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    Editors’ Preface 


    This volume arises from a conference entitled Church Diplomacy and the Religious Dimension of the Russian-Ukrainian War held in Lviv, Ukraine, on June 29-30, 2023. The conference was a part of an extensive research project that is being conducted in cooperation between the Ukrainian Catholic University (UCU) in Lviv and the University of Notre Dame in Indiana, USA. This yet ongoing project aims at investigating the role of religious ideas and practices, as well as faith-based diplomacy, in Russia’s war against Ukraine. By convening the conference in Lviv, the organizers intended to bring together a truly global and diverse body of participants: scholars who explore the topics of war and peace from a theological perspective, experts in the history and present-day religious life of Ukraine and Russia, ecclesiastical diplomats, journalists covering religion and society in Central and Eastern Europe, Christian public intellectuals, church activists engaged in ecumenical work. The goal was to put the ongoing military conflict into the context of the religious past and present in both Ukraine and Russia, thus contributing to a theologically informed understanding of the current situation and its global effect. The papers presented in this volume also explore religious diplomacy and the ways it can play a positive role for the sake of ending the war with a just peace, as well as healing the conflict that threatens to destroy the international order. 


    Academic research projects, conferences, and conference volumes in the humanities normally require an atmosphere of security and tranquility, together with the ability to distance oneself from the object of study by pursuing some kind of uninterested objectivity – the latter never fully attainable, of course, but always somehow desirable. There are moments in history, however, when the global situation becomes so fragile and insecure that the feeling of anxiety begins to prevail in many places of the world. The mission of public intellectuals has always been to read the signs of the times, and many of them today see it as their duty to issue a warning and call for an intellectual and moral conversion. In such times it is necessary not to keep a distance, not to stay away from the center of conflicts and catastrophes, but – quite the contrary – to go as close to it as possible, to encounter those affected, to engage oneself morally, and even to take sides in some sense. Between the two opposite extremes of scientific objectivity, on the one hand, and political involvement, on the other, to be engaged ethically is not only permitted but in some cases indispensable for the researcher. The ability to distinguish between right and wrong, and when necessary to take sides with the right cause, belongs, in our view, to the foundational aspects of any honest research endeavor in the humanities.


    The conference in Lviv was an example of such an approach. It was convened in a country at war, and the organizers made a conscious decision against the online option and in favor of invitations to participate in person. We are deeply grateful to the conference participants who traveled to Ukraine from seven different countries of Europe, the Middle East, and America, for their courage and solidarity. Even if the city of Lviv is not close to the front line, it has suffered massive air attacks repeatedly since Russia launched its military full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022. This made it necessary to conduct the conference sessions in a basement-level auditorium that could also serve as a bomb shelter in case of need. The conference itself passed without arial attack alarms; but just five days after the sessions ended a Russian rocket hit a residential building 200 yards away from the university campus, leaving ten civilians killed and forty-two injured. The fact that serious international conferences like ours continue to gather in places like Lviv is a sign that Ukraine remains not only alive but unshaken and vigorous in its intellectual and academic life. That Ukrainians’ resilience finds strong support from their international partners and friends is encouraging. The cooperation between the Ukrainian Catholic University and the University of Notre Dame is a precious example of such support. 


    We are now pleased to present to the reader this volume containing conference papers revised and edited for publication. There are different types of texts in this collection that also reflect the various kinds of contributions made to the conference. Some texts have a purely academic and scientific orientation. Others, while making use of historical and academic sources, offer more of a personal evaluation of relevant ideas, trends, or events. In the urgent context of a full-scale war with demonstrated genocidal tendencies, we think it valuable to publish this range of voices. The acute public significance of the conference’s topic and the rapidly changing political and military situation demanded quick action from the publisher and the volume editors. The unusually brief time span between the conference and the publication of its papers would have been impossible without the dedicated work of many colleagues. We want to thank all the authors who contributed to this volume. We are particularly grateful to our junior colleagues and project partners Anatolii Babynskyi and Fr. Andrij Hlabse, S. J., for their tremendous assistance with editing and proofreading the texts. We also want to express our gratitude to the Ukrainian Catholic University press (Volodymyr Netak, Rostyslav Rybchanskyi), who made every effort for the timely release of the collection worldwide, despite all the challenges of wartime. Publication of this volume was made possible by the support of the Nanovic Institute for European Studies at the University of Notre Dame, the Institute of Church History at UCU, and the Integral Human Development Series of the International Institute for Ethics and Contemporary Issues at UCU, for which they also deserve our special thanks.


    Despite the fact that Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine has already lasted for almost two years and that the military aggression actually began ten years ago in March 2014, there is regrettably still a significant deficit of knowledge and understanding regarding the conflict’s roots, history, and background within the international community. At times churches and ecumenical boardrooms seem to have even less sense of urgency and awareness than political actors concerning current events in the center of Europe that shatter not only the global political order but the very foundations of Christian morality. Precisely in time of war people tend to seek help in religion because it addresses the ultimate questions of human existence. The ability to “test the spirits” (1 John 4:1), to discern between genuine religious faith and political propaganda disguised as religion, becomes particularly important in such a time. We hope that the papers published in this volume contribute to creating an intellectual and spiritual atmosphere worldwide that has zero tolerance for this brutal war and its ideology and instead envisions a peace in which true justice is fulfilled. This volume will hopefully also prompt the reader to deeper reflection about the pivotal moment of history that the world is living today.


    Yury P. Avvakumov 			Oleh Turiy


    Notre Dame, Indiana, USA			Lviv, Ukraine							


    In January 2024


  


  

    Word of Welcome


    Dear wonderful conference participants,


    please allow me to send my warm greetings on behalf of the Nanovic Institute for European Studies from the University of Notre Dame. As you know, we have a long standing, deep and friendship-based partnership with the Ukrainian Catholic University. We are grateful for UCU’s testimony to holiness and discipleship, especially in these difficult times. 


    It is clearly a task of a university to take up burning issues and address the signs of the times. A Catholic university is especially literate in religious matters, and it is impressive that the conference on Church Diplomacy and the Religious dimension of the Russian-Ukrainian war makes use of this religious literacy.


    Diplomacy has been called “the art of the continuous and peaceful management of international relations” or “the art and practice of conducting negotiations between stakeholders.” Diplomacy historically goes back to the idea of communication channels and messengers. The earliest diplomats were an explicit response to the identified need for a proper mechanism to convey messages between stakeholders safely and reliably. Hence, peace and communication, including negotiations, are the key aspects of diplomacy or, in other words, relationship building and maintenance. This requires tact, the ability to listen, but also firm commitments.


    From a religious perspective, diplomacy is a matter of virtues. To give one example: in a letter to three Jesuits, Diego Laínez, Alfonso Salmerón, and Pierre Favre, who were asked to serve as theologians for the three papal legates presiding over the council of Trent, Ignatius of Loyola (in early 1546) gave instructions for proper diplomatic conduct at the council. He repeatedly mentioned the ability to listen (“be slow to speak”) and the importance of humility and sincerity. In other words, diplomacy is based on the idea of the proper conduct of virtuous persons interested in respectful relationships and truth.


    Religious diplomacy has an additional aspect. It is important to understand religions and religiosity. Religions are powerful. They are powerful since they make statements about human identity and offer identity-conferring existential commitments; religions are powerful since they cannot be finally negotiated with our human means; religions are powerful since they make statements about reason and our judgments. They reach the end of arguments. It is important to understand religions and religiosity. This is also a strong argument for the presence and practice of theology at universities.


    We can learn a lot from the history of religions and from biblical texts when it comes to diplomacy. For example, 2 Samuel 10:1-6, 2 Kings 19:9-20 or 2 Kings 20:12-19 contain stories that deal with messages, relations, and messengers – and, in the first case, the sad story of humiliation and mistrust. Trust and respect are indeed the main currencies of diplomacy.


    What about regaining trust in conflict? Religions, with their connection to the intangible and their claims about the invisible, play a major role in this war.Symbolic interpretations as well as categories like “will of God” or “providence” are at play they can easily be used and abused.


    It is beyond the understanding of many people that the Russian invasion of Ukraine is a war where Christians have invaded Christian neighbors’ land, a war where Christians are killing Christians. 


    Granted, the diplomatic challenges do not primarily exist on the micro-level of individuals (even though diplomatic skills are needed in all walks of life), but more likely on the level of institutionalized religiosity, i.e. Church structures. Diplomatic efforts in this context are embedded in hierarchies and doctrines, traditions and decision-making procedures. Any Christian community faces the challenge of reconciling its structure with the gospels.


    This common ground of the gospels may be able to serve as a source of bridge-building and shared commitments. Joseph Cardinal Bernardin, the late archbishop of the archdiocese of Chicago, initiated a “Catholic Common Ground initiative” before his untimely death in 1996; he wanted to address the tensions and ideological conflicts among Catholics. His point was simple: our common ground is the gospel message.


    Would that be a source of promising diplomacy?


    One important aspect of this conference is church diplomacy. As mentioned above, diplomacy is the art of managing peaceful relations. Diplomacy has a lot to do with fundamental respect for rules and peoples, with a sensitivity towards narratives and the idea of building bridges. But peace means a “just peace.” There cannot be deep and sustainable relationships based on lies and injustice. The gospel is the source of truth – how can it also be the source of just peace?


    I am very interested to learn about the outcomes of this important conference’s contributions and discussions. The Nanovic Institute for European Studies has identified both Ukrainian Studies and Diplomacy as key areas of growth for us. This is another reason why I am so grateful that this conference is taking place. 


    May I thank the organizers and all participants, assure you of our support and especially of our fervent prayers for just peace. 


    May this conference be able to identify some avenues of hope.


    Many thanks and many blessings!


    Clemens Sedmak


    Notre Dame, Indiana, USA


    In June 2023


  


  

    José Casanova.  
Religious Dimensions of the War  on Ukraine and the Shortcomings  of Church Diplomacy: An Introduction1


    The most basic and fundamental lesson that we all need to draw from the criminal war of aggression against Ukraine is that, at its core, the ultimate cause of the aggression is a failure of recognition: namely, the failure and refusal of the Russian Federation and the Putin regime, but also of the Russian Orthodox Church and the Moscow Patriarchate, and of a majority of the Russian population to recognize the Ukrainian people as “Ukrainians,” that is, as other yet as equal, as historical subjects with the right to construct their own identity and to determine their own political destiny, independent of Russia.


    This is ultimately what the ideology of Russkiy mir or “Russian world” entails. As stated repeatedly in the so-called “history speeches” by Russian President Vladimir Putin in the last decade, independent Ukraine is a “fake” nation, artificially constructed by Western powers against Russia, that has no right to exist independent of Russia, since Ukraine is supposedly an integral part of Russia. In its ecclesiastical ideological dimension, the ideology of Russkiy mir entails that Ukraine and its people belong to the Russian Orthodox Church and the Moscow Patriarchate as its “canonical” territory. Therefore, there can be no legitimate Ukrainian Orthodox Church with its own Ukrainian liturgical language and its own autocephalous canonical jurisdiction within the territory of the Russkiy mir.


    The war on Ukraine is a paradigmatic example of the Hegelian struggle for recognition between master and serf, two belligerents struggling to affirm their own subjectivity. But it is an unequal struggle, that does not admit equivalence between the belligerents. The Ukrainians struggle for their own right to existence and for their dignity as free subjects. The Russians struggle for their historical right of domination over Ukraine, and for their imperial honor as a superpower. 


    The view that frames this war merely as a “proxy war,” where Ukrainians are portrayed solely as “victims” caught in the clash of global powers (NATO vs. Russia) vying for control over Ukraine, overlooks the Ukrainian people’s agency as free historical subjects fighting for their freedom. This perspective risks consigning them to perpetual servitude under different masters, denying their quest for sovereignty and self-determination.


    There are of course many other possible secondary interpretations of this tragic war. Yet, primarily, it is a post-colonial war of independence, a war which Ukrainians are fighting in self-defense in order to become free historical subjects, freed from the Russian imperial yoke, with the right to determine their own future, including membership in the European Union and security alliances with other Western democratic nations. When political observers, scholars and journalists, and well-intentioned religious peacemakers fail to see this war as primarily a war of imperial aggression on Russia’s side and of self-defense and post-colonial independence on Ukraine’s side, they add to the misrecognition of Ukraine as a free historical subject, even when they empathize with the Ukrainian people as “victims”. 


    When they repeat the Russian false claims that “the war” (actually not really a war, just “a special military operation”) was a response to “the barking dogs of NATO,” that Ukraine is such a divided country that has always been part of Russia and can only survive as part of Russia, that the rights of ethnic Russians and Russian speakers, or the rights of the Russian Orthodox Church, are been violated in independent Ukraine, that Ukraine is such an extreme nationalist (i.e. “nazi”) country, full of Banderites, etc., they knowingly or unknowingly echo the Russian imperial definition of the conflict, highlighting the claims to historical subjectivity of the Russian imperial masters over the rights of the colonized Ukrainians, who want to be freed from the Russian definition of their own situation.


    Most of Europe had to draw eventually the same painful lesson from the war of aggression on Ukraine, namely, that the Russian imperial claims on Ukraine and on a “Russian world” beyond its territorial borders represented a fundamental threat not only to the very existence of Ukraine and the Ukrainian people, but to peace and security of all of Europe. It was not just Russia that had failed to recognize Ukraine as other yet equal, but much of Europe had also misrecognized Ukraine insofar as it had largely accepted the Russian definition of the situation. 


    This was the case, particularly, after the European failure to respond more forcefully to the Russian military annexation of Crimea and to the beginning of the war in Donbas in 2014, once the Ukrainian people had expressed clearly their will to independence from Russia through the civil society mobilization in the EuroMaidan. The Ukrainians characterized the EuroMaidan as “a revolution of dignity,” while the Putin regime characterized it as an illegitimate fascist coup organized by the CIA, which justified their military intervention in Crimea and in Donbas. Accepting Ukrainian claims and Russian counterclaims as equivalent in this conflict means not only to feign impartiality and neutrality in the struggle for recognition between master and serf, but to enter the cynical world of “post-truth,” in which there are alternative factual realities to which one may appeal.


    Thus, the momentous relevance of the German Zeitenwende, the epochal change of direction and perspective vis-à-vis Russia and Ukraine announced by German Chancellor Olaf Scholtz. Many Western politicians had to undergo a similar Zeitenwende to free themselves from the Russian imperial and colonial perspective on Ukraine. Western European politicians had to recognize that they shared some responsibility for the war on Ukraine, insofar as they accepted all too quickly the legitimacy of the Russian claims on Ukraine, that an independent Ukraine fully integrated in Europe economically, politically and militarily represented an existential threat to Russia’s own security as an imperial nuclear superpower.


    Many historians, scholars and so-called area experts on East and Central Europe, or on Russian and Eurasian studies, were also forced by the war to change course and to recognize that they had also looked at Ukraine through Russian imperial and colonial perspectives, or through the “realist” perspective of geopolitics and international affairs, which naturally takes the perspective of the superpowers as the realistic one, and that therefore they all had misrecognized the Ukrainian reality. Since the beginning of the war dozens of conferences have taken place throughout Western universities on post-colonial Ukraine and Russian de-colonization, recognizing the need for a reassessment not only of Russian and Ukrainian history, but also of Russian and Ukrainian culture, literature and the arts, since they have also been irremediably embedded in imperial and colonial dynamics.


    It is crucial to acknowledge the shared responsibility of the churches, of all the Christian churches – Orthodox, Protestant and Catholic – in the misrecognition of Ukraine and in the role this misrecognition may have played in emboldening the Moscow Patriarchate to insist upon its rightful claims over Ukraine, as Orthodox territory belonging to the Russkiy mir, and thus under the jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate. After all, those were the grounds upon which Patriarch Kirill declared the conflict a holy war to protect the Russkiy mir from Ukrainian “nationalists” and Ukrainian Orthodox “schismatics,” as well as a metaphysical conflict between good and evil, in order to protect Russian Christian civilization from a decadent, secular, liberal and feminist West.


    All the Christian churches, including the World Council of Churches and the European Protestant churches, most Orthodox national churches, and my own Roman Catholic Church, and particularly all the Christian groups most committed to interreligious dialogue with the Russian Orthodox Church and the Moscow Patriarchate did commit the same failure truly to recognize the Ukrainian churches. They all viewed the emerging religious pluralism in Ukraine as a failure of Christian unity and as a problem of Christian disunion and division, instead of viewing it as an understandable manifestation of the process of religious decolonization from the imperial yoke of the Russian Orthodox Church. They greatly accepted tacitly the Russian Orthodox Church’s definition of the ecclesiastical situation of Ukraine as canonical territory under the jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate and failed to recognize the Ukrainian churches as emerging sister Christian churches.


    This was particularly the case with the historical Ukrainian churches, the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church and the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church, that had been liquidated by the Stalinist regime and had been forcefully incorporated into the Russian Orthodox Church after World War II, as well as with the many Ukrainian Protestant churches and religious communities that were persecuted by the Soviet regime with the connivance of the Russian Orthodox Church. To this day the Russian Orthodox Church has not shown any sign of remorse for the crimes committed against all other Christian churches in Soviet Ukraine, as if the Russian Orthodox had not been the beneficiary of Soviet policies, becoming the hegemonic officially recognized Church of Ukraine.


    Today, in occupied Crimea, as well as in occupied Donbas, Zaporizhia and Kherson, the same crimes of persecution and liquidation of the non-Russian Orthodox religious communities repeat themselves, as part of the process of Russian imperial recolonization. In Crimea to the persecution of non-Russian churches (Ukrainian Orthodox, Greek Catholic and Protestant) one must add the persecution of Muslim Tatars, the indigenous population of Crimea. They were first deported by Stalin mainly to Uzbekistan during WWII, and today one witness the renewed persecution of Muslim Tatars under the Russian re-colonization of Crimea. The re-occupation of Crimea is accompanied by the false, yet typical colonial claim that Crimea is and always has been Russia, as if Crimea had been uninhabited before its Russian colonization under Catherine the Great in the 18th century. 


    Even after the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, Bartholomew I, took the courageous pastoral decision to promote the unification of the Ukrainian Orthodox churches and to grant the Tomos of autocephaly to the newly constituted Orthodox Church of Ukraine under Metropolitan Epiphany in January 2019, the Western European Protestant churches, most of the Orthodox churches, and the Roman Catholic Church refused not only to recognize the legitimacy of the new church, but even to enter into dialogue and conversation with its leaders, despite the fact that the new church represented that largest community of Christian faithful in Ukraine. Granting the Tomos to the new church was a courageous pastoral decision on the part of the Ecumenical Patriarch because he recognized the anomalous and untenable spiritual and ecclesial condition suffered by a majority of Orthodox Christians in Ukraine, who felt alienated from a Russian Orthodox Church that had always supported the Russian imperial colonization of Ukraine with all the crimes and injustices associated with it.


    The response of the Moscow Patriarchate and of the Russian Orthodox Church to the announcement of the Tomos granting autocephaly to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, which they considered “schismatic”, was the one-sided excommunication of the Ecumenical Patriarch for illegally interfering in its internal affairs and infringing upon the canonical jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate. The response of the Putin regime to the announcement of the Tomos was to call immediately a special meeting of the National Security Council of the Russian Federation. It is not too farfetched to think that at this meeting a decision was made to prepare a full invasion of Ukraine in order supposedly to defend “the Russian World” from the anti-Russian machinations of the Ecumenical Patriarch in connivance with the CIA. 


    Even after the full military invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, it took almost a year for the hierarchy of the Catholic Church finally to practice “the culture of the encounter,” so dear to Pope Francis, with the new Orthodox Church of Ukraine, by far the largest Christian church in Ukraine in terms of the number of faithful. It is hard to understand how the Pope, Vatican diplomats, and the many Catholic orders involved for years in ecumenical dialogue with the Russian Orthodox Church, including the Community of Sant’Egidio, thought that they could serve as peacemakers in the war on Ukraine without being willing to even talk to the hierarchy of the largest Christian Church in Ukraine, representing the majority of the Ukrainian Orthodox population.


    Of course, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church-MP, which canonically is still affiliated with the Moscow Patriarchate, claims to be not only the solely canonical but also the largest Christian church in Ukraine. But this is true only in terms of the number of religious buildings, bishops, monks and priests, partly as a consequence of the usufructuary benefits that still endure from their time as the sole official church under the Soviet regime, and partly as a result of the enormous financial resources that the Russian regime and the Moscow Patriarchate poured upon the UOC-MP after Ukrainian independence, as the instrument of Russian soft power in Ukraine. For every religious community lost either to the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church or to the other two Ukrainian Orthodox Churches, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate would soon build two new churches. But in terms of the Orthodox faithful, of “the People of God,” since the beginning of the war only 4% of the Ukrainian population claim affiliation with the UOC-MP.


    Yet, the Roman Catholic Church continued its ecumenical dialogue with the Moscow Patriarchate and with the UOC-MP in Ukraine while refusing even to talk to the much larger, now canonical Orthodox Church of Ukraine that was in communion with the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, with the Patriarchate of Alexandria, the Orthodox Church of Greece and the Orthodox Church of Cyprus and a few other national Orthodox churches. Ultimately, the Catholic Church accepted the Russian definition of the ecclesiastical situation in Ukraine, that the UOC-MP was the only canonical “Orthodox” church in Ukraine and/or the largest Christian church in Ukraine.


    For over a decade, particularly since the 2016 historical encounter of Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill of Moscow in Havana, Metropolitan Archbishop Hilarion Alfeyev has figured prominently in all the ecumenical, inter-theological and inter-cultural initiatives promoted by the Catholic Church and the Russian Orthodox Church. He held a professorial appointment at the Catholic Faculty of Theology of the University of Fribourg, had been granted honorary doctorates in theology by various Catholic universities, and was often the keynote speaker in ecumenical Catholic and Orthodox international gatherings. Along this more dialogical side, since 2005 Metropolitan Hilarion had been proposing a harsher and more antagonistic European Orthodox-Catholic strategic alliance against liberal, secular, atheist, feminist and decadent Europe, but also against the Western European Protestant churches. 


    But Hilarion’s harshest critiques were always reserved for the other Christian churches in Ukraine, towards those he denominated “Uniates” (the Ukrainian Greek Catholics), “Schismatics” (Ukrainian pro-autocephaly Orthodox) and “Heretics” (Ukrainian Protestants). No wonder there were never Ukrainian Greek-Catholic, Orthodox, or Protestant representatives in the Catholic-Orthodox ecumenical gatherings in which Metropolitan Hilarion figured prominently. All the Catholic groups committed to ecumenical dialogue with the Russian Orthodox Church went along without any complaint against the exclusionary strategic “ecumenism of hate” which Metropolitan Hilarion and the Moscow Patriarchate represented, and, thus, accepted the exclusion of the other Ukrainian Christian churches.


    The absence of Ukrainian Christians in Catholic-Orthodox gatherings was certainly not due to the lack of interest in ecumenical and interreligious dialogue on the part of the other Ukrainian Christian churches. All of them (Orthodox, Greek-Catholic, Roman Catholic, Armenian and numerous Protestant churches), together with representatives of the Ukrainian Jewish and Muslim religious communities, work together in exemplary fashion within ­AUCCRO, the self-organized All-Ukrainian Association of Churches and Religious Communities, in which the presidency rotates every six months among its fifteen members. At the celebration of ­AUCCRO’s 25th anniversary in 2021 their self-professed logo was “We are all equal, but everyone is different. We work together for the common good of Ukraine.”2 The Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church, which inherited the historical commitment to Catholic-Orthodox ecumenism from Metropolitan Andrey Sheptytsky and happens to have good relations with all the religious communities of Ukraine, has played a leading role in the organization of AUCCRO. 


    The refusal of the Catholic hierarchy to have any communication with the leaders of the autocephalous Orthodox Church of Ukraine, while maintaining relations with the leaders of the Russian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Kirill and Metropolitan Hilarion, must be understood as the manifestation of the acceptance of the Russian definition of the ecclesiastical situation in Ukraine and the misrecognition of the Ukrainian struggle for an Orthodox Church they could call their own, which would be in communion with global Orthodoxy. Ukraine is a deeply religious Orthodox country, the second largest Orthodox country in the world. It has been for centuries a primary source of priestly and monastic vocations for the Russian Orthodox Church. Before the start of the war in Donbas in 2014, there were more religious communities belonging to the Moscow Patriarchate in Ukraine than in the entire Russian Federation. If one adds the religious communities of the other Ukrainian Orthodox churches and of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church, which is in communion with Rome but views itself equally as a daughter church of the Patriarchate of Constantinople, the number of religious communities of the Orthodox Byzantine rite in Ukraine is almost double the number of those in Russia.


    In my several meetings with His Beatitude Metropolitan Epiphany, Primate of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine and Archbishop Yevstratiy (Zoria), Chair of its Department of External Affairs, they complained bitterly that nobody within the Vatican wants to talk to them. They had been knocking on the door of the Catholic Church since early 2019. Yet, even though Pope Francis authored a book with the title Our Doors Are Always Open, the doors of the Vatican have remained closed to them for several years. In May 2022, I visited Kyiv with an international multi-denominational delegation of religious leaders, Christian, Jewish, and Muslim, to pray publicly for peace. The visit took place shortly after the Russian invading army had abandoned the plan to conquer Kyiv and had retreated from the region, leaving behind the evidence of the massacres of civilians in Bucha and Irpin, on the outskirts of Kyiv, which we also visited. 


    During a private visit with Archbishop Yevstratiy, I learned that even several months into the war nobody within the Catholic hierarchy wanted to talk to them. This refusal clearly contradicted in practice Pope Francis’s own teaching on the culture of the encounter. But, more importantly, I was convinced that any attempt at a meaningful peace mediation by the Vatican in the war on Ukraine could not possibly succeed without the engagement of the OCU, the largest Christian church in Ukraine, to which roughly half of the Ukrainian population claimed affiliation. This was precisely the case because religious dynamics, particularly the internal divisions within Ukrainian Orthodoxy and the cleavage between Ukrainian and Russian Orthodoxy, were so central to the tragic military conflagration. 


    I told Archbishop Yevstratiy that, although I could not claim any diplomatic experience, I would try to meet privately with Catholic officials and to convince them of the need to open channels of communication with the Orthodox Church of Ukraine.


    In my encounters with with officials of the Vatican, as well as with close advisors to the Pope in Rome, I tried to press upon them the urgency of the task. They listened carefully, but I experienced that I had hit a wall. I was met with blank faces and with such bland statements as “but they are such nationalists,” repeating a commonplace of Russian propaganda, as if the post-colonial nationalism of the Ukrainian people, struggling to construct a free, independent, multi-religious, multi-ethnic, and tolerant nation, was more dangerous than the nationalism and chauvinism of an imperial nuclear superpower such as Russia that wanted to maintain its domination over its neighbors. 


    I also encountered other negative vague statements, expressing frustration about the divisions within global Orthodoxy and among the many national autocephalous churches and the need for the Catholic Church not to interfere or take sides in those conflicts. Clearly audible was the Catholic prejudice against the proliferation of national autocephalous churches and the assumption that a multinational imperial church such as the Russian Orthodox Church under the Moscow Patriarchate seemed more “catholic” and “universal” and therefore preferable to the national Orthodox churches. The assumption that by refusing to talk to the new Orthodox Church of Ukraine the Catholic Church was taken a neutral position in the jurisdictional conflict between the Ecumenical Patriarchate and the Moscow Patriarchate over Ukraine is not convincing.


    De facto, by refusing to recognize the canonicity of the new Tomos of autocephaly granted by the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew to the Orthodox Church of Ukraine, the Vatican sided with the Moscow Patriarchate. According to a reliable source, at the end of August 2021, at a time when Patriarch Bartholomew was on an official visit to Kyiv in order to celebrate the 25th anniversary of Ukraine’s independence, the Vatican’s Secretary of State, Cardinal Pietro Parolin, came unofficially to Kyiv to obtain the signature of Patriarch Bartholomew to the final draft of the joint statement on climate change, A Joint Message for the Protection of Creation, signed by Pope Francis, the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, and the Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby. The statement was published simultaneously by the three Christian churches on September 7.


