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THE FORMATION, INSTITUTIONAL TRANSFORMATION,
AND CULTURAL LEGACY OF CHRISTIANITY IN AZERBAIJAN

A.Gafarov

The Republic of Azerbaijan is a secular, historically multi-ethnic and multi-
religious country that has hosted various religious traditions throughout
history. Before the spread of Islam, religious forms such as idolatry, fire-
worship, Zoroastrianism and Christianity existed in the region. Historical
information about Azerbaijan is closely connected with studies on Caucasian
Albania, which, according to sources, existed for about a thousand years and
was a confederated state composed of 26 ethnic groups. Its territory was
inhabited mainly by Turks, as well as Persians and Caucasian peoples, and
developed a civilization shaped by diverse religious and cultural elements.

The article examines the formation and development of Christianity in
Azerbaijan, with particular attention to the Albanian Christian tradition. The
study argues that Christianity in Albania began to spread after 54 CE and
became the state religion in 313 under the Albanian king Urnayr. On the
basis of historical sources, the article traces Albanian Christianity back to
the apostolic period, emphasizing the role of figures such as Bartholomew,
one of the apostles of Jesus, and Elisha, a disciple of Thaddaeus. The article
also critically addresses Armenian claims regarding the priority of Armenian
Christianity and the appropriation of Albanian cultural and religious heritage.
The purpose of the study is to clarify the historical development of Christianity
in Azerbaijan and to demonstrate, through historical evidence, the problematic
nature of Armenian claims concerning Albanian Christian heritage. Another
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aim is to eliminate misconceptions about the Alban-Udi people and their
diophysite belief, which continues to exist today. The research is based on
descriptive and phenomenological principles and employs data analysis as
its main method.

Keywords:  islamic
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O3epbaiiXkaHAaFbl XPUCTUAHABIKTBIH, Ka/bINTacybl, MHCTUTYLLMOHaNADIK,
TpaHchOpMaLUAChI XKdHE MIAEHU Mypachl

AHOamna. O3epbalixaH Pecnybavikacbl - Tapuxu TypfblfaH KOM3THOCTbI >KaHe KenAiHAi en peTiHae
KanblnTackaH 3anbipabl MemekeT. OHbIH ayMafblHAa Facbipaap 6ovibl 9pTYpAi AiHW A4SCTYpAep KaTap emip CypAai.
Wcnam TapanfaHfa geitiH 6yn eHipAe nyTka TabblHYLLbIIbIK, OTKA TabbIHYLLbIIbIK, 30POaCTPU3M XOHE XPUCTUAHABIK,
CUAKTbI HaHbIM-CEHIM Typaepi bonfaH. D3epbaiikaH TapyxbiHa KaTblCTbl AepekTep KaBkas AnbaHNAChIHbIH TApUXbIH
3epTTeyMeH Tblfbi3 6ainaHbICThl. [lepekkesaepre caiikec, KaBkas AnbaHUACHI LLaMaMeH MbliH Xbla eMip cypreH, 26
3THUKasbIK TOMTaH KypanfaH KoHdpeAepaTUBTIK MemaekeT 6ongpl. OHbIH, ayMafblH HerisiHeH TypKinep, coHAaii-ak,
napcoinap MeH KaBkas xanblkTapbl MekeHaereH. byn xafaai AiHW XaHe M3jeHN dNeMeHTTepPAiH KenTypiiriHe
Heri3genreH epkeHNeTTIH KaibinTacyblHa biKnan eTTi.

Makanaga OszepbaiixaHAafbl XPUCTUAHABIKTbIH, KanbiMTacybl MeH Jamybl anbaHaplk XpUCTWaH ASCTypi
TYPFbICbIHAH KapacTbipbliaabl. 3epTreyae AnbaHusaga XpUCTUaHABIKTbIH, 6.3. 54 XbliblHaH KeliiH Tapana 6acTafaHbl,
an 313 xbinbl anbaH NaTwackl YpHarp TyCbiHAa MEMIEKETTIK 4iH MapTebeciHe ne 6onfaHbl Herizgeneai. Tapuxu ge-
pekTepre cyiieHe OTbIpbIM, anbaH XPUCTUAHABIK ASCTYPIHIH TapyXbl anOCTO/AbIK Ke3eHMeH baiiaHbICTbIpblAaZbl; OChl
opaiiga Wca narframbapabiH enwinepini 6ipi Bapbonomengin xeHe Paasengin wakipti Envceligiy peniHe epek-
Lle Ha3ap ayAapbliazbl. COHbIMEH KaTap Makanaza apMaH XpUCTUaHAbIFbIHbIH 6acTanKbliblFbl Typasibl TYKbIpbIMAAP
>oHe anbaH MajeHU-AiHN MypacbiH eMgeHyre KaTbiCTbl apMAHABIK TananTap CbiH TYPFbICbIHAH TaaAaHazbl.

3epTTeyaiH, MakcaTbl - Tapuxu fepekTep HerisiHae O3epbalixaHAafbl XPUCTUAHABIKTbIH AaMy YAEPiCiH
HaKTbliay >oeHe anbaH XpuUCTWMaH MypacblHa KaTbICTbl apMAHAbBIK TOKbIpbIMAAPAbIH NpobaeManblk cunaTtbiH
KepceTy. 3epTTeyaiH KoCbIMLa MiHAETI - Kasipri yakblTka AeWiH cakTaibin Kene xaTkaH anbaH-yau Xankbl MeH
onapablH, AMOPUINTTIK iNiMi Typanbl KaTe TYCIHIKTEPAi XOto. 3epTTey AeCKPUNTUBTIK XaHe peHOMEHONOTUANBIK
Kafvfanapfa HerisfenreH, an Herisri agic peTiHAe aepekTepai Tangay KongaHblnagbl.

TyliiH ce30ep: ncnam reorpaduscel, O3epbaiidkaH, XpUCTUaH AiHi, WipKey, MyabTUKYAbTYpasnN3M.

AJTAM SJIEMI
2 1 8 Tom 28, Ne 3(109) 2026, KeIpKyiiek


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3113-1287
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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®dopmMupoBaHue, MHCTUTYLLMOHaNbHaA TpaHcdpopmauma
1 KyNbTypHOE Hac/iefiue XpuctnaHcrea B AsepbaiigkaHe

AnHomayus. AsepbangxaHckas Pecriybivka sBAsieTcs CBETCKMM rOCy[apCTBOM, UCTOPUYECKU CHOPMUPO-
BaBLUMMCS Kak MHOTO3THWYHAs M MHOTOPENUrno3Has CTpaHa, Ha TEPPUTOPUM KOTOPOW Ha MPOTAXKEHUWN BEKOB
COCYLLeCTBOBaAV Pa3/IMyHble PeNNrMo3Hble Tpaauumn. [lo pacnpocTpaHeHus ncnama B permoHe 6ulam npejcras-
NeHbl Takne GopMbl BEPOBaHWI, KaK MAOOMNOKIOHCTBO, OFHEMOK/IOHCTBO, 30p0acTpU3M M XPUCTUAHCTBO. VicTopm-
yeckue cBegeHns 06 Asepbalig>kaHe TeCHO CBSi3aHbl C ucciegoBaHuamm KaBkasckor AnbaHum, KoTopas, CornacHo
MNCTOYHMWKAM, CyLLEeCcTBOBasa OKOJO ThICAYM NeT U NpeacTaBasna coboi KoHpesepaTBHOE rocyapcTBO, COCTORAB-
Lwee 13 26 3THUYeCKMX rpynn. Ee Tepputoputo Hacenanmn NpenMyLLeCTBEHHO TIOPKK, a Takke Nepchl 1 KaBKasckue
HapOoAbl, YTO CNOCOBCTBOBANO GOPMUPOBAHUIO LIMBUAN3ALMM, OCHOBAHHON Ha MHOrOO6pasvn Peamnrmo3HbIx
KyNbTYPHBIX 3/1IeMEHTOB.

