham, 2019, 5). 

The Russian theologian Vladimir Lossky describes this situation when 

he says: “The Mother of God was never a theme of the public preaching of 

the apostles. While Christ was preached from the housetops and 

proclaimed for all to know in an initiatory teaching addressed to the whole 

world, the mystery of his Mother was revealed only to those who were 

already within the Church, only to the faithful who had received the 

sayings of Christ, and who were pressing toward the high calling of God in 

Christ Jesus. It is not so much an object of faith as a foundation of hope, a 

fruit of faith, ripened in tradition” (Lossky, 1959, 35). 

But historically it happened that Constantinople as the capital of 

Christian Empire was dedicated to the Mother of God and due to this fact 
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many different traditions of Her veneration have not only been gathered in 

the City of Virgin Mary but vice versa have been actively spread 

throughout the Byzantine Commonwealth. 

And as result we can see that the veneration of the Theotokos in 

Byzantium was performed as a unity of liturgical, picturesque, symbolical, 

temporal, and spatial interconnections and during such a special service 

Byzantine Christians expressed their love to the Mother of God. 

 

 

CONSTANTINOPLE AS THE CITY OF THE MOTHER OF GOD 

 

The Virgin Mary was given many different epithets connected with her 

miraculous help and protection or icons or places dedicated to Her Name: 

Aeiparthenos, Amolyntos, Dexiokratousa, Diaconissa, Eleousa, Episkepsis, 

Galaktotrophousa, Glykophilousa, Gorgoepekoos, Hagiosoritissa, 

Hodegetria, Kardiotissa, Kechariotomene, Kyriotissa, Nikopoios, 

Pammakaristos, Panton Chara, Paraklesis, Pelagonitissa, Peribleptos, 

Platytera, Psychosostria, Zoodokos Pege, and others. Also, for instance, 

some festive days commemorated the Theotokos: In 420-s on December 26 

appeared the Virginity Festival; the feast of the Annunciation on March 25 

was instituted in the 6th century; the feast of the Dormition on August 15 

was established by Emperor Маurice (582-602) (Kazdan, 1991, 2174). 

A prominent Russian scholar, N. P. Kondakov, lists 89 names of 

Marian churches in Constantinople. But a French researcher R. Janin says 

that historically in Constantinople and in its suburbs there existed more 

than 120 ecclesiastical buildings devoted to the Theotokos (Janin, 1953, 

156). In his book “La Géographie ecclésiastique de l’empire byzantin” 

(1953) Janin mentions and describes 131 Marian churches. 

Many churches and chapels in Constantinople were devoted to the 

Mother of God. Of these, three were preeminent in age, size, and 

distinction: the shrines of Chalcoprateia, Blachernae, and Hodegetria. 

Legend associates all three of these with the name of the Blessed 

Pulcheria, sister of Theodosius II, wife of Marcian, and co-ruler with both. 
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Three principal Marian relics at Constantinople were located there. The 

girdle was particularly associated with the Chalcoprateia church, the shawl 

(“maphorion”) with Blachernae church, and a miraculous icon with the 

Hodegetria church. 

In the 5th century the Empress Pulcheria built some churches to honor 

the Theotokos. Eudocia, her sister-in-law, traveled with Melania to 

Jerusalem, Nicephorus Callistus reports that she returned with the icon of 

the Virgin painted by St. Luke. She gave it to Pulcheria who then 

ceremoniously housed her in the Church of Hodegetria. At her request, a 

vigil was held for the Virgin there every Tuesday evening (Limberis, 1994, 

57-58). 

Several different icons of the Virgin are known to have existed in 

Blachernae Monastery and that is why they were named icons of the Virgin 

Blachernitissa. There was a miraculous image of the Virgin and Child there 

in the 8th century (See: Vita of St Stephen the Younger, PG 100:1076В, 

1080АВ). From the 10th century we have evidence of another icon of this 

type: in the imperial bath area near the chapel of St. Photeinos was a 

marble image of the Virgin from whose outstretched hands flowed the 

“hagiasma,” or holy water (See: De Ceremoniis Aulæ Byzantinæ, PG 112, 

555.8-10). 

One of these Blachernae icons, was kept on the right side of the 

monastery church covered by a veil that miraculously lifted without human 

aid every Friday evening. This “habitual miracle” is not mentioned before 

the second half of the 11th century or after 1204. 

The icon of the Theotokos Blachernitissa was very popular among 

Byzantine people; it was taken with emperors on their military campaigns 

and it even figured in many Byzantine seals of the 11th century. 

We should notice that the church of the Blachernae was the church 

most dear to the Constantinopolitans, and its fame spread from Crete to 

Cherson in the Crimea, where other churches were named “Blachernae” in 

its honor. 

According to the legend the shroud of the Virgin was discovered by 

two aristocrats, Galbius and Candidus, in a small village in Galilee. They 

were Arians, but they had converted and were on a pilgrimage to the Holy 
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Land. With the advent of the shroud, the Virgin Mary was believed to 

reside in Blachernae. Unfortunately, the church was completely destroyed 

by fire in 1070. 

As Virginia M. Kimball remarks in her dissertation: “Understanding 

that Constantinople had been a center for Christianity in the 4th and 5th 

centuries and, in particular the center of the origin of a Marian cult, it is 

important to note also the accompanying theme of Virgin Mary as 

protectoress. She was not only the protectoress of the health and well 

being, both spiritually and physically, of all those who approached her as a 

way to the Son (Hodegetria the one who shows the Way), but she was 

regarded also as the unilateral caretaker of the city, the very location where 

believers lived. Therefore, in being recognized as protectoress of 

Constantinople, she is - at a deeper mystical level - recognized as the 

protectoress of life itself” (Kimball, 2010, 488). 

In fact it was due to Pulcheria’s efforts that the Theotokos as Heavenly 

Queen came to “reside permanently” in the city, in the form of her shroud, 

her cincture, and an icon of her painted by St Luke (Limberis, 1994, 57). 

Here it must be mentioned that “according to certain Eastern Church 

Fathers (Athanasius, Maximus, John of Damascus) the Incarnation was not 

necessitated by the Fall. But it was God’s eternal will independent from the 

human fall. This view was introduced to Western thought by John Scotus 

Eriugena and is contrary to the legalistic thought of Thomas Aquinas. A 

logical consequence of this view is that the Incarnate Word and His Mother 

as well are the universal mediators between God and all other creatures-

angels as well as men and are the highest sources of microcosmic and 

macrocosmic perfection and dominion. This perfection was the true destiny 

and privilege of man’s creation. By his fall, however, man missed that goal 

and reduced himself to the dominion and enslavery of Satan, although the 

original power of resistance to sin and the beauty of the divine image was 

not taken from him altogether. On the contrary, man, even after his fall, 

continues to possess that original power and free will which, when used to 

live a God-centered life become sources of eternal perfection, immortality 

and bodily incorruptibility … The most astonishing point is, perhaps, that 

even before the coming to earth of the Author of Peace, Mary by herself, 
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abolished in her own self the enmity that existed in human nature against 

God, opening the gates of Heaven by attracting His grace with her 

victorious struggle agaipst sin. Furthermore, despite the enmity of human 

nature, and the wall which divided all of mankind from God, Mary was 

united with Him by her free will (proairesis) and her soul’s readiness 

(prothymia)” (Tsirpanlis, 1979, 92, 94-95). 

It is interesting that in one of his homilies on the Dormition, John of 

Damascus (d. 789) recorded that Pulcheria sought the coffin, presumably 

carrying the corporeal remains of the Theotokos, to bring to 

Constantinople. At the Council of Chalcedon (451) Pulcheria and emperor 

Marcion reportedly approached Patriarch Juvenal of Jerusalem and asked 

him for the remains of the Virgin, who, they understood, was buried in her 

church in Gethsemane. Juvenal replied that indeed Mary was buried there, 

but three days after her death when the coffin was opened, only the fabric 

of her garments and shroud were there. John of Damascus ends the story 

by relating that Pulcheria gladly took those remains and “put them in the 

Blachernae quarter in Constantinople” (Limberis, 1994, 58). 

Another one of the most famous Marian churches of Constantinople, 

the Zoodochos Pege, was located outside the land walls to the west of the 

city, opposite the Silivri gate, at the site now known as Balikli. This 

ancient sanctuary of the Virgin was planted with trees and had a source of 

water (“pege”) that came to be regarded as miraculous. 

There are two very old versions concerning the origins of this ancient 

shrine. 

According to the first, related by the historian Procopius, while hunting 

in a beautiful part of the land with many trees and much water, Emperor 

Justinian (527-565) had a vision of a small chapel with a large crowd of 

people and a priest in front of a spring. It is the spring of miracles, he was 

told, whereupon the Emperor built a monastery at the site. Actually, 

according to Cedrenus’ records we know the monastery was built in 560. 

The second version, narrated by the chronicler Nicephoros Callistos, 

says that Emperor Leo I (457-474), when still a simple soldier, met a blind 

man at the golden Gate who asked him for a drink of water. As he looked 

around for water, a voice directed him to the spring and enjoined him to 
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build a church on the site when he would become emperor. Callistos 

describes this great church in detail. 

This description we can find in Patrologia Graeca “Description of the 

holy church of the Pege erected by Leo” (PG, 147), but the description 

agrees more with the church built by Justinian. Moreover, it is historically 

confirmed that Zenon, Hegumen “of the house of the most holy and 

glorious Virgin Mary and Mother of God at Pege,” participated in the 

Council of Constantinople, convened by Patriarch Menas (536-552) in 536. 

The miracles of the “life-containing source” were in great number. For 

instance, Empress Irene (797-802) was healed of a hemorrhage by drinking 

from the source and made rich offerings to the church, including a mosaic 

representing herself and her son Constantine VI. After the earthquake of 

869, Basil I rebuilt the church and decorated it with a cycle of mosaics. 

Burned by Tsar Symeon of Bulgaria in 924, the church was soon repaired 

and was regularly visited by the emperor on the feast of the Ascension 

(See: De Ceremoniis Aulæ Byzantinæ, PG, 108.13-114.0, 774.19-775, 6). 

From the year 966 we have the description of an official ceremony on 

Ascension Day, in the presence of the Emperor Nicephoros II Phocas (963-

969) and of the whole court. The procession sailed to the Golden Gate and 

from there rode to the shrine, while the crowd cheered and offered flowers 

and crosses. The Patriarch met and embraced the Emperor, and they 

entered the church together. The Emperor attended the Liturgy from a 

platform set up in the sanctuary, and the feast ended with the Emperor 

inviting the Patriarch to an official banquet. Nicephoros Callistos, writing 

in the 14th century about the hagiasma, quotes from various sources a total 

of 63 miracles, of which 15 were in his own time. A number of epigrams 

express awe, veneration, and enthusiasm for the hagiasma and the miracles 

associated with them. Preserved to our day are six by Manuel Philes, 

another six by the Magister Ignatius, one by John Mauropous and others. 

So, the Marian icon Zoodochos Pege is so-titled because “Zoodochos 

Pege” (i.e., Life-giving Fount) is an epithet of the Holy Virgin and Her 

representation as Zoodochos Pege is related to the sacred spring. It soon 

became very popular and this type of icon was spread throughout the 

Orthodox world, particularly in places where a spring was believed to be 
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holy miraculous. In the 9th century, Joseph the Hymnographer gave for the 

first time the title “Zoodochos Pege” to a hymn to the Mother of God. 

We can find a lot of information about Marian churches in а very 

interesting book written by Alexander van Millingen in the beginning of 

the 20th century - “Byzantine Churches in Constantinople.” 

For instance, Alexander van Millingen names one of the oldest 

churches in Constantinople. It is the church of the Mary Diaconissa which 

is described by Theophanes, the earliest writer to mention the church of the 

Diaconissa, who ascribes its foundation to Patriarch Kyriakos (593-605) in 

the fourth year of his patriarchate, during the reign of Emperor Maurice. 

The other famous Marian church overlooking the Golden Horn from 

the heights of the Fifth Hill, was the church of the Theotokos 

Pammakaristos (the All Blessed), attached to the monastery known by that 

name. According to a manuscript in the library of the Greek theological 

college on the island of Halki (one of the small group of islands known as 

the Princes’ Islands in the Sea of Marmora), an inscription in the bema of 

the church ascribed the foundation of the building to John Comnenus 

(1118-1143) and his wife Anna. 

Also van Millingen mentions the old Byzantine church in the valley of 

the Lycus, to the south of the mosque of Sultan Mehemed, and he believes 

that it should be identified as the church of the Theotokos of Lips because 

there the annual state visit of the emperor to that shrine took place on the 

festival of the Nativity of the Virgin. This church of the Theotokos of Lips 

was also named as the church of St. Mary Panachrantos. It is known that 

after the Fourth Crusade (1204) during the Latin Empire in Byzantium 

permission was granted in 1245 for the transfer of the relics of St. Philip 

the Apostle from the church of the Panachrantos to Western Europe. The 

document authorizing that act was signed by the dean of the church and by 

the treasurer of St. Sophia. 

The Lips monastery contained also the tomb of the Empress Irene, first 

wife of Andronicus III, and the tomb of the Russian Princess Anna who 

married John VII Palaeologus while crown prince, but died before she 

could ascend the throne, a victim of the great plague which raged in 

Constantinople in 1417. 
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As an example of the World Protection of Theotokos Alexander van 

Millingen tells a very interesting story about a Byzantine church named the 

church of St. Mary of the Mongols: 

“The church of St. Mary of the Mongols which stands on the heights 

above the quarter of Phanar, a short distance to the west of the Greek 

Communal School, was founded in the thirteenth century by Maria 

Palaeologina, a natural daughter of the Emperor Michael Palaeologus 

(1261-1282). As the church has been in Greek hands ever since its 

foundation its identity cannot be disputed. The epithet given to the 

Theotokos in association with this sanctuary alludes to the fact that Maria 

Palaeologina married a Khan of the Mongols, and bore the title of 

Despoina of the Mongols. The marriage was prompted by no romantic 

sentiment, but formed part of the policy by which her father hoped to 

secure the goodwill of the world for the newly restored Empire of 

Constantinople. While endeavoring to disarm the hostility of Western 

Europe by promoting the union of the Latin and Greek Churches, he 

sought to conciliate the people nearer his dominion by matrimonial 

alliances with their rulers. It was in this way that he courted, with greater 

or less success, the friendship of Serbia, Bulgaria, the Duchy of Thebes, 

and the Empire of Trebizond. And by the same method he tried to win the 

friendship of the formidable Mongols settled in Russia and Persia. 

Accordingly he bestowed the hand of one natural daughter, Euphrosyne, 

upon Nogaya, who had established a Mongolian principality near the Black 

Sea, while the hand of Maria was intended for Holagu, famous in history 

as the destroyer in 1258 of the caliphate of Baghdad. Maria left 

Constantinople for her future home in 1265 with a great retinue, conducted 

by Theodosius de Villehardouin, abbot of the monastery of the 

Pantokrator, who was styled the “Prince,” because he was related to the 

princes of Achaia and the Peloponnesus. A rich trousseau accompanied the 

bride-elect, and a tent of silk for a chapel, furnished with icons of gold 

affixed to crosses, and with costly vessels for the celebration of the Holy 

Sacrifice. When the mission reached Caesarea, news came that Holagu was 

dead, but since reasons of state inspired the proposed marriage, the bridal 

party continued its journey to the Mongolian court, and there in due time 
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Maria was wedded to Abaga, the son and successor of Holagu, after the 

bridegroom had received, it is said, Christian baptism. 

In 1281 Abaga was poisoned by his brother Achmed, and Maria 

deemed it prudent, and doubtless welcome, after an absence of sixteen 

years, to return to Constantinople. She appears again in history during the 

reign of her brother Andronicus II Palaeologus, when for the second time 

she was offered as a bride to a foreign prince, this time to the Mongolian 

prince, Charbanda, who then ruled in Persia; the object of this new 

matrimonial alliance being to obtain the aid of the Mongols against the 

Turks who, under Othman, had become a dangerous foe and were 

threatening Nicaea. With this purpose in view Maria proceeded to that city, 

both to encourage the defense of an important strategic position and to 

press forward the negotiations with Charbanda. The Despoina of the 

Mongols, however, did not comprehend the character of the enemy with 

whom she had to deal. Her contemptuous demeanor towards Othman, and 

her threats to bring the Mongols against him, only aroused the spirit of the 

Turkish chieftain, and before the Greeks could derive any advantage from 

the 30,000 Mongolian troops sent to their aid, Othman stormed the fortress 

of Tricocca, an outpost of Nicaea, and made it the base of his subsequent 

operations. 

The church was built for the use of a convent which the Despoina of 

the Mongols, like many other ladies in Byzantine times, erected as a haven 

of refuge for souls who had dedicated their lives to the service of God. She 

also endowed it with property in the immediate neighborhood, as well as 

with other lands both within and beyond the city, and while Maria lived the 

nuns had no reason for complaint. But after her death the property of the 

House passed into the hands of Isaac Palaeologus Asanes, the husband of a 

certain Theodora, whom Maria had treated as a daughter, and to whom she 

bequeathed a share in the convent’s revenues. He, as soon as Theodora 

died, appropriated the property for the benefit of his family, with the result 

that the sisterhood fell into debt and was threatened with extinction. In 

their distress the nuns appealed to Andronicus III Palaeologus for 

protection, and by the decision of the patriarchal court, to which the case 
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was referred as the proper tribunal in such disputes, the convent in 1351 

regained its rights. 

As already intimated, to this church belongs the interest of having 

always preserved its original character as a sanctuary of the Greek 

Orthodox Communion. This distinction it owes to the fact that the church 

was given to Christoboulos, the Greek architect of the mosque of Sultan 

Mehemed, as his private property, to mark the conqueror’s satisfaction 

with the builder’s work. The grant was confirmed by Bajazet II in 

recognition of the services of the nephew of Christoboulos in the 

construction of the mosque which bears that Sultan’s name. Twice, indeed, 

attempts were subsequently made to deprive the Greek community of the 

church, once under Selim I and again under Achmed III” (van Millingen, 

1912, 272-277). 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Having started in Jerusalem, the veneration of the Theotokos was 

spread later throughout the Christian world and after the foundation of 

Constantinople some relics linked with the terrestrial life and heavenly 

help of the Mother of God appeared there - in the “New Jerusalem” and 

“New Rome,” and the City dedicated to the Theotokos. She was believed 

to be the Protectress of Constantinople, and, hence, the Empire itself. She 

was also contrasted with the pagan Athena as the truly powerful supporter 

of Byzantium. 

It can be observed from the given examples that there is a continuity of 

the veneration of the Theotokos in Byzantium in different iconographical, 

liturgical, ceremonial aspects in the everyday and personal life of 

Byzantines connected not only with the theological, Christological issues 

and historical events but also with the memory of the real link between the 

Heavens and our terrestrial world. This link is manifested by numerous 

icons and churches dedicated to our Protectress - the Mother of God. 

In conclusion, we can say that the Byzantine tradition of the veneration 

of the Theotokos had different forms and aspects and it influenced 
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religious practices in the East and in the West. Nowadays its great 

importance continues mainly to be seen in the Orthodox commonwealth, 

i.e., in the post-Byzantine world. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

In Saint Nino’s Akathist, one of the significant documents of 

Georgian religious literature, the five most important functions of the 

Illuminator of our country are defined as follows. For Georgia she was: 

 

1. Christ’s distinguished apostle. 

2. The preacher of Christ’s teaching. 

3. The herald of life. 

4. Leader of the Georgian people along the road of truth. 

5. The Holy Virgin’s own emissary. 

 

Keywords: Akathist, St. Nino the Enlightener, Georgia, the Holy Virgin 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

It is difficult to single out the most important aspect, but it is a fact that 

in Georgian culture special emphasis on Saint Nino’s activities is made 

from the perspective that enables us to view the road taken by the 

Illuminator of Georgia as the way to approach the Holy Virgin, 

comprehending her “unfulfilled” missionary activities, Equal to the 

Apostles in rank and dignity, and finally the way to approach the 

Redeemer. The other four functions are also concentrated on Saint Nino as 

the Holy Virgin’s own emissary. 

According to Georgian and historiographic (historical) tradition, Saint 

Nino of Cappadocia becomes the Holy Virgin’s own emissary, and the 

Holy Virgin’s grace descends on the Illuminator of Georgia which is 

corroborated by numerous episodes from various writings describing her 

life and its symbolic-allegoric aspect. Here I should like to mention that 

there is no other saint-guardian of Georgia with whom so many biblical 

and historical, or artistic symbols or imagery were associated as is the case 

with Saint Nino. A single integral system, a theological paradigm is 

formed around Her image by means of a deep theological world outlook, 

one which represents and defines the activities of the Illuminator of 

Georgia from many different sides. In this connection, the above-

mentioned Akathist of Saint and (Equal to the) Apostles Nino is 

distinguished. 

Subsequently, for Georgian Christian culture, Saint Nino’s image 

becomes very significant not only from the spiritual and historical angle, 

but also from the angle of art history and folklore. Saint Nino’s road is the 

road of approaching the Holy Virgin, to comprehend the Most Holy 

(Virgin) Mary’s rank and dignity which is equal to the Apostles, her 

“unfulfilled” missionary activities and, finally, the road to approaching the 

Redeemer. 

The fact that before Saint Nino’s coming to Georgia this country was 

referred to as a northern country has been stated many times in various 

compositions, which in the Shatberdi-Tchelishi version of “The Life of 
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Nino” is explained as follows: “And this country lacked the truth of the 

sun, far from God’s Son, and was justly called the North.” 

In one of Saint Nino’s hymns we read: 

 

“Come, the devout and let us revere together 

The one who is like the Apostles, 

Who appeared in the country of the North 

And converted it to Christianity by divine grace.” 

 

It is known that in the Bible and, subsequently, in the patristic 

exegetics the cardinal points of the compass are represented by concrete 

symbolic meanings as well. The East is associated with goodness, warmth 

and light, because the sun rises from there. The West, on the contrary, is 

the place of sins - the sun sets there, warmth is lost and darkness sets in. 

The South is understood in the context of the East and the North - with the 

context of the West. 

Charging the cardinal points with such meaning - light-darkness, 

warmth-cold and goodness-evil, Christianity-paganism, according to their 

opposition, are explained in a very interesting manner by Bulmaisimisdze 

in his “Saint Nino’s Hymn:” 

 

“East, respect the West, 

And you, the North, avert the darkness of the South, 

For in order to disperse the blackness 

The Sun is rising and (with it) the warmth to thaw the ice 

And Saint Nino is coming to preach the teaching of Christ.” 

 

Saint Nino herself in her letter to the newly-converted King Mirian 

addresses him as follows: “The light of the South and the sun of truth 

shone upon you.” 

Having embraced Christianity, using the term “the Northern country” 

as a synonym of Georgia, this is again expressed in “The Life of Ioane 

Zedazneli (of Zedazeni).” In the very title of the composition we read: 

“The life and work of our holy Father, Iovane Zedazneli, and his disciples, 

who illuminated this country of the North...,” On the one hand, this 
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indicates that eastern Georgia’s conversion to Christianity was not 

completed by Saint Nino; on the other hand, it was done by founding 

monasteries. The thirteen fathers from Antioch expanded the area of 

spreading Christianity into eastern Georgia. The firm foundation of the 

Christian faith was laid by building the Svetitshkoveli Cathedral, dedicated 

to the Apostles, and ended by building the churches and monasteries of 

Zedazeni, Shiomghvime, Tsilkani, Kashueti, Mamadaviti, Martqopi, David 

Gareji, Nekresi and others by Ioane and his twelve disciples, disseminating 

Christianity by means of churches and monasteries. But western Georgia, 

during the second invasion of the Arabs (737-741), in the Synaxarion 

lection of David and Constantinewho were tortured by the Arabs, also 

referrs to Georgia as the northern country. It seems that beginning from the 

ninth-tenth centuries, when a united Georgian state was taking shape, 

which from the viewpoint of spirituality is very well described in “The Life 

of Saint Gregory of Khandzta, and is firstly establishing itself in the 

Christian world, Georgia is already called the country of the East. It is 

evidenced again by the title of Ioane Zedazneli’s metaphrastic writing of 

this time in which Georgia is no longer mentioned as a northern country. 

In the twelfth century, the Catholicos-Patriarch of Georgia, Nikoloz 

Gulaberisdze, in the “Svetitskhoveli Lection,” explains why the Holy 

Virgin chose Georgia specially for her missionary activities and writes: 

“When Christ’s Apostles went to different countries to preach the Lord’s 

word, the Holy Virgin was also willing to go to an eastern country, for her 

own name is the East or Mother of the Sun of Truth.” 

