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Introduction

Georgia has historically been distinguished by its religious diversity, which has formed 
as a result of both geographical location and political and cultural processes. Since an-
cient times, the Caucasus region has represented a crossroads of various civilizations 
and religious traditions, which has enabled Christian, Islamic, and Jewish communi-
ties to coexist peacefully in Georgia. Although the Georgian Orthodox Church occu-
pies a special place in the country’s historical and cultural development, the country’s 
religious diversity has always exceeded a single-faith framework.

Within the framework of Christian communities, in addition to the Georgian Auto-
cephalous Apostolic Orthodox Church, the territory of Georgia has for centuries been 
home to the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Church, the Roman Catholic Church, and 
later Protestant movements. The role of the Armenian Apostolic Church is particularly 
significant, as even today it performs not only religious but also cultural and education-
al functions in the life of the Armenian community. The coexistence of these church-
es created a multi-religious environment that, despite periodic tensions, was primarily 
based on the practice of everyday cohabitation.

In the post-Soviet period, Georgia’s religious diversity faced new challenges. After So-
viet atheism, religious revival strengthened the public influence of the majority church, 
while simultaneously revealing problems in the institutional organization of religious mi-
norities. Despite constitutionally guaranteed freedom of religion, religious equality is of-
ten difficult to achieve in practice, particularly regarding property and legal status issues.

The relationship between Georgia and the Armenian Apostolic Holy Church is 
based on a centuries-old historical process. It is closely intertwined with the dynam-
ics of the region’s political and cultural development. From the early Middle Ages, the 
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Caucasus has represented a space where Christian communities had actively interact-
ed with one another.

The Armenian community and Armenian Apostolic Church in Georgia

The 5th century is particularly noteworthy, when, against the backdrop of a difficult po-
litical situation, part of the Armenian population was forced to seek refuge in neigh-
bouring Georgian lands. Following defeat in a rebellion against Iran, a significant por-
tion of the surviving Mamikonyan dynasty settled in Georgia, which contributed to 
the consolidation and strengthening of the Armenian community. Over time, the Ar-
menian community grew both numerically and institutionally. The border region be-
tween Georgia and Armenia was Gugark. According to historical sources, Gugark was 
an area of compact Armenian population settlement. After the Mamikonyan resettle-
ment, this region became one of the important centers of Armenian ecclesiastical and 
cultural life, which further strengthened the positions of the Armenian community in 
Georgia (Alexidze, 2021: 255-260).

Relations between the Georgian and Armenian Churches were not limited to co-
habitation alone. In the 11th-12th centuries, joint ecclesiastical meetings were held on 
multiple occasions, aimed at achieving agreement on dogmatic and liturgical issues and 
strengthening inter-Church relations. Additionally, at the initiative of Zakaria Mkhargrd-
zeli, two ecclesiastical councils were convened to align Armenian ecclesiastical customs 
and the calendar as closely as possible with Georgian ecclesiastical tradition. Of utmost 
importance and great significance for the Armenian community is the construction of 
Khojivank Church in Tbilisi in 1655 and the establishment of an Armenian cemetery 
within its grounds. This space soon became not only a religious but also a cultural me-
morial center. Many distinguished Armenian writers, scientists, and public figures are 
buried in Khojivank, which confirms Tbilisi’s role as one of the important centers of Ar-
menian intellectual and spiritual life in the region (Alexidze, 2021: 255-260).

The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 radically changed the religious environ-
ment of former Soviet republics, including Georgia. This process created both new op-
portunities and serious challenges for religious communities that had endured decades 
of state atheism and institutional restrictions. Among Georgia’s religious minorities, 
the Armenian Apostolic Church represents a particularly significant case, both due to 
the numerousness of the Armenian diaspora and its historical roots in Georgian terri-
tory (Jones, 2013).

During the Soviet period, religion was almost completely expelled. A large portion 
of Armenian churches were closed or used for other purposes. The Soviet regime de-
stroyed numerous temples of the Armenian Apostolic Church in Georgia. The Soviet 
peoples tried to maintain their own identity primarily through language, family tradi-
tions, and culture, but not through the Church. Following the dissolution of the Soviet 
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Union, beginning in the 1990s, the Armenian Apostolic Church in Georgia (Diocese) 
began active religious and cultural activities. Part of the temples were gradually restored, 
and worship services were renewed. The Church became a symbol of their identity, as 
after the Soviet atheist regime, Armenians needed to ‘return’ to their historical roots.