B cTaTbe paccmaTpurBatoTCs CTaHOB/IEHWE U Pa3BUTHE XPUCTUAHCTBA B AsepbaiigkaHe ¢ 0cobbIM akLLeHTOM Ha
anbaHCKyro XpUCTUAHCKYO Tpaamumio. OBOCHOBBIBAETCA MOJIOXEHWE O TOM, UTO XPUCTUAHCTBO B AnbaHun Havano
pacnpocTpaHaTbcsa nocae 54 roga H. 3., a B 313 rogy npu anbaHckom Lape YpHalipe npruobpeno cratyc rocyaap-
CTBEHHOWN penunrmn. Ha ocHoBe NCTOPUYECKNX MCTOUHMKOB MCTOPUA anbaHCKOro XpUCTUaHCTBa COOTHOCWTCA C ano-
CTONBCKUM NEPUOAOM; MU 3TOM 0coboe BHUMaHWe yaensetcs poan Bapdponomesn, ogHoro 13 anoctonos Mucyca,
n Enunces, yueHnka Pagpen. B ctatbe Takxke KpUTUYECKN aHaAVU3VPYHOTCA apMAHCKME MPUTA3aHWA Ha NePBEHCTBO
APMAHCKOrO XPUCTUAHCTBA W NPUCBOEHME anbaHCKOro KyAbTypHO-PENUTMO3HOIO Hacaeaus.

Llenb nccnepoBaHna 3akntoyaeTcs B YTOUHEHMN MCTOPUYECKOTO Pa3BUTUA XpUCTUaHCTBa B AsepbaigkaHe u
BbISIBJIEHUN NPOBGNEMHOrO XapakTepa apMsHCKUX YTBEPXKAEHWA 06 anbaHCKOM XPUCTMAHCKOM Hacieaun Ha oc-
HOBE WCTOPUYECKUX AaHHbIX. [JONMOAHUTENbHOW 3ajadvell ABASETCS YCTPaHEHWE OLMBOYHbIX NpeacTaBieHuli 06
anbaH-yaAnHCKOM Hapoje W ero AVOPU3NTCKOM BEPOYUEHUN, COXPaHAOLLEMCS A0 HacTosLero BpemeHu. Mccne-
JOBaHVe OCHOBAHO Ha AEeCKPUMTUBHbLIX 1 GEHOMEHONOrMYECKUX MPUHLIMMAX, @ OCHOBHbIM METOAOM BbICTynaeT
aHaNn3 JaHHbIX.

Knroudeenie cnoea: ncnamckas reorpadus, AsepbarigkaH, XpUCTMaHCTBO, LLePKOBb, MYbTUKYAbTYPaAN3M.

Introduction

Azerbaijan has a secular state model and a
multicultural social structure. Although 93.4%
of the population is Muslim, while the remain-
der consists of Orthodox Christians (2.5%) and
adherents of other denominations, such affili-
ation is largely nominal and based on spiritual
and cultural identification. To properly under-
stand the society’'s moral values and sacred
worldview, it is essential to analyze the region’s
historical and civilizational transformations
and pre-monotheistic layers of belief [1, p. 1].

The emergence and development of Chris-
tianity in Azerbaijan are closely linked to the
political history of Caucasian Albania. The re-
gion's strategic location facilitated the forma-
tion, prior to Christianity, of a rich belief system
comprising a synthesis of polytheism, animism,
Zoroastrianism, and Greco-Roman beliefs.
These archaic and totemic beliefs, practiced by
the Albanian tribes, did not disappear entirely
even after Christianity and Islam became dom-
inant religions, but survived as syncretic rem-
nants within the population’s socio-cultural
consciousness [2, pp. 358-371].

Although various archaic beliefs shaped the
region’s early religious landscape, this study
focuses specifically on the development, in-
stitutional transformation, and cultural legacy
of Christianity in Azerbaijan. Consequently, the
following sections concentrate on the spread
of Christian doctrine — primarily in Caucasian
Albania — the establishment of its church or-
ganization, and its geopolitical impact.

A question may naturally arise: “Why Chris-
tianity specifically in Azerbaijan?” This question
is of fundamental analytical significance not
only for the study of local religious history but
also for the reconstruction of the military-po-
litical, confessional, and ethnosociological
landscape of the South Caucasus as a whole.
The formation and institutionalization of the
Christian worldview in the territory of Azerbai-
jan plays a key role in understanding the re-
gion’s historical and social realities. Within this
context, the present study seeks to address a
number of important scholarly hypotheses and
research questions:

- Which century corresponds to the earliest
chronological stage of the Christianization
process in Azerbaijan?

- Which theological-ecclesiological deno-
mination or canonical tradition initially occupied
a predominant position in the region?

- Most importantly, how should the
ethnocultural identity of the earliest evangelists
and ecclesiastical figures who shaped this
sacred-liturgical system be characterized?

Based on an extensive comparative-critical
source base, this study aims to expose the at-
tempts of the Armenian Gregorian Church and
historiography to appropriate the region’s ear-
ly Christian heritage, as well as their scientifi-
cally unfounded falsifications.

