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abstract

In this article the authors seek to analyze the difficult situationin
which Orthodoxy finds itself in Ukraine. It shows that as a result of the
Russian Federation's military attack on sovereign Ukraine, inter-Or-
thodox relations, already complicated, have been further challenged.
The authors investigate the factors that aggravate inter-Orthodox
relations, their influence on world Orthodoxy, the reaction of Ukrainian
citizens to confrontation in the religious sphere, and possible ways of
overcoming inter- Orthodox confrontation.
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eligious life in modern Ukraine, during the 32 years of

Ukraine’s independence as a state, has been charac-

terized by the struggle to overcome the Orthodox di-

vision. The Russian aggression is aiming to destroying
Ukraine as a state and Ukrainians as a nation. In addition to mili-
tary weapons, religious life is deployed as a mean of control, and
Russia is therefore militarizing the Ukrainian Orthodox Church
of the Moscow Patriarchate.

Religion and religious life in Ukraine were immediately af-
fected by the Russian-Ukrainian war, starting 2014 with the an-
nexation of Crimea and the occupation of Donetsk and Luhansk
regions. In the occupied Ukrainian territories, the Russian mili-
tary exercises control over religious figures and communities
and persecute priests who use the Ukrainian language at church
services. Spiritual literature in Ukrainian is removed and de-
stroyed. Since the summer of 2022 the control and persecution
have escalated. Joint prayer meetings are prohibited, and the
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ministers responsible are arrested. Priests and pastors are ac-
cused of organizing armed protests and hiding weapons. There
are evidence of detention of pastors and clerics in difficult condi-
tions, torture, and threats to their families. There are cases of
priests being killed for belonging to a Ukrainian religious organi-
zation.! Priests belonging to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, the
Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church, and other Ukrainian religious
communities are forcibly persuaded to collaborate with the Rus-
sian occupation authorities. The activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses
communities have been outlawed, and evangelical Baptist Chris-
tians are called extremists.? Churches and prayer houses are
closed or placed under the authority of the Russian Orthodox
Church. In addition, as a result of the military operations by the
Russian Federation against Ukraine, a huge number of religious
buildings were destroyed. All this, as well as the excessively
complex task of keeping records of religious organizations in the
Ukrainian territories occupied by Russia, is sufficient reason to
talk about a change in the configuration of the religious map of
Ukraine. In fact, numerous Muslim communities in Crimea and
in the occupied east of the Ukrainian state, the churches of the
Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church, the Ukrainian Or-
thodox Church of the Kyiv Patriarchate and the Ukrainian Greek
Catholic Church, and some Protestant communities have simply
been erased from the annual statistics of the religions of Ukraine,
as if they no longer exist.

The Russian Orthodox
Church supports the war

The Russian Orthodox Church strives to maintain unity and con-
trol over the entire territory of the former Soviet Union. This not
only concerns claims regarding territories, but focuses on a spe-
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(secular name Orest Volodymyrovych Berezovsky)

cific unity of people, a unification based on installed information
forming unified thinking according to the corresponding “stan-
dards”. At the present stage, this is manifested in the concept
of a militant Russian World (Russkiy Mir), or in what scientific
literature calls Russian irredentism. Irredentism should be un-
derstood as the policy or intentions of the government, certain
social groups, or individuals of one state to increase the area of
territories, the population of one’s own state at the expense of
others, which is sometimes triggered by ethnic similarity. The
similarity of ethnic groups can be manifested not only in the sim-
ilarity of languages or in the active domestic relations of peoples
in the past, but also in the commonality of religious currents.
The desire and policy of Russia to subjugate or annex a part
of Ukrainian territory and its inhabitants is carried out through
the appropriate control established by the Russian Orthodox
Church over its Ukrainian Orthodox Church, which is subordi-
nated to the Moscow Patriarchate. Such control is exercised over
all those who studied in Russian Orthodox Church seminaries,
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who are connected with the tradition and narratives of Russian
Orthodoxy, and through the use of relevant information chan-
nels. Thus, Muscovite Orthodoxy became a tool for the unifica-
tion and centralization of the autocracy’s policy, a guide to the
ideology of Pan-Slavism and Russian Caesaropapism, which also
became topical during the years of the Russian-Ukrainian war.

THE RUSSIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH comprehensively promotes
“Russkiy Mir” outside the Russian Federation and directly in
Ukraine, trying to implement pro-Russian integration in the
entire post-Soviet space, which corresponds to the interests

of Russian militarism. Moscow Patriarch Kirill supports the
full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine, and the Ukrainian Or-
thodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate supports separat-
ists in Crimea and in the temporarily occupied territories of
Ukraine. In the territories occupied by Russia, the parishes of
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate ei-
ther directly came under the authority of the Russian Orthodox



Church or, while formally remaining under the omophorion of
Metropolitan Onufry, began to lead a pro-Russian religious life,
openly supporting the “Russkiy Mir” narratives. The war gave
birth to a new front of struggle between Russia and Ukraine — a
religious one that exists not only within the country. “Russkiy
Mir” lives and works both among the clergy of the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate and among its
parishioners. This church does not condemn Russian atrocities
and genocide, the shelling of cities and villages, the destruction
of Ukraine’s infrastructure, or Russia’s threats to use nuclear
weapons against Ukraine. Therefore, in order to extinguish the
Ukrainophobia of Moscow Orthodoxy along with the spread of
“Russkiy Mir” in Ukraine and anti-Ukrainian activities, the im-
mediate intervention of the Ukrainian state in this situation is
necessary. Relations in Ukrainian Orthodoxy must be regulated
in accordance with the requirements of the legislation of Ukraine
and international law, the rights and freedoms of citizens and
the canons of Universal Orthodoxy. The Ukrainian Orthodox
Church of the Moscow Patriarchate is subordinated to the ag-
gressor country, and fulfills its ideological propaganda, political
and even military orders both in the
occupied territory and in the entire ter-
ritory of the Ukrainian state. However,
we cannot talk about the successful
joining of the Moscow Patriarchate to
Putin’s new project “United Russia” as
anew phenomenon, as some unprec-
edented shift towards religion, which
we could call a “religious turn”, — says
the Professor of Slavic Languages and
Literatures and the Director of the Har-
riman Institute for Russian, Eurasian
and East European Studies, Columbia
University Valentina Izmirlieva in an
interview. 3 At best, this is simply a radi-
calization of a trend that has been observed throughout Russia’s
modern history, including its Soviet partition. It is possible to
assume that Christian history has always oscillated between two
opposite visions of the Church: the kenotic Church, the incarna-
tion of Christ on the Cross, and its opposite, the imperial Church
of Christ Pantokrator, the Ruler of the whole world. But what is
really new in the relations between the church and the state in
post-Soviet Russia — and therefore deserves special attention — is
a kind of merger of the Church with the power structure.

