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The Internet, as a means of information transfer through electronic channels, has Iong
been an integral part of society. Accordingly, it is also an effective tool for influencing
public opinion. The study has shown that Orthodox churches (Georgia, Russia, Ukraine,
and Serbia) actively use electronic methods of information transmission and dissemination.
The Internet creates an opportunity for Orthodox churches to communicate with believers
in different parts of the world and remain in continuous contact with them. Using digital
technologies, they can strengthen international solidarity and spread the Orthodox
teaching. In the digital space, it is possible to spread religious topics, and dialogue between
believers and clergy. In this regard, one of its segments, the “Orthodox Internet”, is part of
the Internet and is gaining popularity, which Orthodox churches use well in their work
as an effective, modern means of spreading the Gospel, Orthodox ideas, and values. Its use
is effective in establishing vocabulary and terminology in everyday life. Technology and
faith are especially important for Orthodoxy, as we face the challenge of combining faith,
tradition, and innovation. However, the development of the digital age and the rapid
spread of information, on the one hand, are an opportunity, and on the other hand, they
create the problem of the rapid spread of misinformation, that is, an increase in the risk
of misinformation. Our studies in this specific field have also confirmed that, along with
high opportunities and a high degree of freedom, the Internet also carries high risks and

requires great caution about certain issues.
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Introduction. After the Soviet Union collapsed, socio-economic transformations
of society generated a significant demand for religious literature and information,
including Orthodox Christian literature. Although the state and the church
formally recognized non-interference in each other’s affairs, the attitude of
the Soviet regime to religion and the church has always been characterized by
contradictoriness, variability, biases, and one-sidedness, fulfilling the will and
desires of the “leading party officials”.

Under conditions of such a burdensome legacy, satisfying the “information
hunger” of society, the concern for spirituality, restoration of churches and
monasteries, and use of media for the benefit of the public have become a focus
of the Orthodox Church. Thus, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few”
(Mt. 9:37).

Today, the Apostolic Autocephalous Orthodox Church of Georgia has its own
printed editions (magazines and newspapers), access to a television audience (the
Patriarchate’s television channel “Ertsulovneba”, television broadcasts in various
dioceses), although the Internet is among the most actively and successfully used
means (Patriarchate of Georgia).

This, along with the fact that just a few submitted papers were published in
the Georgian-language scientific space, determines the relevance of the research
topic. Considering the content and depth of the issues discussed in the article, we
used qualitative research methods in its development.

Orthodoxy Online: Opportunities and Threats. Cyberculture is constantly
evolving and improving. Orthodox theology carries a powerful personal-
individual charge. It considers human relationships as personal, which has a deep
spiritual development. Therefore, the Internet can be seen as the largest space,
method, and strengthening means for personal relationships.

The spread and multiplication of Orthodox teachings and, with it, the Gospel is
a key question of faith, which is directly related to spiritual wealth accumulation
(Chikhladze 2013, 149). This process, in the wake of the technical and technological
development of mankind, is made possible through various methods and means.
In this regard, digital technologies are the most important today. However, the
increase in the speed of dissemination, expressed in measurable quantities, also
comes with a serious threat of dissemination of malicious and useless information.

The Internet could play an important role in creating a unified information
space for the Church. Among the information mediation channels, it is also
special in that when spreading the Gospel or providing necessary information,
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when using other channels, the need to provide additional information arises (we
mean Orthodox Christianity ideas, values, vocabulary, terminology, etc.) in order
to avoid “meaning losses”.

The Internet is a more flexible system compared to other media, as it allows
for maximum presentation of the essence of the issue, development of topics,
accurate provision of information to the user, and presentation of church issues
from different sides (Zimova 2011).

The traditional international conferences on digital media and Orthodox
teachings, which are held in Greece under the blessing of His Holiness Ecumenical
Patriarch Bartholomew, can be considered a powerful response to the problem
of the formation of the “Orthodox Internet”. The main organizer of this forum
is the “Saint Maximos the Greek” Institute for the Research, Preservation, and
Promotion of Spiritual and Cultural Traditions, in collaboration with the Internet
portals “Ilemntycus” (www.pemptousia.ru), the American Orthodox Christian
Network (www.myocn.net) and the Russian Bogoslov (www.bogoslov.ru).

The conference systematically discusses the work done using digital
technologies, the main challenges in this direction, as well as the prospects for
the development of the Christian word in cyberspace (International Conference,
2015).

The report by Archimandrite Ephrem Katunakeli, one of the authorities on
Orthodox teachings, at the very first forum on this topic, is very interesting.
He believes that “the word of the Lord must exist strongly and powerfully in
the Internet today. The Internet is easy to use, which is why the word of the
Lord can be found everywhere, all over the world. The word of the Lord is not
human speech; it carries divine energy that can spiritually revive a person, can
truly express compassion, and all this is done through the Internet... The Internet
cannot replace intimate relationships. The Internet is a medium, a tool that helps
us and can bring benefits, but if a believer wants a true spiritual life, personal
contact with a spiritual teacher and communication with spiritual brothers is
necessary... there are situations when the Internet makes us dependent on
it, creates isolation, disconnection, and becomes destructive for the human
personality (Archimandrite Ephraim 2016).

According to a report from the reputable international company DataReportal,
which annually assesses the Internet capacities of countries around the world,
at the beginning of 2024 there were 2.93 million Internet users in Georgia, and
the Internet penetration rate was 78.7%. In addition, at the beginning of 2024, a
total of 6.10 million cellular mobile connections were active in Georgia, which
is equal to 164% of the total population. For this period, there were 2.85 million
social media users in Georgia, which is equal to 76.6% of the total population
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(datareportal, 2024). This once again confirms the high accessibility of the

“reaper”.
The Orthodox Christian segment of the Internet in Georgia. The Orthodox

Christian segment of the Internet in Georgia is evolving in a quite dynamic and

non-linear way. According to the analysis, the following trend was identified:
in the list of Georgian websites (19,586 websites), the highest-rated Orthodox
website was https://www.orthodoxy.ge/, which is only the 60th place in the total

rating (9,841 views per day on average, which is 149 times behind the best).

Table 1. Orthodox websites
Average
Site Name number of
Site Description views per
day
1 | https://www.orthodoxy.ge/ zi)ll::t;luidlix Faith and Everything 9841
2 | https://www.ambioni.ge/ ?c?&iila_lR eligious Internet 1277
3 | http://church.ge/ Orthodox Forum 606
4 | https://patriarchate.ge/ lg)affrgziihag CT'F érlteirgi:f the 534
5 | https://martlmadidebloba.ge/ Iczztl?:%c;)éscggzrary’ Temples, 312
Megaportal Religion. Bible in a
. . foreign language with unique
6 | hetps://holybible.ge/ search engines and parallel 303
reading mode
St. Gabriel, Confessor and
Fool for Christ (1929-1995)
7 | https://monkgabriel.ge/ The Wonderworker Georgian 267
Orthodox Monk (multilingual
website)
Holy Fathers and Teachers:
8 | https://sibrdzne.ge/ Exhortations, Questions and 230
Answers, Patericons, Sermons
Orthodox Eschatology,
9 | https://www.apocalypse.ge/ Teachings, Explanations 8y 213
10 | http://library.church.ge/ Great Church Library 146

Source: Compiled from https://top.ge/category/30/Religion (as of 28.08.2024)
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A total of 156 religious websites were identified, the absolute majority of which
are Orthodox websites (see Table 1). Naturally, the leader here is https://www.
orthodoxy.ge/ . The official website of the Patriarchate is the fourth most visited
among religious websites (an average of 534 views per day).

The study has shown that in modern conditions, clerics of the Orthodox
Church use various means to spread the Gospel. The most common among them
are:

Online spiritual conversations with a target audience (target group);
Posting video files and texts on the Facebook profiles;
Creating websites, forums, blogs;

Creating trusting relationships;
- SMS messages.

In terms of digital technologies, Metropolitan Stepane of Tsageri and Lentekhi
offers an interesting opinion. In one of his interviews, he notes: “Public life is
impossible without computers. It seems that this is allowed by God. Technology
is not the cause of sin, but our fallen life, when we are too lazy to even move
a finger against the sins that have come into us. A large part of technology has
fallen into the hands of evil-intentioned people, and a flood of sin flows washed
over each person, but the Lord has given us free will, and the Lord is on our side”
(Metropolitan Stephen 2016).

According to the target audience, Orthodox Internet sites can be divided into
several groups:

Websites belonging to official administrative units
(Patriarchate, Diocese, Cathedral/Monastery). Each of them covers a relevant
aspect of the activities of the Georgian Apostolic Autocephalous Orthodox
Church (e.g., https://patriarchate.ge, https://www.kutais-gaenati.ge/, etc.);

Websites created for cultural-educational or missionary purposes. They are
diverse in genre and are targeted at laypeople (https://www.orthodoxy.ge/,
https://sibrdzne.ge/, https://www.ambioni.ge/, etc.);

Personal websites, blogs, Orthodox Internet forums and blogs. In recent years,
a noticeable growth of this group has been observed (http://church.ge/, http://
motsikuli.com/, https://madliereba.ge/, etc.).

Survey results. We conducted a survey of clerics (in-depth interviews)
regarding the main challenges of the “Orthodox Internet” in modern
conditions, which involved 38 priests, deacon, and monk. The absolute
majority of respondents (79%) agree with the opinion that the Orthodox
word is modestly represented on the Internet compared to other fields
(politics, culture, business), and 18% believe the opposite (see Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. Do you agree with the opinion that the Orthodox word is modestly represented
on the Internet compared to other areas (politics, culture, business)?

A large portion of clergy (77%) consider the digital libraries on Orthodox
topics available on the Internet to be insufficient. 23% do not think so or found
it difficult to answer.

B No

® | don't think so/I find
it difficult to answer

Figure 2. Do you think, are there enough digital libraries on the Internet that present
Orthodox subjects?

Given the high risks of cybersecurity and the spread of misinformation, a large
portion of clergy (79%) believe that there should be censorship of Orthodox
websites by the Patriarchate, an d almost a fifth (21%) do not believe so or found
it difficult to answer.
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= Yes
m No

= ldon't know

Figure 3. Should there be censorship and control by the Patriarchate over Orthodox
websites?

The differentiation of responses was most evident in the question that
concerns the increasing dependence of a person on the Internet, even when used
for good and spiritual purposes, and the creation of isolation, which can even be
destructive. 44% of respondents answered this question positively, while 38%
answered negatively. 18% found it difficult to answer this question.

M Yes
= No

= I don't know

Figure 4. Can using the Internet, even for good and spiritual purposes, make a person
addicted to it, create isolation, and become destructive to a person?

Several priests also expressed the following opinion in response to this question:

“The Internet has an unprecedented function of spreading the word, and
the scale of word manipulation is very large. This causes both great harm and
positive impact”;
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- “For spiritual purposes - yes, but if it makes you dependent and isolated,
then no”;
- “This is individual”.
For the majority of respondents (71%), the Gospel transmitted via the Internet
may have a healing function, while 14% of respondents do not believe so. 15% of
priests found it difficult to answer this question.

m Yes
= No

W |l don't know

Figure 5. May the Gospel transmitted via the Internet have a healing function?

The most frequently used Georgian sites are: www.orthodoxy.ge, www.
orthodox.ge,  https://martlmadidebloba.ge/, = www.sibrdzne.ge,  https://
patriarchate.ge/, and from foreign ones - https://azbyka.ru/.

The majority of clergymen are familiar with the Orthodox word in Georgian
(36 answers) and Russian (19 answers) on the Internet. Only 2 answers were
recorded about the possibility of familiarization in Greek and English each.

[L=]
o
()]
—
(o] [
| |
ONLY IN GEORGIAN GEORGIANAND GEORGIAN AND GEORGIAN AND
RUSSIAN GREEK ENGLISH

Figure 6. In which language do you usually encounter the Orthodox word on the Internet?

Conclusion. 1. In our era, under the dominance of electronic means of
information and communication, it is advisable to convey the Lord’s teaching,
the Gospel, in the “language” and by the means that modern man uses;
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2. Considering new information and communication technologies, it
is necessary not to ignore them but to make the most of their capabilities of
spreading the Gospel and true Christian spirituality.

3. It is welcome that conferences on these issues are regularly held in Greece,
where the opportunities and challenges of spreading the Gospel and Orthodox
values in cyberspace using digital technologies are discussed.

4. The Orthodox Christian segment of the Internet in Georgia is evolving in a
quite dynamic and non-linear way. According to the analysis, the following trend
was identified: in the list of Georgian websites (19,586 websites), the highest-
rated Orthodox website was https://www.orthodoxy.ge/, which is only the 60th
place in the total rating;

5. The study has shown that in modern conditions, clerics of the Orthodox
Church use various means to spread the Gospel (online spiritual conversations,
posting video files and texts on Facebook profiles, creating websites, forums,
blogs, etc.);

6. The conducted research showed us that the absolute majority of Georgian
clergy agree with the opinion that the Orthodox word is modestly represented
on the Internet compared to other areas (politics, culture, business) and they
consider the digital libraries presented on the Internet on Orthodox subjects to
be insufficient.

7. The majority of Georgian clergy believe that the Gospel transmitted via the
Internet may have a healing function. In addition, there should be censorship
and control of the Patriarchate over Orthodox websites.

180