Source-critical analyses indicate that the
roots of Christianity in Azerbaijan date back to
the Tst century — the Apostolic Age. The teach-
ing reached the region independently of the
Armenian Gregorian milieu, being brought di-
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rectly from Jerusalem by Eastern missionaries —
the Apostles Bartholomew and Thaddeus, and
his disciple, Saint Eliseus. According to scholar-
ly consensus, the first institutional foundation
of Christianity in the Caucasus was established
in the Uti province of Caucasian Albania (Kish
Temple) through the mission of Saint Eliseus.
There are a number of fundamental aca-
demic studies that comprehensively illumi-
nate the autochthonous roots of Christianity
in Azerbaijan, its ecclesiastical architecture,
and the Alban-Udi continuity. The theoretical
and methodological foundation of the present
study comprises Rashid Goyushov's Christian-
ity in Kavkazskoy Albanii (Christianity in Cau-
casian Albania), which examines the formation
of Albanian churches on the basis of archaeo-
logical and historical sources; Farida Mamma-
dova'’s Christianity in Caucasian Albania, which
addresses the political history and ethnic map
of Caucasian Albania, as well as the canonical
status of the independent Albanian Apostolic
Church; Nizami Efendiyev’s Christian Adventure
of the Azerbaijani Albanian Udi People from
Past to Present, which explores the sacred-cul-
tural resilience and confessional history of the
Udi ethnos; Asma Ozdashli's The History Built
on Albanian Cultural Heritage: A Research on
the Myth of Armenians Are the “First State”
Accepted Christianity, which deconstructs
the politicized myth in Armenian historiogra-
phy concerning Armenia as the “first Christian
state”; Anar Alizade’s Christianity in Azerbaijan
from the Past to the Present, which examines
the genesis of Christianity in the geographical
territory of Azerbaijan and its confessional evo-
lution through to the modern period; Malachia
Ormanian’s Armiyanskaya Serkov, ee Istoriya,
Uchenie, Upravlenie, Vnutrennee Stroenie, Lit-
eratura, ee Nastoyashchee; Yesai Hasan-Jalaly-
an's A Brief History of the Albanian Country;
P. S. Cowe’s Church and Diaspora: The Case
of the Armenians; S. T. Eremyan’s Ideologiya
i Kultura Albanii lll-VIl vv. Ocherki Istorii SSR
I-I1X vv.; Kirakos Gandzaketsi's History of Ar-
menia; and M. Gosh's Albanian Chronicle. The
genesis of Christianity in Azerbaijan, its ecclesi-
astical architecture, and the issue of Alban-Udi
continuity have been examined from various
analytical perspectives in both Azerbaijani and
foreign historiography. Foundational scholars
such as R. Goyushov and F. Mammadova have
substantiated the autochthonous character
and canonical independence of the Albanian
Apostolic Church on the basis of archaeologi-
cal and written sources, while N. Efendiyev and
A. Alizade have demonstrated that this conti-
nuity was transmitted into the modern period
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through the sacred resilience of the Udi ethnos.
The critical analyses of A. Ozdashli and P. S.
Cowe, in turn, make it possible to deconstruct
the politicized myths constructed by the Arme-
nian Gregorian Church around the ideology of
the “first Christian state.” Nevertheless, despite
the availability of factual material reflected
in the works of M. Ormanian, K. Gandzaketsi,
M. Gosh, and S. T. Eremyan, the problem of
“the evolution of autochthonous Christiani-
zation within the Islamic geographical sphere
and the institutional falsifications to which it
was subjected” has not been comprehensive-
ly developed in the literature as an integrated
politico-scientific and theological synthesis.
Consequently, despite the extensive body of
literature on the subject, certain fundamen-
tal scholarly gaps remain in existing research,
particularly in the context of synthesizing the
phenomenon of “Christianity in the Islamic ge-
ographical sphere.” Thus, authors such as R.
Goyushov, F. Mammadova, and S. T. Eremyan
have examined Albanian Christianity primarily
within the context of Antiquity and the Early
Middle Ages (3rd-7th centuries), that is, with-
in a pre-Islamization framework. The manner
in which autochthonous Christianity was pre-
served within the Islamic geographical sphere
following the region’s incorporation into the
Caliphate and Islamic civilization from the 8th
century onward, the legal and political symbi-
osis between Islam and Christianity, and the
unique status of the Albanian Church against
this geographical, theological, sociological,
and philosophical background have not yet
been comprehensively studied. Filling a gap in
the multidisciplinary analysis of the abolition of
the Albanian Church by the Tsarist decree of
1836, this article conceptualizes Christianity as
an indigenous Apostolic heritage dating to the
1st century, critically cross-examines Azerbaija-
ni (Mammadova, Goyushov, Alizadeh), Armeni-
an (Ormanian, Gosh, Gandzaketsi), and neutral
(Cowe, Ozdashli) sources, and provides a con-
ceptual scholarly basis for the restoration of
Albanian-Udi sacred heritage in the territories
liberated after 2020 (Khudavang, Gandzasar).

Research Methodology and Source Base:

Alongside descriptive and phenomeno-
logical principles, the study employs his-
torical-comparative, hermeneutic, and con-
tent-analysis methods in an integrated manner.
Through source criticism and cross-compar-
ison (triangulation), ideological distortions in
Armenian historiography are subjected to ob-
jective scholarly scrutiny.
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The study’s source base is grouped into
four main categories:

1. Azerbaijani historiography: The eth-
no-confessional history of the Albanian Church
and the Udi people (R. Goyushov, F. Mamma-
dova, A. Alizadeh).

2. Turkish historiography: Deconstructive
approaches to Albanian heritage and Arme-
nian historiographical myths (N. Afandiyev, A.
Ozdashli).

3. Armenian sources: Texts analyzed to
identify the subjective conceptions of the Gre-
gorian Church.

4. Western and Russian academic re-
sources: Studies that assess the region’s re-
ligious and political landscape from a neutral
perspective.

Main Objective of the Study. To com-
prehensively examine the genesis and institu-
tional evolution of Christianity in Azerbaijan,
illuminate the autochthonous Albanian-Udi
sacred heritage rooted in the Apostolic Age,
and demonstrate the unfounded nature of
politicized, appropriation-oriented claims ad-
vanced by Armenian historiographical circles.

Borders, Ethnodemographic Structure,
and Toponymic Transcription of
Caucasian Albania

The study of the historical geography of
the South Caucasus in antiquity and the early
Middle Ages necessitates a precise delineation
of the territorial boundaries and ethno-so-
cial structure of Caucasian Albania. Studies
based on ancient Greco-Roman sources (Stra-
bo, Pliny, Ptolemy) indicate that, during the
3rd-8th centuries, the territory of the Albani-
an state extended from the Caspian Sea in the
east to the borders of Georgia in the west, and
from the Greater Caucasus Mountains in the
north to the Aras River basin in the south [3,
p. 558]. According to contemporary geospatial
approaches, Albania was a political-geograph-
ical entity situated between the Kura River and
the Caucasus Mountains, encompassing the
southern territories of Dagestan as well [4, p.
27]. On the basis of this historical-geograph-
ical continuity, some contemporary Western
historiographical studies identify the northern
territories of Azerbaijan as the "historical terri-
tory of Caucasian Albania.”

In the heterogeneous structure of Albania,
comprising 26 ethnic groups, Turkic-speak-
ing tribes (Saks, Caspians, Gargars, Huns, etc.)
played a dominant role, while a common Turkic
language became a means of intertribal com-
munication, ensuring the social consolidation of
society [5, p. 5]. This ethnic and linguistic pre-

dominance fostered a unique civilizational mod-
el in Albania that integrated diverse cultures.

The genesis of the toponym “Albania,” its
forms in different languages, and its etymolog-
ical layers constitute important indicators of its
origin. In Arabic sources, the name is record-
ed as "Arran,” in Persian sources as “Ardan,”
in Georgian chronicles as “Rani,” and in Syriac
sources as “Aran,” and it has been interpret-
ed through various etymological approaches.
In Greek and Latin, it is reportedly associated
with the meaning “mountainous region,” in
Celtic with "mountain” (alb), and in Turkic with
“brave, courageous” (alp/alpine). On this basis,
some researchers characterize Albania as the
“land of the brave.” Historical sources, mean-
while, associate the name “Alban” with Aran,
the first ruler of the country from the Arani dy-
nasty, suggesting that the name emerged in
the form “Albanya” [5, p. 5; 6, pp. 26-28].