    During his visit to Kyiv, Patriarch Bartholomew was residing at the official residence of Metropolitan Epifany, primate of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. The encounter with Patriarch Bartholomew was diplomatically arranged to ensure that while visiting the Metropolitan’s residence, Cardinal Parolin would not need to meet personally with Metropolitan Epifany, in order not to antagonize the Moscow Patriarchate. Some people would characterize such diplomacy as an egregious example of timorous Vatican Ostpolitik. 


    Only in January 2023 a shift occurred when representatives from the All-Ukrainian Council of Churches and Religious Organizations journeyed to Rome during the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. Among the delegates were Metropolitan Epifaniy and Archbishop Yevstratiy of the OCU, both of whom, in particular, met with Cardinal Kurt Koch, the Prefect of the Dicastery for Promoting Christian Unity. They also took part in an ecumenical prayer in St. Peter’s Basilica, led by the Roman Pontiff.


    One should not question Pope Francis’s primary concern for peacemaking and his deep empathy for the Ukrainian people as victims of the war. The official posture of neutrality, in order not to jeopardize the potential role of the papacy in mediating a peace agreement is also understandable, as it is in line with a long history of papal neutrality when confronting wars among European nations. But the repeated critiques of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic bishops, whose faithfulness to the papacy should be beyond doubt, have also underlined the extent to which perhaps unknowingly, and certainly unreflectively, the Pope’s statements have tended to reproduce the Russian definition of the situation, in a way which Ukrainians have repeatedly found painful, while being lauded by Russian state and church officials.


    This was the case with the Havana declaration in its reference to the war in Donbas as a fratricidal war among Ukrainians, reproducing Russian propaganda that the Russian Federation was not a party to the conflict, when it has been demonstrated that the war was initiated, promoted, organized, and directed by the Russian FSB. The Pope’s response to the Ukrainian bishops that the declaration was just a text and that for him what was relevant was practicing the culture of the encounter sounded at best extremely naive, knowing the way in which the Russian regime uses the ROC instrumentally to project its geopolitical soft power on the world stage, most obviously within global Orthodoxy. At the time I defended the historical relevance of the encounter against my more skeptical Ukrainian friends, who tended to view it as a new episode in the old Vatican Ostpolitik towards the Soviet Union, which so often was led at the expense of the persecuted Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church.


    The even more critical complaints after the Pope’s references to the greatness of Russian culture in his address to Russian Catholic youth, making specific reference to the great emperors Peter the Great and Catherine the Great, whose oppressive imperial/colonial policies towards Ukraine had been so damaging to the Ukrainian people, seems even more naive and indeed denotes a high reverence for Russian imperial culture. The Pope’s attempts to clarify his statements were not very convincing. That he did not mean to say what he actually said; that he was thinking of the great Russian culture of Dostoyevsky, not of the imperial-colonial policies of the emperors he mentioned; that culture and ideology are two radically separate things, culture being apparently good while ideology is always bad; that nobody should doubt his critical attitude towards any form of imperialism. 


    All this indicates the difficulties the Pope apparently has in judging critically Russian imperial and colonial policies through the same lenses through which he so explicitly judges historical forms of European colonialism in Latin America, or throughout Africa, Asia and Oceania, as well as contemporary forms of U.S. imperialism. Pope Francis greatly empathizes with the Ukrainian people as victims; but apparently he does not see this victimization throughout the 19th and 20th centuries as the inevitable result of historical Russian imperial/colonial policies, continued and exacerbated by Soviet policies most gravely manifested in the Holodomor or in the response to the Chornobyl nuclear disaster, and now manifested again in the murderous policies of the Putin regime towards Ukraine since 2014.


    Moreover, it is not sufficient to complain that Kirill should not serve as Putin’s altar boy. The criticism may serve to sting Patriarch Kirill’s vainglory, but such a statement does not really recognize in earnest the active role of the Moscow Patriarchate in formulating the heretical teaching of the Russkiy mir. Such a heresy serves explicitly to sacralize the violence of the war on Ukraine to such an extent that Patriarch Kirill promises those fighting in the war, many of them criminals freed from Russian prisons, that “their sins will be washed away” if they die defending the Russkiy mir. Patriarch Bartholomew, in his direct critiques of Patriarch Kirill’s statements regarding the war, and some Orthodox theologians, in their joint theological statement criticizing the heretical political theology of Russkiy mir, have shown much greater prophetic courage, the kind of prophetic courage which Pope Francis so frequently exhibits on most other public geopolitical issues in his encyclicals and papal statements: the care for the environment, a capitalist economy that discards persons, the globalization of indifference manifested in the politics of immigration of Western countries, and the non-solidarist response to the global pandemic. 


    Pope Francis’s prophetic voice is much needed and is to be lauded. When it comes to Russia and China, by contrast, Pope Francis sounds not only much less prophetic but extremely diplomatic, cautious and careful not to antagonize the powers that be, almost in admiration of the traditional geopolitically realistic Vatican Ostpolitik. The contrast between the two papal voices, the prophetic one on most global issues and the cautious diplomatic one on Russia and the war on Ukraine could hardly be more jarring.


    Ultimately, the relevant question is whether the eagerness to practice the culture of the encounter and to enter into ecumenical dialogue with the Russian Orthodox Church may have led the Catholic groups engaged in ecumenical dialogue to embrace all too uncritically the doctrines and practices of the Russian Orthodox Church vis-à-vis Ukraine, accepting its claims of canonical jurisdiction over Ukraine and its negative assessment of other Ukrainian churches.In any case, Catholic leaders have tended to overlook the negative dynamics of “the ecumenism of hate” intrinsic to the strategic alliance proposed by Metropolitan Hilarion, as well as the dangerous and certainly un-Christian political theology of the Russkiy mir developed by the Moscow Patriarchate under Patriarch Kirill. I have no way of answering this question. But the Catholic groups must ask themselves reflectively whether their uncritical relations with the Moscow Patriarchate may not have emboldened it to think that its policies of domination over Ukraine had the understanding and even the support of the Catholic Church, and thus ultimately could justify “the special military operation” against Ukraine in defense of Holy Russia and the Russkiy mir.


    As a conclusion I would only like to propose two reflective lessons from the war on Ukraine. The first lesson is that we should not abandon all too quickly the Catholic tradition of Just War Theory, and in our eagerness to serve as peacemakers, we should be careful not to become pacifiers without justice. Immediate peace at any cost is not necessarily just peace. The most important function of Just War theory is that of bringing issues of justice into all stages of the war, from its grounding justifications, to the actual war practices respecting humanitarian law, to the search for a just peace, and how to deal justly with the consequences of the war afterwards. In this respect, the most important lesson from the war on Ukraine is the need to maintain the basic principle of the right to self-­defense, something which took Pope Francis several months to acknowledge, as well as the right to fight for one’s own existence, for the right to live with dignity, which entails the right to fight for one’s own freedom within just means.


    For centuries, the Catholic Church maintained a position of ambiguous neutrality towards all forms of political regime, being guided by the principle of libertas ecclesiae as the most relevant norm in the Church’s relations with political regimes. After having condemned for a long time the modern discourse of human rights as inimical to God and to the church, in the 1960’s the papacy and Catholic episcopal conferences throughout the world adopted the discourse and the defense of human rights, as grounded in “the sacred dignity of the human person.” From now on, libertas personae, and most importantly religious freedom for all, not just for the Catholic faithful, became the guiding principle in the Church’s relation to political regimes. Catholic organizations throughout the world became actively engaged in the defense of human rights, challenging authoritarian regimes and contributing to processes of democratization throughout the Catholic world, from Southern Europe to Latin America, and from Poland to the Philippines. Most particularly, Pope John Paul II in his world travels adopted the title of defensor hominis. In the last decades, however, concerned in part by the way in which the discourse of human rights has become entangled with the discourse of gender rights, the Catholic Church appears to have abandoned the discourse of human rights as well as the explicit defense of democracy, falling back into the old position of neutrality vis-à-vis democratic and authoritarian regimes. Undoubtedly, democratic regimes today, as always, fall short of their norms, evince many problems and need constant institutional reform. But the fact is that there can be no defense of religious freedom and human rights without the rule of law, within nations as well as internationally, and that the rule of law can best be defended through democratic institutions. There can be neither peace nor justice without the rule of law, and with St. Augustine one can ask, “without justice, what else is the state but a great band of robbers?”


    The second and final lesson, which should serve as the basic spiritual and ethical principle guiding the Catholic Church in promoting just peace and security in Ukraine-Russian relations as well as in Europe and in the World, is the biblical ethical principle of the preferential option for the poor, the weak, the underprivileged, the oppressed, and the colonized. It means to listen first to the needs of those who lack recognition or are misrecognized, rather than listening first to the security needs of the superpowers and of the privileged. It means to have the courage to act prophetically in defense of the poor, the victims of aggression, the displaced, and refugees.


    

      

        This is not a typical scholarly paper with supporting footnotes and bibliographic references. It is rather a personal reflection grounded in my decades-long encounter with the Ukrainian people and culture, and with the Ukrainian religious communities, particularly with the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church.


      

      

        Cf. “There is no Such Council Anywhere Else in the World,” – The Head of the UGCC on the Occasion of the 25th Anniversary of the AUCCRO // RISU (risu.ua), June 17, 2021.


      

    


  


  

    Michał Wawrzonek.  
The Concept of the Russkiy Mir: The Ideological Foundation of Ruscism


    The term Ruscism as a tool to describe the specificity of social and political reality in Russia appeared some time ago.3 It is a neologism that is created by combining two concepts: Russia and fascism. After February 24, 2022, the term permanently entered the discourse related to attempts to describe and diagnose the policy pursued by the Kremlin, particularly in relation to Ukraine. This especially applies to propaganda and journalistic discourse.4 In the realm of academic discourse, the question of what precisely this concept means remains open. Particularly intense controversies and disputes have prompted attempts to address whether and to what extent the contemporary political regime of Russia can be classified as fascist.


    Is Russia fascist?


    A few weeks after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Timothy Snyder argued in “The New York Times”, that “today’s Russia meets most of the criteria that scholars tend to apply to fascism.”5 Snyder included in these criteria “cult around the single leader”, “cult of the dead organized around the World War II”, and a myth of a past golden age of imperial greatness, to be restored by a war of healing violence.”6 In the academic community the discussion about the nature of the regime in Russia has been going on for several years. One of its catalysts was an article in which Alexander Motyl argued that “Russia under Putin suits the main features of the fascist political system.” These are “full authoritarianism, mass support, a personality cult, and an active, personalistic leadership style (whether wise or vigorous).”7 Following such an approach Motyl gave his definition of fascism, according to which it is “a popular fully authoritarian political system with a personalistic dictator and a cult of the leader.”8 Motyl asserted that “Putin’s Russia is just such a political system.”9


    However, many other experts dealing with either fascism as such or Russia do not agree with this diagnosis.10 For obvious reasons, it is impossible to present here all the arguments that would undermine claims for the fascist nature of the regime in Russia. Therefore, Marlene Laruelle will act here as a representative of the critics of Motyl’s and Snyder’s approaches.


    Unlike Motyl and Snyder Laruelle presents herself as an adherent of a different “school” working “on deciphering the ‘nature’” of the Putin regime. Its main asset would be “a more nuanced” approach to this topic. On the one hand, within the framework of such an, Laruelle examined cases of various extremisms in Russian social and political life, including movements and figures that propagated fascist ideas and promoted a totalitarian model of social order. At the same time, she tried consistently to demonstrate that these phenomena were still of marginal importance for the functioning of the political system. Laruelle, as part of the mentioned “nuanced” approach to Russian reality, repeated that the Russian “regime itself resembles a conglomerate of competing opinions; it is not a uniform, cohesive group.”11 In Laruelle’s opinion the proposals to classify the political regime in Russia as fascist caused irresponsible inflation of accusations and “has muddied the scholarly debate.”12


    There are quite significant gaps in both the arguments of supporters and opponents of qualifying the Russian political regime as fascist. Motyl claims that Putin’s regime is based on mass public support. However, the issue of this alleged “mass support” should be discussed in more detail. A very good opportunity for this was the “special military operation” in Ukraine. It can be assumed that after February 24, 2022, the war in Ukraine directly or indirectly affects the lives of most citizens of the Russian Federation. Available public opinion polls seem to indicate that Russia’s invasion of Ukraine enjoys consistent and relatively stable support from the overwhelming majority of Russia’s population. At the same time, however, it turns out that “events in Ukraine” commonly raise “concern” among respondents.13 On this basis, it can be assumed that, on the one hand, the existing regime in Russia has developed mechanisms that allow it to obtain a high level of public support at the declarative level. At the same time, however, when it comes to how much Russian citizens are ready to make sacrifices for the government and what the level of trust in its bodies is, these issues are not so clear-cut.


    A good opportunity to verify the real value of the declared “mass support” for Putin’s regime was the reaction of the Russian citizens to the mobilization announced in September 2022. According to various estimates, between 300,000 and 700,000 citizens left Russia at that time.14


    Although “the majority of men followed the Kremlin’s guidelines and showed up at the military enlistment offices,” they did it because either they feared the consequences of not showing up, they were not aware of the right to refuse conscription, or they were convinced that there was no other option. Some Russian citizens view their “participation in the war as an opportunity to improve their families’ living standards, to get out of extreme poverty and debt.”15


    Also events related to the so-called “Prigozhyn’s rebellion” should verify the belief about the scale of real “mass support” for Putin’s regime. “Prigozhin’s mutiny has had a serious political and psychological effect. The result of the unique stress test which the Putin system was subjected to has been negative. It revealed the system’s fragility, its weak potential for self-defence, and the shallow nature of support for Putin on the part of the public and the elite.”16 


    When trying to reconstruct the dominant types of attitudes in Russian social life, it is worth referring to Alexei Yurchak’s attempts to portray the last Soviet generation. With this purpose he examined social behaviors towards an “authoritative discourse” based on texts and rituals of the official propaganda and ideology of the Soviet state. Yurchak distinguished three typical groups. The first one includes activists “associated with excessive ideological activism.”17 The second one consists of “dissidents, associated with excessive critique of the system.”18 Yurchak underlines that representatives of these two groups “tended to read ideological descriptions at the level of constative meanings, interpreting them as true or false.”19 However, there was one more category of attitudes that enjoyed the greatest popularity and, therefore, was the most important. Yurchak called this group “the public of svoi.” Being one of the “svoi” (Rus. “свои” – “ours” or “those who belong to our circle”) meant understanding how important it was to participate in Soviet ideological rituals, “paying special attention to their performative dimension,”20 because such participation allowed one to live a “normal life”, even if this “normal life” did not exactly suit officially promoted patterns. This type of attitude refers to a specific type of behavior that Yurchak called “being vnye” (Rus. “быть вне” – “to be outside”) . It came down to “occupying a position that was simultaneously inside and outside of the rhetorical field of the official discourse, neither simply in support nor simply in opposition of it.”21 This type of behavior was adapted to the reality of post-Soviet Russia. Hence, it would be worth taking a closer look at the extent to which declarations of support for Putin’s regime are an element of a certain ritual, and to what extent they are actually related to widespread enthusiasm for the leader in the Kremlin and readiness to make sacrifices in the name of achieving the goals he sets. 


    It can be hypothesized that Putin’s regime is based on an atomized passive society, rather than on social “mass support”. Thanks to this, the political regime in Russia continues regardless of how much support the government actually enjoys.


    The second issue is the question of the place of state institutions within the political regime in Russia. It can be assumed that the state occupies a central place in it, just as was the case of well-known fascist or authoritarian regimes. However, while in fascist Italy or Nazi Germany the state was a value in itself, in the case of today’s Russia it is only a means to obtain an access to rent-seeking.


    Hence, in the case of Russia, it would be difficult to find the cult of state power, which is known from European fascism and authoritarianism. In such regimes a monopoly on the use of physical violence is the essence of the state as a political phenomenon. This means that the power of the state is based on full control over the structures intended to generate this violence. These are the armed forces and entities responsible for internal order (police). Therefore, if fascists deified state power, it was no coincidence that the military structures were at the center of this cult. As for Russia, the story with Prigozhin showed that the legal authorities in Russia do not have a monopoly in this area. Moreover, this sphere was “privatized” too and became another resource for rent-seeking.22 Therefore, it would be difficult to identify such a system with fascism as it is known in European political culture. 


    Marlene Laruelle rightly warned against the overuse of various historical analogies. This tendency can lead to instrumentalization of “a ‘usable past’ to sling mud at Russia” and “restricting the use of other analytical tools.”23 Laruelle argued that such an approach “does not help illuminate the motivations of the Russian leadership’s self-positioning in the European scene.”24 


    At the same time, however, the way in which Laruelle herself tries to reconstruct these motivations of the Russian leadership and the methods of achieving the assumed goals raises serious doubts. The French researcher argued in 2021 that “the Russian regime is not fascist,” because “nothing in Russia’s notion of spheres of influence relates to killing local populations or sending ethnic Russians to colonize these territories.”25 Moreover, Laruelle insisted that “support for genuine irredentist claims toward Russian minorities in Ukraine, Latvia, Estonia, or Kazakhstan – in the sense of changing borders to account for ethnic minority presence – is absent from official state policy.”26


    Laruelle also claimed that Putin’s regime, unlike known fascist regimes, does not assume any revolution. On the contrary, its mission was “a return to normalcy: political as well as geopolitical, economic, and cultural.”27 Laruelle explained that this “return to normalcy implies, first and foremost, achieving a form of emotional security, or securitization, after a widespread feeling of having lost social and cultural landmarks. The second feature of this return to normalcy is dignity.”28 Laruelle asserted that “the time is probably approaching when this need for a return to normalcy will be considered as achieved and the society is ready to move forward: Russian public opinion and especially the younger generations are slowly nearing the end of the recovery time.”29


    It is hard not to notice that the decision to launch a full-scale invasion of Ukraine dramatically undermined Laruelle’s analysis. However, the French researcher also defended her position after the start of the so-called “special military operation” in Ukraine and constantly claimed that the Russian regime is not fascist. At the same time, however, the arguments that are supposed to justify her assessment are more than weak. Laruelle claimed that Putin’s regime “lacks the glorification of violence and the idea of regeneration through war.”30 Moreover, Laruelle asserted that Putin’s regime is not fascist because it turned to Soviet nostalgia. This would mean a turn in direction the Soviet Union’s ideology which “was based on a humanistic idea of progress” and whose goal was “to build a more egalitarian society by force.”31 


    The French researcher claims that “even now, at a time of war, the Russian regime is not a unified monolith (…) there are still technocratic figures known for their moderate stances, especially in the economic and financial sectors.”32 It is easy to see that exactly the same could be said about every known fascist regime, including Nazi Germany. The problem is that even if such “technocratic figures” are in Russia, they do not have any influence on how the political regime operates. 


    It is also not clear on what basis Laruelle claims that “one day Russian society will need to take a hard look” at its attitude towards “neighbors” and the state’s policy related to them.33 Her conclusion that once “the current leader” disappears, “a new future presents itself”34 seems to be poorly connected with what is known about the situation in Russia and looks like a classic example of wishful thinking.


    Motyl classifies the political regime in Russia based on the way its formal institutions – political parties, parliament, judiciary – function.35 Marlene Laruelle, in turn, for example, denies that the main ideologue of neo-fascism, Alexander Dugin, like the other representatives of radical trends she describes, was really important to this regime, instead arguing that “Dugin has little direct access to the highest echelons of the Presidential Administration. He is not part of the Kremlin’s main institutions.”36 Therefore, both Motyl and Laruelle overlook or underestimate the significance of informal rules, failing to recognize that the Russian regime predominantly relies on these informal structures and networks.


    The Russian political regime and “sistema”


    Most political analyses of Russia’s systems of governance miss its non-hierarchical, network-based dimension called “sistema” (Rus.“система” – system). According Alena Ledeneva “sistema” is a set of “network-based governance patterns” and customs.37 They filled the gap between the weak and ineffective new institutions that emerged after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the requirements of governing in post-Soviet Russia. “In Putin’s Russia, the reliance on power networks for governance became known as ‘manual control’ or ‘Putin’s sistema’.”38


    A crucial characteristic of the “sistema” is the opaqueness of its mechanisms for self-reproduction. This opacity results, among other things, from the fact that members of networks follow an “unwritten code”. They are “recruited on the basis of loyalty,” “rewards and punishment are distributed on the basis of extra-legal criteria” and the foundations of belonging to networks of power are hidden behind formal appointments and are non-transparent.39 Therefore, as Lilia Shevtsova pointed out, “the Russian system did not need fixed rules of the game; it needed fixers.”40


    Ledeneva underlined that “the gap between the way things are formally declared to be and the way in which things get done in practice” is another very important feature of “sistema”.41 Therefore, it is impossible correctly to diagnose the Russian political regime solely on the basis of how its institutionalized forms operate. In principle it is neither as strong and consolidated as its formalized façade might appear, nor is it as weak as the operation of its façade institutions might suggest. Similarly, the fact that actors operating within these façade institutions do not directly refer to certain views and ideas (for example, fascist ones) does not mean that they will not implement them in practice.


    As Ledeneva pointed out, “many features of social behaviour are universal, especially in terms of networking and informal exchange, but… there are huge differences between their functionality and implications in different regimes.”42 The uniqueness of the situation in Russia is that, firstly, the mechanisms of networking and informal exchange are of systemic importance. Secondly, the source of the strength of these networks is the ability to co-opt members from outside the “sistema”, including, above all, actors operating within Western liberal democracies.43


    One of the important principles shaping the “sistema” is the “culture of privileges.” In this paradigm, actual social position is based on access to goods that are beyond the reach of actors outside the network.44 This culture “reproduces itself within ­power networks through the symbolic value and status implications of non-monetary privileges that are impossible to buy.”45 The Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) is one of the distributors of resources with such non-monetary privileges. “Good contacts with the ROC, a respected and long-lived social institution, make representatives of the political establishment seem more trustworthy to the Russian public. Good relations with the ROC ensure prestige to the Kremlin and an additional ‘sacral’ legitimacy of its power, being a reference to the Byzantine tradition.”46 


    It is worth noting that these “good relations” are beneficial to both parties. The ROC as a religious community and as a participant in social life has a formally guaranteed special status in Russia. However, it is not due to any particular successes in implementing the ROC’s evangelizing mission in social life, nor to the unique charisma of Patriarch Kirill as a pastor and moral authority. It is based on direct personal access to Putin. In the conditions of Russia’s political regime, this access itself is a kind of non-monetary privilege that determines one’s position within the “sistema”. As Katarzyna Chawryło pointed out, “this is why the state-controlled media offer extensive coverage to meetings of the Kremlin’s representatives with Church hierarchs, and government members seek the patriarch’s support for their own initiatives (for example, ahead of elections) and offer him congratulations on various occasions in public (for example, on his birthday).”47


    Russkiy mir: toward the ideology of Ruscism


    The idea about a special mission and destiny of Russia has a quite long history.48 At the beginning of the 21st century, this idea resurfaced as a concept of Russkiy mir that became a formula by which the authorities in the Kremlin began to define Russia’s international identity and its aspirations in international relations. The concept of the Russkiy mir has become the axis of a kind of “imitation of public symbolic discourse”49 about the system of ideas and values that would legitimize Putin’s political regime and its actions both internally and in relations with the external environment. The most important creator of this discourse is Putin himself. The messages and narratives that are created in the Kremlin are then replicated and developed by “opinion leaders”. They have at their disposal institutional support in the form of social organizations, foundations and associations that are directly or indirectly created and financed by the Kremlin.


    One of the key opinion leaders is Patriarch Kirill. His special position results from the fact that he is the head of the ROC. So he heads an institution that has unique symbolic capital and whose structures go beyond the borders of the Russian Federation. The Kremlin’s ambitions to play the role of one of the centers of the multilateral international order, embedded in the concept of Russkiy mir, resonate with the aspirations of the Moscow Patriarchate to become the global leader of Orthodoxy and at least one of the main leaders of Christianity. Hence, the ROC’s activity in the international arena was actively and consistently supported by the Russian state. Roman Lunkin concluded that “the Russian Orthodox Church received quite a lot of ideological, administrative and financial support from the Russian state. Actually it was the secular government that helped the Russian Orthodox Church [to] feel its presence on different continents, and Patriarch Kirill to become a Christian figure on an international scale.”50 


    Patriarch Kirill personally, along with the ROC, actively cooperated with the institutions that the Kremlin created to promote the concept of Russkiy mir. In 2007, President Putin established a foundation of the same name. Two years later the head of the ROC outlined the basic assumptions of the idea of a “Russkiy” community during the annual general meeting of the Russkiy Mir Foundation.51 The head of one of the key divisions in the structure of ROC – the Department of External Church Relations – is a member of the Foundation’s supervisory board.


    Another important institution with which ROC has cooperated quite closely in the past is Rossotrudnichestvo.52, 53 In recent years, the most important forum, apart from the ROC itself, through which Patriarch Kirill is building his position as an “opinion leader” in the discourse around Russkiy mir is the World Russian National Council (WRNC).54 As Lunkin pointed out, WRNC “has been and still is an ideological center of the ROC.”55


    At first, Russkiy mir appeared to signify a program aimed at promoting Russian language and culture. As time passed it became evident that Russkiy mir was intended to encompass a broader purpose. It has become an established strategy for building Russia’s image abroad. According to this picture, Russia would be the center of the civilization of the Orthodox community. This fact was to define Russia’s international identity in the modern world. In particular, this refers to Russia’s claim to be one of the centers of the multilateral world order. In his statements, Patriarch Kirill painted the image of Russkiy mir as “God’s creation, a new Russian spirituality, full of affirmative pathos. In this way, it implements a current state project, an alternative to the Westernization of the world, presented today as the contribution of Russian culture to the ecological, social and moral challenges of modern times.”56 In fact the Russkiy mir was supposed to shape a friendly attitude towards the Kremlin’s geopolitical aspirations abroad.


    However, it turned out quite quickly that attempts to create Russian soft power policy based on the Russkiy mir concept did not bring the expected results. First of all, it was unable to escape the negative image created by the annexation of Crimea and Russia’s involvement in the war in eastern Ukraine. Moreover, Ukraine was of key importance for the prospects of implementing the Russkiy mir concept; but its advocates have constantly grappled with the low level of interest in the idea of a civilisational community with Russia as an agenda for the future of Ukraine.


    In July 2015, Patriarch Kirill lamented that “unfortunately, our opponents use the words ‘Russkiy mir’ as a kind of bogeyman, declaring that this is some kind of doctrine that serves exclusively the foreign policy interests of the Russian Federation.”57


    A year later, during the 10th annual general meeting of the Russkiy Mir Foundation, its head Viacheslav Nikonov concluded that “in this changed world today, the very concept of ‘Russkiy mir’ is being attacked, and sometimes very offensive labels are attached to it.”58 Tatiana Zhdanok, a deputy to the Europarlament from Latvia, presented a similar opinion. She pointed out that “the phrase ‘Russkiy mir’ already appears in official documents of the European Parliament, which emphasize the aggressive activities of the Russkiy mir aimed at dividing Europe and challenging Western values.”59


    With the “changing world” after 2014, the concept of the Russkiy mir also evolved as well as its main message. During the Euromaidan and afterwards, the concept of Russkiy mir was intended to legitimize the Kremlin’s claims to defend the alleged inhabitants of Russkiy mir living outside the Russian Federation rather than to build up a positive image of Russia abroad following the patterns of soft power.


    Vladimir Putin warned that “our compatriots, Russian people and people of other nationalities’ (русские люди, люди других национальностей) and their ‘language, history, culture and legal rights, which are guaranteed among others by European conventions’ ” were threatened.60 Importantly, the Russian president directly connected the compatriots with the concept of the Russkiy mir: “When I speak about Russian people and Russian-speaking citizens, I mean people who consider themselves to be part of the so-called broader Russian world (так называемого широкого русского мира), not necessarily about ethnic Russians (этнически русские люди), but those who consider themselves ‘Russians’. ”61 


    After the Maidan “Revolution of Dignity”, Patriarch Kirill lamented the “tragic” news reaching him from Ukraine. According to the patriarch, “people from an opposite camp killed all who were brave enough to confirm that they adhered to the Russkiy mir.” As a result, those who were “not strong enough” were intimidated and “are either silent or say something that their persecutors would like to hear.”62


    According to the narration applied by Patriarch Kirill, brave individuals expressing the will of the terrorised part of Ukrainian society are by no means representatives of a marginal group, but of a much larger segment of “silent” Russkiy mir adherents in post-Maidan Ukraine.