Thus, according to Nikoloz Gulaberisdze, the name “Mary” is 

functionally “from where the sun of truth rises”; that is, the one who gave 

birth to the sun-Christ, which does correspond with Georgia’s geographical 

location. Therefore, Georgia is the Holy Virgin’s appanage, and Her wish 

to convert our country to Christianity was fulfilled by a woman - Saint 

Nino, by the wish (desire) of the Lord. 

So, the Holy Virgin’s grace is transferred on to the Illuminator of 

Georgia, which is described in many episodes and in the imagery of 

different writings describing Saint Nino’s life, be it her mention as the 

Queen and the Mother of the People of Kartli, or her taking abode among 
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the blackberry bushes, her ability to cure people, and so on. It is through 

Saint Nino’s life that the Holy Virgin is known, and her image is gaining 

ground (acceptance) in Georgian Christian culture. Georgia’s geographical 

location in the Christian world is determined by the name of the Holy 

Virgin - the East. In many documents instead of “Sakartvelo” (Georgia) we 

come across “the East.” For instance, in “the Svetitskhoveli Lection,” 

Constantine the Great, the Greek Emperor, addresses the newly converted 

King Mirian like this: “Great Caesar of all the East.” About George the 

Athnoite, it is said: “And this man illuminated the whole East.” The Kings 

David, Demetre and Giorgi, and Queen Tamar are mentioned as the kings 

of “the whole East.” In one of the Parkhali inscriptions we read: “In the 

name of the Lord, under the protection of the Holy Virgin, by the prayers 

of Saint John the Baptist, may God exalt Ioane, Patriarch of Kartli, and the 

whole East.” About the Gelati Academy it was written: “It is the second 

Jerusalem of the whole East, the most significant school.” Georgia is 

mentioned similarly in one of the funeral repasts of Mount Athos. 

The image of the Holy Virgin per se, due to Her being the one who 

gave birth to the Redeemer, and that the idea of motherhood is beyond 

time, Her essence is open to Georgian consciousness by means of the 

consecutive iconographic distribution of scenes depicting Saint Nino’s life 

and the imagery perceived by the reader. In the end, the most significant 

functional image of Saint Nino, which is directly linked to the Holy Virgin 

and is the most significant foundation of Georgian Christian culture, is 

contained in the above-mentioned akathist, dedicated by the author to Saint 

Nino, Equal to the Apostles in rank and dignity, who callsher “the Holy 

Virgin’s own emissary” and presents many symbols in the context of the 

woman-prisoner to comprehend the name of the Redeemer’s mother and 

her “unfulfilled” activities in Georgia. 

For Georgia, Saint Nino is the one who preached Christ’s word, the 

flower of virginity, the herald telling the world of the birth of the one who 

took upon Himself the sins of all mankind. Like the Virgin, the brilliant 

dawn for the sinful, the divine mother, the declared Mother of God, the 

Savior of Georgians, to be worshipped as the Holy Virgin, the sweet and 

beloved mother, the Holy Virgin’s own emissary and many others. 
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In conclusion I should note that in order to fully perceive the 

interrelationship between the Holy Virgin and Saint Nino, a certain 

spiritual condition and readiness are needed. Here, imagining the scenes 

represented in church frescoes would also facilitate the comprehension of 

the links mentioned above, for in Christianity, thinking without notions 

(thought) (“visible without seeing” - Saint Gregory Palamas) is significant, 

for it strengthens the aesthetic stream. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The article deals with the oldest Georgian translations of the 

Byzantine hymn created on the theme of Virgin Mary. These translations 

can be found in manuscripts of the Georgian collection of the Monastery 

of St. Catherineat Mount Sinai, in the hymnographic collection iadgari. 

Translation of different styles of one and the same hymn by the 8th-

century famous Byzantine hymnographer Cosmas of Jerusalem are 

attested in manuscript sin 18, reflecting an earlier stage, and in 

manuscripts sin.1, sin 14, sin 65 of a later period.The comparison of the 

Georgian translations demonstrates that the translator had different goals 
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in both cases. In the first, the oldest translation the translator tries to 

render precisely the original text and ignores the form of the Greek 

original, its rhythmic-melodic metre. The translation of the second, large 

iadgari is different, the translator tries to render the content of the Greek 

original and to retain the metre as far as possible. To summarize the 

discussed translations, one can say that the theme of the Dormition of 

Virgin Mary appears in Georgian hymnographic collections at a quite 

early period and two different translations of one of the famous early 

Byzantine hymns dedicated to this theme are attested. This fact, I think, is 

interesting for the study of the history of the Georgian poetic translations, 

as well as from the viewpoint of study of the Byzantine hymnographic 

tradition. 

 

Keywords: Hymnography, Manuscripts, Translations, Iadgari, Theotokos, 

Mount Sinai 

 

 

The theme of the Dormition of the Theotokos appeared in Christian 

theology in the early centuries. After the Council of Ephesus, which 

established the term ,,Θεότοκος “Theotokos” as the designation of the 

Holy Virgin in the Christological sense, written sources on the Theotokos 

with the Christological content appeared as well. It is known that 

apocryphal literature gives us information on the life and death of the 

Virgin Mary after the Crucifixion of the Savior. Homiletic and 

hymnographic works dedicated to the Theotokos were created based on 

apocrypha. In the opinion of scholars, the oldest works on the Dormition of 

the Most Holy Theotokos are of Syrian-Palestinian origin. B. Del considers 

the Homily of John of Thessaloniki (Bishop of Thessaloniki in 610-649) as 

the earliest homily preserved in the Greek language containing all of the 

information on the Dormition which would be read on the occasion of the 

Feast of the Dormition of the Virgin; that is, it was included in the 

liturgical cycle. Del also believes that the following homilies repeat the 

composition and content of the narrative of John of Thessaloniki. 

“Mary was told by the angel about approaching her death. The angel 

gave her a palm branch as the accompanying emblem of the dead and, at 

the same time, the symbol of eternal victory. The Virgin Mary is praying 

before the Savior for the salvation of her soul from wicked forces. Mary 
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meets and says goodbye to her friends, relatives and the Twelve Apostles, 

miraculously brought by the clouds from the every corner of the world. 

Saint Mary is saying at that time that death is not dangerous in itself and 

that she is afraid only of her enemy who fights against everyone. Certainly, 

the enemy will not be able to harm righteous and religious people but only 

oppress the weak and the unbelievers and make them act according to his 

will. On the third day of her death, Christ and the Archangel Michael take 

Her soul to Heaven”. 

The Dormition of the Theotokos appears to be one of the most basic 

themes of Byzantine homiletics and hymnography, later becoming more of 

a basic theme for hymnography. The content of the aforementioned homily 

is repeated in different variations in hymnography as well. In the 7th-8th 

centuries, hymnographic canons of nine odes and strophes were created for 

the Feast of the Dormition. Hymns for the Dormition, written by John of 

Damascus and Cosmas of Jerusalem, are known in early Byzantine 

hymnography. The numerous Greek manuscripts, in which the canons of 

the aforementioned authors are confirmed, speak on the wide 

dissemination of these canons in the Christian Church of the East. The 

oldest Georgian translations of Byzantine hymnography are found in the 

monastery of Saint Catherine on Mount Sinai in the collection of Georgian 

manuscripts within the hymnographic Iadgaricollection. Namely, Georgian 

translations of hymnographic canons dedicated to the Dormition of Mary, 

written by John of Damascus and Cosmas of Jerusalem, are seen in the 

following editions:sin. 1, sin. 14 and sin. 65. We will note here as well that 

only these two hymns of the Dormition of the Theotokos are included in 

the Iadgari collection. We will consider the canon of Cosmas of Jerusalem 

in this article whose earlier translation appears in the oldest Iadgari, 

namely in its first edition, sin. 18, which is also a manuscript of Sinaitic 

origin and was created in the 8th-9th centuries. It is known what an 

important place the oldest Iadgari occupies in the history of Georgian 

translation of Byzantine hymnography, as this collection reflects the order 

of the early Jerusalem liturgy, in which translations of early Byzantine 

hymnography are attested but Greek translations are lost among today’s 

Greek manuscript tradition. We will note that the meter of the Greek 
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original is not observed in the translations of the oldest Iadgari; that is, the 

translation is not constructed on the correlation of the irmos and troparion 

of the hymnographic canon. Georgian translators try to observe this 

principle only in the large Iadgarifrom the middle years of the 10thcentury. 

Such an early translation of Cosmas of Jerusalem’s canon of the Dormition 

of the Theotokos is attested in the edition of the oldest Iadgarifrom Sinai. 

Elene Metreveli indicates that the translation of Cosmas of Jerusalem’s 

canon is a later insertion of the oldest Iadgari and it does not show the 

initial stage of its formation. However, a comparison of two Georgian 

translations of Cosmas’s hymn with the original was found interesting for 

us as we have translations of different styles of one hymn: one is of the 

earlier stage sin. 18 and the second is later: sin. 1, sin. 14 and sin. 65. The 

comparison of the Georgian translations shows that the translator had 

different goals in both cases. In the first, the oldest translation, the 

translator tries to thoroughly copy the text of original and does not take the 

form of the Greek original into account. The second translation attested in 

the large Iadgari is different. In this case, the translator tries to keep to both 

the content of the Greek original and its meter as close as possible. 

To show the clear difference between the two Georgian translations in 

respect to original, here are some examples: 

 

Θεόν κυήσασα 

ὁμως μιμουμένη δὲ τόν ποιητήν σοϋ καἱΥιόν 

As you gave birth to God, Your Creator (sin.1, sin. 14, sin. 65) 

 

You gave birth to God and became like Your Creator and Your Son 

(sin. 18) μιμουμένη “became like” is omitted in the large Iadgari. 

 

Τό ὅρος το ἅγιον 

καί ἐμφανέντον Θεοϋ αἵρεται 

τῶν ἐπουρανίων μονῶν ἐφυπέρθεν 

                                                           
1 εἰρμοςis the rhythmic-melodic 

model of the Byzantine hymn, the number of syllables of which is repeated in every strophe 

of the hymn. 
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οὐρανός ἐπίγειος ἐνἐπουρανίω 

καί ἀφθαρτω χθόνι οἰκιζόμενος 

The frightening mount of God, 

Ascended the mount of heavens today, 

And the heaven of the world, 

Settled in the heaven of heavens.(sin.1, sin. 14, sin. 65) 

 

The mount of God and frightening [mount],Ascended the mount of 

heavens,And the heaven of the world,Settled in the heaven of heavens and 

incorrupt world (sin. 18) 

It is obvious that the translation of the oldest Iadgariis evidently closer 

to the original. 

“ἀφθαρτω χθόνι(incorrupt world) of the original is omitted in the large 

Iadgari but it is translated as “incorrupt world” in sin. 18. The text was 

shortened in the large Iadgariin order to keep the form. There are 64 

syllables in the Greek troparion and 66 in the Georgian. 

We will also focus our attention on one more specific character of the 

Georgian translation. The translation of the large Iadgariis arranged 

according to the irmois of Cosmas,2 as in the original. Only two odes – 

irmois 1 and 8 – are translated into Georgian as the first strophes and the 

other irmois are used in these cases although the author of the Ode 1 irmos 

is also Cosmas of Jerusalem. This decision of the Georgian translator is 

difficult to explain. These two irmois of the Dormition canon are not given 

in the collection of the Georgian irmois; that is to say, they have not been 

translated at all. In return, they are substituted by the irmois of a similar 

meter: that of Ode 1with “The Nature of Rivers” and that of 8with 

“Cheerfulness through Wisdom” (the Greek original of the latter has not 

been found). 

Only the original irmos ofOde 8 and the first strophe of the Georgian 

translation are translated quite differently in sin. 18 and sin. 1, sin. 14 and 

sin. 65. 

 

ζωαρχικήν δὲ πηγήν εἰργάσατο τήν Θεοτόκον 

φθοράν θανάτου καί ζωήν βλυστάνουσαν τοῖς μέλπουσι 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Eka Dughashvili 152 

And he made the Theotokos the incorrupt spring of immortality For 

those who appeal (sin. 1, sin. 14 and sin. 65) 

And he made the Theotokos the spring of life and the destroyer of 

death And giving life to those who appeal (sin. 18) 

The translation of the large Iadgariis a shortened version of the 

original content. It is the classical example of the dynamic equivalent; that 

is, of a free translation. 

One more interesting example: 

 

Χαροίς , ἀκήρατε πηγή τῆς τοῦ Θεοῦ ζωαρχικής 

 καὶ σωτηρίουπάντων σαρκώσεως (V2) 

God became incarnate (sin. 1, sin 14, sin. 65) 

 

Rejoice, incorrupt spring, from which God became incarnate, reviving 

and saving all (sin. 18) 

 

Here we again deal with content translation. The Greek “ἀκήρατε”, 

”σωτηρίου”, ”πάντων”is not translated but the idea of the original is retold 

adequately. In this case again, such an interpretation of the text occurs in 

order to preserve the number of syllables of the Greek original – there are 

27 syllables in original and 25 in the translation. 

One more peculiarity is observed in the translation of the large 

Iadgarifrom Sinai. One word of the original is translated in different ways 

in Georgian: 

For example:  

 

Θεῖαby the divine, through a wonder (saRmrToÁTa, 

sakÂrveliTa)

Θεοπνεύστω of God, through a godly spirit (RmrTisa, 

RmrTivsulieriTa) 

Θεόδοχον at the place of God, accepting of God (RmrTisa 

sadgursa, RmrTivSemwynarebelsa) 
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The translation of the Iadgarifrom Sinai is free and that is confirmed 

by one more fact: the 2nd and 3rd troparia of Ode 7 are interchanged in the 

Georgian translation. 

Giorgi Mtatsmindeli (George the Hagiorite) somehow changes this 

translation of the Iadgariinto “Monthly Readings” and brings its text closer 

to the original. He keeps the sequence of the strophes of the Greek original. 

We believe that this case is also an innovation of the Georgian translator. 

Summing up these aforementioned translations, it could be said that 

the theme of the Dormition of the Theotokos appears rather early in 

Georgian hymnographic collections and two different translations of one of 

the early well-known Byzantine hymns, written on this theme, are given in 

them. In our opinion, this fact is interesting from the standpoint of studying 

the history of Georgian poetic translations as well as the tradition of 

Byzantine hymnography. 

 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Daley, Brian E., At the Hour of Our Death: Mary's Dormition and 

Christian Dying in Late Patristic and Early Byzantine Literature, 

Dumbarton Oaks Papers, Vol. 55 (2001), pp. 71-89. http://www.jstor. 

org/stable/1291813. 

Metreveli, E., Chankievi, T. Khevsuriani, L. The Oldest Iadgari, E. 

Metreveli, Tbilisi, 1980. Irmois and Hymns for the Theotokos, Two 

Old Editions According to Manuscripts of the 10th-11th Centuries, 

1971. 

Tomadakis, N., Βυζαντινή ὑμνογραφία καί ποιήσις [Byzantine 

Hymnography and Poetry]. Τωμαδάκης, Ν., 1965, Αθηναί. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1291813
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1291813


Complimentary Contributor Copy



In: The Tradition of the Adoration … ISBN: 978-1-53616-933-1 

Editor: David Muskhelishvili © 2020 Nova Science Publishers, Inc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15 

 

 

 

THE HOLY THEOTOKOS AND THE PIETY  

OF SAINT ANTHIM THE IBERIAN 
 

 

Mircea Adrian Stanciu (Archimandrite Mihail)*, PhD 
Department of Church History, Christian Literature,  

Archaeology and Art, Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, 

Thessaloniki, Greece 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Saint Anthim the Iberian is recognized as one of the founders of the 

Romanian literary language, the liturgical language, and the original 

sermon in the Romanian Orthodox Church. In his 28 Didachies, we can 

distinguish both the teaching of the Church and his piety toward the Most 

Holy Mother of God. The expressions used by Saint Anthim have been a 

source of inspiration for many preachers and Romanian poets who, in 

turn, composed words of praise to the Holy Theotokos. 
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The Holy Hieromartyr Anthim, Metropolitan of Romania (1708-1716), 

illustrates in his sermons and writings vividly and accurately his 

exceptional piety toward the Holy Theotokos. Summing up the Church’s 

teaching on the Holy Theotokos and expressing it in his unique and 

delicate manner, Saint Anthim is the first preacher in the history of the 

Romanian Church who offers to the Holy Theotokos some hymns in prose, 

blending in his spoken or written words, the lyricism of the liturgical 

chants, and the exactitude of the dogmatic “oros” with his piety.  

First and foremost, we must say that there are many references to the 

Holy Theotokos; on one hand, Saint Anthim insists on the historical 

presentation of her life according to the Church Tradition, having before 

consulted liturgical, dogmatic and historical texts, and on the other hand, 

showing with amazement and piety the virtues of the Immaculate One, 

mingling apophatic knowledge with the gratitude and meekness of the 

believer who receives help and blessing. From a literary point of view, 

Saint Anthim uses stylistic masterpieces to describe the Holy Theotokos, 

and their logic shines forth beyond the beauty of the words like “crowns of 

praise” enlightened by divine grace. 

In The Personalities of the Old and New Testament (a manuscript 

dedicated to the Holy Ruler Constantin Brâncoveanu in 1709), Saint 

Anthim shows that the Holy Theotokos has a Davidic origin: “The Blessed 

Mary originated from Nathan, the son of David, after many generations 

had passed, as is shown here on this green line that goes down to her.”1 

The scholarly metropolitan presents us, in a nutshell, the life of the Holy 

Theotokos as following: “The Blessed Virgin Mary was fifteen years old 

when she conceived in her womb through the Holy Spirit, after the 

Annunciation of the angel. She was three years old when she entered into 

the Holy of Holies, and twelve years later, Christ's birth was announced to 

her. And she lived for twenty-four years after the Ascension of Christ and 

was raised to heaven when she was seventy-two.”2 In the same work, Saint 

Anthim makes a reference to the Sybil’s prophecy made to the Roman 

Emperor, Octavian Augustus, concerning the coming of the Immaculate: 

                                                           
1 Saint Anthim the Iberian, Writings, Basilica Press, Bucharest, 2011, p. 46. 
2 Idem, p. 69. 
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“Thus, on the 42nd year of his reign, when Christ was born from the Holy 

Theotokos, the prophetess Sybil called Octavian and showed him the 

Virgin holding Christ in her arms in the sun. And told him: This is the 

Virgin that gave birth to the Infant. And the houses fell down at once.”3 

Also, at the end of the book, Saint Anthim makes a parallel between 

the names of the Prophets and Apostles and a passage that corresponds to 

them in the Symbol of Faith: “Isaiah: Behold, the Virgin will bring forth a 

Son, Jacob the Great: Who was conceived from the Holy Spirit, that is 

having been born of the Virgin Mary.”4 

In the book Ecclesiastical Teaching (printed in 1710), the holy 

Metropolitan Anthim explains the Symbol of Faith and makes some 

dogmatic remarks concerning the Incarnation of the Savior Jesus Christ: 

“Who descended from heaven for us and our salvation, and became flesh 

through the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary. The third article teaches us to 

believe that our Lord Jesus Christ descended from heaven for our 

salvation, conceiving Himself in the Virgin’s womb by the Holy Spirit and 

was born wholly man, with a rational soul and with all the characteristics 

of human nature except for sin. But without the Deity changing into human 

nature, neither the human nature into a Deity, but both natures living in a 

union: true God and true man.”5 

In his Sermons (Didachies) (1708-1716), Saint Hieromartyr Anthim 

the Iberian refers to the Mother of God, mentioning her as “the Most Holy 

Theotokos and Ever-virgin Mary,” even from his first Sermon6: which I 

said when I was made metropolitan. Also, in The Second Sermon for the 

Great Holy Martyr Dimitrios, Saint Anthim mentions “the Most Holy 

Virgin.”7 

One of the most beautiful sermons dedicated to the Mother of God is 

an Interpretation of the Entry into the Temple of the Most-holy Virgin 

Mary (Cazania la Vovedenie Bogorodițe)8 on November 21st, where the 

                                                           
3 Idem, p. 70. 
4 Idem, p. 73. 
5 Idem, p. 114. 
6 Saint Anthim the Iberian, Sermons (Didachies), Basilica Press, Bucharest, 2010, p. 54. 
7 Idem, p. 63. 
8 Idem, p.75-79. 
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scholarly and humble metropolitan shows his amazement and weakness in 

front of “the glories of the Most Holy Virgin Mary”: “What strength does 

my vile tongue have in order to worthily praise and glorify the exquisite 

one, wholly adorned before all the created world, as says Song of Songs? 

Or what power has my spring of one drop to water a rational garden like 

this?”9 After this, he describes the temple with its three parts built by King 

Solomon. He cites the teaching of the Holy Fathers, that the third part was 

called the Holy of Holies “not only for the fact that it comprised the 

fleeting things of this life, that prefigured many mysteries of our Church, 

but also for the fact that the true Holy of Holies, that is the Most Holy 

Virgin, was made worthy to live in it for 12 years, because she 

supernaturally gave birth to the Saint of saints, the Messiah, the promised 

One. And it is proved that this church prefigured heaven, for she is the true 

heaven who gave birth to the Son of Righteousness who lived in her womb 

like in a third heaven. This is a person of the Holy Trinity, the Son and 

Word of God, Jesus Christ, the true Hierarch, Who rebuilt the human race 

and prayed to God the Father for the salvation of Adam in his ignorance.”10 

After that Saint Anthim makes a small presentation of the parents of the 

Mother of God and underlines that they were “without any guile”11 and had 

much “warmth of heart and zealousness” for God, and for this reason “the 

blessed Anna, the wife of Joachim, gave birth to a holy child for God, to 

the Virgin Mary, for the One Who rests on an angelic seat, who prepares 

for Himself a rational heaven, He who strengthens the heavens with his 

wisdom, Who built the earth upon the waters, before Whom all tremble.”12 

After they received this blessed harvest from God, her holy parents 

Joachim and Anna “brought her to the temple with a procession of virgins 

bearing torches, according to the prophecy of David, to dedicate her to 

God, according to their promise.”13 

Saint Anthim then calls the Mother of God “the true rational door of 

life, which was seen closed by the prophet Ezekiel, (…) daughter of God, 

                                                           
9 Idem, p. 75. 
10 Idem, p. 76. 
11 Idem. 
12 Idem, p. 77. 
13 Idem. 
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(…), Most Pure, joyous and cheerful, (…) a large room for Jesus, the Most 

High, Who is the Savior of the world, (…) holy infant, (…), the vestment 

of the ancient nakedness, the mirror of prophets and the redeemer of the 

world.”14 

And since she was and is called the cause of all virtues, it is neither 

possible nor is there any proper means to venerate and celebrate her. For 

her honor, conquers every tongue and overwhelms every human mind. And 

again, we ought to praise her with fear and joy, with fear, because of sin 

and with joy, for the sake of redemption, to utter in one voice: Angelic 

praise be to you, rejoice, you that are full of grace, the Lord is with you.”15 

By mentioning that Jesus Christ, our Savior, came into the world as 

“the Son of Righteousness Who rose from the Virgin’s womb, Saint 

Anthim presents the humility and honor of the Mother of God in the 

second Word of Teaching on the 25th of December on the Nativity of our 

Lord Jesus Christ16: “A young and shy maiden, who would not even come 

out of the house,” showing at the same time the love for her Son: “And the 

Holy Virgin was heartily awaiting the hour in which she could take God in 

her arms and embracing Him in her bosom, nurse Him, and for this reason 

she lived in silence and peacefully.”17 Then Saint Anthim says that the 

Incarnation of the Son of God kept the virginity of the Most Pure One 

spotless: “The Word of the Father was born, dressed in a body, of the 

Virgin’s body (…). As the sun’s warmth absorbs on high the haze from the 

ground and thence the dew descends and makes the land to bear fruit and 

be joyful, in the same manner the most pure blood of the Virgin, by the 

power of the Holy Spirit, without any man’s seed, conceiving Himself, the 

body of the Lord Jesus Christ was created, who, appearing in the light, as 

the One Who is the true Light, amazingly made joyful all the human race; 

Mary, giving birth to Him, made Him more beautiful, much more than had 

He been beautified by many other virtues. For He is the spring of the 

incorrupted virtues of her virginity, and without any feeling of pain, this 

Holy Infant shone and entered into the world. (…) For she only brought 
                                                           
14 Idem, p. 78. 
15 Idem, p. 79. 
16 Idem, p. 94-100. 
17 Idem, p. 96. 
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into the world this beautiful harvest, and for this reason remained saved 

from a painful birth, as well as free from any corruption that could affect 

her virginity. For He Who came into the world to make all people pure and 

without corruption, would not have thought fit to do any harm to His 

Mother.”18 Pay attention to how Saint Anthim illustrates the love of the 

Holy Theotokos to her Son and God: “The Most Wise Virgin, with fear 

and love, moistened the body of the Most Holy Infant by shedding many 

tears, caused by her intense love toward the One born of her.”19 

In A Word of Teaching on the Presentation of Jesus at the Temple, 

Saint Anthim the Iberian describes the glory of virginity and the Holy 

Virgin: “Today’s celebration looks like a crown that never withers: the 

entire glory of virginity. (…) Today, we openly gaze upon the glory of 

God and the Holy Virgin.”20  

With much reverence, Saint Anthim calls the Mother of God “a living 

vessel (…who) hates nobody, banishes nobody, causes no one to become 

sick, and does not refrain from bringing those for redemption and saves 

many from corruption, for the Lover of humanity rests within her. (…) For 

she conquers and overwhelms all understanding of the human mind. If a 

person does not consider properly the glory of God, he would be tempted 

to think that nobody is greater than the Holy Virgin, Who, as another 

rational heaven, keeps in her arms the Maker of heaven and earth (...).”21 

In the first Sermon on the Dormition of the Most Holy Theotokos, the 

humbleness, the enthusiasm, and the reverence of the Romanian Iberian 

metropolitan amply manifest themselves even from the outset: “Since the 

learned ones and those educated in virtues stand in amazement at her 

magnitude, what can I say about myself, unlearned and one far from all 

virtues, what can I do? For this reason, not of my will, I strive to no longer 

inquire into the question of virginity, about which human thoughts can 

hardly ascend, and nor the depth of her gifts, that cannot be easily seen 

even by angelic eyes, but only by means of that name she received before 

all ages from the eternal Father, with the help of Archangel Gabriel. I, on 
                                                           
18 Idem, p. 97. 
19 Idem, p. 98. 
20 Idem, p. 114. 
21 Idem, p. 114-115. 
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my part, with much reverence and fear, I will utter that greeting for her 

praise and veneration: Rejoice, one full of grace, the Lord is with you. For 

there is no greater and more praise-worthy name than this; no one 

throughout the ages has received such a name, nor anybody, other than her, 

ever shall receive such a designation; for she found grace before God, like 

no one else, as was told by the angel.”22 Saint Anthim shows that the 

Mother of God is above all Saints and Angels and that her name is the 

second after Jesus in glory and power, offering us a unique explanation of 

her name: “The Holy Virgin received the Word in true joy, a joy beyond 

human understanding, in honor and glory, overwhelming everyone with 

her grace and mercy: Rejoice, you that are full of grace. God is with you. 

