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Introduction  

On 29 March, the Tuesday after Easter, and on the eve of the widely 

discussed referendum about the association with the EU, a Ukrainian 

delegation of religious leaders arrived in the Netherlands.  The purpose of this 

journey was to mobilize Dutch voters for a “yes”. This in itself was not 

surprising. At a closer look, however, the very profile of this group of religious 

representatives testified for a rather extraordinary background: a common 

cause united the representatives of a variety of religious groups. The 

delegation consisted of leaders from several Christian denominations 

currently represented in Ukraine. Iakov Dov Bleich, the Chief Rabbi of the 

Ukrainian Jewish community, played a main role in organizing the tour. The 

delegation also included Sviatoslav Shevchuk, the major archbishop of the 

Greek Catholic Church, patriarch Filaret of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church 

Kievan patriarchate (UOC-KP), and the leaders of the Baptist and Pentecostal 

Protestant churches.  

Perhaps equally telling was the fact who was missing. Two other 

representatives of the Eastern rite Christian churches were not represented. 

They were namely metropolitan Makarii, the head of the Ukrainian 

Autocephalous Orthodox Church (UAOC) since June 2015, and metropolitan 

Onufrii, the head of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church Moscow patriarchate 

(UOC-MP). Whereas the reasons why the former was missing might remain 

obscure at least to those less familiar with the local situation, there is little 

mystery concerning the absence of metropolitan Onufrii. Onufrii heads the 

branch of Orthodoxy in Ukraine which is – despite a high degree of 

administrative autonomy – still an integral part of the Russian Orthodox 

Church, and is, therefore, in a precarious situation against the background of 

the ongoing armed confrontation between Russia and Ukraine in the Eastern 

provinces of the Ukrainian state. 

Accordingly, what the composition of the delegation seems to illustrate is 

mainly two things. Firstly, there is still a rather high degree of inter-religious 

and inter-confessional cooperation between various religious organizations 

throughout the country. Secondly, equally obvious is the emergence of a new 

fault line dividing the country not so much according to one’s religious or 

confessional background, but according to diverging ethno-political loyalties.  

Naturally, the current conflict in Ukraine has its religious dimension, but it 

seems difficult to assess exactly what this dimension consists of. There is a set 

of questions behind this rather self-evident interpretation of the mentioned 

delegation and its profile. The current situation with respect to the religious 

organizations active in the country still offers a rather confusing picture, even 

if one would only take just the number of four different churches of the 

Eastern, Byzantine rite – next to the Roman Catholics, and numerous 
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Protestant groups present in the country. The situation of Jews, Muslims, and 

a broad scale of other religious minorities is another part of the question.  

A historical perspective probably helps to come closer to an understanding. 

Religion in Ukraine has its particular history before, during and after 

Communism; furthermore, this historical development also delivers further 

insight into the role of religious organizations in times of conflict then and 

now. As a matter of fact, after the establishment in 1991 of the independent 

state of Ukraine, there have been quite a few conflicts involving religious 

groups.  

As generally known,  in the case of conflicts religion can play both the role of 

a peacekeeper and of an instigator. These divergent roles are also those 

played by religion in post-Soviet Ukraine, and in particular since the Maidan 

revolution. Religion often adds a peculiar dimension to conflicts of an initially 

rather secular – i.e. social, economical or political – character. Yet this 

dimension cannot be properly understood without the help of a historical 

analysis. It is also a question of competing historical narratives, which are in 

particular claiming the religious dimension of either a “third Rome”, a 

“Russian World” or , in contrast, of Ukraine as “God’s chosen people”. For 

quite a while it seemed as if the role of a peacekeeper was the dominant one 

for religious organizations in Ukraine, but this has apparently changed after 

the Maidan events. 

 

A Multifaceted Landscape – Religion after Communism 

Already during the last two decades of the Communist regime Ukraine has 

been aptly described as the Soviet Union’s Bible belt. Despite persecution, the 

actual number of religious communities in this Southwest republic of the 

Soviet state had grown with an unparalleled intensity. Even the massive 

persecutions during the Stalin era, however “successful” they had been, had 

failed to completely eradicate religious beliefs. Next to Russian Orthodoxy, 

pre-war Ukraine also knew a dissident church, the Ukrainian Autocephalous 

Orthodox Church (UAOC), set up in 1921 upon the initiative of several 

Ukrainian bishops, who wanted their church to be independent from the 

patriarchate of Moscow, and during the Civil War saw an occasion to solve 

former connections. 