In the 18th-20th centuries, Armenians represented the largest ethnic minority in 
Georgia. In 1800, Armenians constituted 4% of the total population, while in 1926 
they represented 11%. After this, throughout the 20th century, a decrease in the share 
of the Armenian population was observed, due to their migration to Russia and Arme-
nia. According to the 2014 census, 4.5% of Georgia’s population are ethnically Arme-
nian, which, along with Azerbaijanis, makes them the country’s largest ethnic minori-
ty (Wheatley, 2009). They primarily live in Tbilisi and the Samtskhe-Javakheti region. 
Despite centuries of political changes, this community has preserved its religious and 
cultural identity. The post-Soviet period created new difficulties in Armenian-Georgian 
relations, as both societies tried to restore religious heritage under conditions of con-
temporary state realities.

Data published by GeoStat in 2016 should also be noted – Georgia’s population totals 
3,713,804 people. The survey respondents were asked about their religious affiliation. 
The results showed that 83.4% of the population consider themselves Orthodox Chris-
tians, while 2.9% identify as part of the Armenian Holy Apostolic Orthodox Church, 
which constitutes 109,000 people. By this number, the Armenian Apostolic Church is 
third in Georgia by the number of followers, after Orthodox Christians and the Mus-
lim community (10.7%) (83% Orthodox Christians, 11% Muslim, and 3% are members 
of the Armenian Apostolic Church, 2016).

Currently, temples and chapels of the Armenian Apostolic Church operate in two 
cities, six regions, and two districts – a total of 20 churches are currently functioning: in 
Tbilisi – St. George Cathedral (Surb Gevorg) and Echmiadzin St. George Church (Surb 
Ejmiawcin); in Akhalkalaki – Surb Khach (Holy Cross); in Ninotsminda – Surb Saragis 
(St. Saragis); in Akhaltsikhe – St. Gregory the Illuminator; in Batumi – Savior’s Church; 
and in Marneuli – Mother of God churches (Alexidze, 2021: 255-260). The Armenian 
Apostolic Church represents the main symbol of the Armenian community’s identity 
in Georgia. Bishop Kirakos Davtian of the Diocese of the Armenian Church of Georgia 
notes that the role of the Armenian Church in preserving cultural identity is immeasur-
ably great, as for any Georgian citizen who is integrated into Georgian society, the Ar-
menian Apostolic Church is and will be a symbol of spirituality, traditions, and identi-
ty (Kirakos Davtian, personal communication, September 2025).

Within the framework of the Armenian Apostolic Church in Georgia, cultural cent-
ers actively function and work, carrying out socio-cultural activities in multiple direc-
tions: Tbilisi Cultural-Educational and Youth Center “Hayartun’”; “Hovhannes Tumanyan 
House” Scientific and Cultural Center; “Rustaveli Surb Grigor Narekatsi” Cultural-Edu-
cational and Youth Center; “Alexander Mantashyants” Cultural-Educational and Youth 
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Center in Batumi; Ozurgeti “Komitas Vardapet” Cultural-Educational and Youth Center; 
Akhalkalaki Municipality Archbishop Karapet Bagratuny Cultural-Educational Center; 
Diocese of Armenia of Georgia Akhalkalaki Municipality Goman Cultural-Educational 
and Youth Center; “Rafael Javakh” Educational and Youth Center; Diocese of Armenia 
of Georgia “Vardges Surenyants” Cultural-Educational and Youth Center. The activities 
of cultural centers include teaching Armenian language and history, as well as various 
subjects and skills development. It should be noted that Sunday schools have a system-
atic character, where adolescents are taught the Armenian alphabet and religious hymns 
(Diocese of the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Holy Church in Georia, 2019).

Soviet legacy

The Soviet era significantly changed Georgias religious environment. State policy pur-
posefully restricted religious institutions and deprived them of property. Both Armenian 
and Georgian religious communities were in difficult conditions, although the Georgian 
Orthodox Church’s close connection with national identity gave it a certain advantage 
during the independence movement period (Pelkmans, 2006).

In 1991, after gaining independence, Georgia began a process of religious revival 
primarily directed at restoring the institutional role of the Georgian Orthodox Church. 
Although this was natural considering the Church’s historical role, this process created 
tensions with religious minorities who were also demanding recognition and property 
restitution (Zedania, 2011: 120-145).

