EvANGELICAL CHRISTIAN BAPTISTS OF GEORGIA: THE HISTORY
AND TRANSFORMATION OF A FREE CHURCH TRADITION. STUDIES IN
WORLD CHRISTIANITY, VOL. 3. BY MALKHAZ SONGULASHVILI.
Waco, TX: BayLor UNiversiTY Press, 2015. xxvir + 508 pp.;
ISBN 9781481301107 (11BK.); 79.95 USD."

Another valuable contribution to the field of regional Baptist history has
been published recently. This book is by Dr. Malkhaz Songulashvili, the former
archbishop of the Evangelical Baptist Church of Georgia (EBC) and now diocesan
bishop of Thilisi, a translator of the Bible into modern Georgian and a lecturer
at Ilia State University and Baptist Theological Academy. The book is based on
his PhD thesis presented to the faculty of the Oxford Centre for Mission Studies
(OCMS) in 2012.

The author describes the unique missiological experience of the EBC which
resulted in a combination of Baptist heritage and traditionally Orthodox elements
of “liturgy,” “anaphora,” “bishops,” etc., embodied in EBC practices. He explores
“the history and character of Georgian EBC congregations and their mission, as
distinct from treating Baptists in Georgia simply as one branch of the former Soviet
All-Union Council of Evangelical Christians-Baptists” (2). To accomplish this task,
the author analyses “historical, theological and pastoral trajectories that contributed
to the unique missiological convictions of EBC” (2). First, he traces the historical
progression in the life of the EBC that brought together unique historical, social, and
ecclesial factors. History and the historical analysis of surviving documents make up
one of the central nerves of the study. Second, the author analyses the interaction of
mission, culture, and church in the practices and convictions of the EBC and the way
these have produced “an understanding of the particular character of EBC mission in
theory and practice” (2).

The book consists of a preface, an introduction, five chapters, a conclusion, and
appendices representing original documents. The author consistently applies this
approach in the first four chapters, narrating the EBC story which culminates in a
description in chapter five of the preconditions, nature, and unfolding of the reforms
that took place from the late 1990s to the early 2000s.

Chapter one describes the historical setting of spiritual renewal among Molokans,
the emergence of Russian Baptists in Tiflis, and the subsequent conversion of
Georgians. It depicts a unique portrait of the Tiflis community, singling out its practices
of evangelism among Russians (61-63), sacramentalism (64-69), its ecclesiological
model with a threefold ministry and “patriarchate” type church, and its mission to
Georgians (78-81). The author finds traces of sacramentalism in the description of
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the Lord’s Supper by Orthodox priest Nikolai Kallistov (353-354), which, opines
Songulashvili, “from the perspective of the Orthodox priest ... contained all the
necessary elements of the Eucharistic anaphora” (64). The ecclesiological model
presented in another document (361-366) contains the earliest contextual proposal
for organising structure, order, and practices of the Baptist church in Transcaucasia.
Songulashvili claims that sacramentalism and the aforesaid ecclesiological model
testify that the Tiflis community tried to merge Western and Eastern traditions and
this becomes a very important claim for his argument.

Chapter two traces the origins and early history of the Georgian Baptists
(1919-1941), paying attention to the views, life, and death of Ilia Kandellaki, founding
father of the EBC. Kandellaki appreciated Georgian culture (110-117) and blamed
the imperial politics of russification for the demise of Georgian Christian culture.
He also aspired to revive Georgian spirituality and culture via a new Bible translation
(117-123, 143-149). The concept of the revival of a “once beautiful” faith, which
involves national identity, culture, and local art forms, is one of the key concepts for
Songulashvili.

Chapter three explores the period after WWII (1942-1989). It focuses on church-
state relations, the adaptation of the EBC’s mission during a time of reigning atheism,
and aspirations for and anticipation of freedom in the late 1980s. The unique feature
of this period was a dialogue between some Orthodox and Baptist ministers. Here
again is seen an attempt to build bridges with traditional Christian culture through
Baptist-Orthodox dialogue. The dialogue focuses on such issues as sacraments
(211-215), icons (215-216), national life, and religion (216-218).

Chapter four describes the evangelism activity of the EBC in post-Soviet Georgia.
The context of rising religious nationalism, civil wars and unrest, and the war with
Russia determined the nature of the EBC’s mission and radical reforms during this
period. The new nationalism put an end to positive Baptist-Orthodox relations and
necessitated uneasy discussions on such sensitive issues for the Orthodox Church as
territoriality (canonical territory), patronage of the Theofokos, the cult of antiquity,
and especially proselytism. In the new situation the EBC’s practice of evangelism
has changed in that it emphasises (a) change without pushing one into membership;
(b) conversion to faith, not to the Baptist denomination; (c) theosis as the aim of
spiritual growth; and (d) renewal of the spiritual, liturgical, and intellectual life of the
community and the wider society.

