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Time and again—in articles and monographs, at academic
conferences and on television—it has been claimed that
Catholicos-Patriarch Ambrose Khelaia uttered these words during
the trial held between 10 and 19 March 1924: “My soul belongs to
God, my heart to my homeland, and I give you my body, O
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tyrants!” Yet no relevant historical source was ever cited, and the
statement does not appear in the trial transcript. This led some
scholars to suspect that Ambrose Khelaia had not actually said
these words and that they were perhaps a popular invention, much
like the famous phrase attributed to Galileo Galilei, who
supposedly muttered after recanting before the Inquisition: “And
yet it moves!”

Professor Levan Jikia investigated the historical basis of the
quotation, giving his study the title “In Search of Historical
Accuracy Concerning the Words of Catholicos-Patriarch Ambrose
Khelaia of All Georgia: ‘My Soul Belongs to God...””. He found
documentary evidence in the records of the Ministry of Foreign

Affairs of the Democratic Republic of Georgia, which was held at
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the Central Historical Archive of the National Archives of
Georgia.

On 1 August 1922, Constantine Gvarjaladze, a diplomatic
representative of Georgia’s government-in-exile, sent a letter from
Istanbul to Paris addressed to Akaki Chkhenkeli, who had served
as head of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs during the years of
independence. At that time, the investigation into the Catholicos-
Patriarch’s case was already under way, having been prompted by
Ambrose Khelaia’s submission of a memorandum to the Genoa
Conference, which drew attention to the reality of the Russian
occupation of the Republic of Georgia.

Ambrose Khelaia was summoned to the special commission
several times and subjected to harsh treatment. The head of the
Georgian Orthodox Church expressed his dissatisfaction in a letter
of protest sent to the chairman of the commission, and the
circumstances are recorded in Constantine Gvarjaladze’s note:

“I have written to you previously regarding information
concerning our church. I am awaiting the necessary documents
from Georgia, which we have already requested. The Patriarch
has promised that, once the documents arrive, he will raise the
issue accordingly and resolve the matter favourably. Our Patriarch
has not been imprisoned; he has been interrogated three or four
times. He reportedly says: ‘My soul belongs to God; physically, I
belong to the people; as for my corpse—whoever wants it, take
it.””

The researcher observes that, although the Catholicos-
Patriarch’s words as recorded in the document differ slightly from
the widely circulated version, they are identical in substance and
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accurately reflect Ambrose Khelaia’s attitude towards the
authorities who treated him harshly.

Professor Jikia rightly concludes that Constantine
Gvarjaladze learned of the Patriarch’s words soon after they were
uttered. He recorded them in his note, which he subsequently sent
to Akaki Chkhenkeli.

The trial transcript could not have recorded Ambrose
Khelaia’s famous statement, which may be regarded as a
profound ethical formula, because the Patriarch had uttered these
words two years before the notorious series of interrogations to
which he was subjected. This effectively dispels any suspicion
that the words might have been a later invention of popular
tradition.

The study therefore suggests that we cite and quote the
phrase exactly as it is preserved in the archival document, rather
than relying on the popular oral versions circulating in public
discourse. The archival version reads: “My soul belongs to God;
physically, I belong to the people; as for my corpse—whoever
wants it, take it.”
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