Since the 1990s, the Armenian Apostolic Church has been demanding from the Geor-
gian state the resolution of disputes over specific churches – as they believe, the church-
es that belonged to them should be returned. These churches are: Norashen Church of 
the Dormition of the Mother of God, Surb Nshan, Akhaltsikhe Surb Nshan, Moghnisi 
St. George Church, Surb Mina, and Shamkaretsi (Gogolashvili, 2016).

Constitutional changes and legal recognition

The Constitutional Agreement formalized in 2002 between the Georgian state and the 
Georgian Orthodox Church is considered one of the most significant events in post-So-
viet religious policy. This is an agreement between the State of Georgia and the Geor-
gian Orthodox Church. The agreement granted the Church special constitutional sta-
tus and recognized its “exceptional role in Georgian history” (Parliament of Georgia, 
2002). While on one hand, the agreement reflected public sentiments, on the other hand, 
from the perspective of religious minorities, it created unequal conditions for other reli-
gious associations. Religious minorities expressed criticism regarding the Constitution-
al Agreement, arguing that it violates the principle of religious equality.
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A notable fact is that the 2011 Law on Religious Organizations was a significant step 
toward religious diversity. It gave the Armenian Apostolic Church and other religious 
minorities the opportunity for legal registration and obtaining certain rights. On July 5, 
2011, the Georgian Parliament adopted an amendment to the Civil Code, as a result of 
which religious associations were given the opportunity to register as legal entities un-
der public law. The right to registration applied to religious organizations that are his-
torically connected with Georgia or are recognized as religions under the legislation of 
Council of Europe member states. This change constitutes an important legal precon-
dition for expanding the legal status of diverse religious organizations, but the practical 
implementation of the law showed that real equality between denominations remains 
a problem. Based on registration, the Armenian Apostolic Church in Georgia holds the 
status of a legal entity under public law, which enables it to own property, manage plac-
es of worship, have cultural centers, and implement educational programmes (Cauca-
sus Research-Resource Center, 2011).

The Georgian Orthodox Church and the Armenian Apostolic Church have exten-
sive historical cooperation and common Christian values. Bishop Kirakos Davtian notes 
that both Churches maintain dialogue with each other, especially regarding topics where 
a joint position is needed (for example, protection of family and traditional values, re-
ligious freedom issues) (Kirakos Davtian, personal communication, January 2025).

It is noteworthy that the Armenian Apostolic Church is a member of the Council of 
the State Agency for Religious Affairs. Official meetings and visits between ecclesiasti-
cal delegations are periodically held, both in Armenia and in Georgia.

Greater cooperation between the Churches is limited by historical-canonical disputes. 
The status of historical temples is one of the most acute issues for the Armenian Apos-
tolic Church. The discussions about six disputed temples have been ongoing for years.

Historical heritage and disputed issues

Located in Tbilisi is Norashen (Holy Mother of God) Church. The dispute surrounding 
the church clearly demonstrates the difficulties that Armenian religious institutions are 
facing. It was founded in 1467, with some sources mentioning 1507. The church was tak-
en from the community during the Soviet period, and later both Armenian and Geor-
gian ecclesiastical parties claimed it (Khoshtaria, 2015: 733-751).

In 2014, the National Agency for Cultural Heritage Preservation of Georgia issued 
permission for restoration work to be carried out at Norashen Church. In 2015-2016, ur-
gent restoration work was carried out to strengthen the Norashen Church. The church’s 
dome, facade, and supporting wall were renovated. New doors and windows were also 
installed, and tombstones were returned to the church territory (Diocese of the Arme-
nian Apostolic Orthodox Holy Church in Georia, 2020).
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Representatives of the Armenian community assert that the state gave preference to 
the position of the Georgian Orthodox Church, despite historical documents confirm-
ing Armenian ownership. According to the Armenian Apostolic Church, this case re-
flects a broader tendency where property restitution is mostly resolved in favour of the 
majority Church. Currently, the church is still not functioning (Armenian Patriarchate 
of Constantinople, 2018).