Theinter-confessional controversy

Since 2014, the inter-confessional situation in the Orthodox
environment of Ukraine has significantly worsened. The Ukrai-
nian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate openly
sabotaged the desire for dialogue with other Orthodox Churches
in Ukraine. The Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Pa-
triarchate has accused the other Orthodox Churches in Ukraine
of being non-canonical and schismatic. Further, they argue

for the deprivation of grace for those parishioners who visited
Orthodox churches that are not under the jurisdiction of the

“THE UKRAINIAN
ORTHODOXCHURCH
OF THEMOSCOW
PATRIARCHATE
OPENLY SABOTAGED
THEDESIREFOR
DIALOGUEWITHOTHER
ORTHODOXCHURCHES
INUKRAINE.”

Moscow Patriarchate, and do not encompass those baptized in
other Orthodox Churches. We have numerous cases when the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate refused
to mourn Ukrainian soldiers who died defending Ukraine from

a Russian military attack and even refused to mourn dead Ukrai-
nian children who were baptized in Orthodox parishes that did
not belong to the Moscow Patriarchate. The Ukrainian Orthodox
Church of the Moscow Patriarchate ignored inter-denomination-
al measures to support Ukraine such as joint prayers.

IN2014 THE METROPOLITAN ONUFRIY actively supported the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church, visited Patriarch Kirill, and even gave
speeches at the Synods in Moscow. This situation could have
changed when the Patriarchate of Constantinople on January
6, 2019, received the Tomos on the autocephaly of the Ortho-
dox Church of Ukraine, which was intended to unite all three
branches of Ukrainian Orthodoxy. For this to happen, it was
necessary to send to Constantinople a letter signed by Ukrai-
nian bishops from the then unrecognized Ukrainian Orthodox
Church of the Kyiv Patriarchate, the Ukrainian Autocephalous
Orthodox Church and the subordi-
nate Russian Orthodox Church of the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the
Moscow Patriarchate. The intrigue
then was how many representatives
of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of
the Moscow Patriarchate signed the
appeal to Bartholomew. According to
various sources, there were more than
ten signatures, and almost twenty
were seriously considering joining the
new church.4 Within the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Pa-
triarchate, not all priests agreed with
the official position and status of this
Church. Some priests expressed their disagreement They had
three options: to voluntarily transfer to the Orthodox Church
of Ukraine, which after Tomos was declared the only canonical
Orthodox Church in Ukraine; to remain in the Moscow Patriarch-
ate, to support Metropolitan Onufry and his official position; to
remain in the Moscow Patriarchate, but to try to insist on chang-
es in his status, to become an opposition priest, and in the end,
to be disgraced to the point of being banned from the ministry.
By granting the Tomos on autocephaly to the Orthodox
Church of Ukraine, Constantinople practically restored its ju-
risdiction over the Kyiv Metropolitanate, and also revoked the
letter of 1686, by which it transferred the Kyiv Metropolitanate to
the temporary administration of Moscow. Constantinople there-
by canceled the ecclesiastical punishment for Filaret, head of the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Kyiv Patriarchate, and rec-
ognized the church ranks of all bishops and priests of the then
unrecognized churches -- the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the
Kyiv Patriarchate and the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox
Church. With this, he opened the way for the canonical council,
the creation of a united church and the election of its superior.



Shortly after the adoption of the Tomos, parishes from the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate began
to transfer to the United Orthodox Church of Ukraine. However,
the leadership of the Church of Metropolitan Onufriy (the head
of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate)
did not contribute to the unification process: for them the Ukrai-
nian Orthodox Church still remains a component of the Russian
patriarchate, and therefore they outlaw priests who support the
Orthodox Church of Ukraine.

THE RAPID DEVELOPMENT of the situation with autocephaly in 2018
confused both the Russian Orthodox Church and the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate, subordinate to it.
They expressed skeptical viewpoints
about the future autocephaly. The
Russian Orthodox Church reacted
very sharply to the synod’s decision to
grant Tomos to Ukrainian Orthodoxy:
on October 15, 2018, it severed church
communication with Constantinople.
In an interview with the BBC,> Arch-
bishop Kliment doubted that the
united autocephalous church would
emerge, and if so, that units would join
it. In the same BBC interview the head
of the Russian Orthodox Church’s de-
partment of external church relations,
Metropolitan Hilarion (Alfeev), praised
Moscow’s decision, saying that “we will live without them.”¢ It
was clear that the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow
Patriarchate was doubling down on the decision to split. Metro-
politan Luka (Kovalenko), a member of the synod of the Russian
Orthodox Church, told the BBC that Constantinople no longer
exists for him.”