Toponymic and etymological analyses fac-
tually refute claims identifying early Christi-
anity in Albania with the Armenian ethnicity.
An objective examination of Albania’s ethno-
demographic, toponymic, and autocephalous
history is of significant academic and strategic
importance for exposing these ideological dis-
tortions and substantiating Azerbaijan's histor-
ical continuity of statehood.

The Apostolic Phase of Christianity
in Caucasian Albania and the Dynamics
of the Formation of the Autocephalous

Church

A scientific and critical analysis of the in-
stitutional formation, historical evolution, and
stages of sociocultural transformation of the
Apostolic Church of Caucasian Albania within
its heterogeneous environment is essential for
understanding Azerbaijan’s spiritual and cul-
tural heritage.

Christianization in Caucasian Albania be-
gan in the 1st century through apostles (Bart-
holomew, Thaddeus [1], Thomas, Saint Nino)
and their disciples (Eliseus, Mary), who arrived
via the Syrian-Mesopotamian route [7, p. 207].
This early "Syrophile” (pro-Syrian) period, also
attested by Movses Kaghankatvatsi, was char-
acterized by individual missionary activity and
laid the foundations for the apostolic status of
the Church and its sacred centers in the region.

The first stage — the “Syrophile” (Syrian-ori-
ented) epoch —encompassed a period in which
Christianity had not yet become institutional-
ized as a state religion and was characterized
by a pneumatological sphere of dissemination
through the individual missionary activities of
the Apostles Thaddeus [2] and Bartholomew,
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particularly those of Thaddeus'’s disciple Elishe.
Rooted in the Eastern Syrian Christian tradition,
this initial confessional wave laid the founda-
tions for the apostolic status of the Church in
the region and for the establishment of indig-
enous sacred centers.

The second stage — the “Pilo-Greek” (Gre-
co-Roman) epoch — was marked by a major
transformation in the geoconfessional land-
scape of the entire Eastern Mediterranean ba-
sin following the granting of legal recognition
to Christianity through the Edict of Milan (313
CE) issued by the Roman Emperor Constan-
tine. Under the influence of this global politi-
cal and ideological transformation, Christianity
attained the status of the state religion in Al-
bania through the joint institutional efforts of
the Albanian ruler Urnayr and Saint Gregory,
while the Church reorganized its doctrinal and
administrative orientation in accordance with
the Greek-Byzantine theological model [5, p. 6;
1, p. 201; 8, p. 154].

According to hagiographic and historio-
graphic traditions, Bartholomew, one of the
twelve apostles of Jesus Christ, extended his
missionary activity from India to Western Asia,
including Western Azerbaijan and Caucasian
Albania. Having crossed the Arax River and en-
tered the territory of Sisakan/Syunik (historical
Nakhchivan), Bartholomew is reported to have
founded the first church in the Ordubad (Gohtn)
region. The thirteenth-century historian Ste-
pannos Orbelian states that the population of
Syunik embraced Christianity earlier than neigh-
boring peoples, directly through the preach-
ing of Bartholomew. According to the sources,
Bartholomew was later arrested and crucified in
the center of Albanapol, which ancient sources
identify with present-day Baku. Following his
death, the process of Christianization continued
through the missionary activities of Elishe; in the
second half of the first century, a bishopric was
established in Albania, with Elishe becoming its
first Catholicos [9, pp. 29-30; 10, p. 32].

The first, Syrophile (pro-Syrian), stage of
Christianization in Caucasian Albania is associ-
ated with the missionary activities of Elishe, a
disciple of Thaddeus. Following the execution
of Thaddeus, Elishe returned to Jerusalem and,
with the blessing of Saint James, the first patri-
arch of the Jerusalem Church, was sent to Alba-
nia. Passing through Iranian territory, he began
preaching in the province of Chola and in the
areas inhabited by the Caspian Massagetae. He
later founded the first Christian church in the
Eastern Caucasus in the village of Kish, locat-
ed in the territory of present-day Sheki in the
province of Uti. Known as the “Mother of the
Churches of the East,” this site played a signifi-
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cant role in the formation of the theological and
institutional foundations of the Albanian Apos-
tolic Church. Initially local in character, this ec-
clesiastical structure acquired political and ide-
ological dominance in 313, when King Urnayr
adopted Christianity as the state religion [11,
p. 26; 12, pp. 27-28]. According to the sources,
while continuing his missionary activities in are-
as where pagan cults were dominant, Elishe was
killed as a result of confessional conflict [13; 14,
p. 11; 15, p. 73]. Thus, the initial doctrinal foun-
dations of Christian monotheism were formed
in the province of Uti and subsequently spread
to other parts of the region.

A comparative-critical analysis of medieval
Albanian historiographical sources is essential
for determining the chronological framework
of the initial pneumatological transformation
of Christianity in Caucasian Albania. Based
on the chronological information provided
in Moses of Kalankatuk's History of Albania,
the Christian mission in the region, led by the
Apostle Elishe, began in 56 CE.

Another noteworthy source is the historical
parallels presented by Mkhitar Gosh. He notes
a 300-year difference between the mission of
Elishe and the activities of Saint Gregory, who
played a role in the Christianization of the Ar-
menians. Based on M. Gosh's dating of Greg-
ory’'s death to 348 CE, a regressive calculation
yields approximately 48 CE. The execution of
the Apostle Thaddeus in 43 CE and the return
of his disciple Elishe to Jerusalem three to four
years later, followed by his dispatch to Albania,
further support this chronology. Thus, Elishe's
missionary activity in Albania may be dated to
the period of 48-56 CE, broadly corresponding
to the 51-67 CE timeframe accepted in con-
temporary source criticism [16, p. 6; 17, p. 262;
9, p. 291.

A synthesis of the sources indicates that,
during the second half of the 1st century, the
synergistic missionary activities of the Apostles
Bartholomew and Elishe resulted in the estab-
lishment of the first episcopal structure (bishop-
ric) in Albania, while Elishe came to be regarded
in ecclesiastical historiography as the proto-Ca-
tholicos (first hierarch). Although a succession of
hierarchs appears to have governed the Church
during the subsequent period of apostolic suc-
cession (Successio Apostolica), information
concerning their activities has largely survived
only at an onomastic level — that is, primarily in
the form of their names [2, p. 202].

The chronological gaps and hierarchical
discontinuities in the works of Moses of Kal-
ankatuyk and Mkhitar Gosh can be attributed
to the destruction of early ecclesiological doc-
uments and confessional archives, including
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their deliberate burning. Nevertheless, the lists
of Catholicoi preserved in the works of both
Albanian authors constitute an important his-
toriographical factor demonstrating the unin-
terrupted institutional continuity of the Church
hierarchy in the region.