Also noteworthy is the issue of Surb Nshan (St. Nicholas) Church, which was found-
ed in 1624 and was damaged multiple times. Currently, the temple physically exists but 
is not functioning. Within the framework of the Soviet Union, the church was closed on 
multiple occasions and used for various purposes. In the 1980s, before the Soviet Union 
dissolved, the temple was used as a wine storage facility. In 2002, a fire occurred in the 
temple. In 2012, repeated fires and heavy rains further damaged the church infrastruc-
ture. Regarding the ownership of Surb Nshan Temple, the Georgian Orthodox Church 
has a claim, as they explain that according to historical tradition, an Orthodox place of 
worship existed at the site of the temple. In 2007, the temple was granted the status of 
a historical monument. There is a difference of opinion regarding this issue between the 
Churches, which has remained an unsolved problem for years (Diocese of the Armeni-
an Apostolic Orthodox Holy Church in Georia, 2025).

Like Norashen and Surb Nshan churches, Moghnisi St. George Church in Old Tbi-
lisi, built in the 18th century, remains a disputed issue. After the Sovietization of Geor-
gia, the Moghnisi St. George Church ceased functioning. During the Soviet period, the 
temple was used as part of the Ethnography Museum, and after the dissolution of the So-
viet Union, the church, which remained non-functional, began to deteriorate. In 2009, 
the church’s dome also collapsed, as a result of which Mikheil Avakian, head of the Le-
gal Affairs and Cooperation Service of the Armenian Diocese, stated that they had re-
peatedly appealed to the Georgian authorities for the temple to be returned to the Ar-
menian Apostolic Church (Gogolashvili, 2016).

Like the aforementioned temples, to this day Surb Mina (of the Yerevan Armeni-
ans), Shamkaretsi (Mother of God of Shamqori), and Akhaltsikhe Surb Nshan (St. Var-
tanants) churches remain inactive, non-functional, and subjects of dispute. The most 
regrettable fact is that the infrastructure of these churches is in a dire condition, while 
they represent historical and cultural monuments of Georgia.

Beyond individual cases, the Armenian Apostolic Church publicly states that the 
process of resolving property disputes as a whole shows structural bias in favour of the 
Georgian Orthodox Church. State agencies often lack knowledge of Armenian ecclesi-
astical history and rely heavily on the position of the Georgian Church when making 
decisions (Broers, 2005: 333-350).

According to the Armenian Apostolic Church, there are more than 40 historical ob-
jects in Georgia whose status remains unclear to this day. These disputes affect not only 
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religious life but also the protection of cultural heritage and the internal unity of the di-
aspora (Armenian Diocese of Georgia, 2019).

The 2011 The six-day visit of His Holiness Garegin II, Catholicos-Patriarch of the 
Armenian Apostolic Holy Church to Georgia is significant. Within the framework of 
the visit, he met with Catholicos-Patriarch of All Georgia, His Holiness Ilia II and Pres-
ident Mikheil Saakashvili. The main subject of the Armenian Patriarch-Catholicos’s vis-
it was the property issue and legal status in Georgia. As a result of the meetings, it was 
publicly stated that a joint historical-ecclesiastical commission would be created, where 
the issue of church ownership that was the subject of dispute would be discussed. It was 
also agreed that the Armenian Church in Georgia and the Georgian Church in Arme-
nia would have identical status. The Armenian Apostolic Church clearly demanded the 
transfer of six specific churches, one of which is located in Akhaltsikhe, while the rest 
are in Tbilisi. For its part, the Georgian Orthodox Church has ownership claims to five 
temples in Armenia. According to Armenian historians, these five temples were built 
by Chalcedonian Armenians and do not at all mean that they historically represent 
the property of the Georgian Orthodox Church. The Georgian Patriarchate justifies its 
claim by stating that an Orthodox temple on the territory of Armenia could only have 
been under the subordination of the Georgian Orthodox Church, as no other Church’s 
jurisdiction historically extended to this region. The elapsed period has shown that the 
aforementioned meeting proved fruitless, the process did not move forward, and prop-
erty issues remain a problem (Sutidze, 2011).

Joint cooperation

Despite institutional difficulties, Armenian-Georgian religious relations are still charac-
terized by stability. Leaders of both Churches periodically participate in dialogue, espe-
cially during regional crises affecting both societies (Caucasus Institute for Peace, De-
mocracy and Development, 2017).