The war and the final
collapse of unification

The unifying tendencies between the Ukrainian Orthodox
Church of the Kyiv Patriarchate and the Ukrainian Orthodox
Church of the Moscow Patriarchate, which had just begun to
manifest 2018, suffered a final collapse during the full-scale inva-
sion of the Russian Federation into Ukraine. It became obvious
that the Orthodox churches, more than ever, are far from unifi-
cation, and even from mutual understanding.?

All attempts by Ukrainian society to involve the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate in interfaith dia-
logue have been in vain.? Therefore, the Orthodox community
of Ukraine is becoming fragmented, even polarized. Consider-
ing the dominance of Orthodoxy in Ukraine, this situation looks
very dangerous, since the vast majority of the population of
Ukraine declares themselves Orthodox, and the parishes of the
Moscow Patriarchate still prevail over the parishes of the Ortho-
dox Church of Ukraine. We understand that, remaining in the
bosom of the Russian Orthodox Church, the Ukrainian Orthodox
Church of the Moscow Patriarchate and its faithful will continue

“ALLATTEMPTS
BY UKRAINIAN
SOCIETY TOINVOLVE
THE UKRAINIAN
ORTHODOXCHURCH
OF THEMOSCOW
PATRIARCHATEIN
INTERFAITHDIALOGUE
HAVE BEENIN VAIN.”

to broadcast the narratives of the “Russkiy Mir” and provoke fur-
ther military actions against the sovereign Ukrainian state aimed
at the genocide of the Ukrainian people. This means support-
ing the aggressive policy of the Russian Empire, the vanguard

of which is Patriarch Kirill and the Church subordinate to him.
Therefore, the war will continue to be considered “holy”, Rus-
sia’s appetite for territorial claims against other states will only
grow, and the faithful of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the
Moscow Patriarchate will believe that this is due to their “sinful-
ness” and detachment from Russian Orthodoxy.

ACCORDING TO the Razumkov Center, the specific number of
Orthodox Christians (by self-identification) ranged from 62 to 71
percent in different years."® According
to our calculations (data from the In-
stitute of Demography of the National
Academy of Sciences of Ukraine for
2021), out of 34.5 million Ukrainians,
23.5 million are believers, of whom
14.5 million declare themselves Ortho-
dox. In terms of the number of believ-
ers and the number of religious com-
munities, Ukraine belongs to the large
Orthodox community. As of January
1, 2021, among all religious communi-
ties, 19,771 Orthodox communities
were recorded, which accounted

for 53.7%." According to other data
(telephone survey of the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology
2022), the vast majority of respondents — 72% — continue to iden-
tify themselves as Orthodox.?

The uncertain position of the leadership of the Moscow Patri-
archate regarding Russia’s war against Ukraine is changing pub-
lic opinion about this church. It focuses on the lack of direct con-
demnation by the Moscow Patriarchate of the Kremlin’s aggres-
sion and the Russian Orthodox Church’s policy of supporting
Putin, the reluctance of the Moscow Patriarchate to definitively
distance itself from the Russian Orthodox Church, the mention
of Patriarch Kirill during church services, and at the same time,
the ban on mourning fallen Ukrainian soldiers, the impossibil-
ity of joint memorial services for the dead with the Orthodox
Church of Ukraine, etc. The non-acceptance and intransigence
of believers towards the priests of the Moscow Patriarchate is in-
creasing. We have a new split in Ukrainian Orthodoxy.

In the eastern and southern regions of Ukraine, there are
weak attempts to protest by a small part of the Orthodox clergy
of the Moscow Patriarchate against the anti-Ukrainian position
of the leadership of this Church. However, the conservatism of
the main mass of Orthodox believers of the Moscow Patriarch-
ate in the central and even western regions of Ukraine does not
provide this protest with broad church-wide support. Only 400
of the 12,000 priests of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the
Moscow Patriarchate supported the individual initiatives of Fa-
ther Andrii Pinchuk (priest of the Dnipro Diocese of this church)
with his questions about the legal status of the Moscow Patri-



Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew (left) handing the tomos of autocephaly to Metropolitan Epiphanius (right).

archate, and the call to condemn Patriarch Kirill for the heresy
of the “Russkiy Mir”.1 In particular, these initiatives were sup-
ported by those priests of the Moscow Patriarchate who were
stripped of their rank by the church leadership for supporting
the Orthodox Church of Ukraine, which is headed by Metro-
politan Epiphany. Ukrainian civil society reasonably faces the
question: in the tenth year of the Russian-Ukrainian war, and
especially after Russia’s full-scale invasion of a sovereign state
(February 24, 2022), how can there be such an Orthodox Church
that has not officially broken off relations with the patriarchate
of the country that is an aggressor in relation to the Ukrainian
people? The reason why the Church which bears the name
Ukrainian cooperates with the occupation regime on the lands
captured by the Russian aggressor is to be found in the situation
that the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow-Patriarch-
ate de jure and de facto remains the representative office of the
Russian Orthodox Church in Ukraine. The anti-state activities
carried out by the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow
Patriarchate, can be dealt with: 1) in the radical way — send all
priests to Russia, and transfer the churches to the Orthodox
Church of Ukraine, 2) in the constitutional-democratic way
--adopt the appropriate law, or 3) by resolution of the conflict.
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However, any attempts by the Ukrainian state to solve the prob-
lem in a legal way are criticized by the Russian Orthodox Church
and its Moscow Patriarchate in Ukraine. They interpret sanc-
tions of violations of Ukrainian laws as persecution for faith, as
discrimination against Orthodox believers, and as a return to
Soviet methods of fighting religion.4

UKRAINE ADHERES TO the principles of freedom of religion pro-
claimed in 1996. In bringing certain priests or bishops to court,
the state does not judge them for belonging to the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church, and even less for their faith as Orthodox
Christians, but for committing civil crimes as citizens of Ukraine.
Such crimes include collaboration with an aggressor country,
betrayal of Ukraine’s state interests, cooperation with the en-
emy, support for Russia’s destructive war and the genocide of
the Ukrainian people on national grounds. Thus, according to
the information of the Security Service of Ukraine, the abbot of
the church in Lysychansk gave the Russian military information
about the combat positions of Ukrainian troops in the city’s terri-
tory, as well as in the Severodonetsk area. The priest reported to
the Russian military about the location of Ukrainian patriots who
could potentially oppose the occupiers.’