Significant parts of the Ukrainian territory had become part of the Soviet 

Union only after World War II. For example, the Western regions of Galicia 

and Volhynia were part of the Second Polish Republic up to 1940. Ultimately, 

as a consequence of the Yalta conference, the Soviet Western border moved 

far westwards. Prior to that, years of brutal persecution had almost brought 

the Orthodox in the Russian heartlands close to complete extinction. In 

addition, the last remnants of the church structure of the UAOC in Ukraine 

had fallen victim to the Bolshevik repression. The first “national Ukrainian” 

church only survived in exile, mainly in Canada and in the US.  

Stalin’s regime changed its policy in 1943. The wave of patriotic mobilization 

that the Russian church leaders had generated in response to the Nazi assault 

had taught the dictator that there was still among the population some 

significant sensitivity to the voice of the church, and that in the long run it 

might be more effective to exploit this potential, rather than to annihilate the 

entire institution. In 1944 the Russian Orthodox Church was allowed to elect a 

new patriarch, and two seminaries were re-opened. From now on the 

hierarchy and the parishes could function to a limited degree in return for 



 

3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

loyalty to the regime on the basis of ideological patterns combined into 

“Soviet patriotism”. According to this fragile consensus, both the Soviets and 

the Russian Orthodox worked in their own way for the well-being of the 

Russian homeland. There emerged a balance between toleration and 

cooperation on the one hand, and pressure on the other hand. This balance 

might have changed over time until the end of the Soviet Union – persecution 

re-emerged, albeit in more subtle forms, since the “thaw” period under 

leader Khrushchev – but it remained a balance of mutual relation between 

state and religion, which took the place of former plans for a complete 

eradication of religion in Soviet society.  

However, since certain Russian Soviet patriotism was at the heart of this 

fragile mutual consent, this implied that the Russian Orthodox Church was to 

remain the main beneficiary. Consequently, especially in Ukraine and in the 

regions that only after the war came to the Soviet territory, other Christian 

denominations, e.g. some Protestant groups, were either tolerated or were 

incorporated into the larger whole of the Russian Orthodox Church. This 

latter development in particular was the fate of the Greek Catholic (Uniate) 

Church (UGCC) in the Ukrainian West. Just as the Orthodox Church, this 

church too celebrates the liturgy according to the Eastern, Byzantine rite, but 

already since 1596 recognizes the jurisdiction of the Roman Pope, and over 

the centuries it has formed its identity as a bridge between Eastern and 

Western Christianity. The UGCC had its historical center in the Western 

regions of Ukraine, with its head situated in L’viv. The Russian Orthodox, 

however, always regarded the Greek Catholics as rather a spearhead of 

Roman Catholic expansionism. In 1946, a synod in the city of L’viv, convened 

under the auspices of the KGB, and with a set of possible participants already 

reduced by imprisonment and banishment, declared the “return” of the 

Greek Catholics to the Orthodox Church. As the Greek Catholics prevailed 

among the believers in these new provinces, this step was a major gain for 

the Russian Orthodox Church in terms of active parishes and population. 

Branches of the Greek Catholic Church unwilling to subordinate to the 

decision of the synod continued to exist underground as a catacomb church 

throughout the remaining decades of the Soviet Union. 

Nonetheless, Russian Orthodoxy also was under pressure since the 1950s. 

Religious policy underwent another change during the perestroika under the 

party leader Mikhail Gorbachev, and in particular after 1988. On occasion of 

the 1000
th

 anniversary of the baptism of the Medieval Rus’ princes in 988, the 

Russian Orthodox Church acquired a more prominent role within the Socialist 

state. One year later, the Greek Catholic Church in Ukraine was re-granted 

legal status, and its priests and bishops left the catacombs. This act of re-

legalization alone was accompanied by waves of patriotic, partly anti-Russian 

manifestations on the streets. The Greek Catholic Church had always been 

perceived as, and saw itself as a stronghold of Ukrainian national culture. In 

August 1991, the former Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic declared 

independence, an act that decisively contributed to the final breakdown of 

the Soviet Union. Many parishes in western and central Ukraine now openly 

declared themselves either Greek Catholic, or surprisingly for some, turned 

back under the authority of the UAOC priests and bishops, who had returned 

from exile after independence. The turnover of parishes, severely contested 

by the Russian Orthodox, and partly a matter of complaint to this day, often 

happened in an atmosphere of open hostility, sometimes even violence. As a 

result, in 1992 there were three branches of Eastern rite Christianity on the 
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territory of the new Ukrainian state.  