Dialogue between Georgian and Armenian Churches is often more effective regard-
ing regional challenges and humanitarian issues. For example, during the COVID-19 
pandemic, both parties demonstrated cooperation in the healthcare sphere, which in-
volved not only ecclesiastical services but also strengthening trust between communities 
and active coordination. These events showed that joint responses to common challeng-
es are carried out not only verbally but also through concrete actions. This fundamen-
tally strengthened personal and institutional contacts, which creates space for broader 
cooperation in other spheres as well (Religious Issues State Agency, 2020).

Cooperation in the field of cultural heritage protection is developing more struc-
turally as well. With the support of UNESCO, Georgia’s Ministry of Culture, local and 
Christian democracy institutions and parties participate in common large-scale pro-
jects such as the restoration of historical temples, archaeological expeditions, and cul-
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tural heritage that honours the special heritage of both Armenian and Georgian eccle-
siastical traditions (UNESCO Georgia, 2021).

Interreligious dialogue and European integration

Difficulties related to property disputes show that existing legal and administrative mech-
anisms often fail to ensure full consideration of the complex nature of inter-Church rela-
tions. In this context, special significance is attached to the institutionalization of inter-
religious dialogue between the Georgian Orthodox Church and the Armenian Apostolic 
Church, with active involvement of the state. Within the framework of such dialogue, 
it will be possible to systematically analyze historical experience related to temple own-
ership, ecclesiastical law norms, and principles of cultural heritage protection. This ap-
proach will create an opportunity for decision-making on property issues not to be lim-
ited solely to formal legal arguments but to take into account religious, historical, and 
social context. This will contribute to strengthening cooperation between local commu-
nities, reducing religious tensions, and maintaining social stability in a multi-denomi-
nal society. Additionally, it is possible to create a Religious Affairs Commission that will 
be independent, objective, thoroughly examine each Church’s issues, and transparent-
ly resolve property disputes.

Beyond the above, the European Union may also be of significance for problem res-
olution. The aspiration for integration into the European Union has brought significant 
normative and institutional changes to Georgia’s religious policy. Within the framework 
of the Association Agreement and the visa liberalization process, Georgia is increasingly 
coming under the monitoring of European institutions, which pay special attention to 
the level of protection of religious freedom, denominations equality, and minority rights. 
Democratic governance is inseparable from the effective provision of religious pluralism 
(European Commission, 2020). Particular importance is attached to the practice of the 
European Court of Human Rights (ECHR), which gradually implements an alternative 
legal mechanism for religious minorities. Cases related to religious freedom, property 
disputes, and discrimination create precedents that affect not only the correction of in-
dividual violations but also the change of national policy and institutional practice (Eu-
ropean Court of Human Rights, 2019).

The process of integration into the European Union for Georgia is not only a foreign 
policy choice but also a significant factor in the possible reform of domestic religious 
policy. Although this practice is not yet fully established, it creates new institutional and 
legal possibilities that will enable religious minorities, including the Armenian Apos-
tolic Church, to more effectively defend their rights and secure their place in Georgia’s 
pluralistic society in the future.

For its part, it should be noted that in recent years, relations between the European 
Union and Armenia have intensified significantly and are positive, particularly in the 
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aspects of security, democratic reforms, and institutional modernization. Since 2021, 
the EU-Armenia Comprehensive and Enhanced Partnership Agreement (CEPA) has en-
tered into force, which creates a framework for cooperation covering the rule of law, hu-
man rights, and minority protection. Armenia’s changed foreign policy vector and aspi-
ration toward the European Union is evident (European External Action Service, 2021).

On March 26, 2025, Armenia’s Parliament approved a law on starting the process of 
integration into the European Union, thereby officially reflecting the strategic orienta-
tion of the European vector in the country’s legislation. Although this step does not im-
ply submission of an application for EU membership at this stage, it represents a clear 
political position in the direction of deepening administrative and political cooperation 
with the European Union (Council of the European Union, 2025). As a continuation of 
this process, in December 2025, a new Strategic Agenda was adopted, which is consid-
ered as an updated and more ambitious framework of CEPA and defines the main pri-
orities of cooperation for deeper, systemic realization of partnership (Ministry of For-
eign Affairs of Armenia, 2025).

Georgia’s and Armenia’s policies directed toward integration into the European Un-
ion create an additional normative and institutional possibility within whose framework 
existing disputes related to religious property can be resolved in more constructive and 
fair ways. The European Union’s legal and value system, which is based on protection of 
property rights, ensuring religious freedom, and institutional rights of minorities, rep-
resents a significant model for both countries. From this, it follows that approximation 
with the European Union increases the possibility that disputed issues related to reli-
gious property will grow into legal and negotiation-based processes, which in perspec-
tive will contribute to both the resolution of existing problems and the strengthening 
of religious coexistence.