Sanctions against hierarchs

In December 2022, Ukraine introduced sanctions against seven
hierarchs of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Pa-
triarchate. Four metropolitans were included in the list: Luka of
Zaporizhia and Melitopol (Andriy Kovalenko), Panteleimon of
Luhansk and Alchevsk (Vasyl Povorozniuk; he was in the Krem-
lin at the ceremony of “admission” of four Ukrainian regions to
the Russian Federation), Metropolitan Antony of Boryspil and
Brovary (Ivan Pakanich, who is called the second most influen-
tial person of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow
Patriarchate; he manages the affairs of this Church), Metropoli-
tan Meletii (Valentyn Yegorenko) of Chernivtsi and Bukovyna.
Also on the list are Archbishop Paisiy of Konstantinov (Victor
Shynkarev), Oleksii (Alexander Fedorov), rector of the Assump-
tion Cathedral in Kherson, and Ioan (Olexander Prokopenko),
abbot of the Melitopol St. Savina Men’s Monastery. The special
service emphasized that the figures on the sanctions lists took
various initiatives. In particular, they agreed to cooperate with
the occupation authorities and promoted pro-Russian narratives
to justify Russia’s military aggression in Ukraine.* Economic
sanctions were imposed on a total of 16 figures of the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate. The main figures
among them are businessman Vadym Novinsky, who has given
the church substantial financial assistance since the days of
President Viktor Yanukovych (when he received a Ukrainian
passport) and even has the church rank of archdeacon. Another
figure is Metropolitan Pavlo (Lebid), who has been in charge of
the Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra since 1994. Behind him is a train of scan-
dals, due to which he could have been dismissed at the synod on
November 23, 2022. However, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of
the Moscow Patriarchate did not take this step.” Radical changes
in Ukrainian Orthodoxy affected the balance of power in the
Ecumenical Orthodoxy and the Christian world in general. To-
day we have a communication crisis of local Orthodox churches,
the reason for which was the policy of the Russian Orthodox
Church, conditioned by the influence of fundamentalism. The
large-scale war in Ukraine caused serious damage to the Ukrai-
nian people, but it also had a sobering effect. In the West, they
began to understand the imperial ambitions of Russia and the
activities of the Russian Orthodox Church as an apologist and
instrument of the soft power of the “Russkiy Mir”, which justifies
the aggressive actions of the Russian government. For decades,
Western politicians, religious figures and scholars considered
the Russian Orthodox Church a religious organization with a
centuries-old history but underestimated the importance of its
political influence in Russia. The Russian Orthodox Church was
active in Europe and other parts of the world, spreading the po-
litical narratives of the Russian government to new territories. In
Europe, it was even possible to build these churches in strategi-
cally important places.*®

The movement towards
the autocephalization of religious life

After the full-scale invasion of Ukraine by the Russian Federa-
tion, the communities of the Russian Orthodox Church in

Western Europe experienced a profound upheaval for the first
time, when several priests and communities left the Church. But
depending on the mood of the leaders of local communities,
reactions to the perception of the war and the role of the Russian
Orthodox Church were very varied. This is especially notice-
able in Eastern Europe, where there is a large Russian Orthodox
community, leading to heated debates about the presence of the
Russian Orthodox Church and attempts by local authorities to
reduce the church’s influence. One way or another, the religious
world began to notice the politicization of Russian Orthodoxy, its
extreme imperialist Caesaropapism, and therefore the threat it
could pose to the world order. Moscow perceived the movement
towards the autocephalization of religious life very painfully, as
the loss of its Ukrainian Orthodox brothers, and therefore the
reduction of its own flock. The religious argument regarding the
return of Ukrainian Orthodox believers to the Russian Ortho-
dox Church was used by Russia to justify its aggression against
Ukraine. Putin has repeatedly called the Ukrainian Orthodox
Church “our church, the Russian Orthodox Church in Ukraine.”
Thus, on January 18, 2023, the BBC reported: “Russian President
Vladimir Putin on Wednesday, at a meeting with veterans of the
Great Patriotic War and residents of besieged Leningrad, stood
up for the Orthodox Church in Ukraine and called it the Russian
Orthodox Church”.® According to Kremlin’s spokesman Dmytro
Peskov (November 2022) ,”Moscow believes that Ukraine is at
war” with the Russian Orthodox Church [...] and this should be
seen as another link in the chain of these military actions against
Russian Orthodoxy”.>° He repeated this thesis a year later, and
thereby did a disservice to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church,
which refuses ties with the Moscow Patriarchate.

HOWEVER, ALL DOCUMENTS of the Russian Orthodox Church that
relate to the Moscow Patriarchate in Ukraine show that Moscow
does not allow the presence of any other Orthodox Church here.
The Russian Orthodox Church still insists that the territory of
Ukraine is its “canonical territory”, that is, its religious property.
Therefore, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patri-
archate will always have a mother church in the shape of the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church, and will be its heir in Ukraine. This was
practically stated by Archpriest Vladyslav Tsypin on October 12,
2023, at the All-Russian Intercession Conference of the Moscow
Theological Academy, when he said that there is a “canonical
territory of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, which means unity
with the kiriarchal Russian Church.”*

According to the learned secretary of the Kyiv Theological
Academy and Seminary, Archimandrite Mitrofan (Bozhko):
“[....] the kiriarchal Church is the ruling Autocephalous Church,
under whose jurisdiction is an autonomous church or church
region and the rights of self-government or exarchate”.? The
Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate remains
legally dependent on the Russian Orthodox Church. Archpriest
Vladyslav Tsypin called this subordination of the Ukrainian Or-
thodox Church an “indisputable fact.”