    The topic of those “silent adherents” is of particular importance. It shows the concept of Russkiy mir was not intended to generate any mass uprising and support, but was to be based on attitudes of social passivity. This means that its addressees were not those who would like to support it actively, but those who would not oppose the “civilizational” narrative spread by the Kremlin.


    From the very beginning, the issue of relations with the West occupied a special place in the structure of the concept of the Russkiy mir. Before 2014, they were rather conceived in terms of rivalry and competition. After 2014 it becomes more and more clearly a doctrine of defense against the so-called “expansion of the West”. Assuming the point of view of the promoters of the Russkiy mir, after 2022 we are dealing with an open confrontation. According to the program statement of the WRNC, the West is waging a “total hybrid war” against Russia, aimed at destroying “Russian culture, nation and state.” In the aforementioned document, we read that it was the West that provoked the conflict in Ukraine and that it is trying “to target all the countries of the Russkiy mir” and the entire canonical area of the ROC.63 Outside it there are forces that operate under the influence of “irrational hatred of nations professing Orthodoxy. This was the case in 1999 with the ‘military aggression against Yugoslavia’ and it is the case now with the conflict in Ukraine.”64


    In turn, on December 1, 2022, Patriarch Kirill stated during a meeting with children from Donbas that “Today Donbass is the front line of defense of the Russkiy mir.” At the same time the head of the ROC underlined that “the Russkiy mir is not only Russia, it is everywhere where people live who were raised in the traditions of Orthodoxy and in the traditions of Russian morality.”65 


    WRNC meeting participants clearly indicated that the ongoing “fratricidal confrontation” in Ukraine is the result of the influence of “external forces” that are “interested in the enmity of the Russian and Ukrainian peoples, in the destruction of their common historical memory and deprivation of their common future.”66 Therefore patriarch Kirill warned children from Donbass, “do not perceive other people’s thoughts, sometimes harmful and dangerous, and, guided by these thoughts, build your life contrary to the interests of your own people.”67 In the light of the Russkiy mir ideology, not only children but also adults, including scientists, should be protected from “foreign influences”. Therefore, WRNC recommended in 2022 “to abandon foreign databases of peer-reviewed scientific literature, as well as ratings of scientists and research institutes, as this is a tool for suppressing Russian national science.”68


    Nina Zhukova who is a member of presidium of the WRNC and who heads the Union of Orthodox Women, stated that “all the European countries and USA” are a source of these threats because they “strive to destroy the Russian state, the centuries-old friendship of the peoples of Russia, to eliminate the Russian people, our traditional spiritual and moral values, and culture.”69 Thus Zhukova asserted that a “Holy war” is now going on and “our multinational and multi-religious people took up arms in their hands to defend their native territories of Malorossia.”70


    A crucial aspect of implementing the Russkiy mir concept, which may not be immediately apparent but is essential, involves cultivating a receptive audience in the West, particularly “opinion leaders” who are sympathetic to the Kremlin’s geopolitical claims. This audience plays a significant role in mitigating concerns about the direction of Russia’s political regime. Russia has actively taken measures to support such an audience, establishing a network of institutions and organizations with the formal or informal mission of promoting the Russkiy mir ideology abroad A particular density of this network can be observed in Western Europe (Germany, France, Italy, Great Britain).71 These are either parishes belonging to the ROC and the Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia or organizations and associations of “compatriots” or institutions that are formally involved in the promotion of the Russian language and culture or finally various expert forums and politicians. 


    It is difficult to assess how effective these agents are in promoting the ideology of Russkiy mir; however, as it turns out, this does not matter that much because the vulnerability of the Western audiences to the ideology of the Russkiy mir is not only the result of propaganda stimulated by entities directly or indirectly dependent on the Kremlin. It seems that “orientalism” as a way of perceiving Eastern Europe and the post-Soviet area, widely adopted in Western academia, is of much greater importance. 


    At the time, “orientalism was reflected in western scholars writing about overseas colonies through the eyes of London, Paris, and other imperial metropolitan cities.”72 As Taras Kuzio argues, “today, academic orientalism is reflected in western scholars writing about Ukraine through the eyes of Moscow.” It means that “western historians of ‘Russia’ and some political scientists with expertise on Russia collected sources when writing about Ukraine and other non-Russian countries of the former USSR very selectively.”73 


    With this approach, the post-Soviet space and Eastern Europe are treated as an area particularly susceptible to the influence of nationalism, populism and torn by local ethnic and religious conflicts. In this context, Russia appears as a guarantor of stability and order. It would seem that the escalation of the confrontational anti-Western narrative within the Russkiy mir ideology and the full-scale invasion of Ukraine and former atrocities committed by the Russian army should call into question the current optimistic or “pragmatic” diagnoses of Putin’s regime. 


    However, whether due to the above-mentioned “orientalism” or under the influence of some other factors, some quite surprising ways of rationalizing Russia’s policy have also emerged. An example from Marlene Laruelle is very instructive in this regard. She agrees that Putin is responsible for the full scale invasion of Ukraine. At the same time Laruelle asserts that the decision to attack Ukraine resulted from problems in “communication” between Russia and the West. According to Laruelle, the West was sending “mixed signals about NATO expansion” and such an attitude aroused a feeling of the “existential threat” in the Kremlin. Therefore, the West is co-responsible for the Russian attack on Ukraine.74 It is very characteristic that in the above-mentioned interpretation of the genesis of the Russian invasion, Ukraine as a state and Ukrainians as a political community in general were omitted. They and the other nations in Eastern Europe are considered as nothing but an object of arrangements made between superpowers. Their fate and future are to be a mere derivative of the quality of communication between the West and Russia. 


    It also seems that in the Western academic community there is no decreasing demand for opinions confirming the specific immaturity of the regimes and political communities of Eastern Europe. This applies, for example, to activities aimed at reconstructing or consolidating their identity, e.g. as part of the politics of memory. “Opinion leaders” in the West still seem to be more concerned about the madness of the “mnemonic warriors” who promote in Ukraine a “nationalist memory narrative” without “any long-term strategic objectives, their interest being mostly driven by short-term tasks”75 than eliminationist rethoric, chauvinist and neo-fascist ideology spread by agents and institutions backed by Kremlin. Or for example editorial board and reviewers of a top-ranked Western academic journal are willing to publish a paper with the conclusion that in time of war “promoters of the nationalist narrative of memory” in Ukraine “reached a peak of popularity and fame” and therefore “they might be thankful to someone they consider their eternal and worst enemy, Russia and the Russian ruling class.”76


    Conclusions


    The regime that emerged in Russia under Putin incorporates several key features associated with fascism, such as the cult of the leader and the state, a robust propaganda apparatus, stringent control over information distribution, the ruthless suppression of opposition, the absence of fundamental democratic liberties, and a revisionist and expansionist foreign policy. The combination of these characteristics has rightfully led to this ideology’s categorization as “Ruscism”. At the same time, however, these elements were adapted to the principles of the political system that was formed in Russia after the collapse of the Soviet Union. These are the division of power through two parallel channels – through formalized state structures and through informal networks, the loyal passivity of society, the gap between official communications or declarations authorized by the state and the actual activity of its structures, the blurring of the boundaries between the public and private spheres.


    Disputes about whether Russia is fascist or not concern not only the essence of the regime headed by Putin. They are also about recognizing and naming potential threats to the external environment. This applies both to Russia’s individual neighbors, such as Ukraine, and to the “collective West” and the democratic-liberal order on which it is based. Attempts to use concepts taken from European political culture (and fascism is undoubtedly one of them) to name these threats do not allow us to capture their essence.


    The war in Ukraine showed that in the case of the political regime in Russia, just like in “classic” fascism, territorial expansion is a political goal and a tool of internal legitimization. However, “Ruscism” is a political system built on two pillars. The first of them consists of formalized structures and institutions, which often have a façade-like character. The second one is based on a set of informal mechanisms and “network-based governance patterns,” which determine the actual operation of the official façade and, moreover, partially operate outside its structures through various informal networks. Expansion of these networks outwards through co-optation often remains elusive, but it is the real threat to the social and political order shaped in Western cultural circles. It is associated with phenomena such as systemic corruption, interference in electoral processes, confusion in the information space and devaluation of common European values.


    Officially, the concept of Russkiy mir with its entire institutional base was to act as the Russian version of soft power. In fact, it was a tool for drawing people into various networks controlled by the Kremlin. Later, the concept of Russkiy mir was reduced to the level of an ideology intended to consolidate and legitimize a political regime (Ruscism) and bind it with society by defining an enemy and justifying confrontation with the West.


    Based on the concept of Russkiy mir a new type of authoritative discourse was shaped. It was adapted to the old social behaviors of “the last Soviet generation” described by Yurchak. The main target group of this discourse (concept) are “svoi” people who inherited the attitude of “being vnye”. Whether they actually share the values and goals promoted within the concept of Russkiy mir does not matter. From the point of view of this concept their main virtue is passivity. “Being vnye” for Russkiy mir means staying home when calls are made to support protests against Kremlin policies, even if Kirill, Putin and Shoigu are really not trusted. Possible doubts related to the “special military operation” do not constitute an obstacle to obtaining cars or refrigerators stolen from “Ukrainian Nazis”.


    One of the key institutions involved in propaganda of Russkiy mir is the ROC, and one of the key “opinion leaders” shaping the discourse related to the Russkiy mir concept is Patriarch Kirill. Both in his statements and those of other ROC representatives regarding Russkiy mir, the symbolic discourse was reduced to a strictly political discourse. In other words, references to transcendence have been reduced to the level of phraseology, which is in fact intended to express secular, purely political content. It is no coincidence that Patriarch Kirill’s “teaching” about Russkiy mir arouses theological controversy.77


    The concept of Russkiy mir is based on a tacit, although very important, component – an audience in the West sympathetic to Russia’s neo-imperial grievances and its claims for civilizational superiority and leadership. It exploits the problems of Western elites with the correct (consistent with reality) assessment of the Kremlin’s goals and cultivates various myths about Russia. Academic “orientalism” still influences the way Russia’s neighbors are perceived and described by “opinion leaders” in the West.
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Resentment, Ideology and Myth:  How “Holy Rus” Haunts the Russian Soul78


    Ever since Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, there has been an ongoing quest to understand the motivations behind this catastrophic return of war to Europe. What ideologies drive the Russian authorities and strike a chord with a significant portion of their society? In essence, is there some Putin’s equivalent of “Mein Kampf”?


    Before the full-scale invasion Timothy Snyder observed that the perspectives of the Russian philosopher and harbinger of fascism, Ivan Ilyin, occupied a significant place in Putin’s worldview. It was Ilyin, Snyder argued, who influenced Putin, making him view geopolitics through the lens of “spiritual threats”79. Putin has recurrently alluded to Ilyin’s writings and viewpoints, showcasing his deep fascination with Ilyin’s standpoint. The latter’s emphasis on the spiritual and cultural aspects of threats to Russia aligns with Putin’s rhetoric of defending traditional values and protecting against perceived external influences that could undermine Russia’s cultural identity and sovereignty. 


    Snyder noted that as soldiers were being mobilized for the invasion of Ukraine’s Crimean peninsula in January 2014, copies of Ilyin’s collection of essays “Our Tasks” were dispatched to all of Russia’s top officials including high-ranking bureaucrats and regional governors.80 


    The issue is not whether the Russian president is genuinely formulating a cohesive ideology or simply utilizing Ilyin’s concepts to unite a broader audience that is seeking a particular ideological narrative.81 Some may argue that Putin, drawing on his background as a former Soviet intelligence officer, manipulates concepts cynically to fulfill his specific goals, without embracing any profound “high ideas”. Regardless of the underlying motivation, his approach has provided Russian society with a framework bearing the characteristics of an ideology.


    The essay by Ilyin titled “What Does the Partition of Russia Promise the World?” has particular significance since it contains many ideas echoed in various speeches by Putin. It is highly probable that the notion attributing the “creation” of Ukraine to the national policy of the Bolsheviks as well as the denial of a distinct Ukrainian identity have been borrowed directly from Ilyin, along with the belief that the collapse of Russia would result in a catastrophe of global proportions. Notably, Ilyin describes an alleged “spiritual, linguistic, and cultural unity” of Russians and its “nationally-younger brothers” using terms like “rods” and “bundle,” which resembles the Italian “fascis”.82


    In that same essay, one might encounter a popular claim often echoed by both the Russian president and Patriarch Kirill of Moscow, asserting that Russia has never used force to assimilate anybody. Furthermore, it suggests that the diverse ethnic groups and peoples within the Russian Empire lack the ability to govern themselves, by warning of potential violent conflicts should they be separated from the Russian center.83 Ilyin reserves a particularly sharp criticism for the notion of an “independent Ukraine,”84 viewing it as a potential existential threat to Russia.85


    We can assume that Putin, having adopted many of Ilyin’s theses mentioned above, was also highly likely impressed by his prediction that after the Communist regime Western countries would seek the dissolution of Russia under the slogans of “freedom” and “democracy”. Another idea that could impact Putin is that only a “Russian national dictatorship, which will take the reins of government into its strong hands,”86 would be able to save the situation.


    The philosophical musings of Ivan Ilyin resonate surprisingly well with the anxieties and ambitions of the Russian elite in the post-Soviet era, and his ideas became quite popular even before Mr. Putin emerged on the landscape of Russia’s high politics.87 At the heart of this resonance lies a potent cocktail of national messianism, historical resentment, and a yearning for a bygone era of imperial grandeur. Ilyin’s writings, imbued with an emphasis on Russia’s “special destiny” and a penchant for casting the West as the villain in a historical drama of decline, provided a convenient narrative for the elite to grapple with the multifaceted reality of post-Soviet Russia.


    The collapse of the Soviet Union, while widely mourned by the broader populace as a loss of stability and alleged social equality, was for the elite an altogether different tragedy. For them, the USSR’s collapse meant precisely the fall of the empire and the loss of power. Ilyin’s expression of grief for the vanished Tsarist empire resonated deeply with the elite, since it mirrored their own sense of loss. This connection served as a validation of their feelings and provided them with a simple and logical explanation for the causes behind what had occurred.


    Let us make no mistake: Ilyin, a radical right-wing intellectual, sharply criticized the communist regime, while Putin views the USSR’s collapse as “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the [20th] century.” However, this is not the sole example of the Russian propaganda machine being seemingly fragmented. There are numerous contradictory slogans, such as “the Ukrainian language does not exist,” compared with allegations of “forced Ukrainization occurring in Ukraine,” etc.


    This might create the impression that Russian propaganda crafts ideological justifications for its invasion of Ukraine based on circumstances. One example is the statement of Sergei Naryshkin, the head of the Foreign Intelligence Service. He claimed that, based on his information, Ukraine and UNESCO representatives agreed to move holy relics out of the Kyiv Caves Lavra and transfer them to museums in Italy, France, Germany, and the Vatican. Naryshkin suggested that Russia’s profound spiritual connection to the Kyiv Caves Monastery reinforces its resolve, stating that its “determination to bring the special military operation to an end grows firmer.”88 The information about relocating relics to other countries was a complete fake; but even if it had been true, it would have been Russia’s war against Ukraine that might have caused the intentions to relocate and thus to save the Caves’ treasures.


    It is crucial not to be misled by these observations. While certain aspects of Nazi ideology were known before and during World War II, the full extent of its roots, motives, and the atrocities committed – especially regarding the Holocaust and the systematic extermination of millions of people – became more widely recognized and comprehended only after the war. This evolution highlights how the perception of an ideology and its description can significantly change over time, particularly in the aftermath of significant historical events. In the context of the Russian-Ukrainian war, we can already observe a shift in the global community’s attitude after the publication of photos depicting brutally tortured civilians in the town of Bucha.


    While this ideology is not entirely coherent and at times appears self-contradictory, it has been effective in rationalizing for the Russian populace “why it is worth persisting in the war.” Moreover, it is this very incoherence with its ability to appeal to diverse anxieties and aspirations that makes it so effective in mobilizing support. It resembles a Russian nesting doll or matrioshka composed of numerous figures, each designed to resonate with a different audience and evoke specific emotions appealing to historical grievances with promises of restoring past glory for some, while offering economic security and stability for others, etc. As the war evolves and new justifications emerge, the nesting doll seems to expand, adding new layers like anxieties about “NATO’s attempt to destroy Russia.”


    Undoubtedly, the central, largest figure within this matrioshka is the concept of the Russkiy mir. It resonates with Ilyin’s vision of “Great Russia”, encompassing Ukraine and Belarus, as a unique spiritual, linguistic, and cultural unity that stands in stark opposition to a declining Western civilization that aims to fracture this unity.


    While Russian intellectual elites and authorities have dedicated considerable effort to developing and promoting this concept,89 it is essential to note that it is relatively recent and has not firmly embedded itself in the collective consciousness of Russian society. According to a survey titled “Russkiy mir and How to Understand It,” carried out by the All-Russian Public Opinion Research Center in December 2014, 71% of respondents indicated they had never encountered this idea.90 In 2016, Russian sociologists pointed out that a significant proportion of the Russian population remains indifferent to the concept of the Russkiy mir. Among a large number of those ready to accept it as a civilizational benchmark, there is no clear and consistent idea of the criteria for belonging to it.91


    This lack of widespread recognition is not unusual. As the philosopher and cultural critic Mikhail Epstein pointed out, when measured against past prevailing concepts like the “Orthodox Kingdom,” “Third Rome,” “Orthodoxy, autocracy, nationhood,” “communism,” “class struggle,” “the proletarian international,” “the world revolution,” and “real socialism,” Russkiy mir appears as a rather feeble idea lacking substantial meaning or depth.92


    Despite its limitations, Russkiy mir served its purpose in galvanizing support for the war’s initial phase. Its lack of depth and its ambiguous definition created fertile ground for another, perhaps more potent, ideological construct to emerge – Holy Rus.93 Like a smaller doll nestled within the larger Russkiy mir, Holy Rus targets a specific audience within Russian society – those anchored in religious tradition and yearning for a romanticized return to national grandeur.


    Russkiy mir, lacking in mobilizing power, has notably faded from use since February 24, with Patriarch Kirill shifting focus toward the concept of Holy Rus.94 This shift echoes the point raised by philosopher Mikhail Epstein. Hence, comprehending the ­emergence of the Holy Rus concept is particularly important, especially when considering the Russian Orthodox Church’s consistent and systematic efforts in shaping Russian ideology since the USSR’s demise. Holy Rus delves deeper than Russkiy mir, tapping into potent religious and historical sentiments that fuel the justification for military aggression. 


    On the eve of the Soviet Union’s collapse, in an interview with the newspaper Komsomolskaya Pravda, the newly elected Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia, Alexy II, unequivocally expressed that “the ideological and political mechanisms guiding the state for all these years have been exhausted.”95 When queried about how to arrange Russia and whether it possesses its own spiritual mission, the patriarch affirmed his belief that Russia follows a distinct path separate from other nations, and this is the path of Holy Rus. He believed that the revival of Russia after the collapse of communist ideology should begin with a return to lost values. 


    “When they said, Holy Rus,” he continued, “it did not mean that Rus considered itself holy. Rus aspired to holiness, purity, and sinlessness. If we want to revive the Holy Rus, we must revive the system, the hierarchy of values to which we owe the best pages of our history.”96 In his insistence on the unique character of Russian destiny, Alexy II even saw a common thread linking seemingly disparate forces: “the Absolute, the pursuit of the Absolute is a national feature of Russia. It was and is manifested in everyone. In the Bolsheviks, after all.”97 


    Patriarch Alexy II’s response did not promote a turn towards Christianity as a moral force capable of revitalizing Russian society after the collapse of communist ideals. Instead, he directed attention towards the notion of Holy Rus. But the history of the medieval state of Rus with its center in Kyiv and its subsequent political successors does not distinctly demonstrate a greater pursuit of “holiness, purity, and sinlessness” or an unparalleled quest for the “Absolute” compared to the histories of neighboring peoples. Merely stating aspirations does not inherently hold weight.


    The Patriarch’s additional comments shed little light on this subject. He characterizes Holy Rus as a unique value system that contributed to the finest chapters of Russian history, without explicitly defining these chapters. Yet, what was evident from the patriarch’s discourse is that Holy Rus was regarded as the foundation for Russia’s exceptional path, forming the bedrock of its distinctiveness. Consequently, it is envisioned to serve as the adhesive in shaping a new Russian identity. And a crucial aspect of these considerations is that Patriarch Alexy II proposed the idea of Holy Rus as a replacement for what he deemed as exhausted ideological and political mechanisms. In essence, it aimed to supplant the bankrupt Marxist-Leninist ideology for the post-Soviet elites and Russian society.


    While Patriarch Alexy’s pronouncements on Holy Rus leaned towards abstract yearnings for a lost golden age, Kirill Gundyaev, even before assuming the mantle of Patriarch, offered a more explicit articulation. His vision of Holy Rus was not merely a nostalgic throwback; it carried a clear geopolitical and geographic weight. In his 2002 address to the Supreme Council of Crimea analyzing the post-Soviet landscape, Metropolitan Kirill lamented the “denial of all the good built-in centuries and decades of good neighborliness”98 after the USSR’s fall. He further critiqued the West’s value system, suggesting that it placed material concerns above spiritual ones. Ultimately, he envisioned Crimea, “the cradle of Holy Rus, from which Russia and Ukraine emerged,” as a future site of “Russian-Ukrainian synthesis for the twenty-first century.”99 


    Both Alexy II and Kirill, albeit in different ways, employed Holy Rus as a foundational pillar for a new post-Soviet identity. Therefore, gradually the discourse of Holy Rus began to appear in official documents of the Russian Orthodox Church as promoting a sole civilization space – a shared “Fatherland,”100 with the spiritual center being the Dnipro Baptismal font in Kyiv.


    In November 2009, Patriarch Kirill, speaking at the opening of the Third Assembly of the Russkiy mir Foundation, coined his well-known phrase that the core of the Russkiy mir101 consists of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. Moreover, strengthening this thesis he referred to a quotation often attributed to Archimandrite Lavrentiy (Proskura), stating that “Russia, Ukraine, Belarus – this is Holy Rus,” essentially equating the Russkiy mir with Holy Rus.102


    Understanding the enduring significance of Holy Rus within contemporary discussions in the Russian Orthodox Church and Russia’s political realms necessitates a deeper exploration of its historical origins. Uncovering the Russian Church’s pivotal role in shaping Russia’s self-image through this potent concept unravels a profound interplay between religion, territoriality, and political aspirations. This historical tapestry illuminates the enduring resonance of Holy Rus in contemporary debates, where religion and territorial claims often intertwine, but also the hidden motivations and justifications that fuel Russia’s actions.


    The concept sporadically surfaced in various texts from the sixteenth century and was echoed in folk songs.103 Despite the emotive allure of folkloric narratives that idealized Holy Rus and rendered it a potent mobilizing force, its enduring significance lies in its instrumentalization within the political arena. In this terrain its powerful delineations not only carved territorial boundaries but also influenced collective destinies, solidifying the concept as a linchpin of geopolitical aspirations. 


    To some degree the notion of Holy Rus intertwined with the “Moscow the Third Rome” idea, evident in the well-known letters of Elder Philotheus from the Pskov Eleazar Monastery in the early 16th century.104 Moscow’s response to the decisions of the Council of Ferrara-Florence in 1439 and the fall of Constantinople, shaping its identity as the sole incorruptible Christian kingdom, held paramount significance in the Muscovite Church’s history and the subsequent Russian Empire’s narrative.105


    Ukrainian medievalist Volodymyr Rychka argues that the idea of the “Third Rome” surpasses simple theory or doctrine, encapsulating an “eschatological perspective”. Here, the Moscow Kingdom is heralded as the final bastion of Christianity and the linchpin for global salvation. Muscovite chroniclers, envisioning Moscow as the “Third Rome,” the “second Constantinople,” “second Kyiv”106 and “new Israel”107 notably sharpened these assertions. 


    Over time and under the influence of this perspective, the idea of Holy Rus became a marker between “us” and “them” both politically and religiously. In this idealized picture, Holy Rus, by preserving the truth in all its purity, remains the only place of Christian piety that is not tainted by apostasy.108 This messianic self-awareness was also inscribed in the context of biblical history: the Moscow state began to be associated with the kingdom from the book of Daniel, which “shall never be destroyed […], and it shall stand forever,” (Dan. 2:44) and therefore has a universal meaning and mission.109 


    The practice of deeming one’s land as holy is not an uncommon historical occurrence and often represents a form of “pious patriotism”. In Muscovy, however, this notion over time evolved from a common expression into a sentiment of perceived superiority.110 Moreover, it also justified imperial expansion, since securing the territory was seen or presented as protecting the purity of faith and ensuring Muscovy’s role in the coming salvation.


    Initially shrouded in sentimental pastels, the concept of Holy Rus underwent a stark metamorphosis during the crucible of the Time of Troubles. Amidst the turmoil it shed its romanticized facade and transformed into a powerful weapon wielded by those resisting foreign incursions, particularly the Polish encroachment.111 Centuries later the concept of Holy Rus proved its malleability, transforming into a potent rallying cry under a shared banner of religion and national identity. This adaptability ensured its enduring relevance, as evidenced by its subsequent iterations throughout Russian history.


    Its true evolution, however, unfolded in the second half of the 19th century, when two distinct vectors of its application emerged. First, it became a bulwark against the perceived onslaught of Western European ideologies, particularly the revolutionary fervor and nationalist aspirations that reverberated across the continent. The second vector turned inward and interweaved with the intricate tapestry of internal imperial colonization processes.


    Amid the 1848 European revolutions, tsar Nicholas I released on March 14th a resolute manifesto, affirming his opposition to those “threatening to overthrow the legitimate authorities and all social order.” In this manifesto notes were already heard about the declining West, opposed to the Russian way of being. The tsar expressed confidence that his subjects were prepared to confront adversaries “wherever they emerged” and, standing united with “our Holy Rus,” would safeguard “the honor of the Russian name and the inviolability of its borders.”112


    On a more nuanced level, the opposition of Holy Rus to Western influences evolved through the works of the Slavophile theorists Ivan Kireevsky and Alexei Khomyakov or writers such as Fyodor Dostoevsky and Vassily Zhukovsky.113


    In his essay “On the Nature of the Enlightenment of Europe and its Relation to the Enlightenment of Russia,” Kireevsky portrays Western Europe as a realm rife with perpetual internal conflicts. He paints a picture dominated by the decline of familial ties, excessive individualism, extreme rationalism, and a religious culture that disregards mystical and spiritual dimensions, describing it as a place of “brilliance with inner darkness.”114 Contrasting this, Kireevsky presents an idyllic picture of Holy Rus where spiritual values prevail over material ones, where peace and unanimity, harmony and justice prevail in society, where everyone works for the common good and strong families, where “through the inner elevation of self-awareness to integrity of heart and concentration of the mind”115 everything strives for truth.


    Vassily Zhukovsky, like Kireevsky, regarded Western Europe as a realm of egoism and dead materialism. He argued that Russia, in contrast, has its own unique path – the path of Holy Rus. According to Zhukovsky, Holy Rus is of the same age as Christian Russia – this is the name Russia received at its baptism, signifying its unique covenant with God. 116


    While the idyllic vision of Holy Rus casts a long shadow over Russian self-perception, neither Kireevsky nor Zhukovsky could reconcile its lofty ideals with the harsh realities of 19th-century Russia. For them Holy Rus was not merely a territory, but a meta-reality – a spiritual yearning manifested through faith and unwavering adherence to cultural distinctiveness. This idealized essence, they believed, lay dormant within the Russian people, waiting to be rekindled and become the foundation for a unique, “original” civilization and even serve as a savior against the moral degeneration of Europe by reviving its forgotten values.


    However, the yearning for this idealized Holy Rus was not just a philosophical abstraction. It craved tangible expression, and it found a powerful ally in the Russian Orthodox Church. Through its active participation in imperial expansion, the Orthodox Church began to imbue specific territories with symbolic weight solidifying the confluence of imperial ambitions and semi-religious aspirations. 


    As noted by Mara Kozelsky, in the 19th century the Russian Orthodox Church initiated a process of both “material as well as metaphorical colonization,” aligning with the empire’s continual territorial expansion. The effects of this “spiritual colonization” were profound, leading to the repositioning of Kyiv and Crimea from the periphery to the center within the perceptions of Russian religious thinkers and nationalists. These regions were hailed as the cradle of Russian Orthodoxy and the essence of Russian identity.117 Consequently, the geographical epicenter of Holy Rus gradually shifted southward.