Conclusions

The experience of the Armenian Apostolic Church in post-Soviet Georgia constitutes 
a compelling case study through which broader dynamics of religious policy, minori-
ty rights, and national identity formation in transitional societies can be examined. The 
present research has demonstrated that the dissolution of the Soviet Union, while open-
ing new horizons of religious freedom, simultaneously exposed deep-seated institution-
al asymmetries that continue to define the relationship between the Georgian state, the 
dominant Georgian Orthodox Church, and religious minority communities, most no-
tably the Armenian Apostolic Church. These asymmetries are not merely procedural or 
bureaucratic in nature; they reflect fundamental questions about how post-Soviet soci-
eties negotiate the legacy of state atheism, the resurgence of religious nationalism, and 
the imperative of constructing inclusive democratic institutions.
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The historical record examined in this study reveals a centuries-long tradition of Ar-
menian ecclesiastical and cultural presence in Georgia, dating from the early medieval 
period and crystallized in emblematic sites such as Khojivank and the churches of Old 
Tbilisi. This heritage, far from being a matter of abstract historical interest, remains di-
rectly relevant to contemporary legal and political disputes. The Armenian communi-
ty’s ongoing claims concerning churches such as Norashen, Surb Nshan, Moghnisi St. 
George, Surb Mina, Shamkaretsi, and Akhaltsikhe Surb Nshan are linked to historical 
records documenting their connection with Armenian religious communities prior to 
the Soviet period. Yet, despite the availability of historical evidence, the resolution of 
these disputes has been systematically deferred, reflecting a structural tendency within 
state institutions to prioritize the position of the majority church. The 2011 visit of Ca-
tholicos-Patriarch Garegin II and the subsequent agreement to establish a joint histori-
cal-ecclesiastical commission represented a significant diplomatic moment, yet the fail-
ure to implement its conclusions illustrates the gap between formal commitments and 
substantive policy change – a gap that must be urgently addressed.

From a legal and institutional perspective, the trajectory of Georgian religious pol-
icy since independence presents a mixed picture. The 2002 Constitutional Agreement, 
which granted the Georgian Orthodox Church a constitutionally recognized special 
status, established a legal architecture that, whatever its symbolic and cultural justifica-
tions, created conditions of institutional inequality for religious minorities. The 2011 
amendment to the Civil Code, enabling religious associations to register as legal entities 
under public law, marked a meaningful corrective step, affording the Armenian Apos-
tolic Church the formal capacity to own property, manage places of worship, and oper-
ate educational and cultural programmes. Nevertheless, formal legal standing has not 
translated into substantive equality in practice. The persistence of unresolved proper-
ty disputes, the deteriorating condition of disputed temples, and the absence of an in-
dependent adjudicatory mechanism for inter-confessional property claims collectively 
indicate that legal reform, while necessary, has not been sufficient. The institutional ca-
pacity and impartiality of state agencies dealing with religious affairs remain areas re-
quiring targeted improvement.

The interreligious dimension of Armenian-Georgian ecclesiastical relations, as this 
study has shown, is characterized by a duality that deserves analytical attention. On one 
hand, episodic cooperation in areas of shared social concern – including the coordi-
nated response to the COVID-19 pandemic, joint participation in UNESCO-support-
ed heritage preservation projects, and occasional high-level ecclesiastical dialogue – 
demonstrates that constructive inter-Church engagement is possible and can generate 
tangible outcomes. On the other hand, the protracted stalemate over disputed temple 
ownership, compounded by divergent historical interpretations and the absence of an 
agreed-upon arbitration framework, reveals the limits of dialogue conducted without 
institutional scaffolding. This observation leads directly to one of the study’s central pol-
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icy recommendations: the establishment of a permanent, independent Religious Affairs 
Commission, equipped with a clear mandate, transparent procedures, and expertise in 
both Georgian and Armenian ecclesiastical history, is not merely desirable but neces-
sary for meaningful and durable resolution of property disputes. Such a body, operating 
at arm’s length from both the state and the majority Church, would provide a credible 
forum within which competing claims can be evaluated on the basis of historical docu-
mentation, canonical law, and principles of cultural heritage protection.