It should be noted that the Kyiv Theological Academy and
Seminary is still under the authority of the Russian Orthodox



Church, and this is indicated on the official website of the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church. On the same website, the status of the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church is clearly defined: “The Ukrainian
Orthodox Church is a self-governing Church with the rights of
wide autonomy within the Moscow Patriarchate”.”

Religion as part of warfare

The fact that the Ukrainian Orthodox Church remains an
“integral part of the Russian Orthodox Church” is constantly
emphasized by Patriarch Kirill: “The strong unity of the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church remains, although not expressed clearly
enough. And today, the same forces that sought to divide the
country and our people are doing everything to separate the
Orthodox Church in Ukraine from the fullness of the Russian
Orthodox Church,” Patriarch Kirill declared on June 8, 2023, in
his sermon.* This once again refutes all the statements of the
leadership of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow
Patriarchate, which is trying to convince Ukrainians that it has
nothing to do with Moscow and the Russian Orthodox Church.
From the start, religion was an important factor in the Rus-
sian warfare, arguing that they came to “liberate” Ukrainians
not only from “Nazis and fascists”, but also from “separatists
and Uniates”. On March 27, 2024, in
the Cathedral of Christ the Savior in
Moscow, under the leadership of the
Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox
Church Kirill, the congress of the
World Russian People’s Council (WRC)
was held. At the congress, the Russian
Orthodox Church called Russia’s war
in Ukraine an “existential and civiliza-
tional holy war.” In addition, the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church stated that the
“restoration of the unity of the Russian
people” through the war in Ukraine is “a key condition for Rus-
sia’s survival and “military operation” a “holy war”; the Russian
Orthodox Church blessed Orthodox and non- Orthodox Rus-
sians to fight global evil, or Satanism.* All this indicates that, in
fact, Patriarch Kirill turned the Russian Orthodox Church into an
anti-Christian servant of Putin’s fascist state. Instead of the sepa-
ration of church and state, the Russian patriarch preferred the
subordination of the church to the state. The call issued by the
Council and the Russian Orthodox Church means the full-scale
destruction of the Ukrainian nation and dragging it into Russia; it
is a direct threat to the world’s civilizational heritage in the field
of human rights, freedom of conscience and religion.

So it is quite possible to see a church aspect in Russia’s war
against Ukraine, to speak of a Russian-Ukrainian “church war”.
Such a war should be understood as: 1) Collaborative actions of
the Russian Orthodox Church and its part — the Moscow Patri-
archate, directed against the state of Ukraine; 2) Confrontation
between Orthodox, pro-Ukrainian and pro-Russian orientation,
as a component of the modern confrontation between Russia
and Ukraine. This situation dates back to 1686, when the Mos-
cow Patriarchate received from the Constantinople Patriarch

“PUTINHAS
REPEATEDLY CALLED
THE UKRAINIAN
ORTHODOX CHURCH
‘OURCHURCH, THE
RUSSIAN ORTHODOX
CHURCHINUKRAINE’”

Dionysius IV the temporary right to appoint the Metropolitan of
Kyiv. Abusing this right, the Russian Orthodox Church annexed
the Kyiv Metropolitanate and still considers it its canonical terri-
tory.

One of the sources of opposition between the Orthodox
churches during the Russian-Ukrainian war was the fundamen-
tally different attitude of the Russian Orthodox Church and
the Orthodox Church of Ukraine to Russia’s armed aggression
against Ukraine.

THUS, THE RUSSIAN CHURCH considers the Russian Federation’s
aggression as an opportunity to preserve and spread its influ-
ence in Ukraine, and the unarmed confrontation in the east of
Ukraine as an “internal Ukrainian conflict”, a “civil war”. The
Ukrainian Orthodox Church in unity with the Moscow Patriarch-
ate not only tacitly agrees with such a policy, but also openly
recognizes its Crimean diocese as foreign. Instead, the Orthodox
Church of Ukraine, which arose after receiving the Tomos from
the Ecumenical Patriarchate, considers the war against Ukraine
as an aggression by Russia, an occupation and an attempt to de-
stroy the statehood of Ukraine and the Ukrainian Church.

In the summer of 2020, the Head of the Foreign Intelligence
Service of Ukraine, Valery Kondra-
tyuk, stated that Russia’s special
services influence the destabilization
of Ukraine through the Russian Ortho-
dox Church, and therefore through
its branch in Ukraine, the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Pa-
triarchate. Therefore, the approval by
the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine on Au-
gust 20, 2024, on the government bill
on the impossibility of the existence
of such religious organizations that
have a leadership center in a state that carries out armed aggres-
sion turned out to be quite timely.?

Earlier, the All-Ukrainian Council of Churches and Religious
Organizations issued a joint statement regarding this document,
which categorically condemned the activities of the Russian
Orthodox Church, “which became an accomplice in the Russian
invaders’ bloody crimes against humanity [...], sanctifies weap-
ons of mass destruction and openly declares the need to destroy
Ukrainian statehood, culture, identity, and recently — Ukraini-
ans themselves.”? In this statement, the leaders of Ukrainian
churches and religious organizations claim that in Ukraine, even
in the conditions of a brutal war, religious rights and freedoms
are respected, and believers, despite certain challenges, have
opportunities for a dignified expression of their own religious
feelings and beliefs:

‘The main threat to religiousfreedom there is Russian
aggression in Ukraine [...] The Moscow Patriarchate
justifies pogroms and restrictions on religious freedom,
torture and murder of priests and pastors, and cyni-
cally tramples God’s decrees and elementary standards



of universal morality.’ The statement also expresses
the conviction that the course to protect freedom of
religion and spiritual independence, which means
‘not closedness, but openness to high examples [...]

of religious traditions while simultaneously rejecting
the manipulation of faith and covering up crimes with
religion, will contribute to the consolidation ofsociety
for the sake of [...] victory and the establishment of the
long-awaited just peace’.?