Perhaps the most intriguing is chapter five, which explains the preconditions,
nature, and unfolding of the reforms. The political independence of Georgia, the
autocephaly of the EBC, appreciation for Georgian culture, and dialogue with the
Orthodox Church are the key factors influencing the reforms. The involvement
of Georgian Baptists in relief work among Chechen refugees and their political
engagement during the Rose Revolution raised awareness among Baptists of the wider
society and its needs, concerns, and aspirations. With the support of the leadership
a group of younger Baptists began investigating the way Baptists should accomplish
God’s mission in the context of the new Georgia. This resulted in greater involvement
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inthe social and public life of Georgia and the renewal of liturgy. The latter incorporated
such unusual worship forms for Baptists as a lectionary, vestments, processions, and a
liturgical calendar, as well as the widespread use of icons, crosses, and other forms of
art in worship.

The conclusion summarises the results of the reforms under the general topics
of culture and mission, liturgy and beauty, church and culture.

In many ways this is a brilliant book. The author masterfully weaves together
social, political, and cultural contexts and demonstrates how they challenged and
influenced the EBC. He tells a vivid story of how the Baptists in Georgia trod their
way between local Georgian and imperial Russian/Soviet culture, between their
Baptist confessional identity and wider Christian tradition.

The study uses unique archival documents in Georgian, Russian, and English,
some of which are being introduced to the scholarly community for the first time.
The author brings in a very erudite analysis of the texts and contexts against which the
EBC developed and puts all these in dialogue with recent scholarship.

However, at some points his attempts to interpret some Baptist practices
as having affinity with Orthodox practices are not very compelling. Although
Kallistov’s description of the Lord’s Supper resembles Orthodox practice in some
respects, the observer himself denies any sacramental understanding of baptism or
communion by Baptists (352-354). Kallistov’s interpretation of these practices is
in sharp contrast with Songulashvili’s. Another example is the attempt to explain
wall inscriptions by appealing to the Orthodox practice of using icons and visual
art (140). While Russian and Soviet Baptists’ reverence for the Scriptures is well
known and the proposed iconic reading could have some validity, it also should be
noted that using placards and banners was a widespread practice in Soviet Russia as
well. The use of Scripture banners could well be a mere imitation of contemporary
pop-art forms.

Songulashvili’s supposition of unknown authorship and a late date (1890) of
the early proposal on the reorganisation of Baptist churches is mistaken (71-72).
Both Aleksii in Vautrenniaia organizatsiia obshchin iuzhno-russkikh neo-baptistov
[The internal organization of communities of South Russian neo-Baptists], p. 9;
and Valkevich in Zapiska o propagande protestantskikh sekt [A memorandum on the
propaganda of Protestant sects], app. II, p. 12, ascribe it to Vasilii V. Ivanov. Valkevich
says the document was confiscated during a search on 7 June 1884 but actually dates
it before 1879. Indeed, after V. G. Pavlov was elected and ordained presbyter in 1880,
the Tiflis Baptist church completely moved to a German Baptist model. Therefore, the
text represents an earlier tradition that never was realised. Why? Scholars still need to
answer these questions.

The liturgical and enculturation reforms attempted by the EBC look interesting
and are, in some respects, attractive. Needless to say, not all Baptists were happy
with such radical changes and this eventually grew into a serious confrontation
between the proponents and opponents of the reforms. Indeed, to what extent
may the introduction of a threefold order of ministers (deacons, ministers, and
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bishops) affect traditional Baptist ecclesiology? And what specifically Baptist is left
except the blessing of children at the worship service (304)? These questions are left
unanswered.