    A significant event during this era was the commemoration of the 900th anniversary of the baptism of Rus in Kyiv in 1888. Amid the Russian authorities’ endeavors to mold the empire into a nation-state, the anniversary festivities centered on Kyiv as the birthplace of a unified nation and the genesis of Holy Rus. Intriguingly, within Kyiv, the delegation from the imperial center discovered that the local elites did not entirely align with their perspectives on the interconnection among Kyivan Rus, Holy Rus, the Russian people, and the Russian Empire.118


    Despite that, for the Russian Orthodox Church leadership, the 900th anniversary of Rus’s baptism in Kyiv was not just a religious celebration; it was a grand political chess move. They aimed to cement Orthodoxy as the cornerstone of national identity, presenting this baptism as the very genesis of Russian nationhood. At the core of this strategy they laid down the idea of Holy Rus as a unified realm pulsating with religious and geopolitical significance, echoing the ideas of the Slavophiles. This framing, crafted by the church, proved remarkably effective, and the concept occupied an impor­tant place in the geopolitical imagination of the empire, thus allowing Emperor Nicholas II to cast Russia’s entry into the First World War as a battle for Holy Rus itself.119


    The initial decades of Bolshevik rule presented unparalleled challenges for the Russian Orthodox Church, marking one of its most harrowing periods. Following what Steven Miner aptly termed a “concordat” with Stalin in 1943, though, the Russian Orthodox Church gradually regained its footing, albeit within the parameters set by the Soviet regime.120 These boundaries, however, proved to be less stringent than those before 1939. Stalin, in his quest for political leverage, sought to harness the Church for both domestic and foreign policy objectives. In response, the ROC did not passively submit but rather aimed to benefit from the situation in which even the Soviet authorities found themselves appealing not solely to communist ideologies but also to ingrained Russian nationalism, a realm the ROC actively participated in.


    Positioning itself as a “patriotic” institution, the ROC swiftly declared the war against Nazi Germany a “sacred war” in defense of the homeland. Against this backdrop the resurgence of the concept of Holy Rus in the rhetoric of the Russian Orthodox Church seemed natural since this idea historically bolstered patriotic sentiments amidst real or imagined external threats, particularly from the West.


    Hence, it is unsurprising that in the early days of the Soviet-German conflict in June 1941, Metropolitan Sergius (Stragorodsky), patriarchal locum tenens, drew parallels between the Nazi assault and historic invasions, invoking the Batu Khan’s era, the conflicts with the Teutonic Order, and the onslaughts by the armies of Charles XII and Napoleon.121


    In the postwar era, the Soviet narrative of the “USSR’s triumph in the Great Patriotic War” and the concept of Holy Rus fused more intricately, seamlessly entering the public discourse of the Moscow Patriarchate since 1945.122 At times this fusion acquired messianic undertones. For instance, in 1945 Metropolitan of Aleuts and North America Veniamin (Fedchenkov) claimed, with admiration, that what he witnessed in the USSR testified that “Rus was still Holy.” He asked rhetorically: “Has not the Head of the Church, the Lord Jesus Christ, transferred its center to Moscow? Is it not predestined for the primary see (pervoprestolnaya) to fulfill the ancient prophecy of the monk Philotheus: ‘Moscow is the Third Rome’?”123


    The Soviet authorities, despite seeing the threat of potential deeper penetration of the Orthodox Church into the Soviet public sphere due to increased “patriotic” rhetoric employed by church leaders, did not oppose this as vehemently as before 1939.124 This silent “concordat” allowed the Church to rebuild a part of its infrastructure and engage in limited pastoral activities. At the same time, the ROC embraced the language of Soviet patriotism, framing its activities as contributions to the “Great Patriotic War” and the broader socialist project. This strategic use of “patriotic” rhetoric aimed to carve out a space for the Church within the Soviet system.


    The ROC’s ambitions, however, extended beyond mere survival. Church leaders envisioned a more active role in shaping the Soviet society, seeking to synthesize Orthodox faith with socialist ideals and striving to reclaim a degree of cultural and ideological influence within the Soviet public sphere. In 1977, Nikolai Zabolotsky, of the Moscow Patriarchate’s Department for External Church Relations, articulated this vision. It advocated for forging a “new social and Christian consciousness,” aiming to reconcile faith, tradition, and socialist values.125 The culmination of this evolution appears evident in the Easter sermon of 1985, where a poignant link was drawn by the head of the ROC between the resurrection of Christ and the fortieth commemoration of the Soviet Union’s triumph in the Great Patriotic War.126 


    Throughout the 1980s the ROC continued its conciliatory approach towards the Soviet state. The official “Journal of the Moscow Patriarchate” occasionally broached the subject of Holy Rus, as a mobilizing symbol of national unity invoked when foreign threats arose.127 In a landmark letter to Gorbachev, Metropolitan Alexy (Ridiger), soon to be Patriarch, argued that the Church’s interests were deeply intertwined with those of the state. He proposed a more active role for the ROC in promoting patriotism, civic education, and national cohesion.128 While Gorbachev rejected the Metropolitan’s plea, Alexy’s letter underscored the Church’s persistent efforts to find common ground with the Soviet leadership.


    A significant turning point came in 1987-1988 with the celebration of the 1000th anniversary of the Baptism of Rus. This event, marking the Christianization of Kyivan Rus, was co-opted by both the Church and the state as a symbol of national identity and historical unity, as they had already done in 1888.129 The ROC leaders emphasized the event’s role in shaping the “Russian people” and their unique mission in the world, characterized by “holiness and integrity” as opposed to the “enlightenment, duality, and ration­ality” of the West.130 This narrative served to solidify the Church’s association with patriotism and national identity, further strengthening its position within the Soviet landscape.


    Meanwhile, Mikhail Gorbachev, in a meeting with Patriarch Pimen on April 29, 1988, acknowledged the anniversary’s significance not just as a religious event, but also as a crucial marker in the long history and cultural development of Russian statehood. This statement signaled a nascent openness among some party leaders to reassess the role of the ROC and Orthodoxy within the Soviet fabric.131 


    The ROC’s navigation of the late Soviet period was a masterclass in pragmatic adaptation. By embracing “patriotic” rhetoric and seeking areas of common interest with the state, the Church managed to carve out a valuable space for itself within the Soviet system. While tensions and limitations remained, the period also witnessed a notable increase in the ROC’s visibility and influence, laying the groundwork for its resurgence in the post-Soviet era and increased influence on the formation of the ideological agenda.


    Following the Soviet Union’s demise, the concept of Holy Rus experienced a revitalization, evolving with unforeseen complexity beyond Patriarch Alexy II’s initially rather vague vision. While he may have envisioned Holy Rus as a potential bridge between past and present, filling the ideological void left by the Soviet communism, the concept took on a distinct character. It blended traditional imperial sentiments with Soviet-era values, as well as with prejudices initially captivating the conservative, nationalist segment of the Russian Orthodox Church and society.132 Later, prominent figures within the Moscow Patriarchate, such as Metropolitan Kirill Gundyaev and ideologue Alexander Shchipkov, actively championed this interpretation.


    Shchipkov exposed the essence of the proposed synthesis: “The Soviet,” he declared, “is an inherent part of the Russian. We speak of national identity, not the transient labels of shifting regimes.” Using the language of semiotics, he advocated for a “mutual translation” of value systems – the Orthodox, the imperial, and the Soviet – enabling Russians to “speak of Holy Rus in secular terms and, conversely, discuss a just society within ancient Russian and Byzantine traditions.”133 Thus, Shchipkov’s claims resonated with those Russian elites who saw a continuation of imperial greatness within the Soviet period. 


    Patriarch Kirill’s conceptualization of Holy Rus was a mix of abstract pronouncements134 and concrete geopolitical actions. Drawing from the discourse of medieval Muscovite chroniclers and the Slavophiles, Kirill imbues Russia with a divine mandate, positioning it as the “pillar and the ground of truth” on a global scale.135 He likes to warn that opposing Russia’s divinely ordained path could lead to unpredictable and potentially disastrous and even apocalyptic outcomes, not just for Russia but the whole world.136 Kirill contends that the bond between Russia and the Divine represents a sacred covenant, elevating any national transgressions to the level of civilizational catastrophes.137 This framework accentuates the moral dimensions of Holy Rus, with the Orthodox Church serving as a custodian of traditional values and a bulwark against what is portrayed as encroachments of materialism and spiritual emptiness stemming from the West.138


    However, while Kirill emphasizes the moral underpinnings inherent in the concept of Holy Rus, his discourse often falls short of providing concrete prescriptions or actionable guidance pertaining to the announced values like dignity and social justice within contemporary Russian society. 


    Geopolitically, Kirill’s articulation of Holy Rus is a clear and assertive statement. He posits an indivisible core comprising Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus,139 envisaging a unified “Russian people”140 within this construct as its paramount and tangible value. This envisioned unity, according to Kirill’s perspective, faces persistent threats emanating from what he characterizes as the “spiritually void West.” He underscores at the same time the significance of historical Russia’s military triumphs. Events like the 17th-century Polish-Lithuanian War and the Napoleonic Wars are exalted to the status of sacred moments, symbolizing divine validation of Russia’s destiny and acting as potent reminders of an existential struggle.141


    Echoing Shchipkov’s sentiment, Patriarch Kirill characterized Holy Rus as a distinct civilization and value system, which, in his words, is a synthesis of “the religious ideals of ancient Rus, the state and cultural achievements of the Russian Empire, the social imperatives of solidarity and equality proclaimed in Soviet society, and the just desire to exercise the rights and freedoms of citizens in post-Soviet Russia.”142 Based on this list, the patriarch even attempted to update Uvarov’s old ideological formula “Orthodoxy, autocracy, nationhood” by proposing the following configuration: “faith – statehood – justice – solidarity – dignity.”143


    In essence, Patriarch Kirill’s conceptualization of Holy Rus extends beyond abstract pseudo-theological constructs. It forms a complex ideological edifice entwining eschatological declarations with palpable geopolitical implications. At the same time, his discourse on practical moral imperatives within contemporary Russian society often remain vague and elusive.


    Patriarch Kirill’s embrace of Holy Rus in the post-Soviet era was not a radical break with the Soviet period, but rather a continuation of a discourse adapted to new opportunities. While Soviet leaders viewed attempts to mix religious and Soviet narratives with suspicion, in the post-Soviet landscape, even communists welcomed such a synthesis. This resonated deeply with the wider political establishment, reeling from the loss of superpower status and the perceived humiliation of the Cold War defeat. Sensing this sentiment, the Russian Orthodox Church offered Holy Rus as a balm – a coherent narrative reaffirming Russia’s identity through different stages of history and its path to greatness, while also serving as a practical geopolitical agenda for relations with neighboring states. At the core of the renewed narrative is the idea of Russian exceptionalism and permanent war with the West for its protection.


    While authors like Shchipkov touted their work as a grand “translation” bridging the ideological chasms of past and present, it ultimately amounted to little more than empty pronouncements and had no success. Even within their original contexts (imperial or Soviet), the notions of human dignity, solidarity, and social justice articulated by Shchipkov and Patriarch Kirill remained confined to aspirational rhetoric and declarations without substantive realization. In fact, the entire social dimension of the ideology proposed by the Russian Orthodox Church essentially reproduces the ideas of the already mentioned philosopher Ilyin. Its gist boils down to complete subordination of the individual to the goals and interests of the state managed by an authoritarian leader. 


    The leadership of the Russian Orthodox Church has indeed succeeded in what was a masterful repurposing of the concept of Holy Rus to fuel a narrative of Russian messianism. The ROC intertwined this messianism with the evocative symbol of nuclear weaponry, implying a divine mandate for Russia’s special role in the world, capable of both self-destruction and global annihilation. Furthermore, the ROC facilitated the reinterpretation of Soviet geopolitical ambitions through the lens of Holy Rus. This reframing elevated the unity of Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia to a quasi-sacred status, blurring historical and political boundaries in favor of the new-old Russian ideology of a “unified Russian people”. 


    The blending of myth and post-Soviet political reality erased the distinction between imagined constructs and the actual geopolitical situation within the Russian collective consciousness after the collapse of the USSR. Ultimately, this fusion has served to legitimize concrete geopolitical objectives, exemplified by Putin’s ration­ale for annexing Crimea, which he tied to its religious significance.


    ***


    The concept of Holy Rus indeed casts a light across the Russian psyche – a shimmering tapestry woven with threads of ancient glories, resentment, and whispering promises of a nation with a unique destiny. Throughout history, this notion has not merely been a static representation of the glorified “golden past” but a malleable instrument wielded to serve diverse agendas. Holy Rus has been used like a chameleon, changing colors to suit whomever holds power. From the imperial colonization campaigns to the Soviet struggle against Nazism, the concept has been invoked to justify territorial expansion, internal oppression, and the forging of a unified national identity. Far from a fictitious golden age, Holy Rus emerges as a narrative constantly in flux, reshaped and repurposed to suit the needs of the present.


    The allure of Holy Rus is undeniable. It portrays Russia as a nation unique among others, heir to sprawling empires of yore. It serves as a soothing balm for egos bruised by the Soviet collapse, a source of unwavering pride that echoes past glories and offers a reassuring sense of purpose. Yet, beneath this shiny surface, anxieties and resentments simmer, often masked by displays of strength and arrogance. Notably, Patriarch Kirill finds profound resonance in Ivan Ilyin’s words, mirroring the Russian secular elite’s fondness for quoting the latter. This affinity comes as no surprise. Ilyin’s messianic nationalism, with its emphasis on Russia’s singular destiny and historical sacrifices, aligns perfectly with the ideals enshrined within Holy Rus. Together, they form a potent concoction of resentment and justification, fueling territorial ambitions towards Russia’s neighbors and framing the West as an eternal adversary.


    For a considerable period, the West has held a romanticized view of the resurgence of the Russian Orthodox Church and of the idea of Holy Rus in the post-Soviet era. On its end, the Russian Orthodox Church strategically weaved the idea of Holy Rus into the fabric of the people’s imagination. Instead of critically examining the Soviet past, the Church merges imperial and Soviet histories, creating slogans later used to promote and justify the conflict with Ukraine. Critically analyzing this historical construction, rather than indulging romanticized portrayals, is crucial to understanding not only the roots of the current conflict, but also the potential ramifications of ignoring its ideological underpinnings. Failing to confront the ROC’s influence risks not only perpetuating a cycle of violence, but also legitimizing the misuse of religion as a tool for geopolitical aggression.


    

      

        This is the revised and updated edition of the article Анатолій Бабинський. Війна за “русский мир” чи “святу Русь”? Ідеологічні корені російської агресії // Наукові записки УКУ: Богослов’я 10 (2023) 225-251.


      

      

        Timothy Snyder. Ivan Ilyin, Putin’s Philosopher of Russian Fascism // The New York Review of Books (www.nybooks.com), March 16, 2018. 


      

      

        Snyder. Ivan Ilyin. Notably, in modern editions of Ilyin’s “Our Tasks,” several essays from the author’s original lifetime edition, especially the one titled “On Fascism,” are absent. This essay delved into both the positive and negative aspects of this ideology. Given modern Russia’s ideology emphasis on the narrative of the “war against fascism,” it’s unsurprising that it was excluded. E.g. Иван Ильин. Национальная Россия: наши задачи. Москва: Алгоритм 2007.


      

      

        It is worth noting that between the presentation of this article and its publication, the XXV Jubilee Session of the World Russian People’s Council, a public forum that has been involved for many years in the development and popularization of the concept of Russkiy mir, took place in Moscow. According to reports, many discussions during this event were dedicated to the necessity of a new ideology for Russia. The name of Ilyin was mentioned in many speeches, from Patriarch Kirill to Alexander Shchipkov, who was the deputy chairman of the council and the chairman of the Ideological Section. Summarizing these discussions, Shchipkov stated that in 2013, Putin completed the “dismantling of the ideology of the 90s” and created a new one. Therefore, Russia does not need to “invent ideologies but to evaluate and understand the ideological space in which we find ourselves, describe it, and implement it into all spheres of our existence – culture, science, education, law, defense, industry, economy, finance, and so on.” Cf. Состоялось заседание идеологической секции XXV Всемирного русского народного собора // ВРНС (vrns.ru), November 28, 2023. 


      

      

        Иван Ильин. Статьи 1948-1954 гг. т. 2, кн. 1. Москва: Русская книга 1993, p. 326-328.


      

      

        Ильин. Статьи 1948-1954 гг., p. 333, 336.


      

      

        Much like modern-day Russian propagandists, Ilyin opted for the Ukrainian term “samostiyna” rather than the Russian equivalent for “niezavisimaya”. He also encased “samostiynaya Ukraina” in quotation marks, underscoring his dismissive stance toward the concept.


      

      

        Ильин. Статьи 1948-1954 гг., p. 337.


      

      

        Ibidem, p. 335.


      

      

        A concise and apt description of Ilyin’s ideas can be found in William Peter van den Bercken. Christian Thinking and the End of Communism in Russia. Utrecht-Leiden: Interuniversity Institute for Missiological and Ecumenical Research 1993, p. 77-85. 


      

      

        Kiev, UNESCO agree on moving Christian valuables out of Kievo-Pecherskaya Lavra – Russian Foreign Intelligence Service chief // Interfax (interfax.com), June 26, 2023.


      

      

        See more about the development of the idea of Russkiy mir: Mikhail Suslov. “Russian World” Concept: Post-Soviet Geopolitical Ideology and the Logic of “Spheres of Influence” // Geopolitics 23 (2) (2018) 330-353.


      

      

        “Русский мир” и как его понимать? // ВЦИОМ (wciom.ru), December 3, 2014.


      

      

        В. Кривопусков. Концепт “Русский мир” в социологическом дискурсе: аспект цивилизационной идентичности // Вестник АГУ 3 (2016) 72-79.


      

      

        Михаил Эпштейн. Рyсский антимир. Политика на грани апокалипсиса. Нью-Йорк: Franc-Tireur USA 2023, p. 9.


      

      

        There is some confusion in the academic discourse surrounding the concept: the interchangeable use of Holy Russia and Holy Rus. This practice deviates from the historical usage of the term and how it is employed today, particularly by Patriarch Kirill. Additionally, this seemingly innocuous confusion masks a more profound fallacy: the anachronistic conflation of the medieval state of Rus with modern-day Russia. Such an approach overlooks the divergent trajectories of various parts of the medieval entity, each forging distinct political cultures and identities. While the Muscovite kingdom played a significant role, it was not the sole heir to the Rus legacy. 


      

      

        For example the prayer introduced in the Russian Orthodox Church after the onset of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine reads as follows: “Lord God of hosts, God of our salvation, look with mercy upon Thy humble servants. Behold, those who want to fight have taken up arms against Holy Rus, hoping to divide and destroy its united people.” Молитва о Святой Руси // Русская православная церковь. Официальный сайт Московского патриархата (www.patriarchia.ru), September 25, 2022.


      

      

        Свет во тьме. Интервью Святейшего Патриарха Московского и всея Руси Алексия II от 6 апреля 1991 года корреспонденту газеты “Комсомольская правда” // Журнал Московской патриархии 7 (1991) 2.


      

      

        Ibidem, p. 3.


      

      

        Ibidem.


      

      

        Кирилл (Гундяев), митрополит. Здесь зародилась Святая Русь // Журнал Московской патриархии 8 (2002) 74-75.


      

      

        Ibidem, p. 75-76.


      

      

        Cf. Определение освященного Архиерейского Собора “О единстве Церкви” // Церковь и время 3 (2008) 207.


      

      

        Patriarch Kirill’s distinction between the Russkiy mir and Holy Rus remained somewhat ambiguous as he never explicitly delineated their differences or confirmed their existence. Mikhail Suslov highlighted that when addressing secular audiences, the Patriarch leaned towards the concept of Russkiy mir, while during religious ceremonies, notably since his enthronement sermon, he tended to emphasize Holy Rus. Mikhail Suslov. The Utopia of “Holy Russia” in Today’s Geopolitical Imagination of the Russian Orthodox Church: A Case Study of Patriarch Kirill // Plural: History, Culture, Society 2 (1-2) (2014) 84. While Sean Griffin posited that Holy Rus and Russkiy mir are distinct propaganda initiatives, with Holy Rus being closer to the Patriarch’s core beliefs. Sean Griffin. Russian World or Holy World War? The Real Ideology of the Invasion of Ukraine // Public Orthodoxy (publicorthodoxy.org), April 12, 2022. In my view, based on Patriarch Kirill’s statements, it appears that these two notions are not interchangeable but intricately connected – Holy Rus resides at the very heart of his vision for the Russkiy mir, serving as its fundamental essence, its “heartland”.


      

      

        Кирилл, Патриарх Московский и всея Руси. Русский мир: пути укрепления и развития // Церковь и время 4 (2009) 5-16.


      

      

        Cf. Cherniavsky. “Holy Russia”: A Study in the History of an Idea // The American Historical Review 63 (3) (1958) 617-637; Михаил Дмитриев. Парадоксы “Святой Руси”: “Святая Русь” и “русское” в культуре Московского государства 16–17 вв. и фольклоре 18–19 вв. // Cahiers du monde russe 2-3 (2012) 319-331.


      

      

        Cherniavsky. “Holy Russia”, p. 620-625.


      

      

        Moreover, this concept holds a pivotal place in shaping the identity of the contemporary Russian Orthodox Church. Patriarch Kirill has consistently underscored the significance of the coincidence of his enthronement with the commemoration day of Mark of Ephesus, a staunch opponent of the Union of Florence. E.g. Проповедь Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла после Литургии в Александро-Невском скиту в тринадцатую годовщину интронизации Его Святейшества // Русская православная церковь. Официальный сайт Московского патриархата (www.patriarchia.ru), February 22, 2022. 


      

      

        Володимир Ричка. Київ – Другий Єрусалим (з історії політичної думки та ідеології середньовічної Русі). Київ: Інститут історії України НАН України 2015, p. 196-210.


      

      

        Андрей Кореневский. “Новый Израиль” и “Святая Русь”: этноконфессиональные и социокультурные аспекты средневековой русской ереси жидовствующих // Ab Imperio 3 (2001) 136–137.


      

      

        Nikolai Berdyaev encapsulated this phenomenon succinctly, noting, “Russian national arrogance manifests in Russia’s perception of itself not merely as the largest Christian country, but also as the sole Christian country globally.” Николай Бердяевъ. Судьба Россіи. Опыты но психологіи войны и национальности. Москва: Философское общество СССР 1990, p. 9.


      

      

        Василий Зеньковский. История русской философии. Москва: Академический проект “Раритет” 2001, p. 47-49.


      

      

        William Peter van den Bercken. Holy Russia and Christian Europe: East and West in the Religious Ideology of Russia. London: SCM Press, 1999, p. 155-156.


      

      

        Cherniavsky. “Holy Russia”, p. 625-626.


      

      

        Cit. ex. Николай Первый. Рыцарь самодержавия / ed. Н. Тарасов. Москва: ОЛМА Медиа Групп 2007, p. 142-143.


      

      

        Cherniavsky. “Holy Russia”, p. 626-637; А. Безансон. Свята Русь. Київ: Кліо 2017, p. 44-67.


      

      

        Иван Киреевский. Критика и эстетика. Москва 1979, p. 266.


      

      

        Ibidem, p. 288-289.


      

      

        Cf. Василий Жуковский. Письмо к кн. п. А. Вяземскому о его стихотворении “Святая Русь” // Полное собрание сочинений и писем / ed. А. Янушкевич, т. 11, ч. 1: Проза 1810-1840-х годов. Москва: Издательский Дом ЯСК 2016, p. 407-414.


      

      

        Mara Kozelsky. Religion and the Crisis in Ukraine // International Journal for the Study of the Christian Church 14 (3) (2014) 221-224.


      

      

        H. J. Coleman. From Kiev across All Russia: The 900th Anniversary of the Christianization of Rus’ and the Making of a National Saint in the Imperial Borderlands // Ab Imperio 4 (2018) 96-129.


      

      

        Cf. John Strickland. The Making of Holy Russia: The Orthodox Church and Russian Nationalism before the Revolution. Jordanville, New York: Holy Trinity Publications 2013.


      

      

        Steven Miner notes that the Soviet-German Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact saved the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) from complete destruction. ­Immediately ­after the Soviet occupation of the ethnic Belarusian and Ukrainian territories of Poland, as well as the Baltic countries, the Moscow Patriarchate began to play the same role in the USSR as it did during the times of the Russian Empire, namely, the assimilation of non-Russian peoples. Steven Merritt Miner. Stalin’s Holy War: Religion, Nationalism, and Alliance Politics, 1941–1945. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press 2003, р. 27-50.


      

      

        Обращение митрополита Московского и Коломенского Сергия (Стра­городского) к пастырям и пасомым Христовой Православной Церкви // Русская Православная Церковь в годы Великой Отечественной войны 1941–1945 гг. / ed. О. Васильева, И. Кудрявцев, Л. Лыкова. Москва: издательство “Крутицкое подворье” 2009, p. 38-40. E.g. Послание Патриаршего местоблюстителя Сергия, митрополита Московского и Коломенского, к верующим г. Москвы // Ibidem, p. 44-45.


      

      

        Cf. Архиепископ Филипп. Русь святая // Журнал Московской патриархии 8 (1945) 53-55.


      

      

        Митрополит Алеутский и Северо-Американский Вениамин. Мои впе­­чатления о России // Журнал Московской патриархии 3 (1945) 21.


      

      

        Victoria Smolkin highlights a pivotal shift in the stance of the Russian Orthodox Church in the postwar era, shedding light on the significant disparities between Lenin’s and Stalin’s approaches to the religious quandary. Smolkin contends that Lenin’s strategy involved the removal of religion from both politics and the public sphere to safeguard Soviet authority. Conversely, Stalin diverged from this approach, recognizing the potential for harnessing the political influence wielded by religion in service of the state. Victoria Smolkin. A Sacred Space Is Never Empty: A History of Soviet Atheism. Princeton: Princeton University Press 2018.


      

      

        Николай Заболотский. К шестидесятилетию социалистической Отчизны // Журнал Московской патриархии 11 (1977) 38-41.


      

      

        William Van Den Bercken. Holy Russia and the Soviet Fatherland // Religion in Communist Lands 15 (3) (1987) 270.


      

      

        Ibidem, р. 265-270.


      

      

        Smolkin. A Sacred Space Is Never Empty, p. 224.


      

      

        It is worth noting that all narratives from 1888 and 1988, with an emphasis on the state- and nation-building role of baptism, were accurately reproduced by the leaders of the Russian Orthodox Church during the celebration of the anniversaries of the baptism of Rus in 2008, 2013, and 2018.


      

      

        Cf. Митрополит Минский Филарет. Проблемы становления русского национального самосознания в связи с Крещением Руси // Журнал Московской патриархии 7 (1987) 72-74; 8 (1987) 70-72; 9 (1987) 67-71.


      

      

        Верующие – это советские люди, и они имеют полное право достойно выражать свои убеждения // Журнал Московской патриархии 7 (2013) 73.


      

      

        Bercken. Christian Thinking, p. 141.


      

      

        Александр Щипков. Дискурс ортодоксии. Описание идейного пространства современного русского православия. Москва: Издательство Московской Патриархии Русской Православной Церкви 2021, p. 35-36.


      

      

        On the occasion of the discovery of the relics of St. Sergius of Radonezh in 2014, Patriarch Kirill said “Holy Rus is not a myth, and Holy Rus is not historical reality. Holy Rus is what we call meta-reality, something beyond human reality.” Проповедь Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в день памяти преподобного Сергия Радонежского в Троице-Сергиевой лавре // Русская православная церковь. Официальный сайт Московского патриархата (www.patriarchia.ru), July 18, 2014.


      

      

        Cf. Патриаршая проповедь после Литургии в храме равноапостольного князя Владимира в подмосковной Балашихе // Русская православная церковь. Официальный сайт Московского патриархата (www.patriarchia.ru), November 6, 2022.


      

      

        Cf. Проповедь Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в праздник Крещения Господня после Литургии в Богоявленском кафедральном соборе в Москве // Русская православная церковь. Официальный сайт Московского патриархата (www.patriarchia.ru), January 19, 2023.


