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Serbian Bishops Protest Over Patriarch’s Award
for President

Serbian Orthodox bishops have voiced concern for the image of the Church after
their leader, Patriarch Irinej, on Tuesday handed President Aleksandar Vucic a
prestigious award for the “great deeds” he had done for Serbia and Kosovo.

A group of 14 bishops said in a letter to the Patriarch sent the same evening that
they feared the reputation of the Church might be tarnished.

“He has done great deeds, not only for our time, but for the whole of Serbia and its
future,” Irinej said on Tuesday at a ceremony celebrating the 800th anniversary of
the Church’s autocephaly, or ecclesiastical autonomy.

The Patriarch used the occasion to give the President an award named after the
patron saint of Serbia, St Sava, a 12th-century prince and monk who became the
first archbishop of the autocephalous Church.

The official explanation said President Vucic had received the Order of St Sava for
“his active love for the mother church, unwavering commitment to the unity of the
Serbian people and the tireless struggle for the integrity of Serbia, especially for
the preservation of Kosovo and Metohija within its borders”.



The nationalist-leaning Church is strongly opposed to Serbia making any
concessions over the former province of Kosovo, which is mainly inhabited by
ethnic Albanians and declared its independence in 2008.

Vucic said in his acceptance speech that the award of the order obliged him to
“fight harder for Serbia and its unity”.

He intended “to fight for Kosovo and Metohija and also for support for our people
west of the [river] Drina and the Danube, but also in Montenegro and wherever
they live,” Vucic said, referring to Serbian communities in Bosnia, Croatia,
Montenegro and elsewhere.

The daily Danas reported that in protest against the decision to give Vucic the
order, most bishops did not attend the award ceremony.

The letter, seen by the Serbian news agency Beta, said the bishops wanted a
session of the bishops’ assembly convened because of “concern over eventual
[Serbian] recognition of Kosovo and Metohija’s independence but also over the
decision to award the Order of St Sava of the First Degree to the President of Serbia
for the first time in the eight-century history of the Church”.

Serbia has refused to recognise Kosovo and still defines it in its constitution as a
province. Most EU countries and the US recognised it as a state long ago, however,
and the international community has put pressure on Belgrade and Pristina to
reach a solution.

Many bishops and clergy remain suspicious of the government’s intentions over
Kosovo. Some bishops in May last year called on the government not to give up
Serbia’s claim to Kosovo - and not to agree to any territorial exchanges as part of a
final settlement.

They spoke out after officials in both Serbia and Kosovo raised the prospect of an
exchange of territory as part of a solution to the dispute.
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