By 1994 they were four. The former Russian Orthodox metropolitan of Kiev, 

Filaret (Denysenko), had asked in 1992 for autocephaly (complete canonical 

independence) of the Ukrainian branch of Russian Orthodoxy, and as Moscow 

refused to do this, he himself broke the bonds with the Russian patriarchate. 

A number of Ukrainian bishops followed him, and in 1994 he was elected 

patriarch of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, Kievan patriarchate (UOC-KP). 

Others stayed with the patriarchate of Moscow. Plans to incorporate the 

UAOC into the new “national” church eventually failed. Moscow on the one 

hand had excommunicated Filaret. On the other hand, it reacted by 

conceding greater independence to its Ukrainian branch. In the course of the 

years to come, it granted to its subdivision in Ukraine far-reaching autonomy 

in matters of administration. Hence, since then the metropolitan of Kiev is 

head of the autonomous Ukrainian Orthodox Church, Moscow patriarchate 

(UOC-MP), although he is at the same time a prominent member of the 

bishops’ synod of the Russian Orthodox Church. 

Next to the Eastern rite churches, which considered themselves and were the 

most important religious organizations in Ukraine historically, the 1990s saw 

also a significant expansion of Protestantism. Baptist and Pentecostal 

communities, which originated in the 18
th

 century during the reign of 

Catherine the Great, existed also during Soviet times, although often under 

precarious circumstances. The new religious freedom stimulated these 

communities further, and they kept on growing often with the help of 

missionaries from abroad, especially from the US. Furthermore, significant 

Jewish communities existed in central and southern Ukraine, especially in the 

cities of Kiev and Odessa. Finally, there was Islam - most members of the 

ethnic minority of the Crimean Tatars were Muslims. All in all, Ukraine since 

the mid of the 1990s could be described as a multi-religious country, although 

with an Orthodox majority. According to data provided by the governmental 

statistics service, in 2011 there were 34.586 religious organizations registered 

in Ukraine,* of which 12.536 (36%) belonged to the UOC-MP, 9.479 (27%) to 

various Protestant communities; 4.594 (13%) belonged to the UOC-KP, and 

3.881 (11%) to the Greek Catholic Church. Out of 42 million Ukrainian citizens, 

38,1 million considered themselves Christians (of various denominations), 

560.000 Muslim (mainly on Crimea and in the Kherson and Doneck region), 

and around 50.000 were Jews. The spectrum was completed by a large 

number of Orthodox or Protestant splinter groups, alternative or esoteric 

movements, but also Jehova’s Witnesses, Hari Krishna supporters and the 

like. 

During the first period after independence and up to 2015, churches enjoyed 

an unusually high degree of trust among the population, with rates above 

60% and therefore higher than the trust laid in jurisprudence, police, media 

or political institutions. Perhaps such figures are actually an indicator of a 

democracy which is still weak and whose main institutions suffer from a 

considerable lack of confidence, but it also testifies for a moral credit paid to 

the churches despite their inner divisions. On the other hand, the religiosity 

among the population has several peculiarities. Firstly, similarly to Russia, 

only a minority (5-10%) of the statistically large number of Orthodox believers 

regularly attended church services. Secondly, the distribution of parishes was 

not equal or homogenous throughout the country. The network of parishes 

was much denser in the western and central regions. Thirdly, self-

identification with a particular church often coincided with a specific ethnic 
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identity. Accordingly, those who saw themselves as members of the UOC-MP 

usually showed a more or less vague pro-Russian orientation, also preferring 

Russian (and the old Church Slavonic) for liturgy, prayers and sermons. In 

turn, members of the UOC-KP, UAOC and even more the Greek Catholic 

Church, predominantly saw themselves as Ukrainians, with a predilection for 

the use of Ukrainian not only in every day’s life, but also in church services. 