A synthetic assessment indicates that the
Apostle Elishe has been established as the
proto-illuminator (earliest evangelizer) and ec-
clesiological founder of Caucasian Albania. His
pneumatological mission, the establishment of
the episcopal institution, and the construction
of the Kish sacred complex endowed the Al-
banian Church with the status of an Apostol-
ic-Origin Church (Ecclesia Apostolica) within
the universal ecclesiastical hierarchy. This his-
toriographical fact is further corroborated by
acknowledgments of Albania’s autocephalous
character and earlier confessional precedence
in the archival records of regional confession-
al counterparts, including the correspondence
of the Armenian Catholicos Abraham and the
acts of the 7th-century Church Council of Par-
tav (Barda).

At the initial stage, Christianity remained
socially a faith of a marginal minority. Zoroas-
trian pressure from the Sasanian Empire and
the absence of Christians from the administra-
tive apparatus delayed its institutionalization
as a state religion. However, the consolidation
of Christian communities by the end of the
third century and the geoconfessional trans-
formation brought about in the region by the
Edict of Milan in 313 generated an ideological
shift in Albania. The baptism of King Urnayr
and his proclamation of Christianity as the
state religion facilitated the Church's integra-
tion into the bureaucratic system. In the fourth
and fifth centuries, the translation of liturgical
texts from Syriac and Greek into the Albani-
an language contributed to the formation of
a national sacred language and enabled the
gradual social diffusion of Christianity. In the
subsequent period, Sasanian interventions and
Hun-Turkic incursions weakened the devel-
opment of Christianity and fostered tenden-
cies toward a return to syncretic and archaic
beliefs. Nevertheless, Christian monotheism
played a significant role in the consolidation
of various polytheistic tribal confederations
around a unified ethnoconfessional identity
[18, p. 32; 19, pp. 215-216; 20, p. 40].

The state-Church symbiosis established
during the reign of Urnayr reached its culmi-
nation at the end of the fifth century under the
rule of Vacagan lll “the Pious.” Vacagan carried
out ecclesiastical and administrative reforms
and established networks of religious educa-
tion and schools, thereby transforming Chris-

tianity into an important component of Alba-
nia’s national and cultural identity. During the
fourth and fifth centuries, the ecclesiastical hi-
erarchy was formed, churches were construct-
ed, and religious texts were translated into the
Albanian language. Initially spreading among
the feudal elite and nobility, Christianity sub-
sequently extended throughout the entire ter-
ritory of Albania [9, p. 192; 19, pp. 197-198].

A theological-sociological analysis of Chris-
tianization in Caucasian Albania substantiates
the unique position of the Albanian Apostol-
ic Church within the broader Christian world.
The Church derives its divine legitimacy and
unbroken Apostolic succession directly from
the pneumatological mission of the Apostles
Bartholomew and Thaddeus and Saint Eliseus.

The characterization of the Kish Temple as
the "Mother of the Churches of the East” in-
dicates its chronological primacy within the
theological development of Christianity and its
status as one of the earliest sacred centers con-
nected to the Jerusalem ecclesiastical tradition.
The earliest place of worship established in the
village of Kish and subsequently known as the
“Mother of the Churches of the East” became
one of the earliest centers of Christian soteri-
ology (the doctrine of salvation) in the Cauca-
sus. This fact, according to the interpretation
advanced in the present study, establishes the
independent (autocephalous) primatial status
of the Albanian Church from the period of its
formation, without dependence on any other
regional Church and with a direct connection
to the Church of Jerusalem. The transition in
the region from the Syrian-Eastern (“Syroph-
ile”) ascetic tradition of early Christian mis-
sionary activity to the official Greco-Roman
(“Pilo-Greek") doctrinal model, which attained
the status of a state religion in the 4th century,
constituted a natural evolutionary sequence
in the doctrinal and liturgical development of
the Albanian Church. The elevation of Christi-
anity to the status of a state religion, in turn,
ensured the institutional establishment of the
sacraments (religious rites) and Christological
doctrines throughout society and facilitated
the integration of the local sacred tradition
into the universal ecclesial ontology.

From the perspective of the philosophy of
religion, the adoption of Christianity repre-
sented a transition in Albanian society from a
polytheistic and mythical worldview to mono-
theistic transcendence guided by the Absolute
Being and the Logos. The mission of the Apos-
tles and the martyrdom of Eliseus replaced lo-
cal systems of worship with a universal moral
paradigm and a new ontological reality. The
declaration of Christianity as the official reli-
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gion by King Urnayr in 313, in the context of
the Edict of Milan, reinforced the ideological
foundation of statehood within the framework
of “political theology” and fostered a unified
spiritual-philosophical integration within the
polyethnic society. This decision was not mere-
ly a political act but an Ontological Transfor-
mation in the interpretation of being. The state
grounded political authority in divine order,
directed society toward a Christocentric ethi-
cal-philosophical framework, while the estab-
lishment of the Kish Temple shaped a new con-
ception of sacred time and space (hierophany)
in the Albanian consciousness.

From a sociological perspective, Christiani-
zation played a significant role as a mechanism
of social integration and institutionalization in
Albania. In Albania, Christianization evolved
from early communities into a state-church
model (routinization of charisma), becoming a
central institution that unified the polyethnic
society around a shared identity. The "Top-
Down” spread of religion, through the canons,
schools, and translations into the Albanian
language under Vac‘agan Il the Pious, estab-
lished cultural reproduction and a collective
sense of “we" (collective identity).

Thus, the Albanian Apostolic Church should
be understood not merely as a religious and
liturgical institution, but as a significant socio-
cultural phenomenon that contributed to the
formation of Azerbaijan’s ancient traditions of
statehood, ethnocultural distinctiveness, and
traditions of literacy and education, while con-
stituting one of the earliest historical layers of
Christian civilization.

Political-Ecclesiastical Confrontation: The

Gregorianization of the Albanian Church,

Distortions of Heritage, and the Ethnocul-
tural Resistance of the Udi People

The weakening of central authority and the
convergence of the regional interests of exter-
nal imperial powers constituted major factors
that fundamentally transformed not only the
political order but also the ideological orienta-
tion of confessional institutions. In Caucasian
Albania, the disruption of Church-state rela-
tions resulted in internal theological divisions
becoming instruments of external geopolitical
intervention. This historical context created
conditions for the Albanian Apostolic Church
to lose its independent institutional agency
and contributed to long-term transformations
in the region’s ethnoreligious landscape.

From the second half of the sixth century,
Christianity had become the leading institution-
al and ideological force in Caucasian Albania. At
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the beginning of the eighth century, the forced
detention of Varaz Trdat in Constantinople in
704 created a political vacuum in the country.
Taking advantage of this situation, the Albanian
Catholicos Nerses (I Bakur), together with Prin-
cess Syparama, declared that the Church had
adopted Chalcedonian (Dyophysite) Christol-
ogy. In response, at the appeal of the Mono-
physite faction, the Armenian Catholicos llia ac-
cused Nerses of pro-Byzantine sympathies and
political separatism before the Umayyad caliph
‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan. With the caliph's
support, llia came to Partav and effectively abol-
ished the autocephaly of the Albanian Apostolic
Church, placing it under the jurisdiction of the
Armenian Catholicosate. This ecclesiological an-
nexation, documented by Moses of Kalankatuk,
laid the groundwork for the Gregorianization
of the Albanian Church and for the long-term
confessional and ethnocultural resistance of the
local autochthonous communities [7, p. 224; 21,
pp. 124-126].