Today, Ukraine is faced with religious challenges that threaten
the very foundations of its national
security. Practically from the very
beginning of Russia’s war against
Ukraine, a “religious front” opened,
with a special role for the Moscow
Patriarchate. Its speakers not only
launched an anti-Ukrainian cam-
paign, but also directly demanded
the use of military force in order to
bring Ukraine into the framework of
the “Russkiy Mir” and declared the
special military operation a “holy
war”.

Until now, the role and place of
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church in
unity with the Moscow Patriarchate in the war against Ukraine is
defined by the legitimization of Russian foreign policy, the justi-
fication of military aggression, the glorification of Russian milita-
rism and neo-imperialism, and the discrediting of Ukraine in the
international arena in any possible way. A special aspect is the
indoctrination of the faithful of the Moscow Patriarchate inside
Ukraine with the ideas of Russian supremacy, the indivisibility of
“Holy Russia”, and anti-Westernism.

THE USE OF RELIGION to undermine Ukrainian statehood, spread
capitulation sentiments, and discredit the military constitutes
avery serious danger for Ukraine. To counter this danger a pos-
sible strategy could have been limitation of religious activity, in
practice religious freedom, in combination with stricter condi-
tions for the functioning of religious institutions whose manage-
ment centers are located in the aggressor country. However the
state of Ukraine has chosen another strategy: the expansion of
the scope of religious freedom and, at the same time, the mini-
mization of the destructive influence of the Moscow Patriarchate
on the religious, social, and public-political life of Ukraine. Has
this strategy been effective? It is obvious that it was not possible
to eliminate all, or even most, of the dangers posed by the use of
the religious factor by the aggressor country. On the contrary,
we argue, religion and faith were further used to disrupt military
mobilization, carry out provocations, discredit Ukraine in the
international arena, destabilize, undermine civil peace, spread
religious enmity, and collaborate with the enemy. Therefore,

we propose that the abuse of religion, which creates threats to
human life and public safety, must be stopped, if necessary with

“THEUSE OF RELIGION
TOUNDERMINE
UKRAINIAN STATEHOOD,
SPREAD CAPITULATION
SENTIMENTS, AND
DISCREDIT THE MILITARY
CONSTITUTES AVERY
SERIOUS DANGERFOR
UKRAINE.”

emergency security measures to avoid the exploitation of what
can be seen as the vulnerabilities of Western democracies —
openness, commitment to democratic procedures, and sensitiv-
ity to human rights.

Russia’s attempt to dominate
the Orthodox Church

With the beginning of the Russian-Ukrainian war, the situation
steadily worsened in the international Orthodox arena. Russia
has decided that it is possible to achieve its ambitious plans by
force, to bring the Ukrainian Orthodox Church back into the
orbit of its influence and to show
its superiority in the confrontation
with Constantinople. Russia and
the Russian Orthodox Church have
a strategy for the spiritual coloniza-
tion of Ukrainians, but Ukrainian
society, the state, and the Church
do not have a strategy for getting
out of the Orthodox crisis. The
development of such a strategy is
hindered, in particular, by the in-
ternal factors of the Orthodox life,
the slow transition of the parishes
of the Moscow Patriarchate to the
Orthodox Church of Ukraine. In
general, the Orthodox environment demonstrates inertia in re-
orienting itself to the new paradigm of “open Orthodoxy”. At the
same time, new trends appeared: The confrontation between
the two Orthodox Churches moved to the “state — Moscow Patri-
archate” level, since the latter does not want to perceive itself as
a part of Ukraine, on the territory of which it operates.

THE CREATION of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU) in 2018
was initially aimed at solving local problems within the state.
This meant the legitimization of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church
of the Kyiv Patriarchate. Therefore, receiving the Tomos from
the Ecumenical Patriarch was supposed to unite the Orthodox
Churches in Ukraine into one local Orthodox Church. No one
planned to reshape the world Orthodox space. It seemed that
everyone was satisfied with the uncertainty and latency of the
conflict, which was most clearly manifested during the prepara-
tion and holding of the 2016 Ecumenical Council in Crete. By its
refusal to take part in that council, Orthodox Moscow demon-
strated that it does not agree with the growing authority of the
Ecumenical Patriarch, his efforts to solve centuries-old problems
in Orthodoxy in a council. Moscow’s old friends also refused to
participate in the council, to sabotage the council: namely the
Bulgarian, Georgian, and Antiochian (Syrian) churches.
However, the Ukrainians actually put an end to the unlimited
dominance of the Moscow Patriarchate in Ecumenical Orthodoxy.
It turned out that it is not the number of Orthodox parishes or dio-
ceses, nor even the number of parishioners or priests, that affect
the authority of the Church with its unconditional dominance.
The strength of the Church lies in compliance with the traditional



belief and its adequate implementation, as well as by the contex-
tualization of the Church’s activity in a specific space and time.

Thanks to the Tomos, spiritual and administrative ties with
the Russian Orthodox Church were severed for the United
Orthodox Church of Ukraine. Finally, historical justice was re-
stored, according to which the Church of Constantinople, not
Moscow, is recognized as the mother church for Orthodox Ukrai-
nians. The ideas of the “Russkiy Mir” (which was supposed to
mean the existence of a single country — “holy Russia”, “a single
people” — Russian with one, common history, etc.) collapsed.