 

Peaceful Coexistence 

Such figures, however, must not be interpreted, for a number of reasons, as 

indicating a clear-cut division of the country in a pro-Ukrainian and a pro-

Russian part. This popular image never really fit in with the more complex 

reality. Such simple divisions do not work in terms of culture, language or 

political loyalty and even less so with regard to religion. As for the former, the 

differences between the various regions within the Ukrainian territory – 

Galicia in the West, the Poltava or Kharkiv regions in the North, or Odessa in 

the South – are often as significant as the superficial difference between a 

Ukrainian and a Russian dominance. Furthermore, prior to the crisis since late 

2013, more than 75% of the population was more or less bilingual, to the 

effect that an alleged opposition between Russian and Ukrainian cultural 

dominance might have testified for a hidden potential for propagandist 

mobilization, but had no real significance in practice. Mixed forms of both 

idioms, as the so-called surzhyk often to be heard in Kiev and other large 

cities, add to this picture.  

The situation is similar as far as religion is concerned, and there is a tendency 

towards peaceful coexistence, or even pragmatic cooperation of the various 

religious denominations – often marked by the fact of living together in the 

same country, and with a notion of moderate Ukrainian patriotism. Although 

each of the Eastern rite churches had its area of main representation, all of 

them maintained parishes throughout the country, and were, therefore, often 

situated next to each other. For example, during the first 23 years of 

independence the Greek Catholic church with its approximately 5-6 million 

believers mainly in the western regions of the country expanded also to the 

eastern regions and Crimea. In turn, the UOC-MP retained its parishes and 

several important monasteries also in the western regions, and there are still 

famous Orthodox pilgrim places visited not only by its own believers. The 

religious scientist Andrii Yurash, currently Head of the Department for 

Religious and National Affairs at the Ukrainian Ministry of Culture, perhaps 

somewhat optimistically described the situation in Galicia by 2005: "A symbol, 

almost a cliché, about Orthodox-Catholic relations today is common 

participation in public activities at all levels, from the local town or village 

with several religious congregations to the oblast’ and even the regional level: 

prayers and blessings conducted by priests of the UGCC and one or other of 

the Orthodox churches, or even all of them together. Virtually all social, 

political and academic events today include such acts of worship; […] this 

bears witness to the fact that the idea of inter-confessional cooperation and 

the recognition of the heterogeneous religious nature of Galicia today are 

taking ever deeper root." The situation, of course,  was not everywhere as 

peaceful as this quotation might suggest, but it developed in this direction 

both on a formal and on an informal level. Since 1996 the “All Ukrainian 

Council of Churches and Religious Organizations” (AUCCRO), initially a state 

funded institution, over the years became more and more independent from 

state interference, with approximately 95% of the country’s believers 
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represented by envoys of the participating religious organizations. Since its 

establishment, this institution issued on a regular basis conciliatory 

communiqués on such subjects as social politics, conflicting historical 

narratives, media and the like. At the bottom level, loyalties of common 

believers were often divided and changeable – a change of affiliation on the 

level of the parish was a frequent phenomenon, and various religious 

belongings could often be found within the same social entity, like family, 

working groups, political organizations and so on. For quite some time prior 

to the crisis in late 2013, such mixtures were anything but exceptional, and 

usually did not cause particular conflicts. 

On the other hand, the situation was far from idyllic, and a variety of factors 

indicated that there continued to exist a potential for erupting tension 

beyond the surface of everyday’s practical arrangements. The AUCCRO was 

never a religious body in the strict sense of the word, and actual inter-

confessional or inter-religious dialogue had never even been part of the 

institution’s agenda. According to some observers, radical nationalism was a 

factor of more than peripheral significance among some of the “Ukrainian” 

churches, like the Greek Catholics or the UOC-KP. On the other hand, and 

regardless of the conciliatory attitude of the UOC-MP Kievan metropolitan 

Vladimir (Sabodan), some monasteries in possession of the UOC-MP, 

remained bastions of radical pro-Russian and aggressive anti-Western 

attitudes – particular examples are the famous Pochaiv monastery in Western 

Volhynia, or the Sviatohiria monastery in the north-east. Arguments about 

the possession of religious monuments could never be sufficiently resolved, 

to the effect that for example one of the most famous religious monuments 

of the country, St Sophia’s Cathedral in Kiev, continued functioning as a 

museum and a venue for national, and not for religious, celebrations.  

During such festivities, e.g. the day of independence celebrated annually on 

21 August, political leaders usually appeared in the company of some 

religious leaders, whereas other leaders were missing – a clear indication of 

the sometimes difficult relations between religion and politics in the country. 