And not only for the happiness he received are all made merry, but also for 

the most honored name that was given her, that of Mariam. For, in the 

same way, her Son has the name above all names, as the Blessed Paul says: 

And He was given a name that is above all names, in the same way, her 

name is above all names, after that of Jesus. And as in the name of Jesus 

every knee shall bow, of those in heaven, those on earth and those under 

the earth, in the same way is Mary more honored in heaven than the 

cherubim, more glorified beyond compare than the seraphim, the most 

venerated and joyous empress of this world by all the faithful, and more 

frightening for the demons than any saint. After my vile thinking, three 

things can be understood through Mariam: one, by the fact that Mariam is a 

three-syllable name having three associations, that can be understood as if 

she has given birth to a face23 of the Holy Trinity, the Son and the Word of 

God; the second, the fact that every association of two letters, by which we 

understand the two natures of Christ, that is the divine and the human; the 

third, that there are six letters in this name through which we understand 

the six great mysteries of nature: that is the Annunciation, the Birth, the 

Baptism, the Death on the Cross, the Resurrection, and the Ascent to 

Heaven. The mystery, hidden from the ages, was revealed through the 

Annunciation; that heaven and earth were reconciled through birth, that 

man is with God; through Baptism we clothe ourselves with the vestment 

                                                           
22 Idem, p. 187-188. 
23By “face”, we understand one of the Persons of the Holy Trinity. 
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of incorruption; through Death we received life; through the Resurrection 

we will be given happiness, and through our Ascension into heaven, a 

position on the right hand of God the Father.”24 

Using true poems of great expressiveness and sensitivity, Saint Anthim 

states that although God could make “the stars brighter than the ones that 

shine in the firmament, the moon more able to guide us in the night, a sun 

brighter and more brilliant than the present one, which can touch all the 

other lights and heavens greater and larger in their circumference with its 

light, birds with sweeter songs, flowers with many fragrances, taller trees 

with abundant harvests, winds, firmaments more useful to the earth, 

countless creatures of many kinds and other worlds, different from the one 

in which we live, greater and more wisely made, a dwelling and edifice 

that can surpass the Mother of God in worthiness could never be made, 

despite His almighty power.  

For it is not possible for somebody, not only to dream, but even to 

think of a more pious or higher being than the divinity; in the same way, 

one cannot dream of one more overwhelming than the one who gave birth 

to a God-made-man. For Mary was chosen by God before the world was 

created to be His eternal dwelling, as David confesses: She is my rest unto 

the ages of ages, and in her I shall live, for I have chosen her.”25 

Saint Anthim creates the most beautiful crown of praise for the Mother 

of God, unique in the entire corpus of Romanian homiletics releasing the 

fullness of the divine gifts and virtues of the Most Pure Virgin in a cascade 

of metaphors and similes: “The Chosen One is truly like the sun, for she is 

crowned with all the beams of the divine gifts and shines greater than the 

other lights in the sky. The Chosen One is beautiful like the moon, for with 

the light of holiness, she puts out the other stars, and she is honored like an 

empress for the great and wonderful brightness of all the mysterious 

galaxies. The Chosen One is like the break of the day, for she is the one 

who banished the night and all the darkness of sin and brought the light of 

life into the world. The Chosen One is a spring flowing from the heavenly 

tides watering the Holy Church and all Christian souls. The Chosen One is 

                                                           
24 Saint Anthim the Iberian, Sermons, p. 188-189. 
25 Idem, p. 189. 
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a cypress which exceeding the heavens with its height and its natural 

incense, showing herself far from any corruption. The Chosen One is a lily, 

for although she gave birth among the brambles of universal misfortune, 

she never lost her immaculate ornamentation. She is a cloud who did not 

attract any hint of sin. The Chosen One is a virgin before birth, a virgin in 

birth, and a virgin after birth; she is a depth hardly understood through the 

virtues, and is a vivid icon of heavenly beauty. She is a locked garden from 

whom the flower that does not wither has sprouted, and is the sealed fount, 

from whom flowed Christ, the spring of life.”26 

In the next paragraphs, Saint Anthim the Iberian proves his theological 

knowledge (biblical, patristic, and iconographic) by expounding upon the 

prophecies of the Old Testament referring to the Mother of God: “She was 

seen by Moses on Mount Sinai as a burning bush that is not extinguished. 

She was seen by Aaron as a staff in bloom and full of harvest. She was 

seen by Jacob as a ladder reaching up to heaven, and the angels of God 

were ascending and descending toward her. She was seen by Ezekiel as a 

locked door, through whom nobody has passed. She was perceived like 

wool by Gideon and like a shady grove by Habakkuk. She was seen as a 

mountain by Daniel and Solomon saw her as a bed.”27 Saint Anthim also 

uses some appellations for the Mother of God: “The one who gave birth to 

the uncircumcised One, (…) she who ascends from the desert, that is the 

earth, to heaven, (…), she who appears like the dawn, is as beautiful as the 

moon, and unique like the sun, (…), the one who ascends from earth to 

heaven, purified and adorned, in whom blasphemy cannot dwell, (…) the 

Empress of heaven and earth, who comes to dwell at the right hand of God 

the King, clothed with golden vestments and adorned with jewels, as David 

says, for she is the one who reconciled heaven, earth, and God with men. 

She is the joy of the righteous and the hope of sinners. She is the one to 

                                                           
26 Saint Anthim the Iberian, Sermons, p. 189-190. These lyric verses can be found also in The 

Akathist Hymn of the Mother of God – the Burning Bush, written by Father 

Hieroschemamonk Daniil Sandu Tudor, who lived in the community of the All Saints 

Monastery, founded by Saint Anthim the Iberian. 
27 Sermons, p. 190. 
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whom we should sing and praise with love, reverence, and a pure heart, as 

she is the Mother of God, and with spiritual joy celebrate her Dormition.”28 

 

“She is the one to whom we should sing and praise with love, 

reverence, and a pure heart, as she is the Mother of God, and with 

spiritual joy, we celebrate her Dormition.” The sermon has a wonderful 

ending which comprises a prayer to the “Despoina Theotokos, (…), the 

Most Praised Virgin,” to protect the Christian nation, the luminous rulers, 

and the Romanian high officials “to give them love, unity, progress, and 

help in everything.”29 

 

In the sermon A Word of Teaching Concerning our Most Holy 

Despoina Theotokos and Ever-virgin Mary, Saint Anthim the Iberian 

shows even from the beginning that “there is nobody on heaven and earth 

more righteous, or more blessed than the Virgin Mary, for she made herself 

worthy, as a Saint above all Saints, to give birth to the holy and the truly 

righteous, the most blessed Jesus,” for only by this mystery of 

incarnation,” did God unveil to the world “the four natural qualities: 

goodness, wisdom, power, and righteousness.”30 In his special humility, 

the Romanian metropolitan confesses his amazement and verbal inability 

to praise the Most Holy Virgin, offering her a true hymn of praise in which 

dogmatic teaching and liturgical enthusiasm are presented in a lyrical form 

of great beauty: “And gazing at the depth of the miracles, I remain 

speechless and wonder, for I cannot find the proper and right words in 

order to praise this wonderful gift. How can I magnify the spring of the 

love of men? How shall I preach the multitude of mercies? How would I 

dare to examine the depth of mystery concerning her greatness? And how 

shall I recount for you, oh Virgin, for not only did you give birth to the Son 

and the Word of God, a birth beyond natural laws, but you also became a 

mother and remained a virgin. For it is natural for a woman to be virgin 

only as long as she guards her virginity and cannot be a mother if she is 

virgin, and a woman that gave birth to a child can no longer be a virgin. 

                                                           
28 Idem, p. 190. 
29 Idem, p. 191. 
30 Idem, p. 192. 
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But concerning you, by the will of the One born of you, the order was 

changed. By the will of the Creator, you remained a virgin even after 

giving birth. Oh, paradoxical, glorious thing, and breach of natural law! 

Oh, holy womb and sacred vessel! In you have the wages of sin been truly 

torn away. In you God made a man, without changing His divinity. For this 

reason, what voice can I use to magnify your virginity and birth beyond 

nature? For on account of you, we have been made worthy of gaining great 

rewards. By what flowers of praise could I weave the crown of your 

virginity, for you are adorned by the Heavenly Father with the flowers of 

all beauties? What worthy gift could I bring to you, for you have crowned 

the human race with glory and honor? For all things of this world are not 

worthy of you. For if I called you heaven, you are much higher, for you 

gave birth to the Maker of heaven. If I called you the likeness of God, you 

are gifted and worthy. If I called you the Lady of Angels, you are proved to 

be as such in all, and no matter what words I would use to name you, they 

would not be enough to praise your magnificence.”31 

While ending his sermon on a doxological note, Saint Anthim shows 

that “the blessed and joyful humility of the Virgin (…) was one of the 

reasons why the One Who humbled himself unto the fear of death, of 

Whom heaven itself fears and all living things are made humble, had 

managed to raise a naturally meek man, for him to gain the heavenly and 

blessed places.” He then asked the intercession of the Mother of God for 

all Christians: “And since you, blessed Virgin, as you said how the Lord 

seeks your humbleness and raised you from earth to heaven in order to 

reign together with him, seek for us your vile servants with meekness and 

appease the dreadful Judge, your Son, by means of your fervent prayers, to 

save us from the troubles and needs that surround us. As the divine power 

instantly gathered the Apostles from all over the world to accompany your 

holy body for burial with chants and praises, in the same manner, gather 

together our thoughts, scattered about in the world of vanities and 

enlighten them to eternally glorify and praise Him. And to you, as to a true 

                                                           
31 Sermons, p. 193-194. 
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Theotokos, to piously sing the angelic chant: Rejoice, you that are gifted 

with grace, the Lord is with you.”32 

In his last book, Christian and Political Advice to Prince Ștefan 

Cantacuzino (1715),33 Saint Anthim the Iberian expresses his piety to the 

Mother of God through the prayers34 that he recommends to the ruler for 

him to read them every day of the week. From their text, we can also 

observe the humility of the old metropolitan, his piety, and sensibility, as 

well as his liturgical eloquence seen in the language he used. In what will 

follow, I shall present in a complete form these exceptional, compact 

prayers full of philokalic and dogmatic teachings. 

 

“O, Queen, lover of men, Mother of the compassionate God, Holy 

Theotokos, hearken to me and hear my words from the highness of your 

glory! I have sinned, Most Holy, I have sinned and know my 

wrongdoings, and my sin is forever before me. Seek out the Most Holy 

One, for the prayer and confession of your servant and give me a spring 

of tears; cleanse me from my crushed spirit, unfetter me, wash off the 

filth of my sins, inspire my heart with a sacred fear toward your Son and 

God. O, most bright cloud of the rational Sun, shine upon me with your 

noetic light in my darkened and disordered mind, please drive away the 

dense mist of my treacherous reflections, for in the silence and gentleness 

of your glowing light, bring to my Maker and Creator a sacrifice of praise 

and confession, glorifying you who prays for sinners, and glorifies Christ, 

the One born of you and our God, unto the ages of ages. Amen.”35  

“My Lady, Theotokos, do not abandon me, your worthless and 

sinning servant, so as not to be lost for my vile acts, but, in your mercy, 

hearken to me and save me from these trials, so that I may also magnify 

you as my protectress, and for the eternal glory of our nation, being saved 

by mercy, always and to the ages of ages. Amen.”36 

“Most Holy Queen, banish from me, the sinner and worthless 

servant, laziness, oblivion, ignorance, carelessness and all miserable and 

cunning reflections of my vile heart, my defiled soul, and my darkened 

                                                           
32 Idem, p. 194-195. 
33Republished in the volume The Wise Christian Ruler, Basilica Press, Bucharest, 2010. 
34Prayers are to be found in the above-mentioned edition on pages 100-108.  
35Sunday morning prayer.  
36Monday prayer. 
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mind; and extinguish the blaze of my passions, have mercy on me and 

help me, for my body and soul are weak. Save me from the cunning 

desires that besiege me and of my memories of daylight and night and of 

my evil deeds. For you are most blessed, more than any nation, and your 

most honorable name is glorified unto all ages. Amen.”37 

“My hope, Lady Theotokos, you know my deeds and reflections and 

the weakness of my nature; I set before you, my soul defiled with many 

sins. You, my counselor, see the filth of my worthless soul. But you give 

me healing, placing a drop of your love on me. O, Most Blessed one, 

hearken to me, make your Son and God benevolent toward me, the One 

Who shall put forward before angels and men my vile deeds and 

reflections. May the Lover of men receive you always as a Mother, to 

mediate for all sinful and hopeless souls, as you are the intercession and 

salvation of sinners! Have mercy on me, who am deep in the abyss of sin, 

who counts on your mercy and loving protection of mankind. I bring you 

a whisper from my crushed heart. Do not cease, my Lady, to mediate for 

the humble and worthless, for with your help, I shall make myself worthy 

of the forgiveness of my numerous and serious sins. For you are the hope 

of the desperate, the help of the needy, the savior of those who run to you, 

for you are praised forever by all creatures. Amen.”38 

 

In conclusion, the piety of Saint Anthim the Iberian toward the Holy 

Mother of God is present in his writings and sermons, thus illustrating the 

great gratitude that the scholarly metropolitan expressed to the Most Bless 

Theotokos, his benefactor and helper. This devout attitude, both rational 

and loving, represents a model for every Christian that lives in the Church 

and is waiting for her blessings and intercessions before God. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

According to the oldest Georgian written sources and church 

traditions supported by foreign documentary material of a relatively later 

period, Georgia is a country that fell to the lot of the Mother of God. The 

Georgian sources about this issue are dated by the 9th-13th centuries. The 

oldest foreign sources are of Stephen the Athonite, dated by the 14th 

century; Italian-Latin sources are dated by the 16th -18th centuries and the 

Russian sources are dated by the 16th -18th centuries. 
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The critical analysis of the above-mentioned written sources proves 

the fact that Georgia, like other countries (Mount Athos, Cyprus, etc.) is a 

country that fell to the lot of the Mother of God. Besides, this fact is also 

proved by the icon of the Most Holy Theotokos of Atskuri, not created by 

human hands that had appeared in Georgia in the first century and now is 

preserved in Tbilisi State Museum. 

 

Keywords: God, Mother of God, Icon of the Most Holy Theotokos of 

Atskuri, the Protectress of Iveria, the allotted Iveria, Apostle Andrew 

the First-Called, Enlightener of Georgia – Saint Nino, Stephen the 

Athonite, Georgia, the Chronicles of Kartli, Holy Mount Athos, 

Cyprus 

 

 

According to the oldest Georgian written sources and church traditions 

supported by foreign documentary material of a relatively later period, 

Georgia is a country that fell to the lot of the Mother of God. Interesting 

information on this matter is contained in Leonti (Leontius) Mroveli’s 

account, as part of The Chronicles of Kartli. Two editions of the 

Synaxarion containing the hagiography of Saint Nino, the Enlightener of 

Georgians, also provide very precious information, one of which is dated 

to the eleventh century and the other the fourteenth century. The former 

edition (dated to the eleventh century) has reached us in a relatively 

abridged version, while the other is comparatively broad. Therefore, the 

issue of Georgia as a country that fell to the lot of the Mother of God is 

covered in a more detailed and broader manner in the latter edition. 

Various editions of the hagiography of Venerable Father Ilarion 

(Hilarion) the Georgian († 875) cover certain aspects of the subject of 

Georgia as a country that fell to the lot of the Mother of God. Recent 

research proves that the keimenon edition of the life of Ilarion (Hilarion) 

was written in the first half of the tenth century, while the metaphrastic 

edition was created at the beginning of the twelfth century (Dolakidze 

1974,77). In spite of some minor differences, both editions recorded one 

interesting fact that intrigued us (“Monuments of Old Georgian 

Hagiographic Literature” 1967, 20; “Monuments of Old Georgian 
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Hagiographic Literature” 1971, 228). According to the keimenon edition, 

the Mother of God appeared as a guardian and advocate of Ilarion 

(Hilarion) the Georgian, who was sorely persecuted by the Greek clergy in 

one of the monasteries on Mount Olympus. She appeared to the Greek 

abbot in a dream and severely reprimanded him, “Those who do not accept 

these (the Georgians – E.B.) are my enemies; these people are entrusted to 

me by my Son for their unwavering Orthodox Faith, for they have come to 

believe in the Name of my Son and have been baptized” (“Monuments of 

Old Georgian Hagiographic Literature” 1971, 20). 

The Readings Dedicated to the Living Pillar, the Robe of the Lord, and 

the Catholic Church, a work by the famous Catholicos Patriarch of All 

Georgia, Nikoloz (Nicholas) Gulaberidze (1150 - 1177) discusses at length 

the subject of the lot of the Mother of God. Although Georgian written 

sources of the tenth to the fourteenth centuries prove beyond any doubt that 

Georgia is a country that fell to the lot of the Mother of God, it is also clear 

that this data must have been based on church traditions and document 

materials of much earlier times. 

Besides Georgian written sources, the fact that Iveria is a country that 

fell to the lot of the Mother of God is recorded in foreign written document 

materials as well. Greek and Russian sources are especially important in 

this regard. Stephen the Athonite is believed to be the author of the former. 

It has been speculated that the mention of Georgia as the lot of the Mother 

of God in the work of Stephen the Athonite must have been based on the 

tradition of the Georgian Fathers of the Iveron Monastery on Mount Athos 

(Rukhadze 1960, 108). Also, the story must have become known to the 

Russian clergy via the same route, that is, through the work of Stephen the 

Athonite. The Russian clergy considered the Greek work by Stephen the 

Athonite so important that they translated it, titling it Mental Paradise (Рай 

Мысленный); the translation was published in the Valdai Iveron 

Monastery in 1659 (Rukhadze 1960, 108). It is true that the publication 

was initiated by Patriarch Nikon, who also supported its spread in the 

seventeenth century; yet it is also true that the book was initially written in 

Greek by Stephen the Athonite. As part of the work by Stephen the 

Athonite, Iveria: The Lot of Mary the Mother of God does not show any 
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trace of Nikon’s editing. Researchers also admit that Stephen’s story about 

Iveria: the Lot [of the Mother of God] served as the main source for the 

work of [Saint] Dmitri of Don. The latter used the aforementioned work by 

Stephen the Athonite in his Menaion Reader that was in turn translated into 

Georgian by Gaioz the Rector, in the eighteenth century (Rukhadze 1960, 

117). 

Several works in Russian literature have been created regarding 

Mariam (Mary) the Protectress of Iveria and the icon dedicated to her. “A 

majority of them are connected with Iveron on Mount Athos and Georgia”. 

Among them, we should note the following: The Story of the 

Wonderworking Iveron Icon (“Сказание о чудотворной Иверской иконе 

Богоматери”); The Story of the Portaitissa Icon that Arrived in the Iveron 

Lavra (“Сказание о св. Иконе Портайтской как прииде в обитель 

Иверскую”); Stories and Tales about the Iverian (Georgian) Icons (of the 

Mother of God) (“Сказание и повесть об иконах (богородичных) 

Иверской (Грузинской)”; The Story of the Miracles of the Iveron Icon of 

the Mother of God (“Сказание о чудесы иконы Богородицы 

Иверския”); The Story of the Georgian Icon of the Most Holy Mother of 

God (“Повесть об иконе пресвятыя Богородицы Грузинския”) 

(Rukhadze 1960, 108). These examples of Old Russian literature are 

mainly represented in the form of readings. “These readings suggest that 

Mariam (Mary) the Protectress of Iveria also protects the Russian people 

who were persecuted by the Mongol Tatars. The majority of these stories 

in the current form were written down in the fifteenth to the seventeenth 

centuries, yet their sources are much older” (Rukhadze 1960, 108). 

Researchers believe that “starting from the sixteenth century, a belief was 

formed in Russia and Georgia: Mariam (Mary) and her icon are not only 

the protectors of her lot Iveria, but of Moscow and the country in the north 

as well” (Rukhadze 1960, 108). Perhaps, this determined the huge 

popularity that copies of the Iveron Icon of the Mother of God gained in 

Russia; these copies were brought from Georgia and Mount Athos, and 

many churches and monasteries were dedicated to them. The following can 

serve as proof of the huge popularity of Mary the Mother of God and 

Protectress of Iveria and her icons in Georgia and Russia. At the turn of the 
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eighteenth century, the Georgian King and poet Archil and his son Prince 

Alexander Batonishvili, who lived in Moscow at the time, as well as Gaioz 

the Rector and Romanoz (Romanus) Bazlidze a little later, “translated 

works dedicated to this topic from Russian into Georgian. While initially 

originating in Georgia, the same topic was subsequently adopted by the 

Russians” (Rukhadze 1960, 110). 

Leonti (Leontius) Mroveli’s version of The Chronicles of Kartli 

provides a very laconic and precise story of how Iveria fell to the lot of 

Mary the Mother of God on the tenth day after the Ascension of the Savior, 

when the Apostles cast lots to reveal where each of them would preach the 

teaching of Christ. We would like to add that, according to a certain church 

tradition, Iveria fell to the lot of the Mother of God three times 

(Kvrivishvili 2002, 179). According to Leonti (Leontius) Mroveli’s 

account, the Lord appeared to the Mother of God before her departure for 

Georgia and said, “O Mother, I shall not deprive this people of the 

Heavenly Bread because of thine intercessions. But do thou send Andrew 

the First Called to the land of thy lot, and let him take thine icon that will 

appear through touching thy face. And let thine image be their protector 

unto the ages of ages” (“Life of Kartli” 1955, 38). Mary the Mother of God 

obeyed the command of the Lord. She announced to Andrew the First 

Called that he was to go “to the land that fell to my lot so that I may be in 

command of their life and be their helper and advocate, and no enemy shall 

prevail over them (“Life of Kartli” 1955, 38). Before Andrew the First 

Called departed for Georgia, the Mother of God handed the Icon Not-

Made-by-Hands to him and said, “May the blessing and help of the Lord 

Who was born of me be with thee, wherever thou goest; and I shall be with 

thee when thou preachest and I shall be a great intercessor of the land of 

my lot” (“Life of Kartli” 1955, 38). 