The administrative-theological transfor-
mation carried out by the Armenian Church
with the military and political support of the
Umayyad Caliphate altered the political and
confessional structure of Caucasian Albania.
The return of the Albanian ruler Varaz Trdat |
from captivity in 704 could not halt this process.
With Umayyad support, the Armenian Mono-
physite Church brought the Albanian Apostolic
Church under its canonical and administrative
jurisdiction and subordinated Albanian clergy
to the Monophysite hierarchy. As a result, the
independence and autocephalous status of
the Albanian Apostolic Church were effectively
abolished, while the prolonged ecclesiological
struggle between the two churches ultimately
resulted in the predominance of the Armenian
Church [10, p. 40].

The Pseudosynod held in Partav in 704-705
marked a turning point in the geoconfessional
balance of power in Caucasian Albania. Under
pressure from the Armenian Catholicos llia,
the Chalcedonian Albanian Catholicos Nerses
| Bakur was anathematized and imprisoned; he
died while being deported to Damascus. His
personal archive and the Dyophysite texts in
the Albanian language are reportedly said to
have been destroyed on llia's orders. Subse-
quently, Dyophysite communities were sub-
jected to repression, while in 705 the central-
ized administration of the Caliphate eliminated
the independence of the Albanian religious
and secular elites. Albania lost its political sov-
ereignty and was incorporated into the Cali-
phate, thereby bringing the classical phase of
the state—Church symbiosis to an end [14, pp.
16-17; 7, p. 203].
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Following the Partav Pseudosynod of 705,
the Albanian ethno-religious milieu underwent
profound doctrinal and political fragmenta-
tion. While the Umayyad Caliphate support-
ed Monophysite Albanian groups, Dyophysite
Albanians came under the patronage of Byz-
antium and Georgia and, in later periods, of
other regional political powers. In the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries (1136-1225), under
the confessional tolerance of the Eldiguzid
state, Dyophysite Albanian communities expe-
rienced a period of intellectual and monumen-
tal development; monastic complexes such as
Gandzasar, Gadik (Goshavank), and Nor Gadik
were established, and a rich manuscript her-
itage emerged. At the same time, the assimi-
lation of Monophysite Albanian communities
into the administrative and linguistic system of
the Armenian Gregorian Church accelerated.
From the thirteenth century onward, the Alba-
nian Apostolic Church entered its second peri-
od of institutional revival. The principal center
of the state—Church symbiosis that developed
under the patronage of Hasan Jalal (1214-
1261) in the Principality of Khachen was the
Gandzasar Monastery. Constructed between
1216 and 1238 and consecrated in 1238, the
complex became an important center of Alba-
nian ecclesiological and sacred architecture.
From this period onward, the Albanian (Gand-
zasar) Catholicosate became the hereditary
confessional institution of the Hasan-Jalalyan
dynasty and remained one of the principal in-
stitutional pillars of Albanian religious identity
until its abolition in 1836 [21, p. 4; 22; 1, pp.
205-206; 23, pp. 171-172, 430-456].

From the mid-sixteenth century (1547),
against the backdrop of the Russian Tsardom'’s
expansion into the Eastern Caucasus, the se-
lection of the Gandzasar Albanian Catholico-
sate as a diplomatic instrument affected the
confessional balance of the region. Moscow's
attempt to establish relations with the Chris-
tians of the Caucasus through the Gandzasar
hierarchs rather than Etchmiadzin caused con-
cern within the Armenian Church. With the in-
tensification of Russia’s South Caucasus policy
in the second half of the eighteenth century,
Etchmiadzin sought to curtail this influence. In
1766, Catholicos Simeon appealed to Cathe-
rine Il, requesting the abolition of Gandzasar's
autonomy. This process acquired a legal basis
through an imperial decree in 1768, while the
requirement that hierarchical appointments
in Christian churches under Russian control
be subject to Etchmiadzin's approval severe-
ly restricted Gandzasar's independence. Thus,
the legal and political foundations were laid
for the abolition of the Gandzasar Albanian

Catholicosate in 1836 and its subordination to
Etchmiadzin [1, p. 206].

In the second half of the eighteenth centu-
ry, the attempts of the Catholicosate of Etch-
miadzin to strengthen its confessional monop-
oly resulted in further interventions. In 1766,
Catholicos Simeon removed Israel, the Alba-
nian Catholicos, from office and appointed
Hovhannes in his place. The Meliks of Karab-
akh, however, defended Israel’s legitimacy and
sought to preserve Albanian institutional sov-
ereignty. The prolonged struggle between the
two Churches culminated in the "Polozhenie”
decree of 1836. Under the decree, Christian
communities in the South Caucasus were
placed under the administrative and canonical
jurisdiction of the Catholicosate of Etchmiadz-
in, and the independent institutional status of
the Albanian Church was abolished. As a result,
the sacred-institutional designation “Albanian”
was removed from sociopolitical usage, while
the historical heritage and written sources of
the Church suffered substantial losses [7, p. 70;
25, pp. 116-1171.

The collapse of Albanian statehood in 705
and the incorporation of the region into the
Umayyad Caliphate led to profound ethnore-
ligious and ideological transformations with-
in Albanian society. While the autochthonous
Albanian population that converted to Islam
entered into sociocultural integration with Tur-
kic-speaking Muslim communities, Christian
communities continued to exist as marginal
groups in various areas [9, pp. 43-44]. Taking
advantage of the political conditions under
Umayyad rule, the Armenian Church intensified
the Gregorianization and linguistic assimilation
of Christian communities. Following the Par-
tav Pseudosynod of 705, the hierarchy of the
Albanian Church was effectively subordinated
to Etchmiadzin, and its ecclesiological written
language was Armenianized. As liturgical texts,
chronicles, and epigraphic materials were trans-
ferred into the Armenian language, it is report-
ed that no independent literary heritage in the
Albanian language has survived to the present
day. S. T. Yeremyan regards this as the outcome
of the Armenian Church'’s policy aimed at ap-
propriating the legal and cultural resources of
the Albanian Church [26, pp. 327-329; 27, p. 7].