The European integration dimension introduced in the concluding sections of the 
article represents an important and underexplored factor in the evolution of Georgia’s 
religious policy framework. Georgia’s ongoing engagement with European institutions – 
through the Association Agreement, visa liberalization commitments, and the moni-
toring activities of the European Court of Human Rights – creates normative pressures 
that incrementally raise the standards expected of the Georgian state with respect to re-
ligious pluralism and minority rights. Similarly, Armenia’s accelerating approximation 
with the European Union, formalized through the CEPA framework and the landmark 
parliamentary decision of March 2025 to initiate the EU integration procedures, intro-
duces a new dimension of bilateral convergence. As both states navigate their respec-
tive European trajectories, the harmonization of their domestic legal and institutional 
frameworks with European standards on religious freedom and property rights creates 
a shared normative space within which disputed issues may find more constructive and 
legally grounded resolution. The European Court of Human Rights, in particular, rep-
resents an alternative legal avenue through which the Armenian Apostolic Church may, 
if domestic remedies prove insufficient, seek enforcement of its rights.

In conclusion, the case of the Armenian Apostolic Church in Georgia illuminates 
a broader set of challenges confronting post-Soviet multi-religious societies as they strive 
to reconcile historical legacies, majoritarian religious politics, and democratic commit-
ments to pluralism and minority rights. The findings of this research affirm that legal 
recognition, while a necessary precondition, is insufficient on its own to guarantee sub-
stantive equality. What is required is a sustained, multi-layered approach that combines 
institutionalized interreligious dialogue with genuine state engagement, the establish-
ment of independent and expert dispute resolution mechanisms, and alignment with 
internationally recognized standards of religious freedom and cultural heritage protec-
tion. The Armenian community in Georgia, with its deep historical roots, its active ec-
clesiastical and cultural institutions, and its continued commitment to participation in 
Georgian civic life, represents a vital component of the country’s cultural heritage and 
national diversity. Ensuring that its religious rights are effectively protected is not simply 
a matter of minority welfare; it is a measure of the maturity and inclusiveness of Geor-
gia’s democratic development as a whole. It is through this lens – one that integrates his-
torical sensitivity, legal rigor, and a commitment to shared coexistence – that the path 
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toward lasting resolution of existing disputes, and toward a more equitable and stable 
multi-confessional society, must ultimately be charted.

Bibliography

83% Orthodox Christians, 11% Muslim, and 3% are members of the Armenian Apostolic Church 
(2016), “Tabula”, 28.04.2016, https://tabula.ge/ge/news/585528-sakstati-83-martlmadidebelia-
11-muslimi-3-ki [access on: 06.01.2026].

Alexidze Z. (2021), Diversity in Georgia: The Armenian Apostolic Church in Georgia, Tbilisi.
Armenian Diocese of Georgia (2019), Annual report on religious freedom and property rights, 

Armenian Diocese Press.
Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople (2018), Historical documentation of Armenian churches 

in Georgia, Constantinople.
Broers L. (2005), After the ‘revolution’: Civil society and the challenges of consolidating democracy 

in Georgia, “Central Asian Survey”, No. 24(3), pp. 333-350.
Caucasus Institute for Peace, Democracy and Development (CIPDD) (2017), Interfaith dialogue 

in the South Caucasus: Progress and challenges, Tbilisi.
Caucasus Research-Resource Center (CRRC) (2011), Georgia adopts law on the status of religious 

minorities, https://crrc.ge/en/georgia-adopts-law-on-the-status-of-religious-minorities/ [ac-
cess on: 06.01.2026].

Council of the European Union (2025), Joint press statement following the 6th meeting of 
the EU-Armenia Partnership Council, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-
releases/2025/12/03/joint-press-statement-following-the-6th-meeting-of-the-eu-armenia-
partnership-council/ [access on: 06.01.2026].

Diocese of the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Holy Church in Georia (2019), Vardges Surenyants 
educational, cultural and youth center, https://armenianchurch.ge/en/cultural-centers/vardges-
surenyants?layout=post [access on: 06.01.2026].

Diocese of the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Holy Church in Georia (2020), Norashen Sourb 
Astavatsin Church (Holy Mother of God) in Tbilisi, https://armenianchurch.ge/en/churches/
well-preserved-and-ruined-inactive-churches/norashen-sourb-astvatsatsin-church-holy-
mother-of-god-in-tbilisi?layout=post [access on: 06.01.2026].