A different version from that of Leonti (Leontius) Mroveli’s The 

Chronicles of Kartli is offered by the second edition of the Synaxarion 

hagiography of Saint Nino (the fourteenth century). According to this 

version, after the casting of lots, Mary the Mother of God “went to the land 

of her lot and took with her Jacob the Bishop and John the Theologian and 

sisters who administered. And she traveled for some time and reached 
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Joppa, where the Lord appeared to her and said, Thou shalt not depart from 

Jerusalem but stay therein as the Queen of All, for thou shalt be in my 

stead the protector and comforter of those who labor in My Name. And be 

not saddened over thy lot, o Mother most desired, for they are all created 

by Me and they pray unto thee, and I shall tend to them and not forget the” 

(“Monuments of Old Georgian Hagiographic Literature” 1968, 131-132). 

The cited passage reveals why the Lord would not let Mary the Mother 

of God travel to preach the new Faith in the land of her lot. 

As strange as it may sound, among Georgian sources it is the account 

by Stephen the Athonite that provides the most detailed and a different 

coverage of the issue of Iveria as the lot of the Mother of God. “After the 

Ascension of our Lord Jesus Christ, all the disciples obeyed the command 

and tarried in Jerusalem and gathered on Mount Sinai together with Mary 

the Mother of the Lord and awaited the promised Comforter. And when 

they cast lots to see what part of the earth would fall to each of them to 

preach the Gospel, the Most Holy Virgin turned to them: I too wish to cast 

lots with you to learn what part will be allotted to me by God. As they 

accepted the word of the Mother of God, they cast lots with fear and 

reverence, and the land of Iveria fell to her lot, which is Georgia today. 

The Most Holy One rejoiced over her lot and after receiving the Holy 

Spirit, Who descended upon them in the form of fire, she wished to depart 

for the land of Iveria. But the Angel of the Lord said unto her, Thou shalt 

not leave Jerusalem. The land of thy desire will be enlightened in the latter 

days, and thy dominion will be strengthened there. Thou shalt tarry some 

time, and a different land will await thee, a land where the Lord will lead 

thee. Behold, this is why the Most Holy One tarried in Jerusalem for some 

time”, concluded Stephen the Athonite (Life of the The Most Holy 

Theotokos 1865, 68-69). 

According to the same Stephen the Athonite, the Mother of God stayed 

at the house of John the Theologian in Jerusalem and labored with him to 

strengthen the new Faith. By the will of God, the Mother of God, as 

Stephen the Athonite related, strengthened the Faith of Christ on Mount 

Athos and in Cyprus, and left this world long afterward (,,Life of the The 

Most Holy Theotokos” 1865, 70-71). 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Ieria Falling to the Lot of the Mother of God … 175 

The account provided by Stephen the Athonite and the above 

mentioned Georgian written sources explain well why Mary the Mother of 

God did not receive a blessing to preach Christianity in the country of her 

lot. The cited document materials contradict a certain opinion that has been 

spread lately, according to which, the Mother of God did not enter the land 

of Georgia to preach the new Faith because the time of her Dormition was 

allegedly nearing, which had been announced to her by the angels. The 

sources found by us do not allow for such a conclusion. 

Besides Georgia, Mary the Mother of God is believed to be the 

protecress of Mount Athos, Cypress, and other countries. Naturally, these 

claims do not contradict Georgian church tradition, according to which, 

Georgia is the lot of Mary the Mother of God and remains under her 

protection. As the Mother of the Savior, she is the protectress of the whole 

world. Her protection covers all those countries that steadfastly keep the 

true Faith of Christ. Based on this, “it is impossible to view the Mother of 

God as prejudicially inclining toward one or another nation. She is the 

Mother of God equally for all Christians. That is exactly why the Mother 

of God did not go to preach Christianity in any particular country. She 

remained in Jerusalem, the spiritual center of the time, yet…in spite of it 

all, we are told that Georgia fell to the lot of the Mother of God. Although 

she never arrived in Georgia in person, the preaching and spreading of 

Christianity in Georgia was carried out precisely through her inspiration” 

(Kvrivishvili 2002, 180-181). 

The fact that Georgia fell to the lot of the Mother of God does not 

bestow any privilege or superiority upon the Orthodox Church of Georgia 

in comparison with other Churches. Quite the opposite, throughout the 

centuries, the Georgian people have seen it as a responsibility and tried to 

justify the protection of Mary the Mother of God by a strengthening in the 

Faith and self-sacrifice. 

Georgian written sources abound in examples that prove that the 

protection of Mary the Mother of God has saved the desperate and helpless 

Georgian people on numerous occasions. 

Because Georgia was allotted to the Mother of God and because of her 

protection, she holds a special place in the Orthodox Church of Georgia. A 
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multitude of churches and monasteries have been dedicated to her since 

time immemorial. Icons of the Mother of God Not-Made-By-Hands are 

also considered the most precious holy relics of the Georgian Church. An 

immense number of chants dedicated to the Mother of God have been 

composed in Georgia. The Georgian people turned the grape vine, viewed 

as the tree of life, into a symbol of the Mother of God. Among the oldest 

Georgian chants dedicated to Mary the Mother of God, we should 

especially note the chant Thou Art the True Vine by King Demetre 

(Demetrius) I (1125-1156). 
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THE BELORUSSIAN ORTHODOX  

MUSICAL TRADITION 
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ABSTRACT 

 

This chapter deals with verbal and musical content of the canonical 

liturgical chants and religious songs that reflect the Byzantine tradition of 

the worship of the Mother of God in Belarus. The author analyzes the 

chants associated with the worship of the Mother of God before the 

miraculous icon of “Zhyrovichy,” “Minsk,” which was created in the 

XVIII and XX centuries. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The Orthodox tradition of the veneration of the Mother of Got in 

Belarus are evidenced by the history of the spread of Christianity (the 

research of E. Zagorulsky, Archbishop Athanasius Martos, A. Melnikov 

and other), the ancient miraculous icons and legends surrounding them, 

liturgical chants and samples of religious household singing culture (the 

research of L. Gustova (Gustova-Runtso) and L. Kostukovets). These 

traditions have not faded away even now. The purpose of this study is to 

identify the intonation and melodies of liturgical chants and folk religious 

songs for the Mother of God which are introduced in the Belarusian 

Orthodox liturgical singing practice. 

 

 

METHODS 

 

The study used a comparative approach, as well as methods of special 

musicological analysis of musical and liturgical compositions, comparing 

verbal and musical texts of compositions and their intonational lexemes. 

The historiographic method was used, with the help of which the panorama 

of the distribution of the Theotokos chants in Belarusian singing practice 

was modeled. 

 

 

MAIN PART 

 

The Belorussian Orthodox singing tradition originated in the 

principalities of Polotsk and Turov. They entered the oikumen of the 
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Byzantine Empire as part of the Kyiv metropolis after the formation of the 

Polotsk (992) and Turov (1005) dioceses. 

Names of some ancient belarusian Christian communities and churches 

testify to the Church’s cult of the Theotokos. These are the Church of the 

Annunciation in the Lower Vitebsk Castle (second quarter of the 12th 

century) (Zagorulsky, 2014:435), the Church of the Theotokos in Turov, 

the Monastery of the Theotokos in Polotsk (Melnikov, 1992: 49, 32), and 

the Prechistenskaya Church in Grodno (12th century) (Zagorulsky, 

2014:436). On the walls of all ancient Belarusian churches were images of 

the Mother of God painted using the fresco technique. Archaeologist E. 

Zagorulsky writes about this (Zagorulsky, 2014:445-458). But preserved 

ancient frescoes only in the Transfiguration Church (12th century) in the 

convent of Polotsk. 

The deep veneration of the Mother of God in Belarusian principalities 

during medieval times is shown by the following fact. The Byzantine 

Emperor Manuel I Komnenos and the Patriarch Luke Chrizoverg, at the 

request of Nun Evfrosinya, sent the icon of Ephesus Mother of God to the 

Polotsk Monastery in the middle 12th century. Every week (Tuesday) this 

icon was worn by a procession through all the churches of Polotsk 

(Melnikov, 1992:32). Another indication of the veneration of the 

Theotokos in the ancient Belorussian principality of Turov is the 

miraculous icon of the Kupiatichi Mother of God, manifested in 1182 and 

said by the Monk-Martyr Athanasius of Brest “the great miracles” 

(Melnikov, 1992:207). 

The repertoire of the early ancient Belorussian Orthodox liturgical 

singing practice was formed according to the Studijsko-Alekseevsky 

monastic typicon of 1062. The statute adapted the hegumen Theodosy of 

the cave in Kiev (now - Kiev-Pechersk Lavra). The liturgical repertoire 

included the canonical chants of the Theotokos - troparions, kontaks, 

dogmaticons, and canons of the liturgical chant cycles. The musical 

content of the ancient liturgical singing practice was expressed in the 

chanting (psalmodization) of verbal canonical texts. In the sixteenth 

century, chants took a developed melodic form, as evidenced by the 

notoline collections called “Irmologions” (or “Irmoloys”). 
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The ancient Belorussian chants, which could be considered a tradition 

of worship before the arrival of the icons of the Mother of God, have not 

preserved. The reason for this was the Union of the Orthodox and Catholic 

Churches, adopted in the Kyiv metropolis in 1596. Representatives of the 

Greek-Catholic clergy, which declaring a de jure commitment to the 

Eastern Canon and the tradition of Cyril and Methodius, - defacto1 

contributed to the modification of the Canon of the Orthodox Church 

services: they arbitrarily changed, reduced, and introduced statutory 

liturgical texts of so-called “devotional” songs. This testified to 

folklorization trend of the liturgical singing practice of the tradition of 

Cyril and Methodius (Gustova, 2014:109). 

Literate Brazilian monks carried out the decisions of the Zamoyski 

Cynod 1720. They composed lyrics of religious songs in the local dialect 

and distributed them among the population. Such catechetical religious 

songs were placed in the prayer books after the relevant prayers. For 

example, in the Greek-Catholic prayer-book The Bread of the Soul in 

18372, after prayers to the Holy Theotokos is the verbal syllabic text of the 

song, which expounded the dogma of worship of the Mother of God: 

“Raduysya, Tsaritse, Neba Vladychitse, Blagoslovennaya Marie, nasha 

Zastupnitse. Bolsha Cheruvimov, vyzsha Seraphimov, vyzsha oblakov 

nebesnyh, I Angelskih tronov. Marie, Marie, Dzevitse prehvalnaya, 

blagoslovenna vo zhenakh Boga Mati slavna” (“Rejoice, Tzarina, heaven 

Mistress, Oh Blessed Mary, Our intercessor. More Cherubs, above the 

Seraphim, above the clouds of heaven and and the thrones of Angels Mary, 

Mary, maiden of excellence, Blessed in wives, Mother God glorious” 

(Bread of the Soul, 1837: 125). 

The music lyrics of “devout” songs were performed to conventional 

tunes, using a model of musical material, in accordance with the regional 

oral singing traditions. Anonymous religious catechism songs gained 

extraordinary popularity. They were performed in the home, at secular or 

church meetings, and at divine services by all present. Most performed 

songs were dedicated to the Mother of God and her miraculous icons 

                                                           
1 Only after the Greek-Catholic Zamoyski Cynod 1720. 
2 This prayer book was a copy of earlier similar collections. 
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(Zhirovichskaya, Smolenskaya, Lesnyanskaya, Vostrobramskaya, and 

others) (Belorussian Spiritual Songs: A Musical Compilation. 1980-

1989:11, 12, 18, 82). 

A free interpretation of the liturgical singing of the canon of the 

tradition of Cyril and Methodius in Greek-Catholic worship became the 

cause the introduction in the late 18th and early 19th century of the songs 

collection “Bogoglasnick” with “devotional” songs into liturgical use 

(Gustova, 2014:11). 

One of the songs adopted in the 18th century for liturgical usage, was 

the song “Zhirovichskaya Mother of God” (“Zhirovichskaya Boga Matsi”) 

(Belorussian Spiritual Songs, 1980-1989:11). The song tells about the 

phenomenon in 1470 of the miraculous Icon of the Zhirovichskaya Mother 

of God. Verbal text reminds the canonical text of the Akathist to the Holy 

Theotokos. The song has eleven verses. Two-line syllabic poems 

consistently set out the history of finding an icon and worshiping the 

Theotokos (poems 1-3, 6), dogmatic justification of icon worship (poems 

4, 5, 7-9), and prayer offerings (poems 11). The four-line syllabic chorus of 

the song - “Happiness to you, Cherubims, Sing, Seraphims, Rejoice, 

rejoice, Oh, Mary” (“Radast vam, Cheruvimy, spyvayte, Seraphimy, 

Raduysya, raduysya, Oh, Mariya - is related to the charismatic Akathist. 

 

 

Figure 1. The song “Zhirovichskaya Mother of God”. 

The typical tune of the song “Zhirovichskaya Mother of God” (Figure 

1) contains intonational lexemes that are similar to the intonational 

lexemes of the traditional liturgical tune of an Augmented Litany (Figure 

2). The parishioners of various dioceses of the Belarusian Metropolis told 
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the author that this melody existed in Belarus always. The tune of the 

Augmented Litany was first recorded in Polesie (West Belarus) in the 1920 

and recorded in the so-called Polesie Collection with the title “national” 

(The Use of Church Singing Notation, 129:178). This tune is currently 

being performed in rural and small urban churches Belarus. 

 

Figure 2. Traditional liturgical tune of an Augmented Litany. 

The common intonational lexemes of the traditional Augmented Litany 

and the song “Zhyrovitskaya Mother of God” confirm the hypothesis of the 

liturgical existence of this song in the Greek-Catholic church in the 18th 

and early 19th centuries. We assume that the song is “Zhirovichskaya 

Mother of God” was performed on the Akathist Sabbath on Great Lent and 

at prayers with the Akathist to the Mother of God. 

Both of these tunes are also used in the contemporary Belarusian 

singing practice of the Orthodox tradition (the Augmented Litany - in 

liturgical, and the song “Zhyrovitskaya Mother of God” - in concert 

singing practice). Both of these tunes both tunes are performed at the same 

tempo (agile) in 2/4 time, and have identical performance pattern. The oral 

character of the transmission of the singing tradition ensured the stability 

of such elements of the musical language as meter, tempo, nature of 

performance, features of intonation lexemes. Musical symbols of both 

chants connect the generations of believers. 

The songs to the Theotokos remained popular in Belarus after the 

abolition of the union in 1839 and liturgical reform. According to the order 

of the diocesan training committees, the Uniate Bogoglasnik were edited in 

accordance with the Orthodox catechism. Were also compiled and 

published new Bogoglasniks with popular religious songs, most of which 
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were devoted to the Mother of God. The Bogoglasnik, published by the 

Synodal Printing House in 1916, contained many songs, including those 

dedicated to miraculous icons of the Theotokos, with melodies and 

intonations resembling the usual Znamenny chants. 

Due to the fact that the melodies of some religious songs were close to 

the statutory everyday liturgical melodies, these songs were intertwined in 

the public consciousness with the liturgical context and began to be used as 

a prayer. For example, the melody of the song “Tzarina of My Preblagaja” 

(Tsaritsa moja Preblagaja) (Figure 3) correlated with the melodic irmos of 

the Sunday Canon in the 6th tone “Like dry land peisestua Israel” (“Jako po 

suhu pezhezhestvoval Izrail”) of Znamenny chant and the daily tones of 

the St. Petersburg edition (ascending and descending melodic lines within 

the tonic third with the same cadences). (Figure 4) 

 

 

Figure 3. The song “Tzarina of My Preblagaja”. 

 

Figure 4. The irmos of the Sunday Canon in the 6th tone “Like dry land peisestua 

Israel” (“Jako po suhu pezhezhestvoval Izrail”).  

 

The single intonational context of these tunes (“Tzarina of My 

Preblagaja” and “Like dry land peisestua Israel”) explains the introduction 
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of the song “Tzarina of My Preblagaja” to private Church service 

(moleben)3. 

After the October Revolution in 1917, all parish churches and 

monasteries were closed in Belarus4; the survivors of the clergy were 

banned from all activities and believers were brutally persecuted. At this 

time the songs of the Bogoglasnick became the main store of wealth of 

Orthodox teaching. According to Savva, Beatitude Metropolitan of all 

Poland, with these songs as simple as the early Christian icons, the songs 

preserved Orthodoxy throughout the land of Belarus. The songs were the 

only source of doctrinal knowledge for Orthodox Christians. 

Most common in the years of Soviet power were the religious songs 

dedicated to the Mother of God. Verbal and musical texts “Zealous 

Protectress” (“Zastupnitsa Userdnaya”), “World Intercessor, Vsepetaya 

Mati” (“Mira Zastupnitsa, Mati Vsepetaya”), “Tzarina of My Preblagaja” 

(“Tsaritsa moya Preblagaya”), “To Thee, O Mother of the Most Holy” (“K 

Tebe, o Mater Presvyataya”), “Very Good is Your Temple, O Lady” (“Kak 

horosho v Tvoyom hrame, Vladychitsa”), “Be of Good Cheer, All You 

Who Are Sad” (“Uteshtes, vsepechalnye”), “You, My Mother, Tzarina of 

Heaven” (“Ty moya Mati, Tsaritsa Nebesnaya”), “To Thee, O Merciful 

Tzarina” (“K Tebe, Tsaritsa Miloserdna”), and many others had greater 

penetration. They were based on mainly traditional minor keys and were 

incentives for performers and listeners to pray joyfully and sincerely, 

having faith in the intercession of the virgin. Some of the songs were a 

source for the creation of new samples, for which the technique used 

“варьировния” consisted of setting a text to a fixed melody. For example, 

the song “Оh, Vsepetaya Tzarina” (“O, Vsepetaya Tsaritsa”) became the 

basis for the song “To the Holy Theotokos of Zhirovichskaya” (both 

recorded in the D. Khmelevo, Zhabinka district, Brest region). 

The tradition of creating new intonations for ancient liturgical 

melodies continued in the works of the Belarus Regent. An example is the 

composition “The Troparion of the Minsk Icon of the Mother of God” of 

the Regent Protodeacon Peter Leshkevich, which was included in the 

                                                           
3 Now this song is traditionally performed by the choir of all present after the end of the moleben. 
4 Belarus was part of the Russian Empire. 
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liturgical repertoire thanks to its connection with the intonation of 

everyday liturgical melodies with the tone of the troparion (Figure 5). 

 

 

Figure 5. The Troparion of the Minsk Icon of the Mother of God of the Protodeacon 

Peter Leshkevich. 

The Belarusian shrine, the miraculous icon of the Minsk Icon of the 

Mother of God, has been located in Minsk for more than five centuries. 

The icon, according to legend, was written by the Evangelist Luke. The 

icon was found in Minsk in 1500. She sailed along the rivers from the 

ancient Byzantine capital of Constantinople, the Greek city of Korsun and 

the capital of the ancient Russian metropolis of Kiev5. The shrine is located 

in Minsk Holy Spirit Cathedral, and its copy is in the Minsk church of St. 

Alexander Nevsky. Despite the fact that the artistic structure of the icon 

cannot be associated with the verbal or musical text of the hymns, such a 

connection can be traced by semantic points and symbolic notation, which 

are also present in the statutory liturgical melodies of the Orthodox 

Church. 

The strophic form of the chant of the “Troparion of the Minsk Icon of 

the Mother of God” was transformed by Peter Leshkevich into a couplet 

form. This form makes the troparion look like a lyric song. However, the 

dependence of the musical text on the verbal leads to a combination of 

recitative and vocal beginning. 

The melody of the “Troparion of the Minsk Icon of the Mother of 

God” recalls the Sunday canon 6th voice of Znamenny chant. Each of the 

two verses is based on a first and second melodic line of each of the irmoi 

of the Sunday Canon of the 6th voice. P. Leshkevich used simple 

                                                           
5 The ancient miraculous Minsk Icon of the Mother of God was restored in the 19th century, 

resulting in the ancient image being obscured under a new image layer. 
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compositional techniques in processing the initial musical material: 

melodic extension, the connection of musical phrases, passing tones, and 

repetition, such as using an identical cadence to conclude both the canon 

and the troparion. 

Simple means of choral polyphonic presentation in Tropar are 

significant. This tertiary doubling of a melody and its chord support, the 

use of the simplest harmonic formulas T - D, a deviation in a parallel tone 

for holding a theme in it as a comparison, a uniform movement of 

durations with stops at the end of phrases. These tools simulate the 

semantic spiritual space corresponding to the sacred space of the icon of 

the “Mother of God of Minsk” and create an atmosphere of prayer, 

revealing a sense of harmony, an image of the Kingdom of Heaven. 

The uniform intonational lexemes of the Sunday canon of the 6th voice, 

the prayer song “Tzarina of My Preblagaja” (Tsaritsa moja Preblagaja) and 

the troparion of the Minsk Icon of the Mother of God testify to the 

semantic unity of the ancient statutory Znamenny chant and Belarusian 

tunes of Belarusian religious singing practice. 

In the modern Belarusian singing culture, the Mother of God religious 

songs continue to be cultivated. They are used in liturgical and non-liturgic 

singing practice. Some of the new Theotokos chants are intended for 

concert singing practice. For example, the chants of the Regent of the Holy 

Elizabeth Monastery of the nun Ijuliana (Denisova) became widespread 

(Denisova, 2004)6. The kondak akaphists’ tunes before the icons of the 

Mother of God “Soothe my sorrows” (“Utoli moja pechali”), “Tzarina of 

All” (“Vsetsaritsa”), “The Holy Protection of the Holy Theotokos” are 

distinguished by flexible dynamics and metric diversity. The harmonic 

choral style in which the author writes is enriched by the use of diminished 

and altered chords, sudden deviations, backing voices in all voices, and 

contrasting dynamics. A characteristic feature of these chants is the lack of 

intonational communication with everyday tunes. Therefore, these chants 

are not realized in liturgical practice. 

 

                                                           
6 Song Marian hymns were written by the composer to tonsure (2009). 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The virgin chants are included in the repertoire of the Belarusian 

liturgical and extra-liturgical (household and concert) singing practice of 

Orthodox tradition. Some author’s compositions on canonical texts and 

everyday religious songs were organically incorporated into the divine 

services. This fact is due to the proximity of the intonation lexemes of 

these compositions to the intonational context of the statutory everyday 

tunes and their semantic unity. 

 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Belorussian Spiritual Song: A Musical Compilation. Compiled by A. 

Klimovich, G, Pithura (1980-1989). 81 p. 

Denisova, I. Singing Vseumilennoe: Collection of Chants: A Musical 

Compilation of Orthodox Chants (2004). 88 p. 

Gustova, L. Church Singing. Belorussian Vocal Culture of the Orthodox 

Tradition (2013). 224 p. 

Melnikov, A. A. Put niepiechalen: History Holiness Belaya Rus (1992). 

241 s. 

The Bread of the Soul: A Collection of Prayers and Religious Songs for 

Russian People. Compiled and edited by Alexander Duthnovich 

(1837). 383 p. 

The Use of Church Singing Notation (1929). 392 p. 

Zagorulsky, E. White Russia from the Middle of 1st Millennium to the 

Middle of the Thirteenth Century (2014). 532 p. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Complimentary Contributor Copy



In: The Tradition of the Adoration … ISBN: 978-1-53616-933-1 

Editor: David Muskhelishvili © 2020 Nova Science Publishers, Inc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18 

 

 

 

VENERATION OF THE VIRGIN MARY IN  

THE EARLY JERUSALEM LITURGY:  

THE EVIDENCE OF THE GEORGIAN 

JERUSALEM CHANTBOOK 
 

 

Stephen J. Shoemaker 
Department of Religious Studies, University of Oregon,  

Eugene, OR, US 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The hymns of the Jerusalem Georgian Chantbook reveal a 

remarkably advanced level of devotion to the Virgin already at the heart 

of the Sunday liturgy by the late fourth and early fifth centuries. These 

hymns often praise Mary’s purity and holiness and her Divine Maternity, 

themes that one might anticipate from such an early source. Nevertheless, 

alongside of these acclamations are also frequent pleas for Mary’s 

intercessions with her son, an indication that the cult of the Virgin had 

already begun to take root within the Jerusalem church. Moreover, these 
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early hymns envision Mary’s pleas as having an unequaled ability to 

influence her son, a sign that already by this time veneration of the Virgin 

was beginning to assume its unique position within Christian devotion to 

the saints. 