      

      

        Cf. Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла за Божественной литургией в Тихвинском монастыре // Русская православная церковь. Официальный сайт Московского патриархата (www.patriarchia.ru), July 9, 2009.


      

      

        Cf. Святейший Патриарх Московский и всея Руси Кирилл. Задача Церкви – нести слово правды Божией // Журнал Московской патриархии 1 (2010) 32.


      

      

        Ibidem.


      

      

        Патриаршая проповедь в день памяти святителей Московских после Литургии в Успенском соборе Московского Кремля // Русская православная церковь. Официальный сайт Московского патриархата (www.patriarchia.ru), October 18, 2022; Патриаршая проповедь в среду первой седмицы Великого поста после Литургии Преждеосвященных Даров в Храме Христа Спасителя // Русская православная церковь. Официальный сайт Московского патриархата (www.patriarchia.ru), March 1, 2023.


      

      

        Cf. Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла после молебна в память об избавлении России от нашествия Наполеона // Русская православная церковь. Официальный сайт Московского патриархата (www.patriarchia.ru), September 9, 2012.


      

      

        Князь Владимир. Цивилизационный выбор. Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла на открытии Международной научно-практической конференции // Журнал Московской патриархии 1 (2016) 45.


      

      

        Ibidem.


      

    


  


  

    Vyacheslav Karpov.   
The Theotokos as Commander in Chief: How Russian Orthodoxy  Informs Imperialist Wars  and is Twisted by Them144


    The growing literature on the role of Russian Orthodoxy in the war against Ukraine has largely focused on the ideological and quasi-theological ideas that were relatively recently developed and adopted by the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC). For instance, the ideology of the Russian world has been deservedly thoroughly scrutinized. Yet, studies that look at the impact of pre-Soviet developments within Russian Orthodoxy are harder to find, and there is precious little on the more ancient, Byzantine roots of and precedents to its war-time uses. Furthermore, the aforesaid literature rarely ventures into the inner sancta of Orthodoxy – its theological ideas, iconography, and liturgical practices. This paper is an attempt to fulfill both tasks. It looks at the pre-Soviet sources of the deployment of Russian Orthodoxy in the war against Ukraine and explores more fundamental aspects of Orthodoxy, such as its iconography, hymnography, and liturgical practices. 


    The point of departure for this study is a single event that I explore in depth – the handing of an icon of the Theotokos to Viktor Zolotov at the Triumph of Orthodoxy services on March 13, 2022. However, this study is, in a way, archeological. It begins with the events of 2022 and then delves into their pre-history. Thus, I trace the origin and explore the meaning of the icon given to Zolotov. This takes me to the events of World War I. From there, I trace the history of the icon back to the present time and observe the transformation of the iconography of the Theotokos in the context of its military deployments. Finally, I detect more ancient, Byzantine roots and precedents of these transformations. As a result, the paper traces a succession of stages of the deepening paganization of the theology and iconography of the Theotokos in the context of imperial wars from its roots in Byzantium, to the Russian Empire during World War I, and ultimately to contemporary Russia.


    The event: contexts, meanings, participants, and actions 


    The event which is the point of departure for this study is so multidimensional as to require unpacking of its many facets and meanings. The following paragraphs are dedicated to this task. Let us begin with the time and place of the event, which, as the reader will see, add meaningful dimensions to it.


    In 2022, March 13 was the first Sunday of Great Lent, on which Byzantine churches around the world traditionally celebrate the Triumph of Orthodoxy. The feast dates back to 843 AD and commemorates the final victory over iconoclasm. Understandably, then, icons are at the center of the feast. Over time, however, the Sunday of Orthodoxy also acquired a broader meaning of the affirmation of true faith and rejection of heretical deviations from it. In the words of the theologian Paul Evdokimov, “‘The Triumph of Orthodoxy,’ the feast originating in the 7th Ecumenical Council, is a summing up of the doctrines of all the Councils in the iconographic vision of the transcendent.”145 


    March 13, 2022, was also the eighteenth day of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. By that day, the Ukrainian fighters’ bravery had voided the widespread predictions of Russia’s inevitable and quick victory. Yet, while the blitzkrieg clearly failed, Russia had occupied significant parts of Ukraine beyond the previously annexed Crimea and the de facto Russian-controlled ORDLO.146 The occupation quickly revealed the genocidal component of Russia’s war. For instance, on March 3, Russians reoccupied the town of Bucha whose name came to symbolize the war crimes that Russia committed in Ukraine. The first satellite images of the bodies of civilians murdered in Bucha by Russian occupiers appeared on March 11, two days before the Sunday of the Triumph of Orthodoxy. “The bodies would remain where they lay until the Russians left the town on March 31. No one was allowed to remove them.”147 Four months later the Kyiv regional police reported that 1,346 civilians were killed in Bucha and 300 more were missing.148


    It is in the intersection of these two contexts, the traditional affirmation of the true faith and the genocidal invasion of Ukraine, that one can best grasp the meaning of the 2022 celebration of the Triumph of Orthodoxy by the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) at Christ the Savior Cathedral in Moscow. From 2014 to 2022 the ROC’s complicity in the war had become increasingly obvious. As Alar Kilp and Jerry G. Pankhurst wrote, the full-scale assault on Ukraine showed, that in addition to its “soft” (ideological) and “sharp” (organizational) power, the ROC also revealed itself as an “evil ­power” “exercised in service to immoral … state actions.”149 Under these circumstances, the ROC’s 2022 celebration of the Triumph of Orthodoxy was not only an affirmation of an ancient faith, but also of the war. Nicholas Denysenko aptly captured this dual affirmation by titling a section of his recent book “The War as a Triumph of Orthodoxy.”150


    A few words need to be said about the place of the celebration. Restored in the 1990s to its Imperial opulence, the enormous Cathedral of Christ the Savior has become a material symbol of Russia’s post-Soviet desecularization,151 indispensable to which is the symbiosis of the elites and apparatuses of church and state. Russia’s heads of state and top bureaucrats are often present at services there which are led by Patriarch Kirill or other ROC hierarchs and televised by federal channels. 


    The festal services of March 13 were among such public displays of church-state unity, both sides of which were represented so amply as to leave no doubt about the significance they attached to the event. On the Church side, Patriarch Kirill was chief celebrant. His con-celebrants included Metropolitan Illarion, who at the time was still in charge of the Department of External Church Relations, and six other metropolitans, all in leadership positions in the ROC (including the patriarchal exarchs of Western Europe and Africa). In addition, there were two archbishops and two bishops and several priests with important assignments in the Moscow Patriarchate, Schema-Archimandtrite Iliy Nozdrin (known as Patriarch Kirill’s confessor), and a host of clergy unnamed in the reports. The celebration had, furthermore, an international dimension. Serving with their ROC counterparts were representatives of the Antiochian and Serbian churches, of the Church of the Czech Lands and Slovakia, and of the Orthodox Church in America.152 These churches have sided with Moscow in the global intra-Orthodox conflict surrounding the autocephaly of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine.


    Standing in a niche on the solea to the right from the altar – clearly a place for VIP guests – was a group representing the Russian state. Alongside Viktor Zolotov and his Rosgvardiya deputy commander Viktor Strigunov,153 present at the event were Putin’s aide Igor Levitin, chairs of the three of the State Duma Committees, including the then President of the Inter-Parliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy Sergei Gavrilov,154 one Federation Council member, and a Deputy Minister of Culture of the Russian Federation. They were joined by the leaders of two formally non-governmental, but de facto state-supported organizations, called Orthodox Russia and the Union of Orthodox Women. Completing the picture of church-state unity was the fact that the event was broadcast live by two federal Orthodox channels, Spas and Soyuz.


    The setting and the formidable list of participants thus indicate that what took place during the celebration of the Sunday of Orthodoxy was intended to be widely publicized and maximally impactful, and this obviously includes the handing of the icon of the Theotokos to Zolotov. There could hardly be other times, places, or assemblies of public figures that would make this event more noticeable, both domestically and internationally. 


    The giving of the icon was a culmination in a sequence of episodes that, in the context of the Sunday services, were directly related to the war against Ukraine. First, following the Litany of Fervent Supplication, Patriarch Kirill read a prayer “for the speediest restoration of peace” which he had on February 24, the day the invasion of Ukraine began, directed to include services throughout the ROC.155 Nominally asking for peace, the prayer does not mention Ukraine but includes the following remarkable petitions: 


    From the one font of Baptism, in the time of the holy Prince Vladimir,156 we, Thy children, received grace, – affirm the spirit of brotherly love and peace in our hearts forever! As for the foreign-tribe gentiles (Иноплеменным же языком157), who want to fight and take up arms against Holy Rus’, stop them and overthrow their plots.


    The prayer thus implied that the war was not between the brotherly heirs to the Kyivan baptism who jointly form Holy Rus’ (read, the supposedly one people of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus), but against an ethnically – and perhaps religiously – foreign assault. The Patriarch further elaborated on these themes in his sermon, which was the second war-related episode during the celebration. Krill’s sermon bemoaned the fate of “our people in Ukraine” (народ наш на Украине) and of “our Church in the Ukrainian land” (наш[а] Церковь на земле Украинской). The Patriarch likened the situation of the flock of the Moscow Patriarchate in Ukraine to that of the Byzantine Orthodox persecuted by the iconoclasts. Ukraine’s secular authorities, he said, for political reasons oppress those who “belong to the Russian Orthodox Church, Moscow Patriarchate.”158 “Today,” Kirill continued, “even the mentioning of the Patriarch’s name in the temple is becoming impossible for some for fear of the Jews (John 19:38).” This antisemitic punch had precedents in Kirill’s public speeches159 and hinted that Jews were behind the persecution of the Russian Orthodox in Ukraine.


    The third and culminating war-related episode followed the sermon. The handing of the icon of the Theotokos to Zolotov tied together the themes of the Triumph of Orthodoxy and of the war against Ukraine. Here is how it happened.160


    Having finished his sermon, Kirill who had stood to the left of a large icon of the Theotokos, turned to and nodded towards the VIP guests in the niche right of the altar saying that there were some “kind people standing there who found this wonderful icon (образ).” As he was saying this, general Zolotov marched out from the niche to the center of the solea and stood facing the Patriarch, to the right of the icon. Continued Kirill:


    It is called the Ávgustovskaya [stressing the first syllable, which suggests that the name of the icon referred to the month of August] Icon of Mother of God. We know what happened in August 1914. The terrible First World War began. And here is one of our soldiers, ... part of whom stood on the territory of modern Poland, at night the Mother of God appeared, coming with the child on the clouds. And then this soldier realized that the Mother of God is with him and with our people. The next day, a dangerous offensive began, and the soldier remained alive, and many who were with him remained alive. And we know that many more victories were made then by our army… Well, and because you, Vladimir Vasilyevich [sic.; Zolotov’s first name, unlike Putin’s, is Viktor] are the head of Rosgvardiya, I would like this image to be namely in the ranks [sic., в рядах] of the National Guard of the Russian Federation. 


    The icon of which the Patriarch spoke depicted the Theotokos appearing in the sky with the Christ Child on her left hand. Her right arm was stretched sideways, so that her hand was pointing to the right, and thus away from the Child – a detail that is crucial for the argument of this paper. At the bottom of the icon, there were depictions of soldiers in prayerful postures. 


    As clarified below, Kirill did not get the name of the icon or its story right. The official video report partly corrected his mistakes.161 It explained that the patriarch gave Zolotov “an ancient writing of the Avgústovskaya icon [stressing the second syllable and thus eliminating any connotation to the month of August]”. Yet, he managed to convey crucially important messages about the gift to Zolotov. The first message was that the miracle depicted in the icon had to do with victories of the Russian Imperial army in Poland, and that these victories happened with the help of the Theotokos. And secondly, that this icon had to be “in the ranks” of Rosgvardiya which, as Kirill certainly knew, took part in the invasion of Ukraine.


    Zolotov’s response left no doubt about the gift’s connection to his and the Rosgvardiya’s role in the war: 


    Your Holiness, … I want to convey to you and to all the parishioners here that the troops of the National Guard, together with the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, perform all the tasks assigned to them during this military counter-operation [sic.]. And I want to say that yes, not everything is going as fast as we would like [emphasis added], but this is only because the Nazis [a Russian propaganda trope used in reference to Ukrainian fighters] are hiding behind the backs of civilians, behind the backs of the elderly, women, and children, arrange firing positions in kindergartens, schools, in residential buildings; but we are moving towards the intended goal step by step and the victory will be ours, and this icon will protect the Russian army and accelerate our victory.


    The icon was later transferred to the temple of Rosgvardiya in Balashikha to which the next section of this paper will be dedicated. Yet, prior to looking at this remarkable temple, let us draw some conclusions from our analysis of the March 13 event. Carried out at the central temple of the ROC, the event epitomized the Church’s symbiosis with the state and, ultimately, its militarization. Simultaneously, it attested to the ongoing desecularization of the Russian military and warfare. The event, furthermore, appears designed to have been maximally public and impactful. Next, the idea of Patriarch giving the icon to Zolotov likely came from “the kind people” – the VIP state and military officials who attended the service and “found” “an ancient writing” of the icon (recall that Kirill did not get the name and the story of the icon right). Of all the state dignitaries present in the VIP niche at the service, Zolotov and his deputy Strigunov were the likeliest to have been the “kind people” mentioned by the Patriarch Kirill’s handing of the icon to Zolotov, however, did amount to blessing his and the Rosgvardiya’s war effort. Furthermore, the event must have been planned well in advance – otherwise, it would have been difficult to time it so impeccably for the Sunday of Orthodoxy and to secure that both Zolotov and the Patriarch would be present. If the event was indeed long pre-planned, then Zolotov’s words about “things not going as fast as we would like” must have referred to the events that were supposed to have happened by that day but did not. What these events were will be discussed later in this paper. 


    The icon’s recipients and new home


    A few words need to be said about the recipients of the icon given by Patriarch Kirill and its destination, the church of the Rosgvardiya in Balashikha. The gift’s immediate recipient, Viktor Zolotov, has been known in Russia as “one of the closest people to Vladimir Putin for many years, the one responsible for his personal safety” and “one of the ‘hardliners’ inside the Kremlin, those who advocate for the suppression of political opposition and for a more radical anti-Western policy.”162 He started his career in the KGB in the 1970s, and has been close to Putin ever since, while also serving as Anatoly Sobchak’s bodyguard in the early 1990s. Zolotov presently holds the rank of General of the Army and directs Russia’s military formation called the Rosgvardiya, which sometimes is referred to as the National Guard.163 After Prigozhin’s aborted march on Moscow and the liquidation of the Wagner “private” military company in 2023, the Rosgvardiya has been reinforced with heavy weaponry including tanks and aircraft. Ramzan Kadyrov’s troops are formally subordinated to the Rosgvardiya’s command.


    Although the Rosgvardiya has been officially tasked with maintaining order inside Russia, its troops have participated in the invasion of Ukraine. In August 2022, Zolotov reported to Putin about the Rosgvardiya’s role in Ukraine thusly: “We are directly involved in hostilities, namely: reconnaissance-search, reconnaissance-ambush operations, as well as the detection and elimination of enemy reconnaissance-sabotage groups, and of sabotage-terrorist groups, detection of weapons caches, and minefield clearance.”164 Such direct frontline engagements must have reflected the Russian armed forces’ need for additional troops and resources which resulted from their heavy losses in Ukraine. The Rosgvardiya’s original assignment in Ukraine, as explained by the Natsionalnaia Oborona (National Defense) journal editor Igor Korotchenko, was threefold: (1) “to restore order in large cities;” (2) to provide “forceful support for the activities of military-civil administrations in every city that has come under the control of the Russian army;” and (3) to “resolve the issue of denazification of Ukraine in a practical manner.”165 To sum up, the Rosgvardiya was originally supposed to serve in Ukraine as a repressive military occupation force. Its responsibilities were to suppress the Ukrainian resistance and to enforce Russia’s rule.


    Despite these clearly repressive tasks, Zolotov reported to Putin that the Rosgvardiya “feels the support of the population in the liberated territories.166 …They understand that we are protecting their right to a peaceful life, as well as a happy childhood for their children.”167 This was a remarkable statement considering that by that time evidence had already been published of the Rosgvardiya’s involvement in Russia’s atrocities. For instance, Zolotov’s troops were directly involved in the aforementioned massacre of civilians in Bucha.168


    As the Russian invasion of Ukraine unfolded, in the Moscow suburb of Balashikha preparations were made for the opening and consecration of the newly built “temple of the Rosgvardiya” (храм Росгвардии). This is what Russian media called the Prince Vladimir church in the Dzerzhinsky district of Balashikha, which was indeed designed specifically for the Rosgvardiya, many of whose members live in the area. 


    The name of the church in conjunction with its location deserves a brief commentary. The choice of Prince Vladimir as the church’s patron is doubly meaningful. It invokes associations with the name of Zolotov’s superior, Vladimir Putin. It also references Kyivan history and its appropriation by Russia (recall the erection of a huge statue of Prince Vladimir in the center of Moscow). In addition to this, the church was built in a district named after the first head of communist Russia’s security services, Feliks Dzerzhinsky. Combined, the names of the church and of its location reveal, to use a term from Walter Benjamin, an “unintentional truth” about the peculiarities of Orthodoxy’s role in the Russian state and of the desecularization of Russian security forces.


    The church’s appearance and the design of its surroundings further disclose these peculiarities.169 The exterior of the church is painted in two colors, a shade of maroon and white. These are the colors of the Rosgvardiya’s uniform t-shirts. Maroon is also the color of the troops’ berets and epaulets, and it is inherited from the Soviet-era Ministry of the Interior troops who were charged, among other tasks, with guarding prisons and labor camps. Meanwhile, the domes of the church are shaped to resemble the helmets of Russian medieval warriors. A few dozen yards away from the church, forming a semi-circle around a maroon marble stella with Rosgvardiya’s emblem on its top, stand large granite panels covered with texts that memorialize the history of the Rosgvardiya. The history is traced back to the formation of the Interior Guard in 1811. It includes the VChK, OGPU, and NKVD as Rosgvardiya’s predecessors and one of the panels displays a bas-relief of Felix Dzerzhinsky. The panels mention the role of Rosgvardiya’s predecessors in the fight against nationalist formations and other internal enemies during the Soviet era, as well as their participation in the “restoration of the constitutional order” in Chechnya. 


    The church of Rosgvardiya was consecrated on November 6, 2022. Patriarch Kirill took part in the consecration and the icon he gave to Zolotov eight months earlier was prominently displayed to the right of the solea, next to the kiot (icon case) with the temple icon of Prince Vladimir.170 A group of VIP attendees stood right next to the icon throughout the services. At the center of the group was Zolotov. To his right and next to his deputy Strigunov was Mariya Butina, who had been earlier accused of espionage and then convicted as an illegal foreign agent in the US yet was treated in Russia as a national hero and ultimately elected to the Duma. To the left of Zolotov stood the Duma Deputy and Chairman of the Committee on International Affairs, Leonid Slutsky, who earlier had attended, also with Zolotov, the aforesaid March 13 Triumph of Orthodoxy celebration. Photos from the consecration published on the official site of the Moscow Patriarchate show Rosgvardiya officers among the attendees. By that time many of them must have participated in the invasion and occupation of Ukraine.171 Some were likely involved in the atrocities in Bucha and other Ukrainian cities. 


    At the end of the services, standing near the icon he had handed to Zolotov, Kirill gave a sermon which mentioned an “internecine” war imposed by powerful outside forces on Holy Rus’ – which, he clarified yet again, includes Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. He then wished the Rosgvardiya “strength of spirit” in its struggle against external, “but sometimes also internal” adversaries.


    The service in Balashikha was thus a sequel to the March 13 one. It further displayed the collaboration of the leadership of the ROC and Russia’s repressive apparatus in the war against Ukraine and other adversaries, foreign and domestic. Symbolically, at the center of that display stood the icon of the Theotokos that the patriarch earlier handed to Zolotov. It now occupied a central place in the main temple of the repressive military force that fought in Ukraine, supposedly in a war imposed by the foreign (which clearly meant Western) enemies of Holy Rus.’ Kirill’s sermon reaffirmed his blessing of the Rosgvardiya’s – and Russia’s–role in this war. 


    The icon and its story


    Now that we have described and analyzed the mise-en-scenes in which the Avgústovskaya (or, according to Patriarch Kirill, Ávgustovskaya) icon of the Mother of God entered the official frontstage of Russia’s war against Ukraine, let us focus on the icon itself. The first question that arises regarding it is: why was specifically this and not some other icon selected for (and perhaps by) Zolotov and his Rosgvardiya amidst their involvement in the invasion of Ukraine? Indeed, there are many icons that the ROC has traditionally used in the context of wars. The icons of St. George the Victory-bearer, St. Demetrios of Thessaloniki (a.k.a. Dmitry Solunskiy), the Mother of God of Kazan, and many others immediately come to mind as more famous for their military deployments than the one whose name even the ROC primate could not pronounce correctly. I suggest that the choice was far from accidental and that it likely reflected the Russian leadership and military command’s large-scale vision of and the long-term plan behind the invasion of Ukraine. The following history and symbolism of the icon given to Zolotov speak in favor of this argument. 


    The remarkable story of this icon begins in 1914. On September 25, 1914, the newspaper Birzhevye Vedomosti (issue 14-395)172 published a very short news story titled “A miracle”. The story was based on a letter that the newspaper supposedly received from “­General Sh.”,173 a Russian military commander on the Prussian front. According to that letter, at 11 p.m. on September 18, after the Russian retreat and “almost on the eve of the battle near Augustow,” an officer and soldiers from his half squadron had a vision of “the Mother of God with Jesus Christ in her arms, and with one hand pointing Westwards.” The soldiers prayed while contemplating this vision, which after a while turned into a cross and then disappeared. “After that,” the newspaper story continued, “a big battle took place near Augustow, and it was marked by a big victory.”


    Augustow is a city in Poland located roughly 20 miles south of Suwałki, and thus in the area that is sometimes called the “Suwałki gap” (or corridor) – a relatively narrow stretch of land that connects Poland and Lithuania and separates the present Russian Kaliningrad oblast from Belarus.174 At the time Augustow was on the territory of the Russian Empire. Let us note that the newspaper story linked the reported apparition of the Theotokos to the battle near Augustow but did not say that the apparition had taken place in that area. Yet, the way the report was constructed was likely to leave the reader with the impression that the apparition of the Theotokos must have happened in the same area – the vicinity of Augustow. As subsequent events showed, this was precisely how the story was broadly perceived.


    The date of the publication of the story was meaningful. September 25 according to the Julian calendar is the day on which the Russian Church commemorates Sergius of Radonezh,175 whose name is associated with the victory in the Battle of Kulikovo against the Mongols in 1380. This day had been commemorated in Russia especially broadly since the massive celebrations of the 500th anniversary of the Saint’s death in 1892. Published on this day, the newspaper story about the purported miracle preceding the victory near Augustow was bound to leave a deep mark in popular imagination. 


    The victory near Augustow was won by the Russian army as it embarked on what later became known as the Warsaw-Ivangorod176 operation (Варшавско-Ивангородская операция) in September of 1914. The operation was launched after the Russian forces had carried out a successful Galician offensive yet subsequently suffered considerable defeats and losses. The Warsaw-Ivangorod operation resulted in temporary successes followed by devastating defeats. Still, as will be explained later, the Russian military perceived the operation as a success to remember and learn from. 


    The Governing Synod soon started receiving inquiries about the miracle and calls to affirm its authenticity. Already on September 30, 1914, the Ober-Procurator of the Synod, Vladimir Sabler, directed the Archpriest of the Military and Naval Clergy, Georgiy Shavelsky, to investigate the reports of the miracle. Meanwhile, other newspapers and magazines published their versions of the story, mostly indicating that the miracle took place near Augustow and that it foreshadowed a significant victory of the Russian army there. 


    On November 15, 1914, Shavelsky informed Sabler177 that while the investigation was ongoing, a publication by the priest Ioann Stratanovich of the Leib Guard regiment of the Empress Mariya Fedorovna described a vision of the Theotokos to Russian troops near the city of Marijampolė. This, according to the report, happened on September 1, and thus more than two weeks earlier than the event described in Birzhevye Vedomosti. Moreover, Marijampolė (presently a city in Lithuania) is located north of Suwałki and is roughly one hundred kilometers away from Augustow, where the battle and the victory happened later.178According to Stratanovich, at 11 pm on September 1, the regiment’s logistical convoy found itself pursued by the Germans who were rumored to advance on automobiles with machine guns. 


    Not hoping to repel the enemy with their own forces, many of the soldiers turned with a prayer for help to the Sovereign Intercessor …the Mother of God heard their prayer. The soldiers saw … the Mother of God with the Eternal Child, while the Mother of God was pointing to the West with her hand… After this, … the enemy was no longer there, and the convoy safely continued its journey.179 


    The miracle purported here is one of protection by the Theo­tokos and has nothing to do with the Russian victory near Augustow. 


    On January 11, 1915, Shavelsky submitted to the Synod a report of the investigation conducted under his supervision by the Chief Priest of the Armies of the North-Western Front, Konstantin Bogoroditskiy.180 The report summarized the testimonies of four soldiers – self-identified witnesses who presented a version of the event largely consistent with that of Ioann Stratanovich. Some of them said that the Theotokos had indeed pointed to the West, but others saw her as if blessing the troops. Bogoroditskiy also reported that the officers of the regiment were highly skeptical about the purported event near Marijampolė. They did not see the apparition, and some attributed it to an optical illusion. The report further expressed dismay with the lack of effort of Stratanovich, the regiment’s priest, to collect testimonies when the event was fresh in the participants’ memory. 


    Another investigator, Archpriest Stefan Scherbakovsky interviewed seven witnesses and concluded that “near the city of Marijampolė on the night of August 31 to September 1 this year, between 11 and 12 o’clock, the Mother of God with the Divine Child showed Her Most Pure Face to the ranks of the great Russian army, thereby encouraging them, calming them and protecting them from obvious danger (and perhaps death).”181 At the same time, Scherbakovsky regretted that he was only able to start the interviews two months after the event because he had not been informed about them in a timely manner. Thus, both Bogoroditskiy’s and Scherbakovsky’s reports were based on the accounts obtained one to two months after the purported event took place. This was sufficient time for the self-identified witnesses to rethink and revise their impressions of the event and perhaps develop a narrative coordinated with other observers.


    But what about the miraculous event near Augustow that was originally reported by Birzhevye Vedomosti? On December 26, 1915, Shavelksy submitted to the Synod additional materials obtained by his investigation.182 The materials included letters from the commanders of the military formations that had been located near Augustow in August-September 1914. They did not confirm that anything resembling the miracle described by Birzhevye Vedomosti had taken place in that area. Nor could they identify “General Sh.” who had been mentioned in the original publication.183 


    Thus, by the end of 1915, the Synod had in its possession several materials indicating that, if the miracle happened, it took place near Marijampolė rather than Augustow. Moreover, the reports showed that the troops had perceived the miracle as one of protection and salvation from imminent threat and not as the precursor of a victory.


    Yet, by that time the story of the victory-bringing miracle near Augustow had gained a life of its own. Despite being officially unconfirmed, the rumored miracle inspired numerous initiatives – largely from below – to create icons depicting the event. The Synod received multiple requests to authorize the writing or the printing of the newly proposed and created icons. And while the reports to the Synod spoke about the experiences of the logistical convoy of the Empress’s Leib Guard, popular accounts emerged of Don Cossacks to whom the Theotokos appeared on the eve of their victory. Women in the villages in the Don region believed that their husbands witnessed the coming of the Theotokos in the woods near Augustow, although it was impossible to verify how they received this information. Some Russian Orthodox commentators were so convinced by this story as to argue that the Theotokos appeared to the Russian troops twice, near Marijampolė and near Augustow.184 This is a convenient way to reconcile the findings of the Synodal investigation with the interpretations that originated in vernacular religion yet were never rejected by the officialdom of the Russian Church and ultimately embraced by it. 


    A crucially important factor in solidifying the collective representations about the victory-bringing miracle near Augustow was, in my view, the weight put behind it by the Tzar’s family. To begin with, the lightning speed with which the Synod initiated the investigation – just five days after the publication in Birzhevye Vedomosti (a publication of dubious relevance to the functioning of the Synod) – is remarkable. It suggests that there might have been an external impetus to proceed with this matter as soon as possible. Given the status of the Synod and its Ober-Procurator, the impetus must have come from the emperor and/or his family. 