The process of institutional assimilation
that began in 705 reached its legal stage in
1836 with a decree of the Holy Synod of Rus-
sia. The Albanian Catholicosate was abolished
and transformed into a diocese subordinate
to Etchmiadzin, thereby formalizing the status
of the Armenian Gregorian Church. Following
this decision, the Udi communities, as bearers
of the Albanian ethnocultural heritage, un-
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derwent a prolonged process of confessional
and ethnic transformation. The majority of the
Albanian population in Karabakh was assimi-
lated in terms of religion, language, and eth-
nicity into a Gregorian identity. The Christian
Udi communities of Oghuz, however, sought
refuge under the jurisdiction of the Georgian
Orthodox Church and preserved their religious
and ethnic characteristics. Therefore, it is not
scientifically justified to equate the Gregorian-
ized Albanian population of Karabakh direct-
ly with Armenian ethnic origins; terms such
as "Gregorianized Albanians” or “Gregorian
Turks” may be considered more appropriate
[16, p. 5; 3, p. 561; 28, p. 118].

Analysis of historiographic and sociolin-
guistic sources indicates that the removal of
the Albanian language from the institutional
sphere of Christian communities resulted from
the Armenian Church’s policy of Gregorianiza-
tion and linguistic assimilation. Nevertheless,
the Albanian language was preserved at least
until the tenth century at the vernacular lev-
el among the autochthonous population that
had adopted Islam. The thirteenth-century his-
torian Kirakos Gandzaketsi states that Armeni-
an was primarily the administrative and liturgi-
cal language of the Albanian nobility, while the
common people spoke the “language of Arran.”
This indicates the existence of language-based
social diglossia in the region. Although the Al-
banian Catholicosate experienced its second
institutional revival under the patronage of
Hasan Jalal in the early thirteenth century, the
administrative and liturgical language of the
Church remained Armenian-Gregorian. With
Gandzasar as its center, the Albanian Church
remained the principal sacred-administrative
institution of the autochthonous Albanian
Christians until its abolition in 1836 [27, p. 7].

These historiographic facts explain, from
theological and sociolinguistic perspectives,
why the epigraphic inscriptions on Gandzasar
and other autochthonous Christian monu-
ments were written in Armenian. As a result
of the institutional pressure exerted by the
Armenian Church, sacred literature, registers,
funerary inscriptions, and other epigraphic
texts associated with Albanian Christians were
predominantly composed in Armenian. How-
ever, their linguistic form does not negate their
Albanian sacred and political affiliation. Al-
though the principal inscription at Gandzasar
is likewise written in Armenian, it explicitly
states that the monastery was constructed by
Hasan Jalal for the Albanians at the command
of the Albanian Catholicos [1, p. 208]. This fact
demonstrates that linguistic form does not, in
itself, determine ethnic or sacred identity.
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The synthesis of historical-epigraphic and
sociolinguistic sources indicates that the histo-
ry of the autochthonous Albanian community
developed along two distinct trajectories. The
Christian Albanian population of Karabakh grad-
ually lost its language, ethnic consciousness,
and cultural characteristics as a result of pro-
longed Gregorianization, linguistic assimilation,
and ideological pressure, ultimately becoming
assimilated within the Armenian Monophysite
milieu. In contrast, the Udis living in Gabala and
Oghuz preserved their language, traditions, eth-
nic consciousness, and sacred-cultural heritage
despite institutional pressures. As a result of the
spread of Islam in the region and the migration
of Turkic-speaking ethnic groups, the "Azerbai-
jani Turk” identity emerged as a dominant su-
pra-identity integrating diverse ethno-confes-
sional groups. Within this inclusive sociocultural
environment, the Udi community succeeded in
preserving its language, confessional beliefs,
and distinctive micro-cultural characteristics [1,
p. 209; 11, pp. 30-41].

Historiographic analyses indicate that the
politicization of the ecclesiastical apparatus
and confessional assimilation occupied an im-
portant place in the strategy of Armenian reli-
gious and political circles. Following the aboli-
tion of the Albanian-Udi Catholicosate in 1836
and its subordination to Etchmiadzin, the pol-
icy of Armenization intensified. One of the so-
ciological manifestations of this pressure was
the forced addition of the Armenian-origin
suffix “-yan” to the surnames of the Christian
Udi population, thereby altering their anthro-
ponymic identity. Following the restoration of
Azerbaijan’s state independence, however, the
Udis entered a process of ethnocultural reviv-
al and returned to traditional surname forms
bearing the suffixes “-ru,” “-ri,” “-lu,” and "-Ii"
(for example, Danakari, Mobili) [29].

The abolition of the Albanian-Udi Church
coincided with the establishment by Tsarist Rus-
sia of the Sheikh-ul-Islamate of the South Cau-
casus for the Muslim population, which formed
part of a broader “divide and rule” policy. This
administrative-confessional division sought to
isolate the Christian Udis from the local Mus-
lim-Turkic community and orient them toward
the Armenian sociocultural sphere. However,
the Udis boycotted churches under the ca-
nonical jurisdiction of Etchmiadzin and contin-
ued to practice their faith in homes and other
concealed spaces in the Udi language, thereby
preserving their ethno-religious and linguistic
characteristics. To avoid Gregorian influence,
they combined Christian beliefs with ancient re-
ligious traditions, thereby developing a syncret-
ic religious structure. This resistance was also
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reported by Armenian clergy to Etchmiadzin [1,
p. 209]. Thus, despite losing their religious in-
stitutions and facing various forms of pressure,
the Udi community preserved its historical eth-
no-religious identity.

Despite the Udis’ resistance to assimilation,
the administrative and political support pro-
vided by Tsarist Russia to Etchmiadzin in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries intensified
the suppression and appropriation of Alba-
nian churches. New dioceses subordinate to
the Catholicosate of Etchmiadzin were estab-
lished, and ancient Christian places of worship
in the territory of Azerbaijan were placed un-
der its jurisdiction. The 1857 “Regulation on
Religious Administration” strengthened the
legal status of Armenian-Gregorian dioceses
and removed the term "Albanian Church” from
official administrative usage. In 1909-1910,
the authorization granted by the Holy Synod
of St. Petersburg for the disposal of archival
materials facilitated the destruction of manu-
scripts, registers, and other sources associated
with Albanian churches. During the same pe-
riod, the tsarist government's resettlement of
Armenian families from Iranian and Ottoman
territories to Nakhchivan, Daralagayaz, Iravan,
Goycha, Zangazur, and Karabakh affected the
region’s ethnodemographic structure [9, p. 46;
1, p. 210]. According to Armenian authors S.
Zavaryan and A. Lalayan, in 1905 a total of 75
Turkic villages in Shusha, Javanshir, Jabrayil,
and Zangazur were destroyed, and the civilian
population was subjected to mass killings [29,
pp. 2-3].

One of the principal directions of the eth-
nocultural reconfiguration policy pursued by
Armenian religious and political circles in the
South Caucasus was the distortion of the sa-
cred architectural heritage associated with the
autochthonous Albanian-Turkic population
and the early Christian period. In this pro-
cess, the original architectural forms, liturgical
symbolism, and ecclesiological features of the
monuments were altered, thereby weakening
their historical and cultural continuity with Al-
banian heritage. According to the analyses of
the Georgian historian A. Chavchavadze, Ar-
menian ideological centers sought to appro-
priate the Albanian religious and cultural her-
itage and to present the historical territories
of Albania as an integral part of the “land of
Hayk" [33, pp. 22-23].