 

Keywords: Jerusalem, early Christian liturgy, Marian piety, early 

Christian hymns  

 

 

It is well known that some of the most important witnesses to early 

Christian devotion to the Theotokos survive in the Old Georgian language, 

and in fact, some of these sources survive uniquely in this language. In 

large part thanks to the work of Michel van Esbroeck, many of these 

invaluable texts are now well known and available to scholars in western 

Europe and America. From his work on the early Georgian homiliaries to 

the early Dormition apocrypha to the Life of the Virgin attributed to 

Maximus the Confessor, van Esbroeck paved the way for subsequent 

scholars to recover the precious evidence of early devotion to Mary that 

but for these Georgian translations would likely have been lost to the ages.1 

Yet in addition to the Georgian hagiographical and apocryphal literature 

that was the main focus of van Esbroeck’s foundational work, it is 

increasingly clear that the early liturgies of late ancient Jerusalem, which 

are known primarily through their survival in Old Georgian translations, 

also have a great deal to offer for scholars interested in the formation of 

Marian veneration. 

For some time now the liturgical calendars of the early Jerusalem 

church have been known through their translations into Old Georgian and 

Armenian.2 Yet while these documents are unequalled for what they reveal 

                                                           
1 See, e.g., Michel van Esbroeck, Les plus anciens homéliaires géorgiens: Étude descriptive et 

historique, Publications de l’Institut orientaliste de Louvain 10 (Louvain-la-Neuve: 

Universite catholique de Louvain, Institut orientaliste, 1975); Michel van Esbroeck, ed., 

Maxime le Confesseur: Vie de la Vierge, 2 vols., CSCO 478-479, Scriptores Iberici, 21-22 

(Lovanii: E. Peeters, 1986); Michel van Esbroeck, Aux origines de la Dormition de la 

Vierge: Etudes historiques sur les traditions orientales (Brookfield, VT: Variorum, 1995). 
2 See esp. A. Renoux, Le codex arménien Jérusalem 121, 2 vols., PO 35.1 and 36.2 (Turnhout: 

Brepols, 1971); Michel Tarchnischvili, Le grand lectionnaire de l'église de Jérusalem, 2 

vols., CSCO 188-89; 204-5, Scriptores Iberici 9-10; 13-14 (Louvain: CSCO, 1959-60); 
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about the evolving feasts of the Virgin in late ancient Palestine, their terse 

accounts of Mary’s annual commemorations offer little sense of her 

celebration in the lived experience of early Christian worship. Thankfully, 

however, there is another important early liturgical source that can provide 

such a perspective, the Ancient Chantbook of the Jerusalem church, a work 

that survives only in Old Georgian where it bears the title Iadgari.3 This 

remarkable collection of texts reveals for the first time the hymns that were 

sung in the churches of Jerusalem during the sixth, the fifth, and even the 

fourth centuries. Not surprisingly, the Theotokos figures prominently in 

these early Christian hymns, and not only on the occasion of feasts in her 

honor, but also in the course of regular Sunday worship as observed 

throughout the course of the year. From this collection of hymns we can 

see that already by the later fourth century devotion to the Virgin Mary and 

her unique powers of intercession had become an important feature of 

regular Christian worship, at least in the church of Jerusalem. 

The basic outlines of Christian worship in the later fourth and early 

fifth centuries have long been known, thanks largely to the famous 

pilgrimage account of Egeria, a wealthy woman from late ancient Spain 

who travelled to the Holy Land and elsewhere in the eastern 

Mediterranean. Egeria stayed in Jerusalem for several years, from 381-4 it 

would seem, and so her account of the Holy City’s ceremonies at this is 

                                                                                                                                     

Gérard Garitte, Le Calendrier palestino-géorgien du Sinaiticus 34 (Xe siècle), Subsidia 

Hagiographica, 30 (Bruxelles: Société des Bollandistes, 1958). 
3 Edited by El. Metreveli, Cʻ. Čankievi, and L. Xevsuriani, უძველესი იადგარი (Użvelesi 

iadgari [The Oldest Chantbook]), Żveli kʻartʻuli mcerlobis żeglebi 2 (Tibilisi: Mecʻniereba, 

1980).See also Peter Jeffery, “The Sunday Office of Seventh-Century Jerusalem in the 

Georgian Chantbook (Iadgari): A Preliminary Report,” Studia Liturgica 21 (1991): 52-75; 

Peter Jeffery, “The Earliest Christian Chant Repertory Recovered: The Georgian Witnesses 

to Jerusalem Chant,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 47 (1994): 1-38; Peter 

Jeffery, “The Earliest Octōēchoi: The Role of Jerusalem and Palestine in the Beginnings of 

Modal Ordering,” in The Study of Medieval Chant, Paths and Bridges, East and West. In 

Honor of Kenneth Levy, ed. Peter Jeffery (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2001), 147-209; 

Stig Frøyshov, “The Early Development of the Liturgical Eight-Mode System in 

Jerusalem,” St. Vladimir's Theological Quarterly 51 (2007): 139-78; Stig Frøyshov, “The 

Georgian Witness to the Jerusalem Liturgy: New Sources and Studies,” in Inquiries into 

Eastern Christian Worship. Selected Papers of the Second International Congress of the 

Society of Oriental Liturgies, Rome, 17-21 September 2008, ed. B. Groen, S. Hawkes-

Teeples, and S. Alexopoulos (Leuven: Peeters, 2012), 227-67. 
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especially informed and detailed.4 Nevertheless, at the same time her 

account is selective, focusing largely on the main feasts, and moreover it is 

incomplete, breaking off suddenly in the midst of her description due to the 

loss of a number of pages in the manuscript.5 The Armenian and Georgian 

lectionaries are able to fill in many of the gaps in Egeria’s account, and 

they also enable us to chart the development of Jerusalem’s calendar and 

its stational liturgies into the early Islamic period. But the broad overviews 

of Jerusalem’s liturgies offered by these lectionaries now can be given 

much greater texture through the hymns that survive in the Georgian 

Jerusalem Chantbook. Although these hymns have been well known to 

Georgian scholars for some time now, they are largely unknown to 

specialists on late ancient Christianity in western Europe and the Americas, 

with of course the exception of scholars of early Christian liturgy, who 

have been quick to recognize the unique value of this collection.  

We know from Egeria that the singing of hymns was a central element 

of Christian worship in late ancient Jerusalem, since she refers to singing 

of hymns and antiphons over one hundred times in her account. It is true 

that the Armenian lectionary gives some idea of Jerusalem’s early 

Psalmody, and the Georgian lectionary provides incipits for the hymns 

appointed for its various feasts.6 Yet the Georgian Chantbook reveals for 

the first time the words of the songs that once filled Jerusalem’s churches, 

offering an unrivalled perspective on early Christian music and worship. 

The various layers of this early liturgical collection reveal a rich corpus of 

                                                           
4 Hélène Pétré, ed., Éthérie: Journal de voyage, Sources chrétiennes 21 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 

1971).On the date, see Paul Devos, “Le date du voyage d'Égérie,” Analecta Bollandiana 85 

(1967): 165-94; Paul Devos, “Égérie à Bethléem; Le 40e jour après Paques à Jérusalem, en 

383,” Analecta Bollandiana 56 (1968): 87-108; John Francis Baldovin, The Urban 

Character of Christian Worship: The Origins, Development, and Meaning of Stational 

Liturgy, Orientalia Christiana Analecta, 228 (Roma: Pont. Institutum Studiorum 

Orientalium, 1987), 55-7; John Wilkinson, Egeria's Travels: Newly Translated with 

Supporting Documents and Notes, 3rd ed. (Warminster, England: Aris & Phillips, 1999), 

169-71. 
5 E.g., Baldovin, Urban Character of Christian Worship, 94; Walter D. Ray, “August 15 and the 

Development of the Jerusalem Calendar” (Ph.D. diss., University of Notre Dame, 2000), 6. 
6 The hymns of the Georgian Lectionary were studied in Helmut Leeb, Die Gesänge im 

Gemeindegottesdienst von Jerusalem. (Vom 5. bis 8. Jh.), Wiener Beiträge zur Theologie 28 

(Vienna: Herder, 1970), a work that appeared before the editions of the Georgian 

Chantbook. 
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sophisticated theological poetry steeped in biblical allusions, such that, as 

Peter Jeffery observes, “[t]he importance of this material for the history of 

Christian hymnody and theology…cannot be overstated.”7 

This early Jerusalem hymnal survives in two distinct recensions, one of 

which, the earliest, survives only in Georgian translation. In its present 

form this oldest version of the Chantbook dates to sometime around the 

turn of the seventh century, at which time its various elements were 

gathered together into a liturgical manual that could be used for numerous 

occasions throughout the church year.8 Nevertheless, the early Chantbook 

contains within it three distinct collections of hymns, and each of these 

appears to have been individually assembled earlier still. The first and 

largest collection consists of hymns appointed for the evening office, the 

morning office, and the Eucharist for each of the year’s major liturgical 

feasts, according the order of the liturgical calendar.9 Jeffery persuasively 

dates this collection to the middle of the sixth century, on the basis of the 

calendar that organizes this section of the Chantbook, and so he concludes 

that its hymns thus must date even earlier.10 A short collection of festal 

hymns then follows this larger cycle, and it too is organized according to 

the same liturgical calendar. The purpose of these hymns is not entirely 

clear, but Jeffery suggests that these are “supplementary troparia” for the 

major feasts.11 The Chantbook’s third and final section presents the 

“Hymns of the Resurrection,” which are hymns for the weekly Sunday 

services.12 Thanks to the seemingly tireless industry of Charles (Athanase) 

Renoux, these particular hymns have now been made accessible to a larger 

                                                           
7 Jeffery, “Sunday Office,” 54, 58. 
8 Hélène Métrévéli, “Les manuscrits liturgiques géorgiens des IXe-Xe siècles et leur importance 

pour l'étude de l'hymnographie byzantine,” Bedi Kartlisa 36 (1978): 43-8, 47.See also G. 

Peradzè, “Les monuments liturgiques prébyzantins en langue géorgienne,” Le Muséon 45 

(1932): 255-72; Charles Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection I. Hymnographie 

liturgique géorgienne : textes du Sinaï 18, Sources liturgiques 3 (Paris: Cerf, 2000), 85-6; 

Frøyshov, “Early Development,”; Frøyshov, “Georgian Witness,” 233-8; see also Andrew 

Wade, “The Oldest Iadgari: The Jerusalem Tropologion, V-VIII c.,” Orientalia Christiana 

Periodica 50 (1984): 451-6, 451. 
9 Metreveli, Čankievi, and Xevsuriani, უძველესი იადგარი, 7-333. 
10 Jeffery, “Sunday Office,” 57.See also Jeffery, “Earliest Christian Chant Repertory,” 14. 
11 Metreveli, Čankievi, and Xevsuriani, უძველესი იადგარი, 334-66; Jeffery, “Sunday Office,” 

55, 57.See also Jeffery, “Earliest Christian Chant Repertory,” 14 
12 Metreveli, Čankievi, and Xevsuriani, უძველესი იადგარი, 367-512. 
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scholarly audience in French translation.13 Moreover, Renoux has 

persuasively dated most of these hymns to the late fourth or early fifth 

century, meaning that we now have a sizable corpus of hymns that were 

regularly used by the early Christians for their Sunday worship. Renoux 

identifies one of the Chantbook’s manuscripts as a particularly faithful 

witness to the actual liturgical practices of late ancient Jerusalem’s 

churches, and accordingly this manuscript, Sinai Georgian 18, forms the 

basis for study of liturgical chant and poetry during this period.14 

One of the most remarkable features of these Sunday hymns is their 

organization according to an eight-fold tonal structure, known more 

commonly in the Orthodox tradition as the Oktoechos. According to this 

liturgical system, which is used primarily during the period from Pentecost 

to the beginning of Lent, the music for each week rotates in sequence 

through each of the eight modes. Given the importance of this liturgical 

practice for much of Christian history, liturgists have understandably 

focused their attention largely on this aspect of the Sunday hymns. There is 

little point in repeating such work here, although suffice it to say that the 

Georgian Chantbook provides the earliest evidence for such practice and 

                                                           
13 The first and most important of these translations and studies is Renoux, Les hymnes de la 

Résurrection I.The project has now been completed with the recent publication of Charles 

Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection II. Hymnographie liturgique géorgienne, texte des 

manuscrits Sinaï 40, 41 et 34, Patrologia Orientalis 52.1 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010); and 

Charles Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection III. Hymnographie liturgique géorgienne, 

introduction, traduction, annotation des manuscrits Sinaï 26 et 20 et index analytique des 

trois volumes, Patrologia Orientalis 52.2 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010). Renoux has also 

translated the festal hymns from Lazarus Saturday through Pentecost from the oldest 

manuscript (which reflects a monastic setting): Charles Renoux, L'hymnaire de Saint-Sabas 

(Ve-VIIe siècle): le manuscrit géorgien H 2123. I. Du samedi de Lazare à la Pentecôte, 

Patrologia Orientalis 50.3 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2008).Another important set of German 

translations has been published by Hans-Michael Schneider, which translates hymns from 

the beginning of the festal collection: those for the Annunciation, the Nativity and its 

Octave, and Epiphany and its Octave.See Hans-Michael Schneider, Lobpreis im rechten 

Glauben: die Theologie der Hymnen an den Festen der Menschwerdung der alten 

Jerusalemer Liturgie im georgischen Udzvelesi Iadgari, Hereditas. Studien zur alten 

Kirchengeschichte (Bonn: Borengässer, 2004). 
14 Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection I, 30-64; see also the very brief summary of some of 

these points in Frøyshov, “Early Development,” 165-8; and Frøyshov, “Georgian Witness,” 

237.On the differences in the manuscripts, see Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection III, 

325-6, which gives a good summary, and also Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection I, 10-

13. 
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seems to link its origins with late ancient Jerusalem.15 Instead, we shall 

turn our attention to another quality of these hymns that has gone largely 

unnoticed so far, that is their evidence of significant devotion to the Virgin 

Mary during the Sunday liturgies already before the Council of Ephesus in 

431. The Chantbook’s hymns thus offer particularly early evidence of 

Mary’s veneration and prayers for her intercessions, and accordingly these 

hymns would appear to afford one of the richest and also one of most 

overlooked sources for exploring the beginnings of Marian piety. 

There is some significant diversity among the various manuscripts of 

the early Jerusalem Chantbook, and one of the most significant differences 

is the inclusion in several manuscripts of a collection of “Praises of the 

Holy Theotokos” as a part of the hymns for Sunday worship. These Marian 

hymns constitute a remarkable corpus in their own right, and it would 

appear that they represent the earliest surviving collection of hymns 

devoted specifically to the praise and veneration of the Virgin Mary.16 In 

the Chantbook these hymns appear individually at the end of the matins 

service for each of the eight tones, and their length varies from thirty to 

one-hundred and fifty lines, averaging about fifty lines. Sinai Georgian 41, 

the manuscript that best preserves these hymns, has a total of fifty-four 

strophes in its hymns to the Theotokos, and the other manuscripts also 

preserve some variant strophes. According to Renoux these hymns most 

likely were not intended specifically for use in the matins service, but 

instead he proposes that their position at the end of matins and before the 

liturgy provided a convenient location for gathering Marian hymns for 

each of the tones so that they could be easily found.17 

Altogether these “Praises of the Theotokos” offer a rather sizable 

collection of Marian hymnography, which seems to have been a part 

regular Sunday worship in late ancient Jerusalem already by the late fourth 

and early fifth centuries. The only problem, however, is that these hymns 

                                                           
15 Frøyshov, “Early Development,” 164-9, 171-3. 
16 Translations of these hymns have been published in Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection II; 

and Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection III. 
17 Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection II, 20-1; Hélène Métrévéli, Ts. Tchankieva, and L. 

Khevsouriani, “Le plus ancien tropologion géorgien,” Bedi Kartlisa: Revue de 

Kartvélologie 39 (1981): 54-62, 60-1; Jeffery, “Sunday Office,” 58. 
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are absent from two of the most important manuscripts. There is certainly 

no question that these hymns were in use by the sixth century at the latest, 

since they were superseded by the newer version of the Chantbook at the 

beginning of the seventh century. Yet Renoux argues persuasively on the 

basis of their content that they must be even earlier: their theology and 

imagery of the Theotokos corresponds very closely with other witnesses 

from the fifth century and finds its closest parallels in Hesychius of 

Jerusalem and other writers of the same period (that is, the early fifth 

century).18 One of the strophes is even cited by Proclus of Constantinople 

in his famous First Homily on the Theotokos, and on the whole it would 

seem that these hymns belong to the early fifth century.19 

There is a single strophe, however, that seems to reflect the influence 

of the Chalcedonian definition, making brief reference to the unity of 

Christ’s two natures without confusion.20 On the basis of this lone passage, 

Renoux suggests the possibility that these hymns may belong to the latter 

half of the fifth century, at least in part.21 Nevertheless, the bulk of his 

arguments seem to favor more strongly a dating to the first half of the fifth 

century, and so it is tempting to see this isolated passage as a possible later 

intrusion to this corpus of early hymns to the Virgin. There is certainly 

little question that many of these hymns date to the pre-Ephesian period, 

although unfortunately it is very difficult to be more precise at this point. 

Yet the absence of those issues that gave rise to Fourth Council, with only 

this one notable exception, would seem to indicate their composition 

before the events of this divisive council. Accordingly, we have in the 

Marian hymns of the early Jerusalem Chantbook a substantial collection of 

hymns to the Virgin that is seemingly at least as old as the Akathist hymn 

and is quite possibly even earlier. 

                                                           
18 Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection II, 21-2. 
19 Metreveli, Čankievi, and Xevsuriani, უძველესი იადგარი, 439, lines 27-31; trans. Renoux, 

Les hymnes de la Résurrection II, 160; Nicholas Constas, Proclus of Constantinople and the 

Cult of the Virgin in Late Antiquity: Homilies 1-5, Texts and Translations, Supplements to 

Vigiliae Christianae 66 (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 136 lines 18-22 (cf. PG 65, 681B). 
20 Metreveli, Čankievi, and Xevsuriani, უძველესი იადგარი, 399, lines 10-13; Renoux, Les 

hymnes de la Résurrection II, 122. 
21 Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection II, 22-3. 
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The Jerusalem Chantbook has still more to offer scholars of early 

Marian piety than this important collection of hymns to the Virgin. Indeed, 

devotion to the Virgin Mary is scattered throughout its hymns for the 

Sunday services. In addition to these special “Praises of the Theotokos,” 

the other hymns of the Chantbook regularly feature acclamations of the 

Virgin and invocations of her intercessory powers.22 This is true for all of 

the manuscripts, including those believed to reflect the earliest recensions 

of the Chantbook. Praises of the Theotkos and pleas for her intercession 

are so diffuse and interwoven with the rest of the hymnography that they 

clearly form an integral part of this ancient collection of hymns rather than 

reflecting a more recent addition. This is particularly significant since 

Renoux has persuasively dated these hymns collectively to the late fourth 

and early fifth centuries. The absence of any influence from the debates of 

the Fourth Council appears to confirm their composition before the middle 

of the fifth century, as does the appearance of many hymns also in early 

Armenian hymnography, which drew heavily from the Jerusalemite 

tradition as practiced at the beginning of the fifth century.23 

Thus the hymns of the Jerusalem Georgian Chantbook evidence a 

remarkably advanced level of devotion to the Theotokos already at the 

heart of the Sunday liturgy much earlier than many scholars would have 

thought to expect. The hymns focus especially on praising Mary’s purity 

and holiness and her divine maternity, themes that one might anticipate 

from such an early source. Nevertheless, alongside of these acclamations 

are also frequent pleas for Mary’s intercessions with her son, an indication 

that the cult of the Virgin had already begun to take root within the 

Jerusalem church. Much of what we find here is typical more generally of 

early Christian prayer to the saints, and so it seems that the beginnings of 

Marian devotion need to be understood primarily as a subset of the 

                                                           
22 E.g., Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection I, 60-2, 98, 100-1, 104-5, 109 etc. 
23 In addition to the passage considered above from the “Praises to the Holy Theotokos,” see also 

one other possible example in Metreveli, Čankievi, and Xevsuriani, უძველესი იადგარი, 

479, line 1; Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection II, 285 n. 8. Here the hymn uses the 

term უქცეველად (ἀτρέπτως), which, as Renoux notes, despite its association with 

Chalcedon, was well used before the fourth council. On the Armenian hymns, see Renoux, 

Les hymnes de la Résurrection I, 52-4. 
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emergent cult of the saints.24 And, as Renoux also observes, there is 

nothing in the Chantbook’s hymns that would betray any influence from 

the early traditions of Mary’s Dormition and Assumption, a collection of 

ancient traditions that seem to have become widely circulated only toward 

the end of the fifth century. Likewise the titles given to the Virgin in these 

hymns are, according to Renoux, “sober and classical,” a quality that he 

contrasts with the “luxuriance of appellations and images” for Mary in the 

special collection of “Praises to the Holy Theotokos.”25 Since these 

“Praises of the Theotokos” would appear to be slightly later than the rest of 

the Oktoechos hymns, one is tempted to conclude that this comparative 

restraint is a sign of relative antiquity in the Marian piety evident in the rest 

of the Sunday hymns. Nevertheless, these early hymns clearly envision 

Mary’s pleas as having an unequalled ability to influence her son, a sign it 

would seem that veneration of the Virgin was already by this time 

beginning to assume its unique position within Christian devotion to the 

saints. 

On the whole then the weight of the evidence seems to suggest that the 

Marian piety evident in this section of the Chantbook dates to sometime 

before the Council of Ephesus, affording some of the earliest evidence for 

the veneration of the Theotokos in a liturgical context, in this case, at the 

heart of Jerusalem’s Sunday liturgies. For some scholars this finding may 

come as a bit of a surprise. There is a tendency in much scholarship on 

early Christianity, especially older scholarship, to presume that the 

veneration of the Theotokos did not really exist prior to the Council of 

Ephesus in 431 and furthermore that this council played an important role 

in generating the cult of the Virgin in its wake. It is quite clear, however, 

that this is not the case and that the roots of Marian veneration lie earlier in 

the later fourth century and perhaps in some cases even earlier. Despite 

then the silence of many early Church Fathers regarding Marian devotion, 

it would seem that the lex orandi of ancient Christianity was likely a little 

bit ahead of its lex credendi with respect to honoring and venerating the 

                                                           
24 E.g., Renoux, Les hymnes de la Résurrection I, 54, 62, 109, 111,116, 117, etc. 
25Ibid., 60-2. 
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Theotokos, and the Jerusalem Georgian Chantbook in particular offers 

especially important evidence of this fact.26 

Perhaps it may also seem a bit unexpected to find that some of the 

clearest and most convincing evidence for early devotion to the Theotokos 

comes from Jerusalem, and not from Constantinople or Egypt, as some 

earlier scholarship would lead us to suspect. Yet the emergence of such 

devotion to Mary in late fourth and early fifth-century Jerusalem is not 

altogether surprising. Undoubtedly the Marian veneration revealed by the 

Chantbook’s hymns corresponds with Jerusalem’s early commemoration 

of a feast of the Virgin, the Memory of Mary on 15 August, which had 

been celebrated there since the first decades of the fifth century, if not even 

earlier. Likewise, it seems that around this same time the Virgin’s tomb 

first began to emerge as a focus of cultic veneration27 Thus, although 

scholarship on early Marian piety has often tended to look elsewhere for 

the first shoots of devotion to the Virgin, it seems increasingly clear that 

late ancient Jerusalem stood at the forefront of the emerging cult of the 

Theotokos, as witnessed especially by its early liturgies and holy shrines. 

And among the most important witnesses to this incipient veneration of the 

Virgin is the ancient Jerusalem Georgian Chantbook. Marian piety is of 

course but one of many topics that remain to be explored across the vast 

richness of the Chantbook’s hymns, and to be sure here we have merely 

scratched the surface even of this particular theme. Nevertheless, the 

Jerusalem Chantbook provides crucial evidence for the emergence of 

organized Marian devotion at a time when sources for such practice are 

scarce, and accordingly I hope in the near future to return to these hymnic 

                                                           
26 See, e.g., Stephen J. Shoemaker, “Marian Liturgies and Devotion in Early Christianity,” in 

Mary: The Complete Resource, ed. Sarah Jane Boss (London: Continuum Press, 2007), 130-

45; Stephen J. Shoemaker, “Epiphanius of Salamis, the Kollyridians, and the Early 

Dormition Narratives: The Cult of the Virgin in the Later Fourth Century,” Journal of Early 

Christian Studies 16 (2008): 371-401; Stephen J. Shoemaker, “The Cult of the Virgin in the 

Fourth Century: A Fresh Look at Some Old and New Sources,” in The Origins of the Cult of 

the Virgin Mary, ed. Chris Maunder (London: Burns & Oates, 2008), 71-87; Stephen J. 