The Russian Orthodox Church did not expect that Patriarch
Bartholomew would have the courage to sign a decree on the
autocephaly of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine, restored to the
rights of historical justice. The Russians were simply silent for a
couple of months, not believing what they would later call the
brazen initiative of the “separatists”. The Orthodox world in gen-
eral was also not ready for such radical changes: in particular, for
the appearance of the 15" local Church in the diptych list of Or-
thodox Churches. For more than one year, the Orthodox world
has been slowly coming to an understanding of what happened.
Today, the autocephaly of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine is
only recognized by four patriarchates: Ecumenical, Alexan-
drian, Cyprus and Hellas. Bulgarians and Romanians are close to
the recognition of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine.

For some, such a weak dynamic in recognizing the autoceph-
aly of Ukrainian Orthodoxy may seem like a tragedy. However,
history shows that the process of recognizing autocephaly is ex-
tremely slow. An example of this is the recognition of the Russian
Church by other Orthodox churches, which took 141 years.

The widening gap between
the two centers of Orthodox life

The emergence of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine is a signifi-
cant support for Constantinople in its centuries-old confron-
tation with Moscow. It strengthens the positions of the anti-
Moscow camp. The consecration of the war with Ukraine by
Patriarch Kirill finally made it possible to understand the illusory
nature of the Orthodox world’s hopes of coming to an agreement
with Moscow, to consider it a co-faith brotherly country. The
aggressiveness of political Moscow, its focus on the destruction
of Ukrainians and Orthodox Christians in Ukraine, proved the in-
humanity of Moscow’s political regime and the anti-Christianity
of the Church which justifies and supports this regime. The

gulf between the two centers of Orthodox life — Moscow and
Constantinople — is widening, and the hope of overcoming it is
diminishing. Moscow accuses Patriarch Bartholomew of heresy,
of betraying the ideals of Christianity, and calls on the Orthodox
Churches to sever all ties with him. Back in 2018, the Russian Or-
thodox Church decided to completely break off Eucharistic com-
munion with the Patriarchate of Constantinople in response to
the granting of the Tomos and the lifting (removal) of the anath-
ema from Metropolitan Filaret. Such a step is the highest degree
of institutional church sanctions, but it is completely unjustified
from the point of view of dogmatic principles, Christian moral-
ity, and world trends towards Eucharistic unity.

Moscow dreams of creating an alternative alliance of Ortho-
dox churches to Constantinople, but Moscow’s chances of re-
gaining Orthodox leadership are steadily decreasing. Every day
of the ongoing war thousands of Christians lives are destroyed,
which is becoming obvious or at least disturbing for the histori-
cal allies of Russian Orthodoxy (Poland, Serbia, Georgia, etc.).

WITH THE SUPPORT OF the Ecumenical Patriarch, the Orthodox
Church of Ukraine is taking the first successful steps in religious
diplomacy by establishing international interreligious relations.
It declared itself in the World Council of Churches and the Con-
ference of European Churches — in these most authoritative
international Christian ecumenical organizations, where until
recently the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patri-
archate was present as a constituent part of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church. Now the situation has changed. In the course of the
war, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate
has lost its authority, power and ability to constructively solve its
own problems in the religious center; in fact it is becoming an ex-
ile in Ukrainian society. It is losing believers and parishes that are
transferring to the Orthodox Church of Ukraine or are annexed
by the Russian Orthodox Church. This is happening in Crimea,
Donetsk, Luhansk, and now in the Kherson and Zaporizhia
regions, which are illegally included in the Russian Federation.
The Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate is
thus turning into a marginal phenomenon, losing its influence

at the international level as well. Since the beginning of the full-
scale invasion, 685 churches of the Moscow Patriarchate have
transferred to the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. 8,097 churches
in Ukraine are still connected to the aggressor country. Despite
such a large number of active pro-Russian churches, only 22 of
them indicate affiliation with the Moscow Patriarchate in their
name.»

Thereaction of Ukrainian citizens to
confrontationinthereligious sphere

How do the citizens of Ukraine react to the situation that the
Moscow Patriarchate is opposing the rest of the Orthodox en-
vironment? According to the Info Sapience survey conducted

in mid-January 2023, of the 69% of Ukrainians that considered
themselves Orthodox, 41% belonged to the Orthodox Church of
Ukraine, 4% to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow
Patriarchate, and 24% to neither patriarchy.* Every fourth Ukrai-
nian celebrates Christmas on both December 25 and January 7,
but every fifth did not celebrate at all, apparently because of the
war. According to a survey by the Ukrainian news portal RBC-
Ukraine trust in the head of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine,
Metropolitan Epiphany, is more than 10 times higher than in the
head of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patri-
archate, Onufry — 55% against 5%.3'

In August 2022, the Razumkov Center and Democratic Initia-
tives conducted a joint survey on the role of the Moscow Patri-
archate in the war. More than half of the respondents (51.8%)
answered that the activities of this church contribute to Russian
aggression, 37.1% stated that it was difficult to answer unequivo-



cally. At the end of the same year, when the possible ban of the
Moscow Patriarchate was discussed at the legislative level, 54%
of Ukrainians supported the ban. Another 24% were in favor of
state supervision, and 12% were in favor of non-interference.
These are data from the Kyiv City Institute of Sociology. A poll
conducted by these sociologists in May-June 2022 showed that
already more than two-thirds of Ukrainians want to ban the
Moscow Patriarchate (66%). 19% advocate state supervision over
it, and the number in favor of a policy of non-interference have
decreased (6%).3

Conclusion

The expert environment seeks to ac-
commodate the interests of all players
on the religious field, looking for a way
out of the situation, but firmly defends
the option of an exclusively legal solu-
tion to the problem. We are convinced
that the contradictions in the Orthodox
issue lie not only between those who
are “for” or “against” a certain Church.
Orthodoxy in Ukraine has caused many
problems, both intra-Ukrainian and
extra-Ukrainian.