Yet, notwithstanding these minor shortcomings, I earnestly recommend the book

to anyone interested in Baptist history and theology.
Oleksandr Geychenko
University of St Andrews
St Andrews, UK
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Eite ogHa BaxkHas myOavKaiuys u3 06JacTi permoHaJIbHOW UCTOPUN OAaNTUCTOB
BbIIILIA M3 MevyaTu. DTo KHUra gokropa Manxaza CoHryjaliBuan, ObIBLIETO apXu-
enuckoria EBaHrenbckoit 6antuctckoii uepksu Ipysuu (EBLL), HbiHe enmckomna
Townucu, nepeBogunka bubdauu Ha cOBpeMEHHBIN I'py3UHCKUI 1 MpernoaaBaTesist
B TocygapcTBeHHOM yHUBepcutetre uM. CB. Mnuu n banTucTcKoii TeoJI0rnyecKomn
akanemuu. KHura ocHoBaHa Ha AuccepTaluu, 3amuineHHo B OXcdopackoMm
LIEHTPEe MUCCUOHEPCKUX ucciaenoBanuii B 2012 romy.

ABTOp OIMMCHIBACT YHUKAJIbHBIN Muccuojoruueckuii onblT EBLI, peann3oBaHHbBII
B COCMMHEHUM OAaNTHCTCKOTO HACIEAWS W TPAIULIMOHHBIX MPABOCIABHBIX 3JICMEHTOB
“nutyprun”, “aHacdopbl”, “emuckoriata” u Mp., U BOIUIOIIEHHbIN B mpakTukax EBLI.
OH uccneayet “ucToputo U npupoay rpysuHckux oomuH EBL, u ux Muccum, Kak Takoit,
KOTOPasi OTJIMYAETCS OT PACCMOTPEHMSI 6anTUCTOB [Py3nn KaK YacTh OBIBIIIETO COBETCKOTO
BCEXB” (2). C 3T0ii 1IeJIbI0 aBTOP aHAIM3UPYET “UCTOPUYECKHUE, TEOJOTrMIECKUe
U TacTOPCKME TPaeKTOPUM, BHECIIME BKJAJ B YHUKaJIbHblE MMCCHUOJOTMYECKUE
yoexaenusi EBLL” (2). OH, Bo-TepBbIX, IEMOHCTPUPYET UCTOPUUECKOE PA3BUTHE
>xku3Hu EBLI, coeanHuBIIEe YHUKATbHBIE UICTOPUUECKUE, COLIMATbHBIE U LIEPKOBHbIE
dakropel. McTopusi M UCTOPUYECKUU aAHAIU3 COXPAHUBIIUXCS JOKYMEHTOB
CTAaHOBUTCSI OJHUM M3 LIEHTPAJIbHBIX HEPBOB MccienoBaHUsl. Bo-BTOpbIX, aBTOp
aHAJIM3UPYET B3aMMOJEMCTBUE MMCCHUM, KYJBTYPbl M 1IEPKBMU, OTpasuBlleecs B
npaktukax u yoexneHusx EBII, a takxke To, KaK 3TO NpPUBEIO K “TIOHUMaHUIO
onpeaeneHHoro xapakrepa Muccuu EBLL B Teopuu u mpaktuke” (2).

KHura coctoutr u3 mOpenucioBUsi, BBEACHUSI, TATU TJaB, 3aKIIOUEHUS U
NPUJIOXKEHUI, COAEpXKALUMX AHIMIUMACKUKI TI€peBOJ OPUTMHAJIbHBIX JOKYMEHTOB.
ABTOp TOC/IeA0BaTEIBLHO MPUMEHSIET CBOM MOJAXOM, ONMMCHIBAasi B MEPBbIX YEThIPEX
rnaBax uctopuio EBII ¢ kona XIX mo Hayano XXI Beka, moBeCTBOBaHUE TOCTUTAET
KyJbMWHALUU B TIATOU I1aBe, rlie aHAIM3UPYIOTCS TIPEANOCHUIKU, TTPUpOAa U X0
pedopm, BeiaBmnx Ha KoHell 1990-x — Hagano 2000-x rogoB.

[lepBasi r1aBa ONMUCHIBAET UCTOPUUYECKUIT KOHTEKCT ITYXOBHOTO MPOOYXIACHMS
cpeau MoJiokaH Ha KaBkase, 3apoxaeHue pycckoit 0anTucTckoi epksu B Tuduuce
U Tocjeaymollee oOpalleHue Ipy3uH. B Hell mM300pakeH YHUKaJIbHBIM ITOPTPET
Tudancckoii OOLIMHEBI, IIe BBIACISIOTCS IMPAKTUKKU OJIArOBECTUSI CPEIU PYCCKMX
(61-63), cakpameHTaIu3M (64-69), SKKIIe3MOJIOTMIECKast MOIEITb C TPEMsI CTETICHSIMU
CBSIILIEHCTBA M CTPYKTYpoi “marpuapxata” (69-78), a TakxKe MUCCHSI CPEIU ITPYy3UH
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