Part of the religious landscape of Ukraine is also the fact that various 

presidents openly favored one particular religious organization at the 

detriment of the rest, and their attitude was paired with certain ideological 

statements. For instance, pro-Russian presidents like Leonid Kuchma or later 

on, Victor Yanukovich, displayed open sympathies towards the UOC-MP, and 

bishops and high ranking hierarchs responded readily to such sympathies. The 

same, in contrast, applied for the presidency of Victor Yushchenko after the 

so-called “orange revolution” of 2004/5. Yushchenko attempted to use his 

influence in favor of the creation of a national Ukrainian church, and often 

appeared together with UOC-KP’s head patriarch Filaret. 

As a result, on the one hand, there was a situation of peaceful coexistence 

and even cooperation of the religious denominations in various forms – a 

situation, by the way, in which a new generation of Ukrainians had grown up 

and to whom the Soviet experience existed only in the narratives of their 

parents and grandparents. Nonetheless, even the hostile traces in such 

narratives had not disappeared, and formed an explosive reservoir beyond 

the facade of apparent rapprochement. It is here that Ukraine demonstrates 

its characteristics of a borderland. After all, both sides of the “religious 

medal”, as it were, would finally have their impact on the developments, 

which set off with the demonstrations on the Maidan square in the center of 

Kiev in November 2013. 
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Religion on the Maidan 

Protests grew steadily in late November 2013 after the unexpected refusal of 

President Victor Yanukovich to sign the already negotiated association 

contract with the European Union. What started as a rather small and 

spontaneous protest against a political decision of mainly Kievan inhabitants 

gathered on the central Independence square (Maidan nezalezhnosti), 

subsequently turned into a large-scale movement that attracted supporters 

from all over the country and moved away from the concrete reason into 

basic opposition against Yanukovich’s presidency, and against the political 

and social situation of the country. According to eye-witnesses, it was 

especially the unmeasured brutality of the regime’s police (the so-called 

berkut forces) directed against the mostly young protesters, that had a 

mobilizing effect. Insofar protests grew both in terms of the number of the 

participants and in terms of the scale and content of their demands, these 

protests increasingly mirrored the demands of the Ukrainian civil society in 

general in its opposition to the regime. As mentioned by external observers, 

due to a certain pluralism of power, the elements of a civil society in Ukraine 

had always been stronger than in other post-Soviet countries, but had come 

increasingly under pressure due to Yanukovich’s restrictive measures in the 

years before.  

Churches joined the protests, therefore, as part of this civil society, and they 

took this role in multiple forms. Basically, all Christian denominations present 

in Ukraine joined the protesters on the Maidan, and provided next to moral 

support also logistical help (food, electricity, shelter). Participants in the 

protests recall a certain “ecumenical spirit” that arose due to these joint 

activities during the protests: there were ecumenical prayer tents erected, 

priests took confession, and held joint services or common prayers, many of 

which were held on a central stage in the center of the place, together with 

music performances and political speeches. Although representatives of those 

churches which traditionally were regarded as rather “pro-Ukrainian” held a 

certain majority, more than a few UOC-MP priests also joined the protesters. 

One of the explicit common tasks of church representatives that was 

frequently reiterated was to prevent violence escalation and to provide a 

peaceful solution to existing disagreements. In accordance with this, the 

AUCCRO issued in December 2013 several open declarations, appealing to 

both sides involved in the confrontation to restrain from violence, and to 

actively engage in the  restoration of dialogue. Religious representatives stuck 

to this guideline even after January 2014, when confrontation became more 

aggressive. In a spectacular action in mid-January, monks from the Kievan 

Caves’ Monastery, a central sanctuary in the possession of the UOC-MP and 

close to the Maidan square, for hours stood in the cold (up to minus 20° C) on 

the frontline between the police units and the protesters, and performed 

prayers and hymns, with icons and crosses in their hands. They were later 

joined by priests and monks from other Christian confessions, and all 

continued the action together. The UOC-MP offered rooms in the Caves’ 

Monastery as a venue for talks between the president and the opposition. 

The Mikhailovskii Monastery of the UOC-KP, also in the center of Kiev, offered 

sleeping places and shelter for the wounded, and its doors were open for 

members of both sides, in case they would be in need of physical or moral 

assistance. 



 

8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*sotnia (Ukrainian for a 

hundred-strong unit) 

originally was a military 

subunit of the Ukrainian 

Cossacks in the Early 

Modern period. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As well known, the many efforts also from the part of religious 

representatives eventually did not prevent a further escalation of violence. 