In the process of cultural appropriation and
the deconstruction of sacred architecture, the
visual and structural features of a number of
monuments were altered. One example is the
“Aghoglan Sanctuary” (Aghoglan Monastery)
complex, located in the village of Kosalar in the

Lachin district, which is regarded as an impor-
tant monument of the autochthonous Albanian
Christian heritage [31, pp. 26-27]. It is reported
that the epigraphic inscriptions, cross compo-
sitions, and architectural elements were adapt-
ed to the Armenian-Gregorian style through
subsequent interventions, thereby altering the
monument'’s historical and ethnic identity. In
this context, the admission by the Armenian
writer Raffi in his novel Samvel is also notewor-
thy: “Our barren history provides historians with
very little information. Our literature cannot go
beyond church writings” [1, p. 221].

Historiographical evidence indicates that
the policy of Armenization and Gregoriani-
zation aimed at neutralizing the material and
cultural heritage of Caucasian Albania and the
institutional memory of the Albanian Apos-
tolic Church did not achieve its intended out-
come. The confessional pressures exerted by
Etchmiadzin and the imperial administration
encountered resistance from autochthonous
Albanian Christians, with the Udi community
emerging as one of the principal actors in this
process. Refusing to accept the authority of
the Etchmiadzin Church, the Udis engaged in
legal and administrative struggles to preserve
their ethno-religious autonomy. In a petition
submitted by Udi representatives to the Rus-
sian emperor in 1867, they protested against
the unlawful administration of Armenian cler-
gy and religious pressure in ancient Albanian
churches. Their boycott of churches demon-
strates a collective strategy of resistance aimed
at preserving their theological and linguistic
characteristics. Through this resistance, the
Udi communities living in Gabala and Oghuz
succeeded in preserving their ethnic identity,
native language, and religious traditions into
the modern period.

The ethno-religious resistance that
emerged in the nineteenth century laid the
groundwork for the revival of the Albanian
Apostolic Church following the restoration of
Azerbaijan’'s independence. The institutional
activities of the Albanian-Udi community were
legalized, with two religious communities offi-
cially registered, and on 14 July 2013, the rite
of baptism was restored after a prolonged in-
terruption. In the same year, an international
event dedicated to the revival of the Albani-
an-Udi Church and the 1,700th anniversary of
the adoption of Christianity as the state reli-
gion in Caucasian Albania was held. These de-
velopments demonstrate the support provid-
ed by Azerbaijan’s model of multiculturalism
for the preservation of the religious and cul-
tural heritage of the Udi community. In the late
twentieth century, historiographical debates
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surrounding the heritage of Caucasian Albania
also became intertwined with territorial claims.
In the early 1990s, more than 20 percent of
Azerbaijan’s territory was occupied, and Alba-
nian Christian monuments were subjected to
destruction [31]. As a result of the 2020 Patri-
otic War, Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity was
restored. In the post-conflict period, the res-
toration of the religious and cultural heritage
of the liberated territories became a priority of
state policy. Today, the heritage of Caucasian
Albania is being comprehensively studied at
Azerbaijani academic institutions, and its place
in the history of Azerbaijan is being examined
on the basis of scholarly evidence.

In conclusion, a comprehensive analysis
of the historical facts demonstrates that the
Christian heritage of Caucasian Albania was
subjected for centuries not only to military and
political transformations but also to systematic
theological, philosophical, and ethno-socio-
logical influences.

In the contemporary period, following the
restoration of the independence of the Re-
public of Azerbaijan, the state registration of
Albanian-Udi Christian religious communities,
the restoration of historical Albanian church-
es, and the revival of forgotten religious rituals
and traditions, including baptism, represent
the restoration of collective historical mem-
ory. Taken as a whole, this complex historical
picture demonstrates, within the conceptual
framework of this study, that the Azerbaijani
people and the Udi community as an integral
part of it constitute the authentic historical
successors of the rich tangible and intangible
heritage of Caucasian Albania.

Conclusion

The history of the spread of Christianity in
Azerbaijan is directly rooted in the apostol-
ic succession associated with the missionary
activities of the Apostles Bartholomew and
Thaddeus, as well as those of their followers
Eliseeus and Mary. Belonging to the family of
the ancient Oriental Churches, the Albanian
Apostolic Church acquired institutional sta-
tus in 313 CE, when the Albanian ruler Urnayr
adopted Christianity as the official state reli-
gion, thereby transforming the Church into a
major theological center of the region. These
theological foundations determined the dis-
tinctive ecclesiological position and doctrinal
independence of the Albanian Church not only
within the Caucasus but also within the broad-
er tradition of Eastern Christianity.

The Albanian Christian architecture that
developed between the fourth and seventh
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centuries — including the church complexes of
Amaras, Kilsadag, Mamrukh, Lakit, Sand, Khu-
davang, and Mingachevir — constitutes a mate-
rial manifestation of sacred philosophy. From
the perspective of the philosophy of religion,
these temples were not merely places of wor-
ship but also sacred semiotic spaces encoding
the Albanian people’s ontological conceptions
of the cosmos, divine being, and spiritual exist-
ence. The coherence and distinctive character
of their architectural forms demonstrate the
objectification of the philosophical and aes-
thetic worldview of Albanian civilization.

The decline that began following the col-
lapse of Albanian statehood in 705 developed
into an institutional crisis in the early nine-
teenth century within the geopolitical frame-
work of Tsarist Russia’s regional interests. From
the perspective of the sociology of religion,
the abolition of the Albanian Catholicosate
and its subordination to the Armenian-Grego-
rian Church by decree of Tsar Nicholas | dated
11 March 1836 constituted an act of “artifi-
cial confessional assimilation” resulting from
the ethno-confessional engineering policy of
the Russian Empire. Within this process, the
destruction of archives, the replacement of
epigraphic inscriptions with texts in the Gra-
bar language, and alterations to architectural
structures formed part of a broader strategy of
the desacralization of collective memory and
cultural appropriation.

Despite institutional and administrative
pressure, the determined resistance demon-
strated by the Udis, regarded in this study as
the direct ethnic and spiritual successors of the
Albanian Apostolic Church, represents a signif-
icant phenomenon of ethno-religious identity
preservation. Rejecting the policy of forced
Gregorianization, the Udis preserved their orig-
inal apostolic traditions, language, and ethnic
consciousness through mechanisms of passive
resistance and internal religiosity. This resist-
ance constitutes a notable example, within the
sociology of religion, of the self-preservation
capacity of small ethnic communities confront-
ed with dominant institutional pressures.

The preservation, restoration, and support
of the rich Christian tangible and intangible
heritage of Caucasian Albania by the contem-
porary Azerbaijani state and society at the le-
gal, religious, and cultural levels constitute a
manifestation of a pluralist multiculturalism
model. Within the scholarly framework of this
study, these activities demonstrate on historical,
legal, and sociological grounds that the Azer-
baijani people, together with the Albanian-Udi
community as an integral component of that
society, constitute the rightful and legitimate
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contemporary custodians and successors of the
Christian heritage of Caucasian Albania.
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