We are witnessing Moscow’s resolute
opposition to the initiatives of the Ecumenical Patriarchate not
only in the matter of establishing an independent Orthodox
Church of Ukraine, but also in the strategic desire to “reform”
world Orthodoxy in accordance with its own imperial interests.
The granting of Tomos in 2019 to Ukraine by the Ecumenical Pa-
triarchate led to the Russian Orthodox Church becoming a cata-
lyst for the intra-Orthodox conflict in Ukraine, confronting the
Orthodox with a choice between Constantinople and Moscow,
with no hope of a quick resolution of this conflict.

Under the influence of the Russian Orthodox Church, Ortho-
dox Ukraine became the arena for the spread of anti-Ukrainian
secular and religious ideologies and theories (for example,
“Russkiy Mir”, “Holy Russia”, “Historical Russia”, “God-bearing
Russian people”, “universal mission of Great Russia”, Eurasian-
ism, Pan-Slavism ). Ukraine has become the object of ideological
aggression, when aggressive stereotypes are imposed from the
outside. For example, Greek Catholics are disparaged as “Uni-
ates“, supporters of the Vatican”; believers of the Orthodox
Church of Ukraine are denounced as “schismatics”, “apostates”;
Protestants are “sectarians”, etc.

BACK IN 2014, we recorded violations of freedom of thought, con-
science and religion in occupied Crimea and Donbas, but now
the intensity of religious persecution by Russia has increased ex-
cessively. If earlier the Russian occupation authorities expelled
Ukrainian believers from their churches and houses of prayer,
now Russia is destroying the spiritual heritage of Ukraine with
rocket strikes, shelling and looting religious buildings, which
cannot be justified by military necessity. The believers and
clergy of Ukraine have become targets for the Russian occupa-

“UKRAINE HAS
BECOME THE OBJECT
OF IDEOLOGICAL
AGGRESSION,
WHEN AGGRESSIVE
STEREOTYPES ARE
IMPOSED FROM
THE OUTSIDE.”

tion authorities because of the Ukrainian language, belonging
to a denomination other than the Orthodoxy of the Moscow
Patriarchate, or for any other manifestation of Ukrainian iden-
tity. Therefore, the totality of Russian war crimes committed in
Ukraine may indicate a specific intent of genocide, which is sup-
ported by the Russian Orthodox Church. This genocide is aimed
at the destruction of the Ukrainian people, which is a separate
crime under international humanitarian law.

It is very important for churches, religious organizations and
interreligious institutions around the world to publicly call on
the Russian Federation to stop the war against Ukraine, and to
condemn the position of the Russian
Orthodox Church regarding its support
for the Kremlin’s armed aggression.
The current full-scale war which Russia
has unleashed against Ukraine shows
that the main targets of the Russian in-
vaders were not only Ukrainian church-
es of various denominations, but also
the whole nation in general, human
resources and material funds, believers
and their religious buildings, and at the
same time, common assets and values
of human civilization.® The scale of
Russia’s destruction of religious build-
ings of various religious denominations in Ukraine is astounding.
As of the end of 2023, about 500 religious buildings, spiritual
educational institutions and shrines were destroyed, damaged
or looted by the Russian occupiers in Ukraine. Of these, more
than 100 religious sites are either completely destroyed or have
suffered severe damage and can no longer be used for religious
services. The largest number of facilities were destroyed in
Donetsk region (over 120) and Luhansk region (over 70). Large-
scale destruction was recorded in the Kharkiv, Kherson and Kyiv
regions.3

An analysis of the confessional affiliation of attacked reli-
gious buildings as of May 2024 shows that the largest number of
churches and other church buildings damaged by Russian shell-
ing belong to the Moscow Patriarchate (295 against 53 churches
of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine). But the Moscow Patriarch-
ate never protested against this to the Russian state. Shelling of
areligious building during war is prohibited by the Convention
for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed
Conflict (1954) and other international documents, except in
situations where it can affect the achievement of victory and at
the same time does not pose a threat to civilians. Instead, the
Russian side regularly attacks both religious buildings located in
residential areas and those that stand alone.

On Russian-occupied Ukrainian territory, the churches of the
Orthodox Church of Ukraine were forcibly handed over to the
Russian Orthodox Church, and their priests were repressed. We
have a different situation with the priests of the Moscow Patri-
archate who found themselves in the occupied territories and
took the initiative to serve the Russian Orthodox Church. How-
ever, even here, the leaders of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of



the Moscow Patriarchate, represented by Metropolitan Onuftry,
did not express their protest. All this indicates that the Moscow
Patriarchate still has a disruptive position in Ukrainian society.

Determining the role of war in the escalation of the inter-Or-
thodox conflict both in Ukraine and in the world, we summarize:
The situation of a full-scale war between Russia and Ukraine has
recalled the community’s attention to the need to resolve the is-
sue of inter-Orthodox confrontation, which today threatens the
national security of Ukraine and its statehood. The war reshaped
the established and structured religious space both inside and
outside of Ukraine. Now, Ukraine in the religious world is turn-
ing from a barely visible part of the religious space into a creative
element of predictive changes in this space, where new trends,
new forms of religious life, new institutions are born, which set
new spiritual meanings, goals and purposes for humanity. The
religious preferences of Ukraine depend not only on the arrange-
ment of forces, including political ones, within Ukraine, but also
outside of Ukraine.

The Orthodox remember the instructions of Jesus Christ that
“all should be one”. They believe in a single, conciliar, Orthodox
Church, and therefore perceive the existence of several Ortho-
dox jurisdictions as an abnormal state. However, in order to
achieve the Orthodox unity of the Ukrainian people, the forma-
tion of one local autocephalous church, Orthodox believers still
have to work out a difficult path. E
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