On 21 February 2014 the number of the victims of armed confrontation had 

grown up to more than a hundred. A day later, president Yanukovich fled the 

country, allowing for a preliminary success of the protest. His flight set the 

start of a change of power, when the parliament officially removed him from 

office, and installed an interim government. It is perhaps not surprising that in 

the end this “victory” also received a religious interpretation. The revolution 

on the Maidan was labeled a “revolution of dignity”, where “dignity” was 

understood both as “human dignity” in a theological sense, and as the self-

consciousness of citizens in a non-authoritarian state. The hundred victims of 

the confrontation became almost sanctified as the “heavenly hundred” 

(Ukrainian: nebesna sotnia*), who had given their lives for the future of 

Ukraine. 

Such interpretations, as one might soberly state, also betray a certain mixture 

of religious and patriotic sentiments, with an implicit potential for 

polarization. From the onset of the confrontations, the religious statements 

concerning the Maidan protests varied as opposed to the apparently 

harmonious presence of religious groups on the square. Those disagreeing 

with the protest did not join the scene on the Maidan and supported the 

opposition of the entire movement. During a prayer in the Cave’s monastery, 

a bishop of the UOC-MP declared his open sympathy with the president who, 

according to his sermon, was going through hard times just as Christ himself 

had done. On the other side, a UGCC priest made it into the headlines with an 

aggressively racist and anti-Semitic sermon. Such voices remained on the 

background quickly subsided. The UGCC priest, for example, was immediately 

sent into a monastery for repentance. Nonetheless, it became clear that 

religion was not exclusively a conciliatory factor in the events, but it had also 

the potential to exacerbate existing tensions. This potential exerted its impact 

especially after the active interference of Russian military in the conflict after 

March 2014. 

 

Polarization Due to Politics – Crimea and Donbas 

After the peak of the Maidan events, during which church and religion still 

had an integrating role, a trend of increased polarization soon set in. The 

starting point was the annexation of the Crimea peninsula by the Russian 

military in an act of what has since been called a ‘hybrid war’. Russian media 

actively spread the Kremlin’s version of the events, according to which the 

change of government in Kiev had been illegitimate and merely the work of a 

fascist ‘junta’, steered mainly by Ukrainian nationalism and Western money. 

Surely, “defending Russia in a war against the fascists” is a very suggestive 

pattern in these regions, and such a perspective touches upon the mobilizing 

factor of powerful stereotypes existing there since World War II. Back then, 

the Soviet Union fought its war of defense against “fascist” attacks also on 

Ukrainian territory - not only against Nazi Germany, but also against various 

Ukrainian partisan groups collaborating with the Germans. In this case, the 

allegedly solid fascists’ phalanx threatening the Russian homeland was an 

invention of the Russian media. According to surveys and opinion polls made 

since the spring of 2014 up to the election of the new president Petro 

Poroshenko in May 2015, only a small minority of the Ukrainian population 

sympathized with right-wing extremists. Yet the stereotype of the “Ukrainian 

fascist” attacking “the Russian World”, Russian soil and Russian culture did 
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work among large parts of the population in Eastern Ukraine. Again, there 

was also a religious dimension to this, since it had once been, in World War II,  

the Russian Orthodox Church first and foremost, who propagated the need to 

defend the Russian homeland against fascist assaults.  

The Moscow patriarchate referred even more frequently to its ideology of the 

“Russian World” (russkii mir), an idea according to which the most European 

regions of the former Soviet territory formed a joint cultural unit with a 

common history dating back to the introduction of Eastern rite Christianity 

through the baptism of Prince Vladimir in Kiev (!) in 988. Crimea, being the 

place of the first Christian settlements on the later Russian territory, allegedly 

visited by the Apostle Andrew, received the status of a cradle of Russian 

Christianity. There are indications that this concept, which further developed 

after the turn of the millennium, received a major impulse from “civilization” 

theories like these of the widely discussed American political scientist Samuel 

Huntington.  