    A telling fact attesting to the Romanovs’ partiality regarding the Augustow story was reported to the Synod on July 25, 1916, by Mitrofan, Bishop of Podolsk and Bratslav.185 He reported that on behalf of the Great Duchess Elisaveta Fedorovna, in the spring of 1916 soldiers in the hospitals of Vinnitsa were given icons (obrazki) of the miracle printed by the Martha and Mary Monastery (Marfo-Mariinskaia Obitel’ in Moscow). The bishop sent one such icon to Synod.186 On the back of the icon there was a reprint of a short story about the miracle from Moskovskie Vedomosti (issue 227). For the most part, the story repeated verbatim the 1914 publication in Birzhevye Vedomosti and thus also linked the miracle to the victory near Augustow. The last part of the story was new, however. It reminded the reader of numerous divine signs and miracles revealed to the Church and Holy Rus’ throughout their history and concluded: “The believing Russian people will perceive this communication with a pious feeling of gratitude to the Lord, who presently as well does good to the Holy Rus’.”187 The text was stamped with an oval imprint that said in huge block letters: “From H. I. H.188 Grand Duchess Elisaveta Fedorovna.” Thus, the document unambiguously indicated how the Augustow miracle story was perceived by the royals. It is hard to imagine that the Synod would not have taken this into consideration. 


    Furthermore, Shavelsky – who oversaw the investigation – mentions in his memoirs that the “mystically predisposed” Empress Maria Fedorovna was convinced by “various dream and fortune tellers” that all that was needed was to bring to the frontlines this or that wonderworking icon “and immediately the Lord will send the Army a victory.”189 The Emperor with whom Shavelsky regularly interacted conveyed to him the Empress’s wishes. 


    Under these circumstances, it was unlikely that, even possessing the evidence that the purported miracle took place near Marijampolė and did not immediately precede any victory, the Synod would discard the Augustow story. Ultimately, on March 31, 1916, the Synod reached a conclusion190 that acknowledged that the events in question took place near Marijampolė, which implied that they were not directly related to the Augustow victory. Yet, the same decision also granted permission to a certain Olga Ilyina to publish an icon of the miracle near Augustow, one of many that had appeared by that time. 


    The Synod’s final description of the miracle is important for the general argument of this paper. It reads: “The Mother of God had the Godchild (Богомладенца) Jesus Christ on her left hand, and her right hand was stretched in the direction of the city of Marijampolė, and it seemed that with this hand the Mother of God was blessing the military ranks.”191 This description does not contain the element that was crucial to linking the apparition of the Theo­tokos to the Augustow victory, her pointing to the West, in the direction of the coming offensive of the Russian army. The Synod says instead that the Theotokos’s hand was extended towards Marijampolė. Still, the city was likely to the West from where the troops were. Yet, the Synod chose not to specify this. Moreover, the synodal description is rather ambiguous. While it does state that the Theo­tokos stretched her arm towards Marijampolė, it also says that “it seemed” that she was blessing the troops. This, perhaps, was an attempt by the Synod members to reframe the event in a way that would make it more consistent with traditional interpretations of the role of the Theotokos. She blesses rather than shows the direction of a successful military offensive.


    While the Synod offered this tradition-leaning interpretation, it also allowed, however, the production of the icon which showed the Theotokos pointing Westwards and linked her appearance to the Augustow victory. Thus, overall, the decision of the Synod was contradictory. Remarkably, the Synod’s Publishing Department later rejected the icon that the Synod approved because it did not “meet the artistic requirements of church painting …[and] can only serve to confuse the religious feelings of Christians.”192 It is possible that, alongside the purely artistic deficiencies mentioned in its letter, what the Publishing Department found confusing to Christian feelings was the image of the Theotokos holding the Child yet pointing elsewhere. We will revisit this theme later in this paper. The Department, however, also proposed to develop a more appropriate version of the icon “of the appearance of the Theotokos to the Russian fighters near the city of Augustow [not Marijampolė]” This only ­perpetuated the contradictoriness of the Synod’s stance towards the event and the icons depicting it. 


    Months after these decisions were made, revolutionary turmoil engulfed Russia. The Synod never approved an appropriate version of the Augustow icon, and thus the ones that were in circulation were written, used, and published without its approval. Some handwritten icons depicting the apparition of the Theotokos near Augustow survived Soviet iconoclasm, and the “ancient” image that Kirill gave to Zolotov must have been one of them.


    The Soviet-era revival of the memories  of the Warsaw-Ivangorod operation


    The history of the officially atheist Soviet Union has left no trace of a continued veneration of the purported Augustow miracle. Yet, the memories of the victory near Augustow and the military operation in the context of which it happened came back to life under circumstances that are consequential for our analysis. 


    Specifically, in 1938, the General Headquarters of the RKKA (a Russian acronym for the Workers and Peasants’ Red Army) published a thick (over 500 pages) volume titled The Warsaw-Ivangorod Operation.193 Densely packed with military documents, the volume was dedicated to the events of September-October 1914 and designed for the commanding cadres of the Red Army. It mentions the events near the city of Augustow nearly thirty times. Some documents in the volume link the battles that took place there to the tasks of the northbound offensive in the direction of Suwałki. 


    The timing of the publication was hardly accidental. In September-October 1939, acting in concert with Nazi Germany, the USSR invaded and occupied large parts of Poland. The invasion must have been long pre-planned and militarily prepared. Studying the maneuvers and battles of the Warsaw-Ivangorod operation that took place twenty-five years earlier was likely perceived as instrumental to the invasion. 


    Thus, while the institutional memories of the events surrounding the purported miracle near Augustow might have been dormant within the Soviet-controlled ROC, they were kept alive by the military apparatus. The Red Army commanders not only remembered the battles of 1914, but also studied them in preparation for future aggressive wars. This observation is important for understanding the context in which the veneration of the icon of the Augustow victory resurged in post-Soviet Russia. 


    The icon’s post-Soviet return


    On April 17, 2008, the official website of the Moscow Patriarchate published the following remarkable announcement:


    On February 28, His Holiness Patriarch of Moscow and All Rus’ Ale­xiy II, upon the recommendation of the Publishing Council of the Russian Orthodox Church, blessed to include in the official calendar the celebration in honor of the Augustow Icon of the Mother of God.


    The new celebration is timed to fall on September 1/14 – the day of the miraculous appearance of the Blessed Virgin Mary to Russian troops in 1914 on the North-Western Front, shortly before the victory in the Battle of Augustow, in the area of the city of Augustow of the Suvalkskaya Guberniya [the Suwałki province] of the Russian Empire (now in the territory of Eastern Poland). This miraculous event … received wide publicity in the ecclesial and secular press and caused great enthusiasm among the troops and in the rear.194


    The announcement shows that the ROC leadership disregarded the 1916 conclusion of the Synod that the miracle happened near Marijampolė and chose instead the popular version of the victory-giving appearance of the Theotokos near Augustow. It is also notable that the announcement emphasized the location of the event in the Suwałki province of the Russian Empire.


    As was the case with the publication of the documents of the Warsaw-Ivangorod operation in 1938, the timing of the decision to resurrect the celebration of the Augustow miracle in post-Soviet Russia was hardly accidental. By 2008, Russia had clearly articulated its renewed confrontational stance towards the West and fiercely objected to the expansion of Western political and military alliances into the formerly Soviet-controlled territories. Putin’s 2007 speech in Munich195 epitomized this stance. And in August 2008, roughly six months after the Patriarch’s decision, Russia invaded and occupied nearly twenty percent of the territory of Georgia whose pro-Western orientation it has long tried to undermine. The first official celebration of the icon in September 2008 followed Russia’s aggression against Georgia in August of the same year, which Russians broadly perceive as a victorious “five-day war”.


    The reintroduction of the veneration of a miracle that supposedly took place during the war on a Western front makes sense in the context of the escalation of anti-Western and revanchist rhetoric and foreign policy. At this point, it is not known how the decision to reintroduce the veneration of the Augustow icon was made, and through what channels this idea came to the Publishing Council and then to patriarch Alexiy II. It is quite possible, however, that the idea resulted from the interactions and collaborations of Orthodox clergy, hierarchy, and pro-Orthodox nationalist intellectuals with the military and security apparatuses of the Russian state. Such interactions had grown since the early 1990s, and by 2008 they became systematic.196 


    Since the Augustow icon officially returned to Russian church life, its status and popularity have grown. A special Akathist to the icon was published.197 I will analyze this document in detail elsewhere, but the following quotation sufficiently conveys its belligerent imagery:


    During the days of fierce battle with the German hordes that rose from the western borders to trample the Slavic banner, crush the Russian crown, and enslave the Orthodox peoples, the Queen of Heaven appeared in the night sky in the Augustow forest to the Russian warriors, calling for forming a militia against the Gentiles (иноверных). We, glorifying this wonderful sign, cry out to God, the giver of miracles: Alleluia.


    In addition to the official reintroduction of the icon, initiatives from below, some of them far-reaching, have also sought to promote its veneration and elevate its status in the church. For instance, one such far-reaching initiative was spear-headed by Archpriest Gennadiy Belovolov of the church of the Holy Apostle and Evangelist John the Theologian in St. Petersburg.198 He initiated a campaign to write new icons of the Augustow miracle. 


    Importantly, the first such newly handwritten icon, Belovolov says, “was handed over to Russian President Medvedev, whose birthday providentially coincided with the celebration of this image – September 14.”199 If Medvedev did indeed receive the icon, this would be another channel through which the idea of using the icon to bless Russia’s invasion of Ukraine could emerge in the circles close to Zolotov. The likelihood of such a scenario is increased by the fact that Medvedev’s wife Svetlana is known for her involvement in charities and other activities related to the ROC.


    Subsequently, in 2012 these icons were delivered by Russian pilgrimages to Augustow and Suwałki in Poland, as well as to Serbia and Kosovo. In 2014, the icon was at the center of the services held in St. Nicholas Cathedral in Kronstadt in commemoration of the 100th anniversary of the beginning of World War I. Notably, the participation of a priest from Slovyansk (a city temporary controlled by Russian forces in April-June 2014) linked the celebration to Russia’s war against Ukraine. Speaking more generally, if the reader were to search YouTube for videos on the Augustow icon, quite a few would come up that involve either the ORDLO separatists or their supporters in Russia. Thus, the use of the Augustow icon to bless Zolotov and his Rosgvardiya was prepared both by its official reintroduction by the ROC leadership and by the initiatives that had developed from below. 


    The icon and Russia’s potential war plans:  why did Zolotov make excuses?


    Earlier in this paper I posited that the choice of the icon given to Zolotov was not accidental and that it could reflect Russian leadership’s long-term war plans behind the invasion of Ukraine. Now that we have looked at the history of the icon and its military context, let us revisit this point. 


    We have established that on the eighteenth day of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, at a highly publicized and certainly long-planned event, Zolotov was given an icon that evokes Russian victories not in Ukraine, but in Poland, at a war against Western enemies. Recall that the battle near Augustow took place after the successful Galician operation, or, in other words, when what now is western Ukraine was under Russian control. Recall also that Augustow is located in the territory of the Suwałki gap, which Russians call the Suwałki corridor and deem strategically important. 


    Zolotov, who certainly knew about the icon he was supposed to receive (and which he possibly himself found and delivered to the Patriarch for this purpose), for some reason found it necessary to make excuses. To remind, he said that “yes, not everything is going as fast as we would like but this is only because the Nazis…,” and so on. Why did he find it necessary to make these excuses?


    What I offer here is a hypothetical explanation which is consistent with the chronology, character, and logic of the events this paper analyzes. This hypothetical interpretation presently cannot be proved or disproved. Yet, it is what methodologists call a verifiable and falsifiable hypothesis in principle – if and when the archives of Russia’s war machine will be opened, it will be possible to assess the accuracy of this hypothesis. 


    As is widely known and was mentioned earlier in the paper, Russia’s plan to take Kyiv in a three-day blitzkrieg and all of Ukraine a couple of weeks later were voided by the heroic resistance of the Ukrainian military and civilians. Russia’s plans, however, must have been serious. On March 2, 2022, citing sources in the Ukrainian intelligence, Ukrainska Pravda announced200 that the former president Yanukovich was in Minsk waiting to return to power following the Russian takeover of Kyiv. This information was never denied by the Ukrainian authorities. If indeed Yanukovich was expected to return to power by early March, then by March 13, the day when Zolotov received the icon, the Russian command likely expected all or most of Ukraine to be under their control. And then, on March 13, Zolotov would receive the icon of a miracle that gave the Russian army a victory in Poland. It is thus my hypothesis that the handing of the Augustow icon to Zolotov was supposed to bless him, his Rosgvardiya, and the entire Russian military for an incursion into Poland and the takeover of the Suwałki corridor. Yet the plan was ruined by the Ukrainian resistance, and this would explain Zolotov’s strange excuses.


    Pointing westwards:  the Theotokos as commander in chief


    Finally, having considered the historical, political, military, and ecclesial contexts of the emergence and uses of the Augustow icon, let us have a closer look at what is depicted in it. This will help us understand how the aforesaid contexts have shaped the artistic and theological content of the icon. Understanding this is indispensable for addressing one of the big questions raised in the introductory paragraphs of this article – how has complicity in imperial wars has affected the inner sanctum of Russian Orthodoxy (its theology, iconography, and liturgy)?


    As was mentioned earlier, the icon shows the Theotokos holding Jesus on her left arm and pointing sideways with her right one. To remind, a recurrent theme in the Synodal investigation materials was that the Theotokos was pointing to the West, and thus in the direction of the future Russian offensive. The Synod’s conclusion mitigated this interpretation by specifying that the Mother of God was pointing in the direction of Marijampolė (which was still likely Westwards) and seemed to be blessing the troops. Yet, the gesture of the Theotokos on the icon given to Zolotov – and on most other available icons of the Augustow miracle – has no resemblance to that of a blessing. Her right arm is stretched to the West, and the palm of her hand is open with all fingers also pointing the same way. 


    She thus shows the way, but the way is not towards Christ the Child, but to the West and away from Christ. This is a marked departure from the tradition of Orthodox iconography, and the attempt to prevent this departure was probably behind the Synod’s statement that the Theotokos seemed like she was blessing the troops and the Publishing Department’s opinion that the icon would confuse the feelings of Christians. Yet, these more cautious arguments proved irrelevant to the contemporary ROC’s reintroduction of the highly untraditional imagery of the Theotokos on the Western front. 


    Indeed, while there is no written and universally agreed upon canon of the iconography of the Theotokos, literature specifies the most common traditional types of her images. The classical work of Ouspensky and Lossky201 mentions the following selected principal types: (1) The Mother of God Orans (i.e., praying, which can depict the Theo­tokos with or without the Child; (2) The Hodigitria (“Guide”) – the image of the Theotokos with her right hand raised in a gesture of presentation: she “shows men the Son of God” and/or presents the faithful to Christ the Child; (3) The Mother of God enthroned, holding Christ the Child on her lap; and (4) Icons of Lovingkindness (depicting the gestures of mutual lovingkindness between the Theotokos and her Child. Other typologies specify a greater variety of images. Yet, all existing traditional types of images share one thing in common: they are Christ-centered or, more generally, God-centered. Even the icons of the Annunciation which do not typically depict Christ202 show the Theotokos accepting the word and the will of God.


    Against this background, the icon given to Zolotov is anything but Christ-centered. Again, she points to the West and away from Christ. Thus, her gesture is that of a military commander showing the direction of the offensive, rather than the one of the Mother of God of traditional iconography. 


    Yet, while no longer showing the way to Christ, the Theotokos of the Augustow icon still possesses the supernatural power of granting the troops a victory or at least of saving their lives. In this sense, she acts as a goddess of the battlefield, not unlike Athena of the Greek pantheon. 


    A Byzantine connection


    The transformation of the Theotokos into an Athena-like military goddess who acts as a general on the battlefield has its roots in Byzantine history. Studies suggest that ideational elements that contributed to this transformation can be found already in the Akathist to the Theotokos which traditionally is dated back to 622 AD, when the dwellers of Constantinople thanked the Mother of God with an all-night service of hymns for delivering them from the enemies who had earlier besieged the city but ultimately perished or fled. The Akathist refers to the Theotokos as “Champion General” who has “power unassailable”. Furthermore, as Leena Mari Peltomaa’s content analysis of the Akathist203 indicates, the prevalent characterizations of Mary in its hymns emphasize her role of a second Eve (who does not succumb to the weaknesses of the first one) and the virginity that she miraculously retains, more than her role as the Mother of God. These characteristics are coupled with a strong ascetic emphasis. All in all, this is an image of the Theotokos who has the power to overcome the adversity of the fallen world, and thus be victorious in battles with its forces. 


    However, the work of Anthony Kaldellis204 shows that behind the military metaphors and exaltations of the power of the ­Theotokos there remains a firmly soteriological emphasis. Drastic changes had to take place to go “from the spiritual and metaphorical language of the Akathistos to its literal application in the world of mundane affairs, including warfare.”205 Kaldellis associates this transformation with the uses of prayers to and icons of the Theotokos in the military campaigns carried out by Byzantine emperors. The aforementioned 622 miracle in Blachernae, in which Constantinople was saved from its besiegers, took place in the absence of the emperor.) Kaldellis shows that as the help of the Theotokos was increasingly enlisted in the battlefields of imperial wars, her image began progressively to resemble that of Athena. A telling example is the story of the emperor Basileios II who, after his victory over the Bulgarians, travelled not to Constantinople, but to Athens. There he thanked the Theotokos for the victory with services held in the Parthenon, a temple originally dedicated to a different virgin, Athena, and later rearranged for Christian services.206 


    This so to speak “Athenization”207 – and thus paganization – of the image of the Theotokos is thus a product of the deployment of Orthodoxy at the service of emperors in their military campaigns. Lately, discussions of the need to “de-colonize” Byzantine studies have become fashionable. I argue that one way to achieve this goal is to account fully for the fact that the Byzantine Empire was, well, an empire and, as such, fought imperial wars in which Orthodoxy was deployed, which deployments were not inconsequential for it.


    Next, it is important to note that the aforesaid developments in Byzantium not only preceded similar developments in Russia, but likely influenced them. For instance, Philip Slavin shows208 that late Byzantine theology of “holy wars” was known in Russia via the 14th century translations carried out by Kiprian of Kyiv.


    Thus, there appears to be a line of succession from the “Athenization” of the Theotokos in Byzantium to the emergence of her commander-in-chief imagery in the Russian Empire and to the deployment of this paganized imagery in Russia’s war against Ukraine and the West. However, in this line of succession we see a progressive tendency towards paganization. The Byzantine iconography of the Mother of God was hardly touched by the tendency to liken her role to Athena’s. Against this background the 1914-1916 iconography of the Augustow miracle reflects a deepening paganization of the image of the Theotokos. Yet, through its contradictory decisions the Synod of the Russian Church tried to mitigate this tendency. Finally, in post-Soviet Russia we witness a full embrace by the secular and religious authorities of a paganized image of the Theotokos who, in her role of a battlefield commander, now points to the West and away from Christ. 


    Conclusion


    This archeological case study of a single event that took place in 2022 has elucidated some previously unstudied ways in which Orthodoxy has informed Russia’s neo-imperialist war against Ukraine and is, in turn, twisted by it. The study showed, in particular, how the iconography (and thus, theology) of the Theotokos that was paganized in the context of World War I has been deployed in the war against Ukraine and the West. Yet, Russia’s current war has deepened this paganization as the nation’s secular and religious leaders ­uncritically embraced the Imperial legacies. We have seen, furthermore, that the paganization of Russian Orthodoxy has ancient roots and precedents. Therefore, a serious reevaluation of the role of Russian Orthodoxy in the current war cannot be limited to its current and recent ideological and political programs, such as the much – and deservedly – criticized notion of “the Russian world”. To be productive, critical analyses would need to enter the inner sancta of more ancient theological developments and liturgical practices, as was attempted in this paper. 
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    Elena Volkova.  
 Theological Foundation  for the Russian Invasion of Ukraine:  The ROC, Russkiy mir, Ruscism


    Theological flexibility


    There is a Western stereotype of Russian Orthodoxy as a “church with a long history” that preserves ancient canons and rituals better than other Christian denominations. This stereotype does not consider political theologies created by the Russian Orthodox Church over the centuries. They are diverse and often contradict one another, but all of them have one thing in common: they tell us that the ROC is a very flexible institution ready to change quickly and radically to suit the new political course of the state.


    The most representative example of this flexibility is that prior to 1917 the church sacralized the tzars209, but after the abdication of Nicholas II the hierarchy instantly turned their backs on him and supported first the Provisional Government and later the communists. In 1927, Metropolitan Sergius Stragorodsky, acting locum tenens of the Patriarch, issued a so-called Declaration210 which announced that henceforward the joys and failures of the Soviet communist homeland would be the joys and failures of the Church. Known as Sergianism, this policy of unconditional loyalty to the totalitarian state soon showed that the “joys” included any type and range of state-sponsored violence, and that any evil, no matter how gross, could be advocated by Russian political theology.


    Russian political theologies are often hard to study because some of them are not presented in any system of ideas or extended pieces of writing, but often by fragmentary texts or even slogans that meet the imperial colonial interests of the state and give sacred “sanction” to various forms of state violence, whether it be slavery in imperial Russia; Stalin’s terror; Soviet militaristic “peacemaking” of the 1960-80s; Putin’s political (including religious) repressions inside Russia; or his neo-colonial invasions of Chechnya, Georgia, and the ongoing devastating war in Ukraine.


    Official Church historians in Russia tend to downplay or deny the intricate intertwining of patriotism, martial spirit, and the cult of Stalin within the Russian Orthodox Church during World War II. They overlook the Church’s development of a religious totalitarian language that glorified Stalin as a divinely chosen leader or a supreme apostle, demonized “enemies of the state,” ignored or even justified persecutions, and manipulated public opinion. All this ultimately contributed to the formation of a political religion of the Russian Victory in the “Great Patriotic War,” which has been cultivated especially by the symbiotic relationship between Church and state since the mid-1990s. And this tradition of “patriotic” rhetoric has been demonstrably weaponized and radicalized in the context of the current war against Ukraine. 


    Between theology and ideology


    When religious ideas or rituals are used to justify or shape political beliefs and actions, even if those religious sources are fragmented or ambiguous, they become part of a political theology. It is not the solidity of the religious texts that matters, but how they are interpreted and employed within the political realm. In this context, the term “theological foundation” has a negative valence implying that the religious elements are being misused or distorted to serve political agendas. This misuse can also be described using similar but nuanced terms like “political theology”, “religious ideology”, “political myth”, or “political religion”, depending on the specific nature of the relationship between religion and politics.


    The recent questions surrounding the war in Ukraine, such as “Why does a Christian church justify this?”, “What about “Thou shalt not kill?” and “Have they never heard of love and mercy?” are tragically relevant; but they echo concerns already raised long ago. For example, Leo Tolstoy exposed systematic violation of the Ten Commandments by the Russian Orthodox Church; and, as a result, the novelist and religious thinker was claimed to have fallen out of the church (not officially excommunicated as is widely believed).


    Further, Fr. Gleb Yakunin, a Russian Orthodox dissident priest and human rights advocate was officially excommunicated and anathematized by the ROC. He criticised the Church hierarchy for criminal collaboration with the KGB and communist authorities in anti-religious persecutions and for its veneration of Stalin as a God-chosen leader. Yakunin called the Moscow Patriarchate “Metropolitbureau” (after Politbureau, the Political Bureau of the Communist party); and he also coined the term “Orthodox Taliban” for the ROC that preaches ultra-nationalism, demonizes its enemies, and calls to eliminate them.211


    In 2002, Father Yakunin raised the alarm about the “The World Russian People’s Council,”212 a public forum that aimed at influencing political spheres and rejected the national borders established after the dissolution of the USSR. He drew stark parallels between their political influence endeavors and those of black-hundredists213 and Afghan Taliban, warning that such a “Orthodox Sharia” could pose a global threat.214


    The question that hangs heavy in the air is: why was Ukraine compelled to bear such steep losses before certain Christian Churches could, at last, realize the dehumanizing political ideologies endorsed by the Russian Orthodox Church?


    Hybrid mythology as ideological barrenness


    Modern church mythmakers hardly create any new ideas. Both the Kremlin and the ROC evidently demonstrate ideological barrenness, which makes it easy to draw parallels between Ruscism and German Nazism, Italian Fascism, Soviet propaganda, and political theologies of the past. Church propagandists borrow old ideas and mix them in a poisonous salad to feed people with the leftovers from yesterday’s dinner. In this sense, Russkiy mir is an illustrative example of a hybrid restoration as part of Post-Soviet retromania. 


    I am going to focus on some theological ideas that are used and often radicalised by Russian actors regarding the modern religious ideology of war. They tell us that the ROC developed a “theological foundation” for the Russian war in Ukraine long before the full-scale invasion of February 24, 2022.


    Since 1993, the World Russian People’s Council (WRPC), headed by patriarch Kirill, has been developing the ideas of ultranationalism, monarchism, Orthodox superiority, the bio-political right of “the Russian people to be reunited,” and their geopolitical struggle for control over former Soviet republics.


    It must be taken into consideration that usually autocratic and totalitarian states need ideological foundations, the religious dimension of which may turn them into political religions that involve the sacralization of the state and an imagined “holy” nation, with veneration of the political leader and army, the demonization/dehumanization of the enemy, and a religious call to die for one’s country (which in Russia recently led to the a sort of a “sacralized necromania,” a religious cult of death).


    Russkiy mir and Ruscism


    The term Russkiy mir is untranslatable into English because the Russian word мир (mir) has two meanings, world and peace, neither of which has anything to do with the neo-colonial militant doctrine propagated in Russia today. Russkiy mir might be interpreted as Russian order (Ordnung), and is better known today as Ruscism. 


    The complexity of the world plays in the term Ruscism was thoroughly analyzed by Timothy Snyder in his article “The War in Ukraine has Unleashed a New Word”, in which he also wrote about the religious character of Russian fascism: “Putin’s very justification of the war in Ukraine, as an act of cleansing violence that will return Russia to itself, represents a Christian form of fascism.”215 


    The genocidal war in Ukraine is presented by Russian Orthodox clergy as an act of cleansing violence when they call for the killing of Ukrainians, bless Russian troops and arms, and deny Ukraine and its people the very right to exist. Patriarch Kirill once said that Russian soldiers are cleansed of their sins when killed in this war: “Go and fulfill your military duty boldly. And remember that if you lay down your life for the Motherland, for your friends, then you will be with God in His Kingdom, in His glory, in life eternal.”216


    As aptly noted by Dmitry Adamski: “Nuclear clerics in their sermons during the Ukrainian and the Syrian conflicts not only legitimized the political discourse, but also linked patriotic, military, and religious duties, interpreting the operations as the sacred duty of the faithful.”217


    Soteriological myth: Third Rome and Third Reich


    The best-known example of this modern theological re-enactment is the post-Soviet revival of the eschatological and soteriological myth of Moscow as the Third Rome, “which positions Russia as the spiritual center responsible for the salvation of the Christian world and of all humanity.”218 The war in Ukraine is presented by both the ROC and the Kremlin as a soteriological mission today: Russian priests and politicians, generals and journalists speak of Russia saving the world from Nazis, Satanists, homosexuals, nuclear collapse, etc.


    Niels Drost and Beatrice de Graaf in their study “Putin and the Third Rome. Imperial-Eschatological Motives as a Usable Past” asserted that Putin’s use of Christian-imperial history served him to: “1) formulate a new state ideology, 2) mobilize society to rally behind the mission of the Holy Russian Empire, 3) ostracize, demonize enemies and legitimize their planned destruction, 4) embed this weaponized, radical ‘holy imperial’-ideology in an overarching metaphysical scheme, in which death and war were envisioned as noble goals for Russians to embrace, in order to obtain their place in heaven. Putin’s dark, ultranationalist eschatology could be defined as a doctrine that projected the final destiny for the soul, society and the Russian people to be in a future state of Russian supremacy, and that death and destruction (even of countless Russians themselves) was but a mere obstacle on that road to salvation.”219 


    The Third Rome idea is also used to propagate the necessity of the imagined unity of the three Slavic territories of Russian, Belarus, and Ukraine since they were historically tied through the Christian Eastern Orthodox faith and Slavic culture. According to this Third Rome theology, the supreme ruler of Moscow should act as a defender of faith, while the Church should serve him in accomplishing his mission. In the Russkiy mir articulation, “Slavic” culture was finally replaced by “Russian,” the Eastern Orthodox faith by the Russian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate, and the tzar by Putin.


