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Religious and State Vision of Saint Grigol Khandzteli

The images of Georgian saints depicted in Georgian hymnography are guided by
Christian vision and strong sense of national identity. It can hardly be found a Georgian
hagiographic work with no particular accent on national identity and outlook, which
differentiates Georgian hagiography from the one created in the Byzantine multi-ethnic
setting. The religious works of St. Grigol Khandzteli was created at the conjunction of the sense
of the Christian identity, liturgical awareness and state vision. His contribution to
strengthening Christianity and searching for ideological background of Georgian state is
enormous since Khandzteli first of all is a religious statesman, working for consolidating
Georgian Church, making the Christian idea stronger, articulating at the same time Georgian
national interests based on the relevant needs and challenges. He directed his efforts to
organizing religious life of Georgians that is manifested by his works a charter and annual
Iadgari.

St. Grigol Khandzeli, like the apostles, strived for spiritual development of Georgian
people and his wisdom gave results after centuries have passed. He consolidated grounds for
articulating the self-identity of Georgian church by creating regulatory and religious books
based on Jerusalem-Sabatsminda and Constantinople monastery rules and regulations. The
work of St. Grigol Khandzteli extended to whole Georgia in both religious and ideological
terms since the Church and religious rank was the basis of spiritual integrity and sovereignty of
the state while the state in turn was the guarantee of advancement and strength of the Church.
Both clerical and secular parts of population used to keep up the Christian vision and the state
ideology together, upon mutual agreement.

The episode of St. Grigol's being in Abkhazia is noteworthy to this end; having, apart
from religious aspect, a political meaning as well. Tt is in this very context that we have to
interpret Saint Grigol's refusal to Abkhaz King on the request by the latter to build a church in
Abkhazia. This refusal can be explained by the following two reasons: 1. It was not a God's will
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to build a church by Grigol on this land before due, i.e. before the time comes; that was the
reason why St. Grigol Khandzteli could not find a proper place for building a church. The Saint
blamed the geographical landscape, local nature for that according to him, the clergyman needs
a proper place to keep a fast (Manuscripts, 1963/1964: 268). But, according to the work of the
Saint, the nature of Western Georgia is not suitable for monks to maintain their way of life.
The Abkhaz King, saddened by Saint’s refusal did not accept the reason given by the Saint,
saying in response that it was not fair to neglect this country like that (Manuscripts,
1963/1964:268). The Abkhaz King wanted to make Abkhazia the land which would host the
holy fathers and share the blessing of their deeds. The issue of the political state of Abkhazia
was not clearly seen in St. Grigol's answer to the King Demetre; moreover, the Saint did not at
all mendon the issue of Abkhazia's being a part of whole Georgia that is definitely not the
business of hagiography either. 2 Yet, nevertheless, the refusal of St. Grigol to build church in
Abkhazia seems to have another pretext: Political situation in Western Georgia (or in the
whole country) required an analytical approach to the issue since Georgia at that time (1* half
of IX C.) was dependent on Byzantine Empire. That is why Saint Grigol thought that it was not
a God's will that he (Grigol) should have built a church there.

Behind Giorgi Merchule’s words the reader should objectively consider the state of
Georgia at that time, and more particularly, the political state of Western Georgia. By the time
when St. Grigol went to Abkhazia, this region was still under the patronage of Byzantine
Empire. This is confirmed by the fact no Georgian inscription can be found in Western Georgia
unt! late VIII - early IX CC, according to the epigraphy specialists. Namely, according to V.
Silogava, the inscription found on Kutaisi church antefix inscriptions is dated VIIT-IX CC. This
is the oldest Georgian inscription from Western Georgia made in ‘Asomtravruli’ script along
with the initial inscriptions from Ubisa monastery and antefix inscriptions from Msikhgua
church. The inscriptions older than those cannot be expected to be found in Western Georgia
[Silogava, 2009: 78-79). The researcher does not give reasons of absence of Georgian
inscriptions in Western Georgia though.

Therefore, 1 suppose that in this episode described by Giorgi Merchule, apart from
religious vision, we can also perceive the political situation in the country. Building church in
Abkhazia by St. Grigol Khandzteli could cause deterioration of political situation and creating
tension between Byzantine Empire and Georgia.

Given the “seniorial” (N. Berdzenishvili) division of Georgia of those times, the
relationship between different influential parties within the socicty was not entirely
coordinated. That is why it can be concluded that Saint Grigol Khandzteli's state vision and
insight to predict possible development of events (apart from religious mission) that was
manifested in refusal to build an Orthodox Christan church in Abkhazia, represents the
hagiographer Giorgi Merchule’s finding of the Saint being a religious figure having political
vision.

In the history of Georgia we have more than one example of prominent clergy like
catalikos-patriarchs and other high-rank religious figures demonstrating political thinking.
Abkhaz King’s words prompted Saint Grigol Khandztcli to build church in Ubisa, at the
country's periphery, in order to bring Western Georgia closer to the spiritual and political life
of the whole country and include the latter into the scope of activities of Tao-Klarjeti religious
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and literary school. That is confirmed by the works of X C. Georgian writers hymnographers
(Toane Minchkhi, Stepane Chkondideli-Sananoisdze). Sending religious books to the head of
Ubisa monastery, aged Illarion coming from Jerusalem, was yet another manifestation of
considering Abkhazia an integral part of Georgia, meaning that Saint Grigol gave his blessing
and spiritual treasure to the Church and his head.

Saint Grigol sent his pupils to different parts of Georgia that had two meanings and
mission: 1. Enriching and spreading the values and practice of spiritual life Georgia-wide.
Taking into account the phases of development according to the bible / gospels, this
corresponds to the phase of apostle’s life, when apostles, after Christ’s Ascension and Pentecost
went to the different comers of the world to preach the Lord's teaching, that has a
hypodigmal-paradigmal typological meaning; 2. Religious figures used to serve the country’s
secular interests as well that is confirmed by several episodes described in the work, the above-
mentioned fragment being one of them.

Hence, one of the goals of Saint Grigol Khandzteli’s long religious life and work was
reaching harmony between state and church, since he was aware that church only could not
build Kartli as a state. Consolidation of clergy and people was needed for this purpose. Saint
Grigol Khandzteli, through his life and work, settded religious deeds, which had a state
meaning as well: Saint Grigol consolidated the role and place of Geotgian church in Georgia’s
political and public life and prepared grounds for Georgia's unity that was well reflected in the
hagiographer’s metaphor about the Saint: “the heaven'’s man and the angel of earth”.
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