In a way, this was the religious counterpart of the geopolitical agenda 

promoted by the Kremlin,  claiming both Crimea and the Eastern parts of 

Ukraine, named “New Russia” (Novaia Rossiia) during the reign of Catherine 

the Great, as an area naturally belonging to the Russian state. Playing this 

card, Putin pointed out during the celebrations of the “reunion” of Crimea 

with Russia that as the cradle of “their” Christianity and culture, the peninsula 

had for the Russians a significance similar to that of the Temple Mount for the 

Jews. Notably, the Orthodox Church itself kept distant from such 

interpretations. On several occasions the Russian Orthodox Church and its 

statements and agenda did not entirely match with the geopolitical 

aspirations of the Kremlin. Asked for his opinion about the annexation of 

Crimea, patriarch Kirill of Moscow stated that the “Russian World” had to be 

understood as a cultural sphere, a space of a particular civilization, rather 

than a political program. The idea of a “Russian World” did therefore entail no 

direct reference to actual state borders, nor was it interested in the latter’s 

removal or change. A fact that drew a lot of attention was the absence of the 

patriarch of Moscow during the ceremony that declared the so-called 

“reunion” of Crimea with Russia on March 18, 2014, as opposed to the 

presence of other religious leaders in Russia, including Jews, Protestants, and 

even Muslims. To the present day, the dioceses of Crimea have not been 

moved to the direct jurisdiction of the Russian Orthodox Church, but remain 

part of the autonomous UOC-MP. 

Next to his ideological reservations, Kirill seemed to have diplomatic reasons 

not to demonstrate too openly his support for the Russian political course of 

action. At the time, a fraction of pro-Ukrainian clerics and laymen within the 

UOC-MP was still remarkably strong, and various media accounts hinted at 

the threat of an internal split of the church in Ukraine and perhaps also in 

Russia. Similar to the Protestants and the Jews in Russia and Ukraine, who 

earlier had maintained close connections over the state borders and now 

appeared to be increasingly divided over the conflict, the UOC-MP in the 

middle of 2014 seemed to be on the edge of a schism. The new Metropolitan 

Onufrii, elected in August 2014 after the passing away of the widely respected 

Vladimir, also took a cautious pro-Ukrainian course. The situation became 

even tenser after the Russian interference in the Donbas region in the East. In 

the meantime, for the time being at least, the Moscow patriarchate seemed 

to have successfully resolved the threat of an internal split, In the beginning 

of 2015, the pro-Ukrainian faction within the UOC-MP had been further 
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marginalized, and Onufrii’s initial critique at the Kremlin’s politics and his vote 

for Ukrainian territorial integrity were no longer an issue. In contrast, 

spokesmen of the Moscow patriarchate turned towards a more polarized 

rhetoric with regard to other religious communities in Ukraine, defending the 

“Russian World” (Russkii mir) project against, what is in their view, the 

warmongering of “schismatics” and “heretics”. The tone became clearly more 

aggressive, especially with regard to the Greek Catholics.  

On the other hand, due to the military events Ukraine witnessed waves of 

patriotic mobilization, which partly influenced also the “pro-Ukrainian” 

churches. The patriotic and religious split among the citizens became visible 

also in declarations issued by the AUCCRO, which since early 2015 openly 

called the Ukrainians to take part in the country’s defense. These were 

declarations which were not, as was previously the case, signed by all 

members of the council. Several priests, mainly from the UGCC, contributed 

to the patriotic cult around the “heavenly hundred”, the victims of the 

Maidan protests. However, with their generally cautious attitude and largely 

conciliatory actions, the Ukrainian churches came to remain backwards in 

comparison with the general patriotic upheaval. Within several months, the 

churches lost their former top position as institutions with the highest rates 

of confidence among the population, and came second after the numerous 

volunteer groups and organizations supporting the army in its so-called “anti-

terrorist operation” (ATO) in the Donbas area. Patriotic sentiments had taken 

the lead over religious bonds. In fact, what actually dominated the scene was 

often a mixture of the two. Late in 2014 there were new attempts to revive 

the project of a national Ukrainian church that had already been discussed 

now and then during the decades after Communism. In November 2014, a 

group of clerics from all Eastern rite churches, including the UOC-MP, signed a 

common declaration in the Western Ukrainian city of Rivne testifying their 

willingness to take serious steps in this direction. However, even if a further 

process could have been initiated by this document, this process was soon 

interrupted by higher church authorities from elsewhere. The document 

received no official support from the churches involved. The same was the 

fate of the new negotiations between members of the UAOC and the UOC-KP 

(who perceived themselves as the “national” churches) in order to unite into 

a single entity. Due to mutual accusations the negotiations were eventually 

cancelled in August 2015. Most recently, the Ukrainian parliament has issued 

a decision to approach once more patriarch Bartholomaios of Constantinople 

to grant autocephaly to a national Ukrainian church. Against the background 

of the current situation inside and outside of Ukraine, however, the 

Ecumenical Patriarch could not but remain as reluctant as he had ever been 

to respond directly to such requests. The question remains whether granting 

autocephaly would solve any of the existing problems, or would rather 

exacerbate existing tensions and maybe create new ones. 