     Russkiy mir, as a modern version of the Third Rome, is often mocked in media as Putin’s Third Reich, because Putin seems to have been using Hitler’s playbook, by having occupied 20% of Georgia, then Crimea and Eastern parts of Ukraine; waging a genocidal war in Ukraine; while persecuting the slightest protest in Russia; having outlawed Jehovah’s Witnesses and LGBT activists; and playing an anti-Semitic card. Putin said to rabbis in 2014: “After all, [Joseph] Goebbels said, ‘The more improbable the lie, the faster people believe it.’ And it worked out; he was a talented man.”220 No wonder Putin made any comparisons between the Soviet and Nazi states illegal in Russia.221 


    War in peace-maker’s clothing


    The improbable lie strategy is widely used by the ROC as well, and it should be considered by scholars when they deal with public speeches of the Russian Orthodox hierarchy. Since 2014 ROC officials have often been preaching peace while providing the war against Ukraine with the cover of a religious argumentation and blessing the military and their arms, including even nuclear weapons.222


    Ukrainian scholar Oksana Horkusha warns that “if we hear calls for ‘peace’ from the bearer of the Russkiy mir’s worldview, it actually means a demand to come to terms with all their whims, to give up one’s own identity, one’s own world, one’s own life, if they do not fit into the concept of Russkiy mir.”223 


    The Russian Orthodox tradition of preaching peace to cover war is deeply rooted in church politics and rhetoric as part of the Soviet legacy. One of its expressions is the political theology of peace developed by Metropolitan Nikodim Rotov, Fr. Vitaly Borovoy, and a few other church functionaries in the postwar Soviet Union. The Communist policy of “peaceful coexistence” radically changed the theological repertoire of the Сhurch. For the Soviet “struggle for peace” (which is an oxymoron in itself), the ROC quickly created in the 1960s a “theology of peace,” with references to the Book of Isaiah, the New Testament, and even to contemporary Western theologians. The Сhurch proclaimed a new Covenant of Life and Peace, according to which the whole world was seen as the Body of Christ; the Covenant approved of the ecumenical movement, technical progress, and declared science to be a gift of God.224 


    This “theological” acrobatics proved to be ready to violate any Сhurch doctrine.225 Orders for a new theological scenery kept coming from the Kremlin, and that is why Сhurch peacemakers, most of whom were KGB agents and operated as Cold War actors, never raised their voices against the Soviet invasions of Hungary, Czechoslovakia, or Afghanistan.


     


    Ultranationalist political theology – Snychevshchina


    Another political theology in which Ruscism is rooted draws on what is called Snychevshchina (Снычёвщина) i.e., the voluminous literary production of the late Metropolitan Ioann Snychev, whose sermons and books became a kind of gospel of ultranationalist Orthodoxy in Russia (though scholars suspect that his works were actually written by Konstantin Dushenov).226 Snychev’s ultimate maxim was: “Love your enemies, crush the enemies of the Fatherland, abhor the enemies of God.”227


    His theology is an example of the Post-Soviet mix of the Communist and the Orthodox, and I previously coined the term Commu­nist Christianity for this type of symbiosis.228 Snychov’s central idea is the struggle for a “true teaching,” while Communism has been replaced by Russian Orthodoxy. According to this teaching, the Russian state is the defender of the true faith; the church is united with the state in perfect harmony (like the Communist party was an integral part of the state as well); the Russian people, as a single whole with the church and the state, are idealized as the embodiment of true Orthodox values; the collective becomes again more important than the individual; the mission of the Russians is once more to save other nations; Holy Russia (as Communist Russia before that) is surrounded and infiltrated by many enemies – secret Judeo-Masonic groups, liberals, democrats, ecumenists, Catholics, Protestants, globalists, etc. Holy Russia is to be restored by the true sons of the Motherland that is under attack by the demonic West, an Anti-Russian world government, and global capital. A longstanding international conspiracy has been attempting to destroy Holy Russia, which is the lone defender of the pure truth of God in the world.229


    The Russkiy mir propaganda borrowed most of Snychev-Dushenov’s ideas, including the cosmic dimension of the war: Holy Russia was claimed to be at the center of the spiritual struggle between God and Satan. Because Russia is claimed to be God’s chosen instrument for restraining and defeating evil in the world, its national territory is seen as the focal point of the worldwide conflict between good and evil. 


     From self-victimization to self-deification


    From the very beginning of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2014, neocolonialist propaganda presented the Russian-speaking people living in Ukraine as the victims of the “Kyiv regime”. The ROC thickly coated this victim-centered rhetoric with Christian connotations. In 2015, Patriarch Kirill published a book Seven Homilies230 on the Russkiy mir, pointing to the last seven words of Jesus Christ on the Cross. The title evidently implied that the Russkiy mir was being crucified. In other words, Russia and later Russian troops (“Christ-loving warriors” – христолюбивое воинство) were presented by the ROC as victimized, Christ-like figures – a trope widely used by the clergy during the war. 


    Oleg Morozov in his article “Self-victimization. Russian war against Ukraine in émigré media” shows that even liberal Russian media, banned in Russia, sometimes resonate with the victim-centered ideology, particularly when they try to equate the sufferings of Ukrainians with those of the political prisoners inside Russia. 


    “Despite all the interactive means available to the émigré media, their contribution to empathizing with Ukrainians is unfortunately limited. The rare stories about Ukrainians are superseded by daily reports from battlefields or stories about Russian victims killed, wounded or kept under house arrest for political reasons. [...] Such journalistic choice corresponds to the interests of the Russian audience, but there is a danger of suppressing the Ukrainian victims’ testimonies by focusing on their own suffering and seeing themselves primarily as victims of the war. The self-victimization that appears in this way is harmful because it focuses on one’s own suffering and thus distracts from one’s complicity in the crimes that were committed.”231


    Self-victimization to the point of self-deification is an integral part of the militant theology under discussion. Church actors re-enact the Soviet martyr narrative accusing their real victims in Ukraine of the crimes committed by the Russian Orthodox and the Kremlin authorities, propaganda, and army.232 


    The Anti-Ukrainian political theology of Russkiy mir as a central element of the Kremlin propaganda machine recalls the German anti-Semitic newspaper Der Stürmer playing a leading role in Nazi propaganda. Julius Streicher, the founder and publisher of Der Stürmer was held accountable for inciting genocide by the Nuremberg Tribunal and executed by hanging. 


    I think that the above evidence indicates that all the actors of the Russkiy mir/Ruscism propaganda machine, including the authors of this political theology, must first be placed under severe sanctions and then charged by international courts with crimes against humanity for inciting genocide against the Ukrainian ­people.
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        The Black Hundred (Черная сотня) – a Russian ultra-nationalist movement in the early 20th century known for inciting anti-Semitic pogroms and anti-Ukrainian sentiments. Their ideology was based on a slogan formulated by Sergey Uvarov, “Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationhood”. Fr. Gleb Yakunin uses “black hundred” as an umbrella term for any Russian extremist ultra-nationalist group. So does Walter Laqueur, who foretold the future destruction of Russia: “The ideas of the extreme right are not only mad but evil. By creating foes where none exist, they deflect the energies of the nation from coping with the real dangers, from where they are most needed: the immense work of reconstruction. If the ultra right’s views were to prevail, it could well achieve what neither Hitler nor Stalin and his successors did: the total ruin of the country.” Walter Laqueur. Black Hundred: The Rise of the Extreme Right in Russia. New York: Harper Collins Publishers 1993, p. 296.
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    Mykhailo Cherenkov.   
Counterfeit Forms  of Russian Orthodoxy as a Challenge   to Religious Freedom


    The war in Ukraine has demonstrated the critical importance of religious freedom in safeguarding national identity and state sovereignty. In a direct sense, the war in Ukraine is a war for freedom, including, and even primarily, religious freedom. Ukraine showcases a consistent commitment to a model where freedom is intertwined with peaceful religious diversity, and Ukrainians are willing to sacrifice to defend this way of life. What is surprising is that even amidst this dreadful war, many opinion leaders in Europe and the United States remain in the shadow of the Kremlin and under the spell of Russian Orthodox mythology. It is not just Russian propaganda at work here; there is also a sense of disillusionment with Western Christianity, weariness from freedom and its complexities, and a certain naivety towards the mystery and profundity of chronicled Russian spirituality. All these factors contribute to the persistence of unfounded claims in Western media and academic publications that the Russian Orthodox Church in Ukraine is facing severe persecutions, that Ukraine is a battleground between traditional Orthodox spirituality and secularized Western Christianity, and that Russia is the last stronghold of traditional Christian values.


    The myth of Russian spirituality, monopolized and protected by the Russian Orthodox Church, remains the main obstacle to a proper understanding of the situation regarding religious freedom in the region. The logic here is simple, unbending, and militaristic: if the tradition of Russian Orthodoxy is indeed authentic, it must be defended, even at the cost of suppressing all other traditions labeled by that the leadership of the Russian Orthodox Church as non-canonical, heretical, and influenced by the West. 


    Most Western sympathizers of Russian Orthodoxy are not willing to go that far and try to sit on two chairs at one time, in other words, to combine their naive fascination with Moscow’s Orthodoxy with politically correct acknowledgments of religious freedom and tolerance. In practice, however, this has served as a justification for the war. In this naive perspective the war appears holy, with true Orthodoxy defending its freedom from the corrupting influence of a decadent West which supposedly seeks to occupy new canonical territories and threatens the very existence of the holy faith and holy Russia. This myth of authentic Russian Orthodoxy becomes a source and justification for aggression against Ukraine and its religious freedom. 


    Accordingly, to expose this war as criminal and far from holy, we need to undertake an intellectual and spiritual investigation to demythologize the current iteration of Russian Orthodoxy, which turns out to be a fake, a forgery, and a counterfeit of true Christianity.


    Alternatively, we can take a simpler path and say this: the “holy faith” that justifies war against a peaceful neighbor already reveals its deceptive nature through an attempt to justify evil. We can analyze the theological documents of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) and the statements of its hierarchs to show how they are incompatible with the tradition of the early Church and the spirit of the Gospel. Or we can embark on the path of historical deconstruction in order to demonstrate the subordination of Russian Orthodoxy to the state and its political interests. Either way, debunking the myth surrounding Russian Orthodoxy as true Christianity serves to expose this war as a crime against Ukraine, its religious freedom, and its diversity. Conversely, the fascination with Russian Orthodoxy turns Western theologians, philosophers, and politicians into advocates of the devil and naive accomplices in the war. Even during the war, numerous books continue to be published in the West about the miraculous revival of Russian Orthodoxy. Is it not time to acknowledge that there has been no such revival of Russian Orthodoxy? What actually occurred was a revival of interest in Russian Orthodoxy, but not a revival of the essence of Orthodoxy itself. There was a resurgence of interest in the Church, but not a resurgence, in the sense of a revival, of the Church itself. There were changes in the Russian state, which set new, more ambitious tasks before the Orthodox Church. Now, it was not just protecting sacred spaces or a strictly defined niche in religious life. Instead, it had to sanctify, justify, and bless the aggressive expansion of the Russkiy mir (“Russian world”) in exchange for certain privileges or perhaps, leaving out the idea of any rewards, merely for the sake of survival.


    Thus, in order to understand the situation concerning religious freedom in Ukraine, one must start from the premise that the Russian Orthodox Church is not a victim but an accomplice to the criminal policies of the Russian state. Portraying Russian Orthodoxy as a persecuted entity whose freedom needs protection turns everything upside down and turns demands for religious freedom into a violation of religious freedom. The creation of the myth of Russian Orthodoxy as the only true and authentic version of Christianity in this context de facto denies all other traditions the right to exist and be free. On the part of Western authors, this can be attributed to naivety, but on the part of Russian propagandists, it is premeditated manipulation.


    In one way or another, the naivety of Western society in regard to this counterfeit version of Orthodoxy harms the interests of religious freedom. A more general thesis can be proposed that inauthentic forms of religiosity (rather than traditionalists’ favorite bogeymen: secularism, liberalism, socialism, postmodernism) pose the main threat to religion and religious freedom. I know, however, that even freedom-loving American Protestant evangelicals may find this difficult to accept.


    A few years ago, I unintentionally witnessed an Orthodox priest teaching students at an American Mennonite college that true spirituality can only be found in Russia, and that the Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church is the true leader of world Christianity. Remarkably, this happened during time designated for prayer and study of the Word of God (during Chapel). Instead of using the Bible, the speaker opened one of Patriarch Kirill’s books and “enlightened” the students and faculty with extensive quotations from it. All my colleagues in the Department of Religious Studies were captivated by what they heard. In response to superficial, yet vehement, criticism of the secular West and watered-down Christianity, they applauded thunderously.


    And it is precisely this naive and feeble Western Christianity that raises questions: what is amiss with it? Where is the distinction between good and evil, the experience and wisdom of the ages, the spiritual strength? The demythologization of historical forms of religion cannot and should not be limited to just Russian Orthodoxy (or so-called “Russian Protestantism”); it also extends to other churches and international organizations, such as the World Council of Churches. Perhaps that is why the West prefers simply to express its concern and refrains from coming to any decisive conclusions. Acknowledging present day Russian Orthodoxy as a compromised form of religiosity leads us to question ourselves: how could we be deceived, why did we become such easy prey for propaganda, and where did we veer off onto the path of endless compromises?


    Today is the time to acknowledge that Russian Orthodoxy is a product of myth-making. But in the mirror of this fake Orthodoxy, we see the flaws of naive, careless, and self-satisfied Western Christianity. Recognizing our mistakes in our perception of Russian Orthodoxy means accepting our share of responsibility for the war and, in turn, acknowledging our weakness and vulnerability to evil and falsehood; however, we have yet to see an example of such profound self-criticism. 


    The myth of Russian Orthodoxy as primordial, traditional, authentic, and infallible poses a challenge to religious freedom – not only to other churches and denominations but also to its own parishioners, who have become hostages of the political and militaristic project called the Russkiy mir. Moreover, this myth not only threatens the freedom of its followers and others, but it also undermines the very idea of religious freedom, distorting and ridiculing it to the point of absurdity. The Orthodox Church blesses the Russian army and its “liberation” of Ukraine from “Nazis,” labeling the invaders as “liberators,” thereby allowing them to indulge in all sorts of imaginable and unimaginable crimes. Simultaneously, it hypocritically accuses the Ukrainian authorities of persecuting canonical Orthodoxy. In its assault on freedom and mockery of liberty, the Russian Orthodox Church reveals its anti-Christian nature.


    This raises several methodological, moral, and theological questions. In terms of methodology, it is necessary to determine how to deal with sham forms of religiosity: whether to categorize them as “destructive cults and sects,” to classify them as “terrorist organizations” (or as “spiritual sponsors of terrorism”), to categorize them as political parties or civil organizations, or, for now, to leave them in the list of religious organizations with a special annotation to monitor closely possible transformations. In moral terms, the issue concerns the situation of religious freedom within the Russian Orthodox Church: if its priests themselves are admitting that it is unbearably hard for them to stay there and that they cannot change anything, what does this say about the moral character of church leadership and the entire ecclesiastical body; how can the church preach freedom to society if there is no freedom within it? In theological terms, it is necessary to answer the question of what the Russian Orthodox Church is in the context of evangelical teaching, the historical experience of the church, and ecclesiology as the science of the church. This is where an objective assessment of the ecclesiastical status of what is so proudly called “Orthodoxy” must be undertaken.


    Being part of the spiritual tradition of Evangelical Christian Baptists, who valued, above all, a personal relationship with God, the authority of God’s Word, and freedom of conscience, I have long ago concluded that the current iteration of Russian Orthodoxy does not value any of these things and therefore lacks the signs of an ecclesiastical organism. Despite the presence of individual vital priests and congregations, the overall impression of lifelessness and apostasy remains unchanged. While some may label such an assessment as a subjective opinion and choose to disregard it, the evident and persistent intolerance displayed by Russian Orthodoxy towards religious freedom speaks volumes on its own. The war in Ukraine is a continuation of the war on freedom that Russian Orthodoxy has been waging since the beginning of its history. And this willingness not only to preach against freedom but also to bless those who exterminate freedom and free people exposes the counterfeit nature of Russian Orthodoxy and implicates it in the perpetuation of the war against Ukraine.


  


  

    Stefan Kube.   
“To put politics aside”?  Reflections on Theological and Non-theological Factors within Ecumenical Dialogue


    Thirty years ago, the movie “Groundhog Day” with Bill Murray as main actor was released in the cinemas. This comedy from 1993 tells the story of a cynical weatherman covering the annual Groundhog Day event in a small town in Pennsylvania, who gets trapped in a time loop and is forced to relive the same day several times. This movie came to my mind when I was following the recent ecumenical initiatives and events related to the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine. For example, the circumstances and the procedure of the meeting between the World Council of Churches’ (WCC) general secretary Jerry Pillay and the Russian patriarch Kirill in Moscow on 17 May 2023 were the same as on 17 October 2022 when the acting general secretary at that time, Father Ioan Sauca, visited Moscow. In both cases a WCC’s general secretary met with patriarch Kirill despite all the voices of warning heard prior to the meeting. In both cases, press releases teeming with empty phrases were issued by the WCC afterwards.233 The Moscow ­Patriarchate issued press ­releases as well that show how unprepared and naïvely the general secretaries went into talks with the primate of the Russian Orthodox Church.234 The manner of Sauca’s meeting with patriarch Kirill was heavily criticized among others by Rita Famos, president of the Protestant Church in Switzerland. She was “horrified by the delegation’s despondency and the lack of respect for the hopes of many member churches [of the WCC] concerning this meeting.” Famos especially missed a clear condemnation of drone attacks against civilians and the civil infrastructure in Ukraine.235 Faced with public criticism, both Pillay and Sauca gave a so-called “exclusive interview” trying to justify their respective journeys to Moscow. But “exclusive interview” meant in both cases an interview with the WCC’s own press office which is a “remarkable” handling of public criticism.236


    Recurring patterns could be also found in Pope Francis’s approach to Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine: On the one hand, the Pope has expressed his deep solidarity with Ukraine several times, for example in his letter to the Ukrainian people in November 2022: “Dear brothers and sisters, in all this great flood of evil and pain – ninety years after the terrible genocide of the Holodomor – I stand in admiration of your steadfast resistance.”237 He also made impressive gestures like kissing a Ukrainian flag from Bucha after the Russian atrocities had become known worldwide. On the other hand, the Pontiff more than once made ambiguous statements concerning the war of aggression against Ukraine. Many Ukrainians were very concerned and disappointed when the Pope praised Russia’s imperial legacy in a video call with young Russian people on 25 August 2023.238 The Apostolic Nunciature in Ukraine tried to calm down the public discussions on the Pope’s statement stressing that Pope Francis “has never endorsed imperialistic notions” and was a staunch opponent and critic of any form of imperialism.239 


    Recurring patterns of distancing from the political sphere


    Reading the statements of WCC’s representatives or of Pope Francis you come across recurring patterns of distancing from the political sphere. For instance, in his letter to Ukrainian president Zelensky and Russian president Putin in March 2022, the WCC’s acting general secretary Ioan Sauca wrote that he is “not a politician nor a diplomat either. Therefore, I will write to you this pastoral letter as a priest and spiritual leader.”240 When faced with the claim to suspend or to exclude the Russian Orthodox Church from the WCC raised by many prominent church representatives and theologians,241 Sauca said in his report to the WCC central committee three months later in June 2022: “It would be very easy to use the language of the ­politicians, but we are called to use the language of faith, of our faith. It is easy to exclude, excommunicate, and demonize, but we are called as WCC to use a free and safe platform of encounter and dialogue.”242 Sauca reaffirmed this position in his report to the WCC 11th assembly on 31 August 2022 in Karlsruhe, Germany.243 One day later, according to the Department of External Church Relations of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC), he mentioned in a discussion with the delegation of the ROC: “In the WCC we speak the language of faith not politics; we are an open platform for all. The ROC is a full-fledged part of our fellowship.”244


    Likewise, Sauca’s successor Pillay emphasized his distancing from the political sphere. In his “exclusive interview” after the meeting with Patriarch Kirill he said: “The task of the WCC is not to get involved in politics even though this is necessary for peaceful solutions to real problems. We do not have a political agenda, and we believe that the Bible calls us to peace. […] Jesus Christ is the prince of peace, and he calls us to work for peace and live in peace with each other, so we have to put the scriptures in front of us to be able to put politics aside, to put nationalism aside.”245 Pillay’s approach was accompanied by Heinrich Bedform-Strohm, the newly elected WCC central committee moderator in Karlsruhe who said in an interview with the German Catholic News Agency before the meeting of the WCC central committee in June 2023: “The relationship of the churches [i.e. Orthodox churches in Ukraine and Russia] and their connection are to strengthen. This is important also as sign for politics. But the political question doesn’t stand at the beginning. For us Christ is in the center, this is the starting point for dialogue.”246


    To complement the picture on the Catholic side, already in 2015, in the aftermath of the Russian takeover of Crimea, Pope Francis told the Ukrainian bishops on their ad limina visit in the Vatican that certain issues of recent history are “questions which partly have a political basis, and to which you are not called to offer a direct response.”247 From the Pope’s point of view priority should be given to the pastoral role of church representatives and not to political considerations in addressing the conflict in Ukraine. In the interview with the Italian newspaper “Corriera della Sera” in May 2022 Pope Francis underlined this aspect: “But I feel that I shouldn’t go there [to Kyiv]. Not yet. First, I must go to Moscow, I want to meet Putin first of all. But in the end, I am just a priest, what can I possibly achieve? I’ll do what I can.”248


    In different variations the statements by the WCC representatives or by the Pope send the same message: none of the mentioned church leaders wants to be a politician. None of them wants to interfere in the political sphere or to deal with the political context. Of course, nobody expects religious leaders to act like party politicians. An approach that calls for an ecumenical encounter from which politics is entirely excluded makes things too easy, like Jeffrey Pillay did. On the contrary, one needs to reflect on how non-theological factors, in the sense of political factors, influence church peace initiatives or ecumenical efforts for dialogue. Otherwise, there would be a blind spot which is only useful for Russian propaganda. In the following I will discuss three levels in the relationship of political factors and ecumenical dialogue.


    Which political reading of the conflict?


    Despite their declared non-political position, the WCC and the Pope have a specific understanding or reading of the war against Ukraine which implies political presuppositions and consequences. In the abovementioned quotation Pillay demanded not only to put politics aside, but also to put nationalism aside. This statement reflects WCC’s perception of the conflict from the very beginning. After the beginning of the Russian proxy war in Donbass, the WCC sent a delegation to Ukraine in March 2015 which declared after its visit that the churches and faith communities of Ukraine could “play a lead role in transcending the competing nationalisms that predispose groups toward conflict.”249 The narrative of competing nationalisms shapes the WCC’s approach to the conflict and implies that besides a Russian nationalism a Ukrainian nationalism plays a crucial role, which is a complete misreading of the situation. The Russian aggression in 2014 and after was a reaction to the Ukrainian Revolution of Dignity of 2013-14, which had been driven not by nationalism, but by the longing for a life in dignity and freedom, democratic and transparent political procedures, and a European perspective for Ukraine.250 Many believers from different Christian churches in Ukraine had participated in the uprising by standing together in protest  and prayer.251 The Russian attack on Ukraine as a response to the Maidan was a form of imperialism completely overlooked by the WCC. Instead, the narrative of nationalisms reinforces an interpretation that puts the aggressor and the attacked on the same level.


    Such an equal treatment of Russia and Ukraine also reflects the statement by the WCC 11th assembly in Karlsruhe “War in Ukraine, Peace and Justice in the European Region”. Even though the statement unambiguously condemned the Russian invasion as an “illegal and unjustifiable war”, it treated both countries as equally ranking responsible actors by appealing “to all sides in the conflict to respect the principles of international humanitarian law, including especially with regard to the protection of civilians and civilian infrastructure, and for the humane treatment of prisoners of war.”252


    The statements of the Pope reveal a different interpretation of the conflict. In contrast to the WCC, Francis spoke about imperialism, but for him there are “imperialisms in conflict” causing the war in Ukraine, as he told his Jesuit brothers during his stay at the Congress of Leaders of World and Traditional Religions in Kazakhstan in September 2022: “I see imperialisms in conflict. And, when they feel threatened and in decline, the imperialisms react, thinking that the solution is to unleash a war to make up for it, and also to sell and test weapons.”253 In this interview he also repeated his view that NATO is also responsible for the outbreak of war by “barking at the gates of Russia without understanding that the Russians are imperial and fear border insecurity”, which the Pontiff had already mentioned in May 2022. By the end of 2022 Pope Francis stated: “This one is a world war, because it is true when empires either on one side or the other weaken, they need to make a war in order to feel strong – and also to sell weapons!”254 He reiterated this interpretation one year after the beginning of the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine in March 2023: “But there are imperial interests over there, not only those of the Russian empire, but also of empires elsewhere. It is precisely the empire that puts nations second.”255


    While the WCC in its political analysis reduces the causes of the war to competing nationalisms, the Pope extends them to clashing imperialisms with Russia on the one side and NATO on the other side. Both readings have the same consequences: they are missing the core of the conflict – an authoritarian and neo-imperial regime under Putin in Russia that tries to destroy a political and societal opposing model in Ukraine256 – and so tend to put both countries on an equal footing.


    Concerning Pope Francis’s often inconsistent statements during the last months, one must also take the dual role of the papacy or the Vatican into account.257 The Pope acts as spiritual leader of one of the world’s largest religious communities; at the same time he is the head of a sovereign state, the Vatican, which makes him undeniably a political actor. Due to this dual role, there was the hope that the Vatican, particularly the Pope, could play a mediating role in the ongoing war against Ukraine, since the Vatican has ways of staying in contact with conflicting parties to which other actors have no longer access. In its self-image the Vatican is very often portrayed as “peace power”.258 However, regarding the Pope’s statements in the interview with the Italian newspaper “Corriere della Sera” it seems quite unclear if Pope Francis sees himself primarily as a pastor or as a politician when addressing the Russian state and church leadership: he seems to mix up these two different roles. The Ukrainian theologian Pavlo Smytsnyuk noted therefore: “It is difficult to decipher whether at any given moment Pope Francis speaks as a state leader or as a pastor, whether his pacifist-leaning statements are part of a coherent and well-thought-out theory of conflict resolution or are a prophetic cry against warfare.”259


    How to handle a politicized church leadership?