Shoemaker, “Apocrypha and Liturgy in the Fourth Century: The Case of the “Six Books” 

Dormition Apocryphon,” in Jewish and Christian Scriptures: The Function of 'Canonical' 

and 'Non-canonical' Religious Texts, ed. James H. Charlesworth and Lee Martin McDonald 

(London: T & T Clark, 2010), 153-63. 
27Stephen J. Shoemaker, Ancient Traditions of the Virgin Mary's Dormition and Assumption, 

Oxford Early Christian Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 78-107. 
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invocations of the Theotokos with more focus in order to mine their rich 

evidence for the Virgin’s veneration in greater detail. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The representation of the Virgin Mary has the oldest tradition in the 

Christian world. Georgian culture shared common Christian principles 

and their corresponding images, including the veneration of Mary and the 

practice of her representation. In the history of the Christianization of 

Georgia, Mary’s participation and share is quite special. The important 

thing is that Georgia is known as the country of her appanage. When St. 

Andrew the First–called came to Georgia at the request of Mary, he 

brought her icon which was not made by human hands.  

The earliest images of the Mother of God in Georgia are mainly 

found on stone reliefs. They are dated back to the 5th-7th centuries 
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actually; all iconographic images of Mary are presented in Georgian 

visual art in murals, icons, book illumination, stone sculpture, chased 

icons, enamels, etc. 

The Virgin’s image is widely presented in almost all the fields of 

medieval Georgian visual art. It is quite natural for the culture of a 

Christian country, though as it seems her title of the interceder and 

protector of Georgia made her image especial attractive. 

 

Keywords: the Virgin, Georgian medieval art, iconography of the Virgin, 

the Atskuri icon, Georgia - appanage of the Virgin; Christianization of 

Georgia 

 

 

The representation of the VirginMary has the oldest tradition in the 

Christian world. Her image is supposed to have existed as early as in the 

period of the catacombs (Priscilla’s Catacombs) [Grabar, 1966, ill 95, 

117]; it is generally considered that her cult and her images appeared after 

the Council of Ephesus in 431, though some churches and images 

dedicated to her (for example, an etched limestone picture from the Berlin 

Museum, [Velmans, 2013, 75] confirm their existence before the Council 

of Ephesus, as well as the facts of the veneration of Mary as the “tool”of 

the Incarnation [Belting, 2002, 45-53, 66-98; Cameron, 2000, xxvii]. This 

is confirmed by Jacob’s First Gospel, dated back to the 2nd century in 

which Mary’s life is described; there are also the legends about painting 

the icon of Mary with Child, by St. Luke etc. 

It is clear that the tradition of depicting the Virgin existed from olden 

times, for instance in the decor of the churches built in the Holy Land by 

Constantine and his mother. However, only their descriptions have 

survived and we can speak about them from the pictures depicted on 

souvenir flasks and small works of art, e.g the Adoration of the Magi on 

the Montza ampoullae of the 6th century. There is a supposition that the 

images on the Triumphal Arch of the sanctuary of Santa Maria Maggiore 

in Rome having unique iconography were created almost at the same time 

as the Council of Ephesus [Belting, 2002, 50]. 

There are many studies concerning images of Mary and their 

iconography [Cameron, 2000; Cormack, 2000; Lafountain-Dosogne, 1964; 
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Lechner, 1971; Images, 2000; Belting, 2002; Kondakov, 1915; Etingof, 

2000 etc]. The well-known images belong of earlier periods date back to 

the turn of the 6th century, i.e., to the time after the Council of Ephesus. Of 

these the most well-known are the mosaics of the Triumphal Arch of Santa 

Maria Maggiore, the Berlin ivory diptych, the Montza ampoullae, the 

mosaics of the Panagia Angeloktistos, the icon of Santa Maria Nova, the 

Cleveland tapestry, the encaustic icons from Sinai, the Santa Maria 

Antiqua frescoes, the column fresco at a Syrian monastery in Wadi El 

Natrun, the frescoes from Saqqara and Bawit monasteries; the Rabula 

Gospels, etc. 

We must distinguish the independent image of the Virgin proper and 

the cases when she is presented in Christological scenes, e.g., in the 

Nativity scene on Maximiane’s throne, in the Adoration of the Magi on the 

early 4th century sarcophagus in Arles, a scene of the Ascension on Santa 

Sabina’s door from the 420s, etc. The Virgin, and correspondingly her 

independent images appeared as objects of a special cult after the Council 

of Ephesus. 

As for Georgia, the veneration of the Mother of God, of course, does 

not differ from that in other Christian countries. The important themes and 

development in the Christian world were important for Georgia as well; 

Georgian culture shared common Christian principles and their 

corresponding images, including the veneration of Mary and the practice of 

her representation. Great was the charm and influence of the images spread 

throughout the Holy Land and Constantinople [Chichinadze, 2003-2004]). 

On the other hand, there was another motivation as well for the special 

veneration of Mary in Georgia and accordingly, for representation of her 

image.1 

In the history of the Christianization of Georgia, Mary’s participation 

and share is quite special. She is a participant (though not directly) of the 

first appearance of Christ in Georgia in the form of the Lord’s tunic, which 

                                                           
1Common Christian themes sometimes draw special attention due to local traditions in this or that 

country (e. g. in Georgia the Glory of the Cross in domes of the churche, the Deisi in the 

conch of the altar [Okroporidze, 2003], the Vision of St Eustathius [Didebulidze, 1990], etc. 
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according to the church tradition, was woven by the Mother of God 

[Bubulashvili, 2007, 27 -36]. 

The secret place where the seamless tunic was buried is often 

compared to the place of Jacob’s ladder that is a biblical pre-figuration of 

the Virgin. “And that place is like the place where Jacob’s ladder was seen 

rising to the sky (The Life of St. Nino [Tsminda ninos, 1882, 135] 

The important thing is that Georgia is known as the country of her 

appanage when St. Andrew the First–called came to Georgia at the request 

of Mary, he brought her icon which was not made by human hands 

[Berdzenishvili, 2009, 129-130, 131, 136; Bubulashvili, 2007, 127-131, 

179-183]. This icon at present is known as the Atskuri Icon of the Virgin, 

though it shows traces of being repainted and restored many times 

(Alibegashvili, 1994, ill. 55). 

“After the Ascension of Christ when the apostles cast lots, Georgia 

appeared to be the lot of the Virgin, and she had a vision of her Son who 

said to her: “Mother, I do not intend to neglect the nation that is above all 

others and deprive them of your intercession. You must send St. Andrew to 

this lot of yours and give him your image, created by putting a wood panel 

to your face. And this image will substitute for you and protect the people 

for centuries.” 

And then the Virgin said to St. Andrew: “Andrew, my son, my soul 

suffers because in the country that is my lot the name of my Son is not 

preached. When I was ready to go to this country that is my lot and preach 

about my Son, my Son and my God appeared to me and ordered that you 

should go there instead of me and take my image depicted with my Son in 

order to direct the people, help them, and keep their enemies from 

overcoming them. 

Then the most Holy Mother of God asked for a wooden panel, washed 

her face, and placed it on her face. And an image of her was presented with 

the Incarnate Child in her womb, the good Word of God, and this image is 

known to the people of Atskuri as the “Atskuri Icon of the Most Holy Mother 

of God.”[Leonti Mroveli, 1955] 

It was also the Holy Virgin who sent St. Nino to preach Christianity in 

Georgia in the early 4th century [St. Arsen, 1978, 360-361]. 
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“And it was the time when the Most Blessed Mother of God was eager 

and was making arrangements to go eastward of Israel to preach about her 

Son who Himself is called the Sun of Truth rising from the East. While she 

was strengthened from her heart by these words and was praying, her Son and 

her God dissuaded her from this desire. And as far as she was the most 

desirable and the most blessed woman, superior to women and men and to the 

heavenly hosts, God, wanting to ensure grace and eternal life for our nation, 

sent a female again; I presume at the request and supplication of the Mother of 

God to Her Son” [Catholicos Gulaberidze, 1882,71-72;, Bubulashvili, 2007 

199-226; Siradze, 2008, 290]. 

It must be noted here too that the role of the blackberry bush in St. 

Nino’s missionary activities in Mtskheta is also connected with Mary’s 

image. The cross, made of vine, also points to the Mother of God: the vine 

is Mary. It is doubtless that Mary’s cult must have been powerful in our 

country from the very beginning [Siradze, 2008, 290]. 

The special “appreciation” of Mary in epoch of the queen Tamar some 

researchers explain by the strengthening of the Byzantine influence 

[Mouriki, 1981, 730], though in reality it is connected with the theme of 

Tamar, a reigning queen (called a King in Georgia). More exactly, the 

theme of the Virgin, Nino, and Tamar - the role of a woman in ecclesiastic 

economy in the mystery of the Incarnation, according to Nikoloz 

Gulaberidze, catholikos of Georgia in the 12th century: “I think I have 

searched for all other testimonies to the honor of women” [Catholicos 

Gulaberidze, 1882 72]. 

Later, special piety towards Mary strengthened due to having her relics 

in Georgia – her tunic and belt. No matter how contradictory the 

information is concerning the time of their arrival here or the place where 

they are kept, the important thing is that these holy relics make this country 

and Mary’s role in it especially important [Bubulashvili, 2007 131 – 149, 

149 -169].  

What is it that our early Christian and medieval art tell us about all 

this? How was all this expressed in Georgian art?2 In fact, all iconographic 

                                                           
2It is clear that our knowledge and our conclusions are based on the material that has reached our 

time; correspondingly it is not complete and it is not excluded that new discoveries of new 

works and objects will give us new knowledge. 
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images of Mary are presented in Georgian visual art [Chichinadze, 2003-

2004, 132].3 

The earliest images of the Mother of God in Georgia are mainly found 

on stone reliefs. They are dated back to the 5th-7th centuries and can be 

found on façades of the Edzani Sioni and the Lower Bolnisi Church; on the 

Khandisi, Brdadzori, Dmanisi, and Davati stelea; on the Tsebelda Church 

altar-piece, etc. [Machabeli, 1988 Machabeli, 2007; Aladashvili, 1877; 

Chubinashvili N. 1972; Khrushkova, 1980]. On these reliefs Mary is 

presented as enthroned like the Theotokos [Machabeli, 1988 10-15; 

Machabeli, 2007]. On the walls of the apse in the almost contemporary 7th 

century Tsromi Church, there is a figure of the Virgin-Orans in the centre 

of the row of Apostles under the mosaic image in the conch [Skhirtladze, 

1990, 163 – 183; Skhirtladze, 2008 ill. 17]. 

Later we see Mary’s image in other fields of fine art, e. g. the 

enameled Deisis of the Martvili encolpium (8th-9th c.) [Khuskivadze, 1981, 

tab. II, I], the Virgin-orans, and on the 10th century enamel medallion on 

the Khakhuli icon [Khuskivadze, 1981 tab. 1, 1].  

In regard to painted icons, there is an encaustic icon of the Tsilkani 

Mother of God (9th century) and the enthroned -Hodegetria together with 

St. Barbara (10th century). 

The works of repoussé art mainly belong to the 10th century: the 

tryptich of Chukuli, Chikhareshi, and Jakhunderi in whose central part the 

Virgin Hodegetria is represented. There is Martvili Hodegetria icon, the 

Khobi icon of the Virgin Hagiosoritissa, the Bedia chalice, the Ieli Icon of 

the Virgin Eleusa [Chubinashvili G., 1959 50], etc. 

In the book illumination her earliest image is in the manuscript of the 

First Jruchi Gospel - the image of Mary Hodegetria, dated to 940. 

In the developed Middle Ages, images of Mary were certainly more 

numerous and they are of special importance. This is not surprising 

because starting from the 10th century, the idea of uniting the country was 

closely connected with the idea of Georgia’s being the appanage of the 

Mother of God. The historical sources began accentuating this idea since 

                                                           
3Though there are a number of iconographic images that are not found in the material known to 

us, e.g., Mary the Source of Life, etc. 
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the 9th century. It’s noteworthy that the theme of the Glory of the Virgin 

substitutes the image of Majestas Domini in the conches of domed 

churches.4 

But we are more interested in what aspects of Mary’s cult - generally 

so widespread in the Christian world - became more attractive and close to 

Georgian society and, Georgian art as well. Art expresses ideologies, 

general dispositions, primary national priorities, etc. in a very gentle and 

precise manner. 

Many themes connected with Mary developed in Georgia almost 

simultaneously with Byzantine art, if not earlier, e.g., the Hodegetria from 

Tsebelda [Khrushkova, 1980, ill., XXVII], the Virgin Eleusa in the conch 

of the chapel of Church #8 in Sabereebi [Volskaya, 1991 165-167]; the 

illustrations of Jacob’s first Gospel in the painting of the Ateni church 

[Virsaladze, 2007, 155]; biblical prototypes of Mary in the Betania mural 

painting, [Okropiridze, 2005, 198]; the Tree of Jesse – the prototype of 

Mary’s immaculate conception in Kintsvisi Didebulidze, 2004, 135], etc. 

All this is evidence of the creative character of Georgian Christian art. 

As we have already mentioned, the main iconographic types of the 

Holy Virgin are presented in Georgian art. 

 

 The Virgin Hodegetria: the Tsebelda panel (7th cent.), the Tsilkani 

encaustic icon (9th cent.), a painting in Nesguni (9th-10th c), the 

repoussé icon of Our Lady from Martvili (10th-11th c), the Ushguli 

icon of the Hodegetria (11th cent.), the repoussé icon of the Holy 

Virgin from Tsageri (11th cent.), the painting of the altar conch of 

Vardzia Church (12th cent.), the painting of the apse of the 

Kintsvisi Church of the Holy Virgin (13th cent.), a painted icon 

from Ipkhi (13th cent.), the ShuamtaHodegetria (16th cent.), the 

repoussé icon of the BichvintaHodegetria (17th cent.), etc. 

One specific image of the Hodegetria - the icon of the Holy Virgin 

of Iveria (the Portaitissa) became an object of special veneration 

                                                           
4It is clear that it is due to the great significance of the Incarnation theme at that time. 
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throughout the entire Christian world (Vocotopoulos, 1996;; 

Chryssochoidis, 2005) and, of course, in Georgia. 

 The Virgin Eleusa: a painting in the conch of the chapel of Church 

#8 at Sabereebi (10th cent.), Laklakidze repoussé icon from Zarzma 

(11th cent.), a painted icons from Lagurka (11th cent.), and from 

Adishi (12th-13th c), a mural painting at Lekhtagi (14th cent.), etc. 

 The Agiosoritissa: Khakhuli enamel icon (10th cent.), an icon from 

Khobi (10th cent.), an apse painting in the second register at Tbeti 

cathedral (11th-12th c), an icon from Nesguni (11th-12th c), an icon 

from Lakhushti (12-13th c), an icon from Vardzia (17th cent.), etc. 

 The Nikopoia/Kiriotissa: a painting at Ateni Sion (11th cent.), a 

mosaic at the Gelati Church of the Holy Virgin (12th cent.), a 

painting from Iprali (11th cent.), a wall painting in the drum of the 

Samtavisi cathedral (17th cent.), etc. 

 The Holy Virgin of Blachernae: a mural painting at Lakhtsveri 

(15th cent.), some icons from Lagurka (12th cent.) and Lakhushti 

(13th cent.), a mural painting at the Church of St. George in Gelati 

(16th cent.), etc. 

 The Holy Virgin of Cyprus: a relief of the EdzaniSioni (6th 

century), the Khandisi Stele (6th cent.), wall paintings in the apses 

of the St. Nicholas church at Kintsvisi (13th century), Bertubani 

(13th cent.), Ikorta (12th cent.), Akhtala (13th cent.), Zarzma (14th 

cent.), Likhne (14th cent.), Martvili (14th cent.), Alaverdi (15th 

cent.), Pshauri (14th cent.), Nekresi (16th cent.) etc.  

 The Virgin Orans: painting in the second register in the apses of 

Tsromi (7th cent.), Oshki (11th cent.), Khakhuli (10th cent.), 

Otkhtaeklesia (10th century), a painting in the conch of Tsalenjikha 

church, (14th century), etc. 

 

Along with these main icinographic types other images were also 

represented, of course, especially in the painting of the later period. There 

were different motivations for choosing this or that image of Mary. For 

example, T. Virsaladze thinks in regard to the representation of the 
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Nicopoia at Ateni and Gelati that the Nicopoia’s image was connected with 

the idea of the royal house [Virsaladze, 2007, 143]. 

Two 14th century painted triptychs from Ubisi are especially 

noteworthy in this respect. They are wholly dedicated to Mary and her 

biblical prototypes [Burchuladze 2006, Alibegashvili, 1994]. 

The 11th century icon from Sinai, painted by the Georgian monk and 

painter Ioane Tokhabi, must be especially noted. In the upper part of the 

icon there are representations of the famous miracle-working icons from 

Constantinople: Blachernitissa, the Hodegetria, Nicopoia (the image of the 

Hagia Sophia conch), Agiosoritissa, and Cheimeute [Skhirtlaedze 1998 61-

72]. It is noteworthy that of these five, two are the images of an interceding 

Virgin, with almost similar iconography. 

Among the various images of Mary in Georgia, icons of the 

interceding Virgin Paraklesis are not very numerous compared with the 

Hodegetriaa, but it seems just this very role of Mary – the role of 

intercessor - was extremely important for the people of the country under 

her protection, and it was connected with her appanage and responsibility 

she had been granted. One of the most well-known Georgian icons – the 

Khakhuli Mother of God is presented just in this iconographic type. The 

evidence of the great importance and veneration of this icon is a special 

frame in which David the Builder and his son Demetre placed it [Kenia, 

1988; Khuskivadze, 2007]. Thus, the image of the interceding Mother of 

God seems to have been very important in Georgia. 

It is not excluded that such an active representation of the composition 

of “the Deisis” in Georgian mural painting in the sanctuaries of churches 

was conditioned by the desire of representing the Virgin Mary and her role 

of intercessor. 

And indeed if at the early stage of the Georgian mural painting the 

leading image of Majestas Domini prevailed in the conchs of the 

sanctuaries (Chvabiani, Sabere, Oshki, Khakhuli, Otkhta Eklesia, etc.), 

later on, either the Glory of the Virgin (Ikorta, Vardzia, Kintsvisi, 

Timoteubani) or the Deisis (Iprali, Nakipari, Pavnisi, Zenobani, Betania, 

Sapara, etc.) became more prominent. It is also interesting that in Tamar’s 

epoch the Deisis was added to the composition of Glory of the Cross in 
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dome paintings - supposedly again with the purpose of representation of 

the Virgin intercessor. 

It is also noteworthy that many churches in Georgia bear the name of 

Sioni (Zion) and that points to the Dormition of Mary. And the theme of 

the Dormition is closely connected with Mary’s role of intercessor - it was 

just before her Dormition that Christ told her that she would be the first 

with the right of interceding for the human beings. “And then again that 

voice said ‘Mother, those who will glorify you I will glorify forever and 

ever, and for whom you will intercede, I will do good to them even more 

than you will ask for in order to glorify you and you have dared to do so 

and I will fulfill your will and obey you as the most beloved mother.” 

[Midzineba, 1882]. This role of Mary in her cult - the role of a protector 

seems to have been very attractive and appreciated in Georgia. 

Thus, in almost all the fields of Georgian visual art in the medieval 

period the Virgin’s image is widely presented. It is quite natural for the 

culture of a Christian country, though as it seems her title of the interceder 

and protector of Georgia made her image especial attractive. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The Georgian hymnographic tradition, which is founded on the 

theological literature and hymnography of Byzantium and Palestine-

Antioch, uses such images, symbols, and metaphors that have been 

introduced into practice in order to represent the Most Holy Virgin. They 

are used widely in biblical-evangelical and theological literature, also 

occurring in secular literature, sometimes preserving their symbolic 
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essence and sometimes in a transformed manner. The hymns dedicated to 

Good Friday are the most expressive, as the indivisibility of the human 

and divine, their unity and harmony are brought forward simultaneously 

within them; the eternal emotional experience of suffering and the 

possibility of man’s attainment of future spirituality; the Son’s empathy 

for His mother, and the Holy Virgin’s lamentation over her Son’s 

Crucifixion are felt through the perception of eternity. The hymns 

expressing the Holy Virgin’s lamentation over the crucified Christ and 

the deep emotions are the foundation of the image of the Most Holy 

Virgin represented in David Guramishvili’s poems dedicated to this topic, 

for they are some of. 

 

Keywords: the hymns, Christ, Crucifixion, the Holy Virgin, David 

Guramishvili’s poems, biblical imagery, symbol, hypodigmal-

paradigmal imagery 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Most Holy Virgin’s representation in hymnography by means of 

images and symbols originates from the imagery of the Old Testament; in 

the Old and New Testaments the images and symbols of the Virgin are 

understood through hypodigmal-paradigmal imagery. Since hymnography 

is nurtured by biblical imagery, an original image or a symbolic 

representation is rare. The merit of every hymnographer is that in a new 

context each of their creations manifests a shade of uniqueness. The same 

is the case with the compositions where the theme is the interpretation of 

the Most Holy Virgin’s image. 

The Most Holy Virgin is represented with great pain and acute 

emotions in the Good Friday hymns. She accompanied her Son to Mt. 

Golgotha together with other mothers, she listened to Pilate’s statement 

and the sound of the hammer when the Redeemer was nailed to the cross 

on Mt Golgotha. It is from this viewpoint that I am going to discuss the 

hymns and David Guramishvili’s poem “The Holy Virgin’s Lamentation”; 

they express the Saviour’s rare patience. 
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METHODS 

 

I have in my Article used historical-typical, textological, analysis and 

hermeneutics methods. 

 

 

Participants 

 

By means of the Crucifixion the image of a Saviour who defeated 

death through death is created and the basis of the symbolic character of 

the Cross is defined, for having been thought disgraceful before, the 

Crucifixionchanged its value and now it had a mission of the spiritual 

salvation of all mankind. The words of the heirmos meant for this day 

“Lament me not, Mother,” uttered by the Saviour, make us realize the hope 

which the Redeemer’s Crucifixion brought to mankind. Here I will quote 

the text of the heirmos: “Lament me not, Mother, when thou beholds thy 

son, born without seed, in the sepulcher, for I will rise and ascend to 

heaven in glory, for I am God, and I will have glory from them, who 

consider thee the true Mother of God” (heirmos with neumas, 1982:595). 

In parallel with the mourning scene depicted in the frescoes and icons, the 

words of the hymns represent the full tragedy of Good Friday, which is 

renewed every year to achieve mankind’s spiritual growth, completeness, 

and perfection. It is a most difficult road towards man’s achieving God and 

deification, it can be overcome only by means of spiritual strength and 

divine wisdom. 

The hymns meant for Good Friday represent the Saviour’s suffering 

image, who, though being innocent, endured torture for the spiritual 

salvation of mankind, He saved mankind from the curse with His honest, 

immaculate blood; on Good Friday a cruel and intolerable punishment was 

carried out: until then the world had never seen such an innocent victim, 

the spilling of innocent blood and such a cruel, terrible judge. He, who had 

come to exalt mankind, was humiliated on Good Friday; He, who had 

come into this world to save mankind from suffering, was tortured and 

crucified on Good Friday. He, who marked the beginning of eternal life 
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and who granted spirituality to mankind, traversed the road to Golgotha 

and met his death. Through lies and treachery, betrayed and sold for silver 

coins and insulted, the True Light, the Saviour of all mankind died on the 

cross on Good Friday, with the words: “Father, into thy hands I commend 

my spirit” (Luke, 23, 46). 

Holy Week is the last days of the Saviour’s life in this world. Good 

Friday is the last day, the day of the Crucifixion, descent from the Cross, 

and entombment. It is repeated annually liturgically and through imagery, 

which return every Christian to the Saviour’s Crucifixion spiritually and 

they again feel the eternity of the road He traversed. Each Christian shares 

in the world where the Son of God, sent to this world as a man, was part of 

mankind like any other man who is part of mankind. Good Friday is the 

only day in the liturgical year when a liturgy is not offered because when 

celebrating church services the greatest offering was our Lord, the Saviour 

Himself, who was sacrificed for the spiritual salvation of mankind. A 

whole cycle of hymns was dedicated to this theme, where the Crucifixion 

of the Saviour is presented in keeping with the Gospel; this evokes the 

feeling of rare pain in the reader or listener. The church services of Good 

Friday are celebrated on Monday and Thursday, for the Friday celebrations 

are complex, consisting of several parts and laden with symbols and 

mysticism, their imagery is not simple either. Here the inner emotions of 

Christ following the road to Golgotha attract great attention to the 

Saviour’s Crucifixion regarding the attitude of his disciples, the Most Holy 

Virgin, and the whole nation, regarding “the few are chosen” who can 

show their empathy with the Saviour. 

On Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday of Holy Week the liturgy of the 

First Martyrs is offered. At Matins on Monday and Thursday, the twelve 

gospel readings of Christ’s passion are read; they describe Our Lord’s 

suffering before and during the Crucifixion. They are the lessons for Friday 

Matins, and the twelve gospels mean twelve excerpts are selected from the 

four Gospels. It begins with the Saviour’s conversation with his disciples at 

the Last Supper and ends with the episode of Joseph of Arimatheae’s 

placing Him in a tomb in a garden, and with the Romans setting a watch at 

its entrance. Each liturgy represents a different ordeal of the Saviour’s 
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passion, beginning in the Gethsemane garden and finishing with the 

Saviour’s Crucifixion on Golgotha and His death. The hymns or homilies 

dedicated to this day evoke rare spiritual emotions in the faithful, on the 

one hand they are distinguished by their emphasis on repentance, an acute 

perception of man’s suffering, and for their wish of being purified of sins; 

on the other hand, they also arouse hope. 

The Golgotha sacrament is conditioned by some symbolic-imagery 

missions: 1. First and foremost Christ’s Crucifixion put an end to the old 

life in mankind’s history and ushered in the new one and thus it divides the 

epochs of the Old and New Testaments; the epoch of mankind’s history, 

connected with the Old Testament, ended and the new one, connected with 

the New Testament began; 2. Through the Crucifixion and Resurrection of 

the Saviour, the soul of man and mankind in general was revived; by 

means of the road leading to Golgotha mankind was offered a chance of 

repentance, which leads man to spiritual purification; it was on Golgotha 

that the pre-Christian history of Adam’s descendants and mankind ended, 

the history which began with the original sin, Adam’s and Eve’s “eating 

from the tree” and lasted until the Saviour’s Crucifixion – the sign of a new 

epoch; 3. Adam, fallen in sin, was renewed, “the old man” died and “the 

new man” was born [“That ye put off concerning the former conversation 

the old man, which is corrupt according to the deceitful lusts; and be 

renewed in the spirit of your mind; And ye put on the new man which after 

God is created in righteousness and true holiness” (Eph. 4: 22-24);” …Ye 

have put off the old man with his deeds; And have put on the new man” 

(Col. 3:9-10)]. The idea of the revival of the spiritual life and dwelling in 

heaven is embodied in Jesus Christ’s Crucifixion. It was achieved through 

expiating the original sin and thus giving man an opportunity of 

deification; the road the Saviour underwent to Golgotha is the road of 

escaping from the precipice of sin and defeating evil, it passes through 

torture endured for spiritual salvation from sin and evil, for the Saviour’s 

Crucifixion changed the world; 4. The Old Testament acted according to 

the law, the New Testament overpowered sin and evil by the unity of law 

and grace, law and love; the cross, which had been considered as a 

shameful punishment acquired a new symbolic, semantic meaning, 
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defeating death, which is expressed by the most significant Easter hymns, 

“Christ is risen, who defeated death by His death, and bestowed life on 

those in the graves,” it defeated death; 5. The Saviour’s Crucifixion on 

Golgotha was the struggle between love and hate, goodness and evil, light 

and darkness, grace and sin, which ended in the victory of love, goodness, 

light and grace; 6. The Saviour’s Crucifixion confirmed the reconciliation 

between man and God; the Crucifixion is the evidence of the Saviour’s 

spiritual mission and the beginning of the spiritual renovation of mankind. 

The hymns represent the symbolic meaning of Holy Week and the 

Saviour’s spiritual mission from an original point of view, the Saviour 

sacrificed his life for the reconciliation of mankind with God; 7. The 

Golgotha sacrament was witnessed by the most Holy Virgin and the 

women with spices, who were the first to see the Saviour’s empty tomb, 

i.e., they were the first to hear the news of the Saviour’s resurrection. All 

this is viewed symbolically and by means of imagery, which represent a 

very strongly pronounced image of the Holy Virgin. 

The Good Friday hymn brings forward both the cosmic picture of the 

Saviour’s death and the Holy Virgin’s great suffering and emotions, which 

are more acutely perceived, for she was an eye-witness. “One of the three, 

God’s Word and His Son was made flesh from you, the Most Holy Virgin. 

He was nailed to the cross for our salvation, drank vinegar and bile of His 

own free will for us to drink in immortality, and he spoke like God and 

man: if any man thirst let him come unto me and drink, out of my side 

shall flow rivers of living water. Entreat Him, Mother and Virgin to save 

our souls from peril” (Metreveli, 1980:204). 

Along with the Crucifixion of the Saviour the hymns represent the 

Holy Virgin’s mourning and lamentation: His Mother said, mourning and 

lamenting, that she had good courage and wept before the cross together 

with His beloved disciple” (Metreveli, 1980:208). The mourning image of 

the Holy Virgin is represented against the background of John the 

Theologian, for the Saviour entrusted His mother to him. The poetry of the 

hymns depicts the image of the Holy Virgin as a special aesthetic ideal in 

medieval culture, for because of her purity and chastity, she wiped out the 

original sin (“Who paid Eve’s debt” – Borena); she is the only virgin who 
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was a mother and the only one of all mothers who remained a virgin. In 

theological literature, namely in hymns, this mystic phenomenon, along 

with being symbolic, also has an aesthetic value; such a representation is 

called “seeing through the face and the mirror” by hymnists. David 

Guramishvili presented the most difficult day in the history of 

Christendom, the day of the Crucifixion with evangelic consistency and 

imagery. They are the verses included in his Davitiani: “The Story of the 

Crucifixion” and “Lamentation”. In the poem “The Lamentation of the 

Virgin,” he elevated the Most Holy Virgin’s wailing over her Son’s 

Crucifixion to cosmic proportions. Christ’s teaching and the author’s 

attitude to the process of the Saviour’s Crucifixion and mankind’s 

perception of the Crucifixion are blended in both of them; he expressed 

mankind’s repentance, the feeling of expiating their sins through the 

Virgin’s lamentation. These poems coincide with each other in their 

attitude, vocabulary, and form, creating their compositional unity and 

Davitiani. They also build the basis for blending Guramishvili’s world 

outlook and lyrical mood. All this is a mixture of the biblical-evangelical, 

patristic-hagiographic, and hymnologic trends targeted at spiritual 

purification, achieving the kingdom of Heaven, spiritual renovation, and 

approaching God. 

These poems are distinguished for the amazing sense of responsibility 

with which they are created; they also indicate the Georgian nation’s moral 

responsibility. They can be considered to be a confession of every person. 

As a part of the world, Georgia also participated in the Saviour’s 

Crucifixion, as the apostolic teaching tells us, “For if by one man’s offence 

death reigned by one; much more they which receive abundance of grace 

and of the gift of righteousness shall reign in life by one, Jesus Christ. 

Therefore as by the offence of one judgement came upon all men to 

condemnation; even so by the righteousness of one the free gift came upon 

all men unto justification of life” (Rom. 5: 17-18). In accordance with the 

apostolic teaching, theologian fathers, and hymnists, David Guramishvili 

thinks that Georgians are also to blame for dooming Christ to Crucifixion, 

therefore they should also answer for and share the sin mankind 
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committed. It is the Apostle Paul’s words quoted above that support this 

point of view. 

Therefore the most Holy Virgin’s suffering for the Saviour’s 

Crucifixion is shared by Georgian mothers as well. Thus it is the duty of 

Georgian mothers who have lost their children to condole with the Virgin 

and comfort her; the Saviour Himself gave this example to mankind, when 

the crucified Christ, moved by pity for his mother, entrusted her to John, 

His beloved disciple, “Woman, behold thy son!” (Jn. 19:26), and to John 

He said, “Behold thy mother!” (Jn. 19:27), and then He implored God, 

“Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do!” (Luke 23:34) The 

most Holy Virgin stood at crucified Jesus’ feet, and tormented by the sight 

of the pain caused by the Crucifixion of her only son, looked at the victim 

of injustice with tearful eyes. 

David Guramishvili’s narration of the story of the Saviour’s 

Crucifixion and his description of the scene of lamentation, the mourning 

of the Holy Virgin over her son and the heart-rending words addressed to 

women who had lost their children, must show the way leading mankind, 

including the Georgian nation, to spiritual purification because the 

Crucifixion occurred for the spiritual catharsis of all mankind, both those 

born before Christ and the generations after His birth. It is an expression of 

mourning, expiating one’s sins and supplication, a sort of monologue-

confession uttered in painful, heart-rending words; it helps to attain a new 

“self,” a new spiritual world. As K. Kekelidze notes, “The poem fully 

expresses the hopeless situation, the feeling of the mother who, seeing her 

only son, the Saviour, murdered by the enemy, mourns over Him and is 

filled with indignation at the ingratitude of the people who could not 

tolerate even the one who wished them well” (Kekelidze, 181:653). 

According to J. Mosia’s words “By representing the Saviour’s mother, D. 

Guramishvili expressed his great humane attitude to love and empathy for 

mothers in general, and first of all for those mothers who had lost their 

children.” (Mosia, 1986:117). R. Baramidze said regarding the acute pain 

of the Mother for the death of the Saviour, her son, that it was a hundred 

times more painful when her son was crucified than for the welfare of 

others (Baramidze, 1986:156). 
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David Guramishvili’s expression of the Holy Virgin’s mourning is not 

only the acute suffering and bitterness caused by the death of her son, it is 

also the Virgin’s address to all women who lose their children. This 

address is full of empathy and expectation of comfort; other women’s 

children will resurrect spiritually and defeat death; the words, uttered by 

the Holy Virgin are imbued with spiritual salvation and survival. 

 

Come here, all mothers, who have lost your children! 

Have pity on Mary, who so far has pitied you, 

Listen to her lamentation, and you, too, shed tears, 

Comfort your souls, abandon the sorrow of your heart. 

(Guramishvili, 1980:76). 

 

David Guramishvili, with great sorrow and words full of pain, presents 

the Most Holy Virgin’s motherly feelings and rare emotions, her physical 

and spiritual suffering caused by the unbearable agony of her son, people’s 

ingratitude, ruthlessness, stupidity, the result of the Crucifixion on 

Golgotha, and the torture which was endured with great patience by Christ, 

the Son of God, the Crucified God. 

 

When the parent saw her son, God’s-anointed, 

With a crown of thorns on his head, 

Naked and humiliated 

Nailed to the cross with his hands and feet, 

With a sword wound in his side, 

She shuddered and fell weeping like one defeated. 

(Guramishvili, 1980:76). 

 

In the poem the story of the Crucifixion and the emotions it evoked are 

presented in a poetic manner, realistically and dramatically. As M. 

Ujmajuridze says, “The Holy Virgin mourns the crucified Christ as Mother 

and at the same time, as a supplicating person” (Ujmajuridze, 2005:89). 

Poetic and hymnographic traditions are fused together in the poem. The 

tragic stories of the Virgin’s mourning, the Saviour’s Descent from the 

Cross, the Ressurection, the wisdom of Christianity, and the ascent to 
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heaven are presented eloquently and symbolically. It must be said that the 

words of the Holy Virgin also reflect the hopeful attitude of a mother who 

lost her son, for in Jesus Christ’s Crucifixion she saw the ideal of 

mankind’s salvation and spiritual survival and fully comprehended the Son 

of God’s divine mission. Therefore the key-note of this composition has a 

double connotation: mourning and hope. The most Holy Virgin also 

mourns over herself, for during her son’s life she was in His shadow and 

was protected, which David Guramishvili presented as an image of the 

grace and warmth of a mother and child relationship. 

The Saviour’s Crucifixion marked the way to the spiritual salvation of 

mankind, survival, and freedom from the abyss of sin and evil. According 

to David Guramishvili’s poem, “The Lamentation of the Virgin,” it was 

thus mentioned that the Virgin mourns over the death of her son; it is in 

fact the lamentation of the poet himself, his mourning, for he feels that he 

is sinful. In his opinion, which coincides with the chief motif of the hymns, 

especially with St. Andrew of Crete’s “Great Canon” and King David the 

Builder’s “Canon of Repentance,” where the Saviour’s Crucifixion is 

regarded as the sin of every man; because of the Saviour’s Crucifixion 

Guramishvili himself is a sinner, it is the emotion and attitude of a man 

with a liturgical consciousness. The experience and perception of the 

Crucifixion are brought down to the level of mystical theological teaching 

and thinking. 

In David Guramishvili’s poems, dedicated to the Holy Virgin, the 

poet’s own liturgical consciousness and his pattern of thinking are 

revealed, as the Saviour’s Crucifixion and every biblical phenomenon and 

fact are experienced not only as belonging to the past, but as something 

meant for all times, as something to be perceived according to the present 

time. Proceeding from the above, it is eternal, occurring at a concrete time 

and supertemporal as well (Siradze, 2005:60-61). Therefore Guramishvili’s 

words “Come here, all mothers, who have lost your children” are 

addressed to such mothers of all times and are perceived as the 

manifestation of eternal empathy and comfort. And that is why 

Guramishvili’s “The Lamentation of the Virgin” is not limited in time and 

space, it is a piece of poetry expressing eternal Christian ideals, a Christian 
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and liturgical consciousness. And the Virgin’s aching heart has no time and 

space, it is horizontal and vertical, following the traditions of hymnography 

and those of Rustaveli, all of which are based on theological teachings, 

namely from the Areopagitic point of view; it is “timeless time.” Out of all 

of Guramishvili’s works this episode is distinguished for its depth, poetic 

simplicity, and divine wisdom, where the image of the Holy Virgin is 

represented by means of purity and symbolic imagery. The poet indicates 

the Saviour and the Holy Virgin’s filial and motherly love and care through 

references to biblical episodes. “Lament me not, Mother” uttered by Christ 

is a word for word repetition of the heirmos, in which there is a rudiment 

of hope, for in it the motif of the Ascension, which must be everybody’s 

ideal, is emphasized. In the poem the Holy Virgin remembers the episode 

of Abraham’s offering Isaac as sacrifice, when God provided a ram as an 

offering instead of Isaac, but in this case this Biblical hypodigm did not 

change into a paradigm, the Saviour’s innocent blood was sacrificed for 

mankind’s salvation from sin. The Holy Virgin implores her son to allow 

her to ascend to Heaven ahead of Him and give Eve the good tidings that 

sin will be expiated and therefore man will have hope for salvation and 

mankind will be full of faith. 

The lines representing the Virgin’s lamentation over the Saviour are a 

monologue of the mother whose child died, where along with the emotions 

of physical pain there is also a feeling that there is only one Saviour and 

his origin is great: “As a young sprout on a branch, the rooted stem!” The 

Holy Virgin’s words explain the essence of Christianity, Christ is 

represented as the one who opens the door to Paradise, illuminates 

mankind spiritually, saves and purifies them. Mourning over Christ is the 

road to purification, and Guramishvili, as a person and part of mankind, is 

the man who, by lamenting over the Crucified Christ takes up the road to 

purification, his first and foremost goal being to approach God and achieve 

deification. The idea the poet expresses in “The Lamentation of the Virgin” 

is his personal attitude to the perception of the world and comprehending 

the idea of mankind’s existence. 

The emotion of a mother, whose child died, her lamentation coming 

from her heart, is very vividly presented to the reader, when Guramishvili 
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represents the inner world of the Holy Virgin, her spiritual state, the words 

of the inconsolable, heart-broken mother. Her lamentation expresses her 

godliness, moral grandeur, the belief in the spiritual renewal of mankind, 

the relationship between mother and son, love, the mother’s care for the 

Saviour, and the painful emotions of a mother who has lost her protector. 

The hymns and David Guramishvili’s poem “The Lamentation of the 

Virgin” give a quite clear representation of the Holy Virgin’s image, which 

is perceived symbolically and which is at the primary source of mankind’s 

salvation from sin as the Mother of God. It was also evident that the most 

Holy Virgin, represented by David Guramishvili, differs from her 

hymnographic image with the poet equating the Virgin’s suffering to 

physical pain. In the hymns her spiritual suffering and pain are more acute. 

There, the Virgin’s image does not express a personal tragedy, but rather 

mankind’s tragedy and their spiritual emotions. The hymn renders a 

supernatural picture of the Saviour’s death and its common importance to 

all mankind, which in David Guramishvili’s poem is overshadowed by the 

expression of the mother’s emotions. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

Caroling is one the most popular Christmas traditions in Romania 

and although it’s usually related to the Christian celebration, carols go 

way back in time. On Christmas Eve, children go out carol singing from 

house to house performing to the adults in the houses. The Christian 

carol, specifically the Romanian, has a double function: the first one is 

the invocation of the sacred by this devotional act, and the second one, 

the evoking of the mythical time which is desired to be reiterated at each 

feast in which the carol serves as part of the ceremony. The majority of 

the carols bring in the first place the emblematic figure of the Mother of 

God for the New Testament. The attributes which belong exclusively to 

                                                           
 Corresponding Author’s E-mail: parintele_maxim@yahoo.com. 

Complimentary Contributor Copy



Maxim Marian Vlad 236 

her, namely, “Birthgiver of God” (Theotokos), and “ever Virgin” 

(Aeiparthenos), come up connected together particularly in the star songs. 

 

Keywords: carol, devotion, Mother of God, Romanian, folk 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the tradition of Romanian folk poetry, the carol represents the most 

diversified and the best represented category of ceremonial texts. Religious 

carols are part and parcel of eastern spirituality, i.e., of Romanian religious 

folklore, consisting of confessions of faith, plain and spontaneous, whose 

continuity and transmission from one generation to the next have been 

guaranteed by powerful rites. The carol perpetuates orally both old popular 

traditions and the richness of the dogmatic ideas contained in them, and 

thus it could be considered as a gospel in popular verse. Moreover, the 

knowledge of the carol justifies and, at the same time, overcomes the 

ethnographic interest; an outstanding chapter of mythology and a 

testimony of some steadfast cultural traditions, the carol equally imposes 

itself to our attention as a thesaurus of language and as a bright preamble 

of Romanian written poetry. Its origin is not a pagan one, even though its 

name derives from the Latin term “calendae” [1] (first day of the month in 

the Roman calendar); the carol claims itself as a natural and necessary 

prolongation of the cantor’s standard songs of liturgical hymns. However, 

only a part of its repertoire – the one which directly keeps to the facts 

evoked in the Gospels – may be rigorously considered as a Christian one. It 

may be added to this a strong personal annotation which reflects the 

spirituality of the community surrounding the anonymous author, but, also, 

some reminiscences of some texts, which in the first place influence the 

carol by their more fabulous side [1]. Owing to its power of diffusion, 

Christianity has disseminated its ”miraculous” in the soil of popular 

cultural elements which are specific to each nation that has embraced it. 

The outcome has been the appearance of some folk elements in the 
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Christian layer, a blend between the sacred side and the profane one of the 

rite which is especially obvious in the carols' words. 

 

 

METHODS 

 

The Christian carol, specifically the Romanian, has a double function: 

the first one is the invocation of the sacred by this devotional act, and the 

second one, the evoking of the mythical time which is desired to be 

reiterated at each feast in which the carol serves as part of the ceremony. 

Valeriu Anania confesses that of the “lyrical jewels” [2] which we owe to 

the “anonymous creators of carols” and of which the beauty cannot satiate 

him, is the text of the carol which praises the greatness of the Christmas 

evening, in which the Holy Son was made incarnate by the Virgin: “Great 

is today’s evening/But it is not today’s evening/It is the evening of 

Christmas/Of the old Christmas/When the Holy Son was born/The Holy 

Son on this earth” [2]. 

The verses are surprising by the change of tenses. The present tense is 

asserted, and then negated; external time is converted into mythical time, 

by annulling its flow and by petrifying the sacred instant of the feast. The 

asserting and negating of the present tense – of the Christmas feast of now 

does not have the role of annulling the immediate reality but, on the 

contrary, “it intensifies it by reiterating the original event” [2]: “But it is 

not today’s evening/It is the evening of Christmas”. 

The majority of the carols bring in the first place the emblematic figure 

of the Mother of God for the New Testament. The attributes which belong 

exclusively to her, namely, “Birthgiver of God” (Theotokos), and “ever 

Virgin” (Aeiparthenos), come up connected together particularly in the star 

songs. Thus, Mary is called by such appellatives as: “Most pure”, “The 

pure one”, “The Virgin Mary”, “Most holy Light”, “The blessed, most 

honored” etc. 

The image full of gentleness of the Virgin is surrounded in the carols 

by the compassion of the collective character – the Orthodox Romanian 

people, which was effectively participating during its history in the 
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enculturation of the Gospel in its own space: “Don’t weep my Mother 

anymore/We shall give you swaddling clothes/Oh, Most Pure one/To 

swaddle the Holy Babe”. 

The possessive adjective (“My Mother”) strengthens the conviction 

that in the faithful’s soulMary is not only our Savior’s Mother, but she is 

the Mother of all mankind, since she prays before the Most Holy Trinity 

for everybody’s salvation with the same devotion. The richness of images 

that present Mary in her maternal hypostasis, as well as the intimacy 

created by the noun “Mother” (which is the Romanian term for an 

Orthodox nun), underlines a disjunction in the Marian cult: the majority of 

Western creations have developed “the cult of the Virgin Mary”, by 

exploiting the idea of the “immaculate conception”, of the virginal birth, 

while the Orthodox East prefers to accentuate Mary’s distinctive feature of 

being “the Mother of God.” Let us not forget that the first one who called 

Mary “the Mother of my Lord” was Elisabeth, driven by a divine sign, 

since the babe, St. John, leaped in her womb: “Blessed are you among 

women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb! But why is this granted to 

me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?”[3]. 

The hostility of the men, corrupted by sin, which did not allow Mary to 

become the Mother of God in their homes, is reprovingly set in contrast 

with the Gospel’s hospitality of the Romanian people which is expressed in 

the carol: “Oh, Bethlehem, you have not thought/Inside your good 

houses/To offer a little shelter/To the Most Holy little Babe./You have not 

known, Oh, Bethlehem/With how much love comes/The most holy among 

Virgins/The birthgiver of the Lord”. 

“The most holy among Virgins” becomes the equivalent of the 

”Blessed among women”, which is a superlative that distinguishes Mary 

among all other women by the special grace bestowed to her body, worthy 

of blessing and glory. It is necessary to be mentioned that, in the religious 

carols, the attribute Aeiparthenos – “Ever Virgin” is harmoniously linked 

as a token of high devotion, with “Most pure”, “The pure one”, “The most 

holy Light”, “The blessed most honored”, the appellatives invested with so 

much profundity, which are also resumed later in the cultured lyric. 
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The carolers go from one house to the next not only to bless the hosts 

with the wonderful news, but to also counsel them to get ready for an 

unexpected visit. Symbolically speaking, the host who invites the carolers 

inside his house, may be interpreted as an attempt at “re-writing” the facts, 

and this time as it behooves them to do so, since the carolers do not do 

anything else but try to repeat Mary’s gesture of trying to find shelter. 

Mircea Eliade remarked the fact that for the archaic man, the reality is the 

imitation function [4] of a celestial arch-type (in the case of the carol, “the 

imitation” of a biblical event). The texts of the carols are telling especially 

on the sorrowing of Mary who is giving birth to her Son in a poor manger, 

thus setting the greatest example of humiliation. At this point, the words of 

Blessed Augustine are welcome, since they teach us that “all the power 

resides in humbleness, since pride is fragile. The humble ones are as hard 

as a cliff; the cliff seems to have its head bowed, but it is unbending [5]”. 

Her whole life, spent in the shadow of her celestial Son is a sum of small 

suffering and joys completely human. Since, unlike the gods and the 

fantastic beings of which mythology speaks, and which are born of water, 

of the air, or of the bosom of nature, Jesus becomes incarnate of a woman. 

“The Mother of the Lord attains a social standing superior to us, she is a 

deified nature, a human nature nevertheless, not a nature strange to us, but 

a nature in which sin has died”, as noted by Anca Manolache in her study 

[6]. “The Babe is lying in the manger/And the most pure Virgin/Sits close 

to Him while she is sad/For in the town of Bethlehem/She could get no 

shelter as a gift/And she gave birth to her Holy Son/ In a manger on the 

earth”. 

In assuming the biblical facts, and, at the same time, in giving them a 

personal note by relating them to Romanian tradition and spirituality, 

folklore has disseminated them in dramatizations specific to the melodies 

of the doina (elegiac song typical of Romanian lyrical folk poetry and 

music), of the ballad, as well as of the carol. Descended from heaven in 

order for him to venerate the icon of the Most Pure, an angel is asked by 

her what good news is he bringing for her village. The angel pours out his 

bitterness through an imprecation, by cursing the news as well as the 

behavior of the men who do not offer either shelter or help to Mary. By 
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taking her in hispossession, by recognizing the Mother of the Lord, the 

empathy in comparison with her suffering are brought out by using the 

ethic dative, which is one of the marks specific to the morphology of the 

popular lyrical text: “No one in the world allows my Mother to get inside 

the house”: “He descended, has descended/The angel of the HolyLord /At 

the cross of the church/At the icon of the Most pure one,/And the icon has 

asked him/What good news is in our village?/Bad news, may it be burned 

by fire/Since Mary the Virgin/Has met her time to give birth,/And she goes 

from house to house/No one in the world allows my Mother to enter their 

home”. 