The strife for unity, therefore, currently rather enforces polarization, because 

various models for unity are in fact in competition with each other. Another 

recent example for this generally polarizing effect of corresponding attempts 

can be found in an "all-Ukrainian cross procession" organized by the UOC-MP 

in late July 2016. Two large units of believers, clergy and laymen, starting 

from either the monastery of Pochaiv in Western Ukraine, or the Sviatohirsk 

monastery in the East approached the capital of Kiev. The twofold procession 

was intended as a manifestation to promote religious unity in the country. It 

yet attracted very few sympathies from the part of other denominations. It 
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instead generated heated discussions in the media and in the parliament. On 

both the Eastern and the Western trajectory state officials tried - partially 

successfully - to stop the procession and especially to hinder their entrance 

into the capital. Parts of the procession eventually entered Kiev and the 

famous Cave’s Monastery, whereas other state officials had to protect the 

pilgrims against aggressive attacks from extremist groups. 

 

At the Bottom Level: Religion as a Weapon 

In the meantime, the situation at the bottom level of parishes, priests and 

believers had become much tenser. The confrontation was not restricted to 

verbal attacks among the church leaders. Especially in the occupied regions of 

Crimea and the Donbas there were increasingly more  accounts about church 

buildings being damaged, priests injured and killed, but also about clerics who 

are actively involved in the moral, logistical and practical support of the 

fighting units. Russian nationalist organizations operating in the Donbas 

provinces, like Cossack units or the so-called “Russian Orthodox army” 

became known for massive assaults on members of other confessions. 

Human rights organizations have documented a considerable number of 

cases of kidnapping, torturing or even murder of non-Russian Orthodox 

clerics and pastors in these regions. Parallel to this, the self-acclaimed 

governments of the separatists also on various occasions made it clear that 

they regarded Russian Orthodoxy as the only legitimate religion on their 

territory. Similar reports about the discrimination or persecution of non-

Orthodox priests and laymen exist about Crimea. All in all, the allegedly 

conciliatory concept of the “Russian World” as fostered also by the Moscow 

patriarchate had openly turned into an intransigent ideology, used by what 

has been called by its victims “Orthodox terrorism no less dangerous than 

Islamic terrorism”. Another aspect of the situation is that the actual number 

of active church-goers among the armed activists of a “political Orthodoxy” is 

very low. 

There were in fact atrocities committed by all parts involved in the armed 

conflict, and also UOC-MP priests were counted among the victims. In the 

East, a number of those who refused to actively participate in the 

confrontation were not openly persecuted, but had nevertheless become 

victims of battles or artillery shells. In contrast, on non-occupied Ukrainian 

territory a number of approximately 40-50 parishes of the Moscow 

patriarchate had fallen victim to an unfriendly take-over, and changed 

jurisdiction to the UOC-KP. In some of these cases, the active participation of 

Ukrainian nationalist groups is documented, although this fact would perhaps 

not help to reduce the phenomenon of such reforms completely to “fascist” 

actions as the Moscow patriarchate officially does. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

At any rate, for the time being examples of the growing polarization are much 

better documented than the perhaps equally numerous attempts throughout 

the country to counter this development, and to take cautious steps towards 

a reconciliation. The need for such reconciliation on all levels is apparently 

also strongly felt within the numerous social entities, consisting of members 

of different religious affiliations, which as mentioned above, came into 

existence during the post-Communist period and now painfully feel the divide 
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produced by the conflict. The time is also not easy for peacekeepers, 

including those inspired by religious convictions. Perhaps just as always in 

cases of armed conflict and confrontational propaganda, such activists and 

initiatives currently have to deal with accusations from the conflict parties, 

like that of a lack of loyalty or even betrayal, of cowardice or, at best, naiveté. 

Accordingly, they mostly prefer to display their activities more silently, which 

often leads to a limited availability of concrete information for outside 

observers. There are yet indications that also the peaceful coexistence of 

various religious communities in the period before the crisis has left its traces 

in more than one initiative to search for ways out of the current conflict. This 

is what still constitutes the better aspects of religion in Ukraine. First and 

foremost, it is these initiatives which deserve to be better documented, and 

to be supported appropriately also from outside.  

   

 