Diocese of the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Holy Church in Georia (2025), Sourb Nshan (Sourb 
Nikoghayos) Church, https://armenianchurch.ge/en/churches/well-preserved-and-ruined-in-
active-churches/sourb-nshan-sourb-nikoghayos-church?layout=post [access on: 06.01.2026].

European Commission (2020), Georgia 2020 report, Brussels.
European Court of Human Rights (2019), Religious freedom cases: Georgia, Strasbourg.
European External Action Service (2021), EU and Armenia: Comprehensive and Enhanced Part-

nership Agreement enters into force, https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-and-armenia-com-
prehensive-and-enhanced-partnership-agreement-enters-force_en [access on: 06.01.2026].

Gogolashvili N. (2016), The disputed Armenian churches located in Tbilisi are deteriorating, http://
www.humanrights.ge/index.php?a=text&pid=18642&lang=geo [access on: 06.01.2026].

Jones S.F. (2013), Georgia: A political history since independence, London.
Khoshtaria E. (2015), Religious property disputes in post-Soviet Georgia: The case of Armenian 

churches, “Journal of Church and State”, No. 57(4), pp. 733-751.
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Armenia (2025), Armenia-EU Strategic Agenda, https://www.mfa.am/

en/press-releases/2025/12/03/Armenia_EU_StrategicAgenda/13649 [access on: 06.01.2026].



43

Przegląd Narodowościowy / Review of Nationalities 
nr 15/2025

The Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Church in post-Soviet Georgia: challenges of religious diversity

Parliament of Georgia (2002), Constitutional Agreement between the State of Georgia and the 
Georgian Orthodox Church, https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/41626?publication=0 
[access on: 06.01.2026].

Pelkmans M. (2006), Defending the Border: Identity, Religion, and Modernity in the Republic of 
Georgia, Cornell University Press.

Religious Issues State Agency (2020), Coordination report on interfaith engagement during 
COVID-19, https://religion.gov.ge/assets/2020-22 [access on: 06.01.2026].

Sutidze L. (2011), Futile optimism in Georgian-Armenian religious diplomacy, “Tabula”, 20.06.2011, 
https://tabula.ge/ge/news/542713-ushedego-optimizmi-kartul-somkhur-religiur [access on: 
06.01.2026].

UNESCO Georgia (2021), Cultural heritage preservation in multi-ethnic societies, Tbilisi.
Wheatley J. (2009), The integration of national minorities in the Samtskhe-Javakheti and Kvemo 

Kartli provinces of Georgia, “European Centre for Minority Issues Working Paper”, No. 44.
Zedania G. (2011), The rise of religious nationalism in post-Soviet Georgia, “Identity Studies”, No. 

3(1), pp. 120-145.

Abstract: This article examines the multifaceted relationships between the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox 
Church and both the Georgian Orthodox Church and the Georgian state following the dissolution of 
the Soviet Union. Based on legal analysis, political documents, assessments of existing realities, and 
in-depth interviews, the article analyzes how the state-building process in post-Soviet Georgia has 
affected religious minorities, particularly the Armenian diaspora. The research findings demonstrate 
that despite legislative steps toward expanding religious legitimation, significant challenges persist in 
practice regarding property issues, institutional equality, and interreligious relations. Special attention 
is devoted to the dynamics of relations between the Armenian Apostolic Church and state institutions, 
including property disputes and legal status issues. The research analysis reveals that the constitution-
ally defined special role of the Georgian Orthodox Church significantly determines the institutional 
dynamics of the religious sphere and creates certain challenges for religious minorities. Simultaneously, 
the study notes that Georgia’s European integration process creates an additional institutional and legal 
context that may become the foundation for policy revision and gradual resolution of existing problems. 
The role of interreligious dialogue is also highlighted, with future work in this direction identified as 
a primary mechanism for problem-solving and cooperation. Within the framework of this research, 
in-depth interviews were conducted with Bishop Kirakos Davtian, Primate of the Diocese of the Ar-
menian Apostolic Holy Church of Georgia, and Professor Sergo Vardosanidze, Doctor of Historical 
Sciences and Doctor of Theology, which helped the research achieve a more comprehensive analysis 
of both institutional and historical issues.
Keywords: Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Church, Georgian Orthodox Church, religious minorities, 
post-Soviet space
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