    The interpretations of the political reasons of the conflict also play a role in the WCC’s and Francis’s attempts to stay in contact with patriarch Kirill. Hardly surprising, the primate of the ROC also claims not to be a political actor, just like the WCC and the Pope. In the meeting with WCC General Secretary Sauca, he stated: “The times we live in today are very difficult; yet these difficulties do not come from the Churches, but from the political context, and this context constitutes an extreme danger today.”260 In a similar way by the end of November 2022 Kirill stressed that the church in no way interferes in politics: “The Church does not participate in politics in any way, but takes to heart the grief of people, the pain of its people, and, of course, today our special prayer is for peace, for well-being and tranquility in the land of Russia, for the cessation of internecine strife, for the understanding of those of our brothers who, driven by dark outside forces, are working to divide the united body of the ROC.”261 From other contributors at our conference we heard many examples of atriarch Kirill’s political actions and the participation of the ROC in political affairs. The problem is how to address them when both sides have been using the same ecumenical language up to now by claiming that they are in favor of dialogue and peaceful conflict resolution. In his conversation with Sauca, patriarch Kirill went even so far as to state that in his opinion “the WCC today has taken the only proper position – active, but neutral – taking no political sides in this conflict. The Churches by nature have a peace-making potential. And if a Church starts waving a flag of war and calling for confrontation, it acts against its nature.”262 


    We are facing a massive manipulation and falsification of ecumenical language by patriarch Kirill. In his speeches and sermons, he is constantly waving the flag of war by producing images of an enemy like the “rotten West”. At the Sunday of Orthodoxy this year he differentiated Russia from the innovations in Western philosophy and theology. He criticized the relativization of basic values in favor of “so-called universal values”, which meant western liberal values. In Kirill’s eyes, the contemporary ROC justifies by its acting the name that was once given to her by the holy fathers – the church militant (ecclesia militans). “The time of political correctness has passed. We must really fight for our people, for our Church, for our fatherland, for all that the Lord has given us through our great ancestors. And then Holy Russia and our people living according to God’s law will be truly preserved”, concluded the patriarch.263


    Russia’s president Putin is using the same anti-western militant narrative. In his state-of-the-nation address at the end of February, the Russian president condemned the Western rejection of “traditional values”, which are preserved by the ROC and other traditional religious organizations in Russia.264 It is obvious that the president and the patriarch are using the same narrative and images of the enemy to legitimize the war against Ukraine. But the evident seems only to a lesser extent or not at all visible to some western ecumenical interlocutors. They try to hold on to the chimera of a separation of the religious and political spheres, as they are accustomed to doing with ecumenical encounters in the last decades. The success of the ROC’s strategy of depoliticization is evident when looking at the attempts of western ecumenical actors to influence patriarch Kirill to withdraw from his legitimization of war. WCC’s former general secretary, Father Ioan Sauca, on his visit in Moscow agreed with patriarch Kirill that war cannot be holy – a statement that moves along the traditional paths of ecumenical language and ignores the political sphere completely. But this practice does not work anymore when faced with a highly politicized church leadership. One must find a new language and new strategies for dealing with the ROC.


    One reason for the “lost language of ecumenism”, as the German theologian Regina Elsner described the phenomenon,265 is that western ecumenical interlocutors have been silent far too long on the Russian church’s discourse about so-called “traditional values,” which has considerable domestic political consequences for Russia itself as well as for its foreign and ecumenical relations. This is not a new development. For many years one could observe the politicization of the Moscow Patriarchate, which Cyril Hovorun has described as “political Orthodoxy”.266 The silence of western ecumenical actors with regard to these processes can be partly explained in two ways: they either feared to destroy the last remaining official dialogue formats with the ROC (as is the case with some western Protestant churches), or they welcomed the ROC’s engagement for “traditional values”. This was and perhaps still is the case with some Catholic circles and Evangelical groups. In the last decades the ROC built an international network with Christian conservative groups worldwide to promote its own moral conservatism.267 In this context, the buzzword “strategic alliance” that was applied to the ecumenical dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church and the Russian Orthodox Church deserves a mention. The idea of this “strategic alliance” was promoted particularly by the former head of Department for External Church Relations of the Moscow Patriarchate, Metropolitan Ilarion (Alfejev). He propagated a view of the common ground between both churches, which he saw as the common front against secular and liberal values considered to be the cause for the decline of Christianity in modern Western societies.


    New hermeneutics of theological and non-theological factors within ecumenical dialogue


    On the third – and more general – level we must reconsider the mechanisms of ecumenical dialogues. Indeed, it might be a consensus that ecumenical dialogues are shaped by theological factors, like dogmatic issues or different religious traditions, on the one hand, and non-theological factors, like various cultural contexts and political influences, on the other. But this approach should not lead us to the assumption that we could strictly separate both factors to get a “pure” theological field on which to concentrate. Non-theological factors like issues of power and identity also play an important role in influencing theological thought and church action that should be considered.268 Therefore, it would be too simplistic to speak only of an instrumentalization of religious communities or religious symbolism in conflict situations, as often happens. Of course, such cases do exist; but the case of the Russian Orthodox Church today, as well as the behavior of religious communities during the bloody dissolution of Yugoslavia269 that church leaders are relatively independent actors with their own political interests and aims. The political and the religious legitimations of the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine are intertwined and require an ecumenical hermeneutics which reflects on these connections and avoids a simplistic model of instrumentalization. 


    Conclusion


    In the movie “Groundhog Day”, Bill Murray experiences a learning curve, so that in the end he can finally escape from the time loop. In the ecumenical context we see some evidence of learning, but also mistakes being repeated in dealing with the Russian Orthodox Church. One of the recent examples of the latter was the meeting between Cardinal Matteo Zuppi, the Pope’s peace envoy for Ukraine, and Moscow’s ombudswoman for children’s rights, Maria Lvova-Belova, on 29 June 2023,270 which took place during our conference in Lviv. Lvova-Belova is charged by the International Criminal Court (ICC) as a war criminal for the deportation of Ukrainian children.271 Even if the aim of Zuppi’s meeting with Lvova-Belova was to free the abducted Ukrainian children, he should have avoided friendly pictures showing him smiling and bowing in front of a woman charged with war crimes that only serve Russian propaganda. Meanwhile Cardinal Zuppi has lowered his “peace mission” to a “humanitarian mission” after visits to Kyiv, Moscow, Washington, and Beijing.272 This could be part of a learning curve on the way to a more realistic Vatican approach to the Russian aggression against Ukraine and the role the ROC plays in it. Such learning is eventually only possible, first, with a proper interpretation of the political causes of the conflict; second, with a clear theological critique of the politicized role of the ROC; and third, with an ecumenical hermeneutics which does not pretend “to put politics aside.”
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    Andrij M. Hlabse, S.J.   
Challenges for Diplomacy  “Super Partes” in Russia’s War  Against Ukraine


    The mode of presence of a church or churches to a conflict, especially an armed one, merits investigation. To discuss the role of a public believing community, or at least its leaders, as a diplomatic agent or agents in a clash between social communities tied rather by political or perhaps ethnic bonds is to suggest that such a believing community – and specifically here, a Christian Church – has unique qualities, or at least a unique self-understanding of its identity, among the various parties in the world community. From this perspective, a church can carry out a unique role by its presence.


    This role and its potential effectiveness can be assessed not only by practical analyses of the social and political dynamics at play among the church and the communities in conflict, but also, even in diplomacy, from a theological perspective. In the case of a Christian Church, its self-understanding is founded upon its relationship with God and thus calls for a properly theological foundation in assessing its motives and capacities for action. The Church is described in Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, as “a people made one with the unity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.”273 Its union as a community is neither political nor ethnic, but properly theological – brought about by God. Lumen Gentium further describes the Catholic Church “as a sign and instrument both of a very closely knit union with God and of the ­unity of the whole human race.”274 The theological and the social are both brought together in this succinct phrase. 


    The Church’s nature as a community brought about by God and its mission of unity with God and among human beings are inextricably linked. A classic scholastic dictum could be invoked here – agere sequitur esse, action follows upon being. Thus, the union the Church seeks to build comes about in a specific mode; and its role in the diplomatic community flows from this.275


    The role of the Pope also needs to be considered within this fundamental perspective. In the community of the Church which is “sign and instrument of unity” with God and among human beings, the Pope (who is also the sovereign head of the Vatican City State) has the particular role or ministry of “head of the College of Bishops, the Vicar of Christ, and the Pastor of the universal Church here on earth.”276 Many, even most, diplomatic missions of the Church are carried out by those considered representatives of the pope and his office, as described in the 1969 motu proprio of Paul VI, Sollicitudo omnium Ecclesiarum, and in the updated Code of Canon Law of 1983, in Book II, Section I, Chapter V, where ecclesiastical diplomats are understood primarily as “papal legates,” or personal representatives of the pope.277 Theological perspectives that are both ecclesiological and pastoral are therefore essential for understanding and evaluating the role of Churches even in the diplomatic sphere.


    Ecclesial diplomacy “super partes”


    With these fundamental criteria in mind, one of the unique qualities of contemporary Catholic ecclesiastical diplomacy can come under consideration: its ordinarily being carried out “super partes,” or above parties to the conflict. In light of what was said above regarding how even the Church’s diplomacy fits into an understanding of the its nature and mission, this acting “super partes” must be seen not merely as a “negative quality” – namely, that the Church participates in diplomacy as a much smaller political community simply not involved directly in the dispute and thus able to act as a comparable body that happens to be endowed with disinterest regarding the particular dispute – but rather, as a community and actor of a different kind. The Church’s unique self-understanding as a community drawn together by God and commissioned to deepen union with God and among human beings gives a distinctively “positive quality” and motive to its participation in diplomacy as an actor “super partes”. The Church ultimately is not and cannot be tied to the particular interests of a given nation, polity, or ethnic group. It aims to represent something more transcendent.


    Yet, this “natural” neutrality of the Church as a communal body on the political stage cannot ignore that political neutrality is not equivalent to moral neutrality. On the contrary, precisely the Church’s political neutrality – its distance from merely earthly gains, aims, and ends – is meant to be a tool that elevates the Church’s capacity to act with greater freedom in favor of moral and humanitarian principles. Here, too, the freedom is not just practical, in that the Vatican City State is not preoccupied to “promote its national interests” (say to grow its economy or enlarge its territory) in a given negotiation, but also principled: the Church of God witnesses to values that apply equally to all sides, moral laws that transcend whatever parties or interests may be at stake in a given dispute. It should be added that although these principles are here described from a Catholic perspective, they could apply mutatis mutandis to any Christian Church.


    Thus, Church diplomacy can be an authentically ecclesial ministry and act (that is, in accord with the nature and mission of the Church) and not some mere appendage of its activity or an intervention in a sphere in which it has no proper role. For all these reasons ecclesial diplomacy can take on many guises, not merely presence at a negotiating table: entreaties for peace, appeals to cultural rather than political actors, humanitarian gestures and aid, along with more direct roles in conversation with the parties to a dispute. In maintaining ties of one kind or another with all sides of the conflict, remaining “super partes,” the Church has also demonstrated the will to be an instance of last resort in bridging seemingly irreconcilable parties. None of these elements can be discounted, then, when evaluating the complete picture of a church’s “diplomatic role” in a given situation. In the reflections that follow, which are per force quite limited, no judgment about the Church’s diplomacy to date is given; rather, objective factors that make Ukraine a challenging “limit case” for the Holy See’s usual way of proceeding “super partes” are highlighted so that they may be further evaluated.


    Diplomacy “super partes” and the war against Ukraine


    Often the conviction of a spiritual and moral mission as well as a lack of ties to “national” or even particular interests frees the Church to act on behalf of moral values and transcendent principles. Being “super partes” flows from and assists the mission that the Church tries to play in the diplomatic sphere; particularly for this reason people expect a clear moral voice from the Church in such matters. Very often this positioning is a fruitful and irreplaceable unicum that allows the Church to act in modes and times beyond political negotiators and even after the hopes of these latter have failed. Yet, in Russia’s war against Ukraine it seems that there are specific and fundamental challenges to the moral high-ground or freedom usually granted by “super partes” participation, because moral and transcendent values are manifestly at stake in a way that cannot avoid choosing a side without at the same time undermining the principles that animate a Church’s very presence in this sphere. I would like to highlight three of these tensions.


    First, the Catholic Church has been openly committed to the cause of human rights on the international stage for decades. The various addresses of pontiffs to the United Nations and to diverse national political bodies on their apostolic travels especially since Vatican II come to mind as ready examples. The Church proposes human rights as compatible with, and in some ways even flowing from Christian doctrine – especially that of the dignity of the human person created in the imago Dei – yet in principle knowable upon a rational foundation accessible to all. Advocacy on behalf of and defense of these rights has been a pillar upon which the Catholic Church’s diplomacy has been built, since they apply universally – to each nation, culture, and circumstance. This advocacy meshes well with a diplomacy “super partes”. 


    In the war against Ukraine, however, the abuse of fundamental human rights – especially of civilians – has been used as a manifest strategy of total war only by one side. (This is not to deny the possibility of abuses by deviant actors on the other side as well, but not in a systematic and manifold way.) This fact must be a starting point. Additionally, accusations of the abuse of human rights in Donbass by Ukraine was an aspect of Russian propaganda to justify the war since 2014, an accusation which has been falsified by external international observers278. For these reasons, a “super partes” approach to the question of human rights in the given instance seems out of proportion to the reality: while the human rights of the members  of both nations are surely to be upheld and protected, only one side suffers their abuse as a systematic strategy of a war of terror along with false accusations about abuses on their part. While the rights apply universally, they are not being abused in an equivalent way. The perspective emerges that human rights can only credibly be protected by taking a clear side on this matter, recalling that both gestures and words can be equivocal. Questions of human rights also quickly touch on those of the rights of nations, which Pope John Paul II said at the United Nations in 1995 “are nothing but ‘human rights’ fostered at the specific level of community life.”279 Political neutrality cannot be confused with moral neutrality about human rights; disproportions and terrorism have to be named and dealt with directly.


    Another element of this war which puts at stake the credibility of a “super partes” approach from a specifically Christian body as the Church is one about which some contributions have been made at this conference – the role of religious ideology. To speak even more directly, what is present is a gross and blasphemous distortion of Christian faith and history, used to justify lethal violence against peaceful neighbors. The ideology, and what some theologians have called the heresy, of the “russkij mir” is without doubt a motor for the cultural forces that animate this war, as well as weaken resistance to it, within Russia.280 This ideology flows from a chauvinistic, ethnocentric, and nationalist distortion of East Slavic history and a warped relationship between Church and state, in which the former underwrites the latter’s expansionist ambitions. Although even some knowledge of East Slavic history belies claims Russia’s recent actions could be authentically “Christian,” nonetheless Christian credibility is forcibly put on the table due to the manifest role of religious ideology to buttress the war. One thinks of the shocking images of Patriarch Kirill “blessing” men to prosecute the war against Ukraine while giving military leaders an icon of the Theo­tokos and the ecclesiastical disciplining by removal from the priestly state of those clerics who dare pray for peace rather than “victory”. President Putin’s repeated genocidal declarations that Ukraine and Ukrainians do not really exist is also based not only on his interpretation of political history and the genesis of national borders, but also on the “russkij mir” ideology’s claims about ethnic and religious history. If authority is to be exercised by a faith community like the Church in the diplomatic sphere precisely on account of its promotion of Christian and human values, then an unequivocal and clear rejection of ideology that attacks human rights while masked as Christian belief is urgent. The particulars of the war in Ukraine mitigate against a formalistic equivalency of parties and rather seem to call for a full-throated denunciation of wickedness perpetrated in the name of God. In this way the Church’s broader mission of evangelization – and not merely its diplomatic efforts – is implicated as well!


    Finally, in a kind of culmination of the previous two points, and most dramatically put – there is only one side in this war that is the object of genocidal attacks on the level of both rhetoric and action. Whatever one’s assessment for the reason of the start of the war, although it seems to me beyond doubt that there is a clear and brutal aggressor and a manifestly aggressed, only one side speaks and acts in terms that invoke genocide. That many of Russia’s actions – not excluding the deportation of Ukrainian children to Russia – violate the UN’s Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide is publicly documented.281 The specific charge regarding children has resulted in the issue of warrants by the International Criminal Court in March 2023 for the arrest of President Putin and Ms. Maria Alekseyevna Lvova-Belova, Commissioner for Children’s Rights in the Office of the President of the Russian Federation. In the case of a group subject to genocide, although there be Christians – or members of whatever religious group – on both sides, it seems incumbent upon a Church whose presence in the diplomatic sphere is dictated by a spiritual and moral mission immediately and unequivocally to take sides in defense of the group subject to this crime. As Pope John Paul II further said at the UN in 1995, “A presupposition of a nation’s rights is certainly its right to exist: therefore no one – neither a State nor another nation, nor an international organization – is ever justified in asserting that an individual nation is not worthy of existence.”282 Yet precisely this dynamic is at play. On these moral issues Christian witness requires an unequivocal clarity, whatever diplomatic strategies may thereafter seem to be effective instruments for the restoration of justice and peace. 


    Moreover, difficulties arise not only from the kind of equivocation a “super partes” approach may accidentally appear to communicate on the preceding matters, while undermining a Church’s diplomatic efforts according to its own internal criteria, but also through the unintended legitimation of criminal positions by granting them a seat at the negotiating table as a seeming “equal partner” to other views. A formalized even-handedness would seem to treat the two sides as co-equal parties to the war, when they manifestly are not. Such falsifying action would only play to the advantage of the manipulator and aggressor in the diplomatic and informational space, by giving a veneer of credibility to ideologically inspired positions that do not correspond with moral or historical truth. Of course, any such result would be entirely unintentional – but nonetheless real.


    Conclusion


    While a “super partes” approach to diplomatic relations flows in a particular way from the Church’s identity and mission and often positions the Church to offer her unique contribution in a meaningful way, the particular characteristics of Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine challenge this method’s adequacy as a universally applicable practical approach. Indeed, this war points to the deeper moral and spiritual values upon which the Church’s mission, even in diplomacy, is founded and demonstrates how these still constitute the ultimate criterion of its action. Although political neutrality is often also pragmatically useful, in extreme circumstances it is liable to misunderstanding, unintended equivocation, and even manipulation. The radical nature of the Russian Federation’s abuse of the human rights of Ukrainians, rights so vocally defended and promoted by the Church in recent decades; the role of an ideological distortion of Christian belief to justify a brutal war of aggression; and the genocidal rhetoric and actions already on the public record pose a serious challenge to the credibility of an approach whose being “super partes” could seem to drift beyond the mere lack of a political alignment into the moral sphere as well. Dramatic “limit cases” tend to bring into starker relief the contours of fundamental values at stake, and this war does so with the essential characteristics of Church diplomacy.
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        It should be noted that in the case of the Catholic Church, the sovereign political entity of the Vatican City State is not legally the same as the Church conceived theologically as the Body of Christ, governed by the Pope’s curia, often called the Holy See. The Vatican City State participates in the diplomatic sphere of relations among states governed by the same laws which enshrine the rights and privileges of other sovereign states. Yet, the Church’s moral authority to act in this sphere comes from its spiritual and moral qualities, as will be seen, not from its size or political weight. Indeed, in a clear example, it is the Holy See and not the Vatican City State that has permanent observer status at the United Nations.
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    Jan Tombiński.   
Is there a Role for the Churches in Conflict Resolution?  Historical and Strategic Considerations


    Whenever conflicts arise the quest for peacemakers commences. Churches and religious organizations are often sought to serve as impartial peace facilitators or mediators; however, history offers plenty of examples where these institutions aligned themselves with one side or refrained from taking action to foster peace or alleviate tensions. An examination of the 20th century and its significant global conflicts stemming from certain states’ attempts to enforce a new order through coercion reveals that the outcomes of these wars diverged from their intended goals. Consequently, churches had also retrospectively to acknowledge their missteps with acts of mea culpa.


    World War I


    The origins of WWI trace back to a clash between three unequivocally Christian states, with limited involvement from the Muslim Ottoman Empire. The Austro-Hungarian Empire exhibited a close affinity with the Catholic Church and the Holy See, despite a diverse religious makeup across its territories. The German Reich was the dominant Protestant country in Europe, whereas the Russian Empire attributed to itself the role of a defender of the true Orthodox faith. France, officially a secular state under the Law of 1905, boasted a populace divided among Catholics, Protestants, and liberal communities. Italy, which entered the war only late, was a Catholic nation entangled in deep conflict with the Holy See and the Papacy. In contrast, the ruling elites of the United States represented various Christian denominations.


    Given this context, one might have anticipated churches and their leaders to intervene, halting the bloodshed and averting the conflict. Churches, however, favored allegiance to national leaders, even offering blessings to the war’s cause. The prevailing belief was that each nation fought a just war, defending itself from aggression. Unfortunately, through the use of hate speech, churches, and, by extension, religion were co-opted as tools of politics.


    The head of the Reich’s military chaplaincy, Bishop Michael von Faulhaber from Speyer, deemed the conflict “a textbook for a just conflict.”283 Meanwhile, in 1915, the Anglican Bishop of London, Arthur Winnington-Ingram, proclaimed to his congregation that: “everyone that loves freedom and honour, everyone that puts principle above ease, and life itself beyond mere living, are banded in a great crusade – we cannot deny it – to kill Germans: to kill them, not for the sake of killing, but to save the world; to kill the good as well as the bad, to kill the young men as well as the old, to kill those who have shown kindness to our wounded as well as those fiends who crucified the Canadian sergeant, who superintended the Armenian massacres, who sank the Lusitania, and who turned the machine-guns on the civilians of Aerschott and Louvain – and to kill them lest the civilization of the world should itself be killed.”284


    In secular France priests, ministers, and rabbis were not exempt from military service. Nearly 5,000 of the roughly 45,000 mobilised Catholic clergy lost their lives during the war. In Russia Orthodox clergy welcomed the crusade for the true faith against what they deemed as “the decadent and heretical West”. Even in Catholic Austro-Hungary, Pope Benedict XV’s peace calls were overshadowed by the belligerent tone of sermons from priests advocating for an alliance between the throne and the altar. The Habsburg Empire had to navigate a highly intricate chaplaincy structure due to its incredibly diverse national and confessional composition. Following the annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, even muftis became part of the chaplaincy to motivate Muslims to defend the Empire against its primary adversary, the Ottoman Empire, which had declared the war a jihad against Islam’s enemies.


    Calls for peace and an end to hostilities emanated from the Vatican during World War I. Benedict XV, elected Pope shortly after the war’s outbreak in 1914, consistently advocated for peace. Pioneering the use of radio, he broadcast his teachings and appeals. In his annual Christmas addresses, he repeatedly called upon the leaders of countries to halt the war. His pleas were heard but not heeded; and the conflict persisted for four devastating years, wreaking havoc across Europe.


    Benedict XV did not limit his action to calls for the cessation of hostilities. In his remarkable letter from August 1, 1917, he formulated proposals for the peaceful coexistence of states and the establishment of a mechanism for solving differences. Pope’s call preceded by several months President Woodrow Wilson’s declaration and the proposal to create the League of Nations.


    After the war Benedict XV publicly supported a modest private English initiative called “Save the Children”. His endorsement amplified the visibility of this initiative initiated by a wealthy British family, which eventually expanded into a global NGO dedicated to safeguarding children affected by armed conflicts worldwide. This advocacy played a pivotal role in the formulation of conventions aimed at safeguarding children in times of war. The ongoing Russian aggression against Ukraine stands as a tragic testament to the dire plight of children during wartime.


    Thus, Churches failed actively to prevent conflicts or bring an end to hostilities. Post-war tensions between Italy and the Holy See resulted in the latter’s exclusion from participating in peace talks in Paris, limiting its potential influence on shaping the post-war order. Additionally, there was a lack of initiatives from church-affiliated individuals to engage in reconciliation efforts between nations and states, partly due to the collapse of empires that were previously involved in the conflict.


    The conflict with communism in the post-WWI period diverted attention away from the errors made by churches that had openly supported the war. Russia quickly shifted from an Orthodox conservative empire to an anti-religious totalitarian state. This transformation saw the execution and persecution of priests, the plundering of monasteries and churches, and the destruction of the land’s religious heritage. These significant changes in the East led Western Christian churches to focus less on reconciliation and reflection on their own mistakes.


    Following WWI reconciliation and peace initiatives emerged from socialist and liberal circles, along with Freemasons’ groups. These organizations fostered transnational connections and were more inclined to advocate universal values compared to church leaders, who were deeply tied to their respective national states.


    World War II


    The aftermath of WWI slightly altered the landscape leading up to and during WWII. German churches were closely intertwined with nationalism and grappled with the sense of Germany’s defeat and humiliation due to the Treaty of Versailles. They also feared the ascension of communism. This context partly explains why they were largely seduced by the Nazi party’s proclamation of “positive Christianity”. Despite this influence, however, several clerics and theologians openly opposed the regime.


    Among the dominant Protestant churches, the largest was the German Evangelical Church. In the 1920s a faction emerged within this church known as the Deutsche Christen or “German Christians”. They embraced many aspects of Nazi ideology, especially its nationalistic and racial components. When the Nazis gained power, this group advocated for establishing a national “Reich Church” and supported a version of Christianity aligned with Nazi principles. In contrast, the Bekennende Kirche, the “Confessing Church,” represented an opposing movement within German Protestantism. They prioritized obedience to God and scriptural teachings over allegiance to the Führer and the Reich, although they tried to avoid conflict with state institutions. Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Niemöller, notable figures within this church, were among the prominent critics of the Hitler regime, facing either execution or imprisonment for their opposition.


    Nazi Germany declared an open war against the Catholic Church in Germany for its loyalty to the universal vocation of the church and its links with the Holy See. An estimated one-third of German priests faced some form of reprisal in Nazi Germany, and 400 German  priests were sent to the dedicated Priest Barracks of Dachau Concentration Camp. Of the 2,720 clergy imprisoned at Dachau from Germany and occupied territories, 2,579 (or 94.88%) were Catholic. 1,034 Catholic priests died there. The remaining 1,545 priests were liberated by the allies on April 29, 1945.285


    The suppression and control of charity institutions, the press, and other activities beyond the church by the Nazi regime reflect its broader attempt to monopolize power and silence any entity that could challenge its authority. The pastoral letter issued by the German Bishops in March 1942 stands as a courageous defense of human rights, the rule of law, and a condemnation of the oppressive actions taken by the Reich Government against Christianity and the Church. It is notable that while the letter defended fundamental Christian values and accused the Reich Government of a hostile campaign against Christianity despite the loyalty and service of German Catholics to their Fatherland, there was not a direct protest against the war itself. 


    Amidst the widespread persecution of churches and the atrocities committed by Germans in occupied territories, including the genocide of Jews, the Holy See and Pope Pius XII maintained a surprising silence. Recently disclosed documents, however, affirm numerous Vatican initiatives aimed at protecting Jews along with the involvement of German bishops, such as von Galen, in opposition to Hitler’s regime. Regrettably, the suffering populace during the war remained unaware of these efforts and did not hear the voice of the Bishop of Rome.


    In the Soviet Union the Russian Orthodox Church stood by the state despite previous severe persecutions. Amidst widespread confiscation, looting, and the conversion of numerous monasteries and churches into prisons, the Church refrained from openly protesting the persecutions inflicted upon clergy, monks, and the general population. With the German invasion of the Soviet Union, bishops urged the faithful to demonstrate loyalty to the state and support the military through donations. Stalin realized the Church’s potential for mobilizing people and thus permitted the election of a new Patriarch and the reactivation of synodal structures. Nevertheless, these institutions operated under strict police surveillance and infiltration by agents from intelligence services.


    Thus, the stance of European institutional churches during both world conflicts often highlighted a prioritization of loyalty towards national states and existing leadership over the universal mission of advocating peace and fraternity among nations. It was not until the post-war era that churches actively began defending human rights and freedoms. Numerous Christian intellectuals are recognized as key figures in the inception of European integration, seen as a paramount guarantor of peace and a means of fostering reconciliation. Consequently, the Holy See and other Christian churches staunchly supported European integration. Currently, there is an ongoing process toward the beatification of Robert Schumann, one of the “Founding Fathers” of the European Union.


    Conflicts after the World Wars 


    Nonetheless, efforts at promoting peace and reconciliation, did not entirely prevent conflicts from erupting in the time after both world wars. Nationalistic fervor and aspirations for dominance always overshadow attempts to mitigate tensions and bridge differences. In 1986, Pope John Paul II spearheaded a peace prayer gathering in Assisi, attended by representatives from various Christian denominations and other global religions like Buddhism and Islam. Through this initiative, the Pope aimed to underscore the significance of prayer and its potential efficacy in an increasingly secularized world.


    The outcomes of these actions were notably limited. Three decades ago, the former Yugoslavia became the stage for one of Europe’s most significant military conflicts in recent history, one deeply rooted in religious and ideological differences. John Paul II made multiple efforts to halt the conflict, positioning himself as a harbinger of peace. Due to security concerns, however, he was barred from visiting besieged Sarajevo during the conflict. Only in 1997, after peace accords were signed and the situation relatively stabilized, was travel permitted. Moreover, John Paul’s attempts to deter the US intervention in Iraq in 2003 ultimately failed, highlighting the constraints faced by religious leaders in influencing political decisions.


    In Africa Christian churches did not prevent the ethnic massacre in Rawanda. Even until today questions over the role of the Catholic Church during the genocide of the Tutsi in 1994 casts their shadow. Yet, in other African nations embroiled in civil wars linked to religious differences, Christian churches played a role in effective mediation. In countries like Mozambique, the Central African Republic, and until recently South Sudan, joint efforts by the Holy See and the Anglican church showed moderate success in mediating conflicts. Notably, visits by Pope Francