8 Patriarch Sylvester in Damascus after 1760

Sergios Makraios summarized the activity of Sylvester in the 1750s as follows:

Awampagduevog toivov év tf] KwvotavtivoumoAel Ta Suvatd kal 6 pakaplwtatog Avtloyeiag
LiABeotpog mpdTepov, énavijkev eig Tov (8lov KAfjpov émokehouevog abTonpPoowog WG AT’
Apyfig Ta {8l xal 81 £MavIwy GUVTOVOTEPWE EKAANLEPYEL TV dunerov ToD XpLaTol, Kal avTta
emolel Uip Tfig cwTnpiag Tod Totuviov.!

His Beatitude Sylvester of Antioch, having done at first what was in his power in Constantino-
ple, returned to his clergy, visiting in person his eparchy for the first time. And when he was
back, he cultivated the vineyard of Christ more carefully and did everything for the salvation
of his flock.

The attachment of the Metropolis of Aleppo to the Ecumenical Patriarchate with
the consent of Patriarch Sylvester and the election of Philemon as metropolitan are
also recorded by Sergios Makraios in his historical work. According to this author,
Sylvester asked Patriarch Samuel and the local Holy Synod in Constantinople to
place the Metropolitan See of Aleppo under their protection. The reasons for this
decision were the continuous attacks from the pro-Latin party and the Catholic
missionaries.

By 1759, troubles arose in the Greek Catholic hierarchy. Kyrillos VI, in his refuge
on Mount Lebanon, wanted to renounce his throne in favor of his nephew Ignatios
Jawhar, but was opposed by the bishops. Only after considerably pressuring the
hierarchs did he succeed in proclaiming Ignatios patriarch, under the name of
Athanasios. Kyrillos died in 1760 and the dispute about who was to succeed him on
the patriarchal throne continued. Some of the bishops preferred Maximos Hakim,
the metropolitan of Aleppo, who was eventually appointed patriarch by Rome. In
1762, Maximos was succeeded by Theodosios V, also supported by Rome, who con-
tinued to be contested by Athanasios Jawhar. The dispute in the Greek Catholic hier-
archy ended only in 1768, when Jawhar finally accepted Rome’s choice.”

Four documents concerning the appointment of Anthimos as metropolitan
of Eirenoupolis are preserved in a manuscript of Matthaios of Alexandria in the
library of the Koutloumousiou Monastery on Mount Athos.® In the first of these
documents, dated February 1765, Sylvester of Antioch, alongside Makarios of Tyre
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and Sidon and Ierotheos of Saydnaya, ordained archimandrite Anthimos as metro-
politan of Eirenoupolis in the church of the Most Holy Mother of God in Damascus.
The position of titular metropolitan of Eirenoupolis was granted to him in recog-
nition of his merits and services to the Patriarchate of Antioch. The ancient city of
Eirenoupolis was located “in the East near the Euphrates River” (“¢v AvatoAf €yyng
700 EV@pdtov notapod”), where the Orthodox Christian presence was very limited
at the time. According to the document, “once, this city was under a shepherd and
[had a] flock, but now it is dominated by the local Arabs of the desert” (“Hv mote
abTn i oA VIO ToLEVOG Kal TToluviov, Ta viv 8¢ é€ovataleTal Tapa TV Ekeloe
épnuitwv Apdpwv”).

Locating this city “near the Euphrates River” is not very easy. In Late Antiquity,
there were two cities named Eirenoupolis (Irenopolis), one in Cilicia (also called
Neronias) and the other in Isauria.* However, neither of them was located near
the Euphrates. A work written in the 12 century by Neilos Doxapatrés, The Order
of the Patriarchal Thrones (Taéig t@v Ilatplapytk@v Opovwy), provides different
information, stating that a katholikos of Eirenoupolis used to be appointed by the
patriarch of Antioch for “Babylon, which is now called Baghdad” (“BapuvAwva, Tiv
Vv kahovpévny Bay8a”).® The Greek name EipnvoumoAig renders in this case the
old Arabic name of Baghdad, Madinat al-salam (2>} 4.), the “City of Peace”.® It
was this, or a similar source, that was used in Sylvester’s time, and it is clear that in
the 1765 documents Eirenoupolis meant Baghdad.

Anthimos received the act of his ordination together with a patriarchal letter
of recommendation where his service for the Patriarchate was also mentioned, and
it was indicated that he was allowed to collect alms.” On his request, the Patriarch
granted him permission to go wherever he wished in his role as metropolitan of
Eirenoupolis. He was thus a titular metropolitan.

This practice of appointing titular metropolitans (nominally appointed to
famous ancient eparchies) was common in the Orthodox Church in the 18" cen-
tury.® Many of the titular metropolitans settled in the Romanian Principalities,
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where they often acted as superiors of monasteries (hegoumenoi). One well-known
example is that of Idannikios of Stavroupolis, whom Sylvester met in Bucharest in
1730. The practice was also common in the Roman Catholic Church.

Another of the four documents in the manuscript at the Koutloumousiou
Monastery is a fragment of a letter from a patriarch (most likely Sylvester) request-
ing help for Anthimos of Eirenoupolis and allowing him to officiate bishop’s
services.’

More information about Anthimos and Sylvester is provided by a fourth,
undated letter. The text was written after February 1765, when Anthimos was
ordained metropolitan of Eirenoupolis. According to this text, the patriarch of
Antioch, probably Sylvester and not his successor Philemon,'® was at the time in
Constantinople because of conflicts in his eparchy. Learning that peace was finally
achieved, he wished to return before Easter, but he was required by the ecumenical
patriarch and the local Synod to stay in the imperial city to participate in a “com-
mission of the community” (“¢miTpomikn T00 kowod”), which he did unwillingly.
Instead, he sent Anthimos of Eirenoupolis to his eparchy."*

This commission, also attested in other sources, was instituted by Patriarch
Samuel Hantzeris (1763-1768 and 1773-1774) to manage the finances of the
Patriarchate of Constantinople. The fact that Sylvester was asked to participate
illustrates the relations of trust and understanding between the two Patriarchates
in the 18™ century, offering a new perspective on the elections for the See of Antioch
that were conducted in Constantinople.

Sylvester of Antioch returned to Damascus in 1765 or early in 1766. He died
on March 13, 1766, in Damascus. He was buried in the place dedicated to the late
patriarchs outside the walls of Damascus. An Arabic inscription on the walls of the
parekklesion of the Holy Archangel Michael in the cathedral of Damascus recorded
the duration of his tenure: 41 years, 5 months, and 26 days.12 The inscription was
translated into Greek at the request of the Russian scholar Porfirii Uspenskil some-
time before 1874 and published by him (in Greek). The current location of the
inscription is unknown. At an indefinite date, the tombs of the Patriarchs were
moved to the Maryamiyya Cathedral in Damascus, as proven by a surviving inscrip-
tion where the patriarch Makarios III ibn al-Za‘Im is mentioned."®
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The other Orthodox Patriarchs reacted quickly and tried to find a successor for
Sylvester. The new Patriarch of Antioch was the metropolitan of Aleppo, Philémon,**
who had been metropolitan of Aleppo since 1757, according to Athanasios Komnénos
Hypsélantés,' or since 1763, according to Sergios Makraios.'® Philemon was elected
patriarch of Antioch on April 28 or 29, 1766, in Constantinople."”

The date of April 29, 1766, for this election has been recorded by Sergios
Makraios. According to his Memories of Ecclesiastical History, the election of the
new patriarch was entrusted by the local bishops, the clergy and the epitropos of
the entire Orthodox nation in the Patriarchate of Antioch to the Patriarchs Samuel
of Constantinople, Matthaios of Alexandria, and Parthenios of Jerusalem, and to the
Synod of Constantinople.'® Makraios mentions this when discussing the placing of
the Orthodox Churches of Pe¢ and Ohrid under the authority of Constantinople in
1766-1767, during Samuel’s patriarchate."

The centralization of the ecclesiastical authority in the Orthodox Church by
the patriarch of Constantinople, although not entirely new, became apparent in
the second half of the 18™ century. The progress of the Latin propaganda in the
Patriarchate of Antioch, and especially in Aleppo, and the increasingly evident sep-
aration of the Melkite Greek Catholics from the Greek Orthodox were just catalyz-
ing factors in this development. During Sylvester’s time in office, the need for a
swift response to various challenges from the opposing party became clear. Only
someone who had good connections with the central authorities in the Ottoman
capital, including the patriarch of Constantinople, could act with the necessary
speed and determination to face such challenges.
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