Quite edifying for the way in which the folklore creations interpret and 

re-organize the biblical material, is the strong local imprint with which 

these texts are impregnated. An attentive reading emphasizes that, most 

often, Mary’s way from Nazareth to Bethlehem is prolonged by the 

popular imagination to the Romanian hillside. From these texts, the 

majority of the traditionalist poets have been inspired, and in their verses 

the religious lode is woven with autochthonous notes. Let us bring here to 

your memory that the birth of the Virgin, as described by the poet Ion 

Pillat, does not take place in Galilee, but in a Romanian patriarchal village 

from the zone of Argeș: “There were no olives, neither laurels, nor fig 

trees…/The holy land is not of Galilee…/Nazareth is in our land, 

Joachim/From the porch our Lady’s River is seen [7]”. 

Thus, a strong connection between the Mother of God and the nature 

which surrounds heris realizedin the popular creations. The faithful do 

assume their liberty to put in the mouth of the Virgin their judgments on 

certain plants or animals which help or prevent the coming of Jesus into 

the world. Popular literature abounds with texts which develop this motif, 

some of them being circulated on a melodic line in the carols or star songs, 

and some others in the form of proselegends. As the historian Corina Turc 

remarked in her study [8], the Romanian mentality during the 17th-19th 

centuries was reliably nurtured by folk motifs, by carol superstitions, by 

legends in which the Virgin Mary played the role of mediator between the 

Divinity and the sinner. In order for me to illustrate this idea, I will stop at 

some carols which catch both the importance and the falling in “disgrace” 
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of some animals or plants within the collective imagination, by stopping at 

the symbolism it bears and analyzing the lyrical structure of these texts, to 

the extent of which, I repeat, the carols are situated at the confluence of the 

epic, lyric, and dramatic genres. 

A lasting and dynamic relation with nature is attributed to the 

Virginwhich resonates with her presence. Of course, the trees and the 

plants of the Romanian popular carols do not indicate Galilee’s cultural 

cliché, rather than that there are some signs of the displacement of the 

biblical occurrence - “Up on the hillside, foot of Paradise”. By imposing 

itself gradually as a universal religion, Christianity has involuntarily 

contributed to the “fraternization” of some aspects which belong to 

heterogeneous religions, which, under some other aspects, do not have any 

common points. The presence of some elements of the Mediterranean 

basin’s folklore and that of Asia Minor in places which are geographically 

quite far from one another can be explained by the fact that, all at once 

with the rise of Christianity, the peoples who assumed it as their faith 

alsoembracedthe legends and the figures brought by it as foundation stones 

for the building of the cults. Monica Brătulescu noticed that the widely 

spread texts which present the Mother of the Lord as being tired of walking 

on the road and asking for shelter in the shadow of the poplar and of the 

yew tree [1], originated in an old Christian legend, impregnated by the 

essence of the Orient; the carol, in its turn, was inspired by an apocryphal 

Gospel, where the palm tree was the one which was defending Mary from 

the merciless scorching heat. 

In passing to the animal kingdom, the contradictory characters 

nevertheless do change, by keeping to a scheme which is identical to the 

one that I mentioned in the above carol. At this time Mary asks the horses 

to help her, by requesting them to quieten down their crunching and their 

restless stamping, but also to breathe over her in order for them to warm 

her. With the same obstinacy as the poplar, even more than that, they seem 

to intensify the agitation: “The horses failed to listen to her/ There was 

stronger crunching/As to hoofs, there was greater clopping [1]”. 

The Virgin heads towards the ox manger, while not being able to give 

birth to her Son around the horses. The oxen prove to be much more 
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submissive to her requests, and by their massiveness as well as by their 

warm breathing they protected the coming of Jesus into the world. Their 

goodness is rewarded with permanent satiety and with the making easier of 

the toils which these pack animals have to realize: “Damnation to you, 

oxen blessed,/By me, by my Son/And much more by God./May you have 

more satiety/Every day three times/And at night twice/And may you go in 

nine days/As much as should go in two”. 

A fundamental trait of Romanian folklore is the fusion of the popular 

lode with the Christian one at the level of the characters or of the dramatic 

solutions. In the carols, the elimination of the popular mythological 

characters is done gradually, with them finally being replaced by the saints 

of the Christian “pantheon”. and the elements belonging to the popular 

miraculous are made less distinct. However, in some texts we still meet 

them co-inhabiting. This is the case with some carols in which the Virgin 

Mary insists besides Holy Sunday to participate in the baptism of the babe 

Jesus: “Commanded, Holy Mary, O Lord, to the Lord, O Lord,/To the dear 

holy, to the Sunday/To do so much good/And to come on Thursday to 

us/On Friday she may come back/Since a little Son is to be baptized [1]”. 

The holy Sunday, “the dear holy” is a symbolic character, born from a 

profoundly religious logic: if the Virgin is embodied often as a church, it is 

a natural thing for the day of the week, in which the most important 

religious service takes place, to be in its turn glorified. 

Coming back to the lyricism of the carol, it has to be underlined that 

the first of its adaptations to Christianity was the introduction of some 

refrains or of some final formulas. One of the oldest refrains inserted in the 

carol seems to have been “Alleluia” which was deformed in the profane 

carols and in the Christian ones by the syntagm corrupted from the original 

“Leru-i Ler”. The first attestation of this refrain is found in Dimitrie 

Cantemir, both in the Descriptio Moldaviae and in the Hronicul vechimei 

romano-moldo-vlahilor [1]. 

By making a summary presentation of the Virgin’s image in popular 

lyrics (be it even intertwined with other literary genres, as is the case with 

the carols and with the star songs), I tried to point out the profound 

perception, even if it is a primitive one, of reporting the sacred to a simple, 
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religious man. It goes without saying that the time of genesis for these 

popular creations is a privileged one, connected to an archaic ontology, 

which allows a lasting relation between the creation and its creator. All at 

once with the nativity of the Son and through Mary, the transcendence 

takes on an image, “the addressee” of the prayers, the absolute possessor 

of the mediation and fulfillment of the prayers is by now well determined. 

Horia Roman-Patapievici catches these internal movements of the 

traditional religious man – the being uncorrupt by modernity or by his own 

processes of conscience, because in the course of salvation the reason is 

manifesting itself freely: “The traditional homo religiosus has lived his 

relation with God as a relation with an absolute transcendence without 

image and representations (the Father) or as a relation with a describable 

transcendence, close to us and simultaneously divine (the Son) [9]”. 

Without a doubt, the cult of the Virgin Mary, as it appears in popular 

literature, is a precious indication of the propensity toward gentleness and 

humbleness by an anonymous author. By knowing this data of 

autochthonous spirituality, we do feel under an obligation to introspect our 

own soul, because, “seeing that things are as they are, how could one not 

love a nation which has ennobled the feeling of duration by faith in the 

perpetuity of the Incarnation? And how could one not love a land in whose 

swaddling clothes God has warmed His holy little feet? [2]” 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The article deals with the ancient Roman tradition of veneration of 

the Theotokos. The main focus is drawn on the icon painted by St. Luke 

the Evangelist by the ancient Encaustic technique. The icon is called 

“Avvocata” by the Romanians. 

In the article is narrated the history of the icon and the miracles 

performed by it. The ancient tradition of special adoration of the icon on 

the feast of the Assumption is also noteworthy. Besides, the article retells 

a reader about the copies of “Avvocata” in the historical temples of the 

Eternal City. The article is intended for those interested in the history of 

art and church as well as for general readers. 
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The ancient tradition of venerating icons and holy relics is a common 

experience in the Orthodox Church. In 842, the 7th Ecumenical Council 

restored the practice of icon veneration. During times of iconoclastic 

controversy, many of the great Holy Fathers contributed to the redemption 

of icons and holy relics. At the time of the Crusades, a great deal of holy 

objects from the Holy Land and the Byzantine Empire were taken to 

Europe and were lost for Orthodox Christians. Some holy relics reappeared 

after several decades and even centuries but many still remain lost. 

Therefore, the purpose of our pilgrimage expedition was to search for 

ancient holy objects and study their history. Over the last ten years, we 

found and saw many ancient sacred icons and holy relics in Catholic 

Europe. 

In this report, I intend to address the issue of icons of the Virgin Mary, 

those associated with the name of Saint Luke the Evangelist and kept in 

different cathedrals in Rome. Unfortunately, little is known about these 

ancient icons in the Orthodox world as they predominantly represent a 

hidden treasure. 

In Rome in the 1950s, the greatest discovery in the field of art was 

made by the Institute of Restoration and its former colleague, Carlo 

Bertelli. This refers to show pieces dating to the 6th century. Especially 

interesting were those objects which had been imported from the Byzantine 

Empire and their local Roman copies1. 

On the basis of Roman findings, it was once again confirmed that 

Rome of the ancient and early Middle Ages was a province of the 

Byzantine Empire as well as always having been the center2 of Western 

                                                           
1 Hans Belting, Bild und Kult: Eine Geschichte des Bildes vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst, 

Munchen: C. H. Beck, 1990, p. 34. 
2 Ibid. p. 35. 
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Christianity. The study of the Mount Sinai and Roman discoveries posed 

many questions with many of these questions only partially answered. 

First of all, I am going to touch upon the theme of the history of the 

creation of the image of the Holy Mother by the Apostle Luke and present 

it, not as a legend, but as an evaluation in respect of the Istrian aspect. 

Saint Luke came from the town of Antioch in Syria. Born and raised in 

a unique environment, he became both a talented doctor and an artist. The 

surroundings in which Saint Luke was brought up stood out from those of 

the Jewish people. His circle of peers was skilled in the art of portraiture, 

something which was used mainly in the spiritual practices of death rituals. 

Here, we must recall another rare discovery which took place at the 

end of the 19thcentury in the Egyptian Fayoum Oasis. As it is known, the 

famous discovery of the so-called “Fayoum Portraits” made a great impact 

on the history of art. 

The portraits, resembling Impressionist paintings with brightly shining 

colors, confused art historians. As for their dating, it created a sensation. 

The creation of the first icons is ascribed to Luke the Evangelist, born in 

the same epoch and the same Hellenistic environment. The 10th century 

historian and author of a menology of 130 Saints, Symeon the Metaphrast, 

writes that the Apostle Luke created the first icon of the Mother of God 

using wax and paint and he gave it to us to venerate3. The legend is 

grounded on scholastic facts and mostly on the portraits of the Fayoum 

Oasis. 

The famous Orthodox iconographer and theologian, L. Uspenski, 

makes the following remarks in his workabout the first icons: “According 

to ecclesiastical tradition, the first icons of the Holy Virgin belong to Saint 

Luke the Evangelist. After Pentecost, he painted three icons of the Mother 

of God. One of them represents the ‘Merciful’ type where the mutual 

tenderness of the Holy Mother of God and the Child is depicted; here, 

natural human affection and motherly love and tenderness are stressed. 

This is the face of a deeply grieving mother anticipating the future agony 

of her son and silently suffering the inevitable adversity.” 

                                                           
3 Golubtsov A.P. From Readings on the Archeology of Churches and Liturgics. SPB, 1995; page 

205. 
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The second icon belongs to the “Odigitria” type which means 

“showing the way”. Here, the Holy Mother and the child meet the viewer 

face-on. “Odigitria” (Hodegetria) is anaustere, magnificent icon wherein 

the divinity of the Christ Child is especially emphasized. 

The third icon depicts the Holy Mother without her Child. The 

information we have about this icon is insufficient. It is the “Deesis” or 

“Merciful” type. 

Nowadays,the Russian Church counts as many as ten icons attributed 

to Luke the Evangelist. On the Holy Mountain of Athos and in Western 

Europe, there are altogether 21 such icons, eight of which are kept in 

Rome4. 

This quotation contains interesting information about the third icon of 

the Mother of God which is the least known for us. According to our 

sources its current place of residence is in Rome. 

Dozens of local copies corresponding to the third icon painted bySaint 

Luke the Evangelist, least of all known forUspenski and the present day 

Orthodox Church, are kept in some of the most famous churches. The icon 

depicts the Pleading Mother of God. 

The most important thing is that their original copies of the oldest 

Mother of God icon have been preserved - whose dating is difficult for 

researchers. 

Some experts agree on the dating as the first half of the 6th or 7th 

centuries. In the Church of Rome, it is venerated as the image made by 

Saint Luke the Evangelist, “Madonna Di San Luca” or “Madonna 

Avvocata” (Advocate). It should be emphasized that the icon was painted 

by using the ancient technique of encaustic5. 

We do not consider this a mere coincidence: corresponding to the 

iconography of the most unknown icon bearing the name of Saint Luke, 

the origin of a number of copies through the centuries gives us solid 

grounds to think about its authenticity. 

                                                           

4 Leonid A. Uspenski , Divinity of  the  Icon  of the Orthodox Church,Publishing House 

Brotherhood  on behalf of the Saint Count Alexander Nevski 1997, page 12. 
5 Tavole miracolose, le Icone medioevali di Romae Del Lazio Del Fondo Edifici di culto, 2012. 

p. 44. 
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The icon is truly distinguishable by its especially warm and genuine 

gaze of the Virgin Mary. The image is almost iconic. It is immediately 

obvious that the artist worked directly from a model (Figure 2). This icon 

very closely resembles the masterpieces of the Fayoum Oasis portraits. 

It is important to note that the history of the icon was recorded in 1656 

by the Catholic Nun Salamonia on the basis of oral traditions. 

The history tells us that this icon, painted by Saint Luke the Evangelist, 

was brought to Rome from Jerusalem by an unknown pilgrim where, 

according to the fable, threebrothers (Tempulus, Servulus, and Cervulus) 

from Constantinople lived nearthe Cathedral ofSaint Agatha. After a sign 

was given to Tempulus through the Appearance, he bought this icon and 

placed it in the nearby monastery where miracles soon started to happen. 

Monks, having fled from Constantinople, lived in the monastery. 

When Pope Sergius III (904-911) transferred the icon to Rome and placed 

it in the main Cathedral Basilica (Lateran), a miracle happened - the icon 

returned to the Mothers. This miracle was repeated several times. Later, the 

nuns changed their place of dwelling and brought the icon from “Santa 

Maria Tempula” to “San Sisto”6. From 1931, the icon has been in “Santa 

Maria del Rosario”. 

It should be noted that this monastery has the most strict typicon. That 

is the reason why the icon lapsed into oblivion and was forgotten by a large 

group of the public. It was only in 2007 that a well-known German 

journalist and researcher, Paul Bade, rediscovered it7. 

The nuns tell us about another miracle:during every Passion Week, the 

icon changed itscolor and on Good Friday, it almost faded away. It also 

helped to kill the plague. In Rome, for example, Pope Saint Gregory the 

Dialogist (Dialogus) prayed to the Lord through the icon to have mercy 

upon the population of the city which had already been reduced by half 

because of the epidemic. He walked the streets holding the icon and 

blessed the city. Archangel SaintMichael appeared to the Pope and 

sheathed his sword. It was a sign that the epidemic would be contained. 

                                                           
6 San Domenico e il Monastero di San Sisto, 1993, p. 305. 
7 “Vatican – Schönheit und Drama der Weltkirche“ (Nr. 5), Paul Bade: Roms geheimer Schatz – 

Die Urikone des Rosenkranzes. 
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The procession held annually in Rome on the occasion of the 

Assumption of the Virgin on the night of August 15 is associated with the 

icons painted by Luke the Evangelist.It is interesting that the Icon of the 

Savior, which is kept in Rome – in the Sanctuary of the Holy of Holies is 

also ascribed to Luke the Evangelist (and it is thought that the icon was 

finally completed by the angels). This icon used to be brought out on the 

night of the Assumption of the Mother of God and was taken throughout 

the torch-lit streets, along the main squares and roads to the ancient and 

great church of the Holy Virgin Mary, Santa Maria de Maggiore (there was 

already a Cathedral of the Holy Virgin Mary in the 5th century) from which 

another icon, the oldest icon of the Everlasting Virgin, Regina Coeli or 

“Heavenly Queen”, was brought out to meet the procession (Figure 3). It 

brought the Assumption of the Holy Virgin to life through the image of the 

litany. 

As we know from apocryphal sources, the Savior Himself came down 

to the Earth to raise the Heavenly Queen to Heaven. The procession takes 

its origin from the 8th century and became a tradition in medieval Rome. 

The procession of the Icon of the Savior would stop several times at 

different famous churches such as, for example, the Basilica of Saint 

Clement of Rome, wherethe “feet of the Icon” were bathed in rose water 

and basil leaves and afterwards it continued its way via the Colosseum and 

the Roman Forum to Santa Maria Nuova, the oldest church of the Holy 

Virgin, from which another of the oldest icons was brought out and put in 

front of the Icon of the Savior. Finally, at the crack of dawn, the 

procession, by the light of the torches, approached the Square of Santa 

Maria Maggiore and venerated the Icon of the Mother of God. 

Believers celebrated this moment with shouts of “Misericordia” or 

“Mercy” with chanting and fireworks. It was a culmination of the 

procession after which both icons, the clergy, and the parish entered the 

cathedral where the Bishop of Rome would celebrate the festive liturgy8. 

The Icon of the Holy Virgin of Santa Maria Maggioreis also 

considered to be the original work of Luke the Evangelist. In the 8th 

                                                           
8 Gerhard Wolf: Salus Populi Romani. Die Geschichte römischer Kultbilder im Mittelalter, 

Weinheim 1990, p. 52. 
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century, Saint Andrew of Crete and Saint Germanus (Patriarch of 

Constantinople in 715 - 730) recalled the Icon of the Virgin Mary - 

Hodegetria. This image kept in Rome is also linked to the Apostle Luke. 

Saint Germanicus remarks that this icon was painted within the 

lifetime of the Virgin Mary and sent to Theophilus in Rome, the “Diligent 

Theophilious” who is mentioned9 at the beginning of the Gospel of Luke 

and the Acts of the Apostles. 

It is as old as the Icon of the Savior Icon from Sancta Sanctorum. But 

it is better positioned because Theophilus did not take part in the march, 

because he was waiting for the procession at the church. In the 19th 

century, he was officially named as the Savior of the Roman People (Salus 

Populus Romani). In the same church, in the main refectory, the greatest 

holy relics of the Most Holy Mother were kept through the ages such as 

strands of her hair, breast milk, her mantle and other parts of her garments. 

Records from this church have provided us with this information10. 

In Santa Maria Maggiore, the planks of the manger where Jesus slept 

as a baby are kept for believers to worship. Because of this, this basilica 

was called the “Virgin Mary's House”. The aforementioned image is drawn 

on a cypress plank, sized 117 by 79cm. It features a woman in a gracious 

posture gazing directly and only the Infant Jesus leaning towards her 

stresses the fact that she is the mother of the divine infant. 

The icon, like a palimpsest, consists of many layers but this does not 

diminish its artistic value. Neither a technical study of this icon nor a 

cleaning have been carried out by researchers so the options and variants of 

the chronology of the layers remain only as a hypothesis. 

The quality of the original Icon from Pompeii is in some places 

discernible such as the hand of the Infant Jesus modeled by the light. Next 

to it we can see linear stylized shapes11 having been already made at the 

beginning of the 8th century. 

                                                           

9 Leonid A. Uspenski , Divinity of  the  Icon  of the Orthodox Church,Publishing House 

Brotherhood  on behalf of the Saint Count Alexander Nevski 1997, page 123. 
10 Gerhard Wolf : Salus Populi Romani. Die Geschichte römischer Kultbilder im Mittelalter, 

Weinheim 1990, p. 52. 
11 Gerhard Wolf: Salus Populi Romani. die Geschichte römischer Kultbilder im Mittelalter, 

Weinheim 1990, p. 67. 
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A trace of some restoration carried out in the 11th centuryis noticeable, 

which was completed in the 13th century. The icon depicts a pose of the 

Everlasting Virgin which was difficult to achieve in the copies of the 12th 

century as it was not a style characteristic for the medieval period. 

The figure of Mary with crossed hands holding a veil of the consul is 

distinguished by a lively, natural posture and is not a form expressing only 

an artistic gesture. 

As we have already mentioned above, the procession would stop on its 

way and visit different types of icons of the Mother of God. Beginning in 

the12th century, it was met by another old icon at the first stop, at the 

Roman Forum, Santa Maria Nuovo (now Santa Francesca Romana). The 

surviving parts of the original created using the technique of encaustic 

were cleaned from the multiple layers in 1950. According to the legend, 

the icon from the town of Troy brought to Rome by Angelo Frangipane in 

1100 is also ascribed to Luke the Evangelist (Image 4). Later, after a fire, 

only the faces of the Everlasting Virgin and the infant Jesus miraculously 

survived on the otherwise damaged icon. In the 13th century, it was 

restored and given the format of the Hodigitria icon12. Art historians date 

the icon to the 6th century. The icon is quite monumental. The face of the 

Mother of God is 53 cm. It is presumed that the original face of the Mother 

of God depicted on the icon before the fire was 340 by 170cm.13. 

As sources witness, the aforementioned icon, “Madonna Di San Luca,” 

the same “Avvocata” or the Advocate also participated in the procession. It 

can be said that from the 10th century the main role was played by this 

icon. It is the first icon of the Mother of God dating back to the year 1100. 

Since 1110, it is the first icon of the Mother of God which is known as the 

copy of the icon painted by Luke the Evangelist. Unlike the previous icon, 

it is smaller in size. Its format is 71 by 41cm.14. 

                                                           
12 In the XIII century, the following inscription was made on the frame of the icon: This Icon  

came from the Greek town of Troy or the town the  ancestros of the Romans came from and 

where the antique palladium was discovered. 
13 Guarducchi, Margherita, La più antica icona di Maria. Un prodigioso. vincolo fra Oriente e 

Occidente, Rom 1989, gv. 125/137. 
14 Hans Belting, Bild und Kult: eine Geschichte des Bildes vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst, 

München: C. H. Beck. 1990, p. 67. 
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The icon known as the icon of the “Avvocata” was venerated by 

common people. It was moved by the Pope to the church, but afterwards it 

was returned to the small monastery, to the poor and unprotected nuns. 

This icon has one of the advantages of the Icon of Santa Maria 

Maggiore because its contents are better adjusted to the scenario of a 

procession. This is conditioned by the fact that the Holy Virgin is depicted 

on the icon, alone in a pleading posture without the infant Jesus. 

The Queen “Advocate” was walked alongside the icon of the ”Savior” 

during the whole procession until the two of them joined the “Mother of 

Rome” on the Cathedral Square. Those two icons, as the original icons 

painted by Luke the Evangelist, complemented one another. 

The icon of the Holy Mother known under the name of “Avvocata” 

was made using the wax tempera technique. A lot of Fayoum Oasis 

portraits are made by means of the same technique. It was especially 

widely used in the 2nd century BC15. It would be impossible to date the 

Fayoum portraits if not for the efforts of the many well-known scholars of 

that period and the Roman sculptures of the same period, the comparison 

of which helped scholars designate those portraits to the 1st-4th centuries 

BC16. 

A great difficulty arose indating the aforementioned icons, especially 

in the case of the “Avvocata” as the plank on which the icon was painted 

had been damaged by woodworms, thus making the dating impossible. An 

x-ray study of the icon is also problematic as a metal plate protects it from 

decay. 

Accordingly, the current dating to the first half of the 6th or 7th 

centuries, in our opinion, is conditional and gives the possibility for the 

assumption that the icon was painted much earlier and may have truly been 

done by the Evangelist himself. 

The faithful have a strong belief in this and later some multifaceted 

examinations will prove the accuracy of this belief. 

                                                           
15 Kity Machabeli: Masterpieces of Centuries2001, page92. 
16 The paint consisted of wax, oil, egg white and pigments to which the so-called „Chios Balsam“ 

was added. The wax tempera was applied with a brush and it  gave a smoother and cleaner 

surface than the pure encaustica whose characteristic feature was thick, pastose strokes and 

applied by means of  the metal instruments. 
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APPENDIX 

 

 

Figure 1. “Madonna Avvocata” or “Madonna di San Luca”. 

 

Figure 2. “Madonna Avvocata” a fragment. 
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Figure 3. The icon of Mother of God - “Salus Populi Romani”. 

 

Figure 4. A fragment from the icon of the Mother of God - Santa Maria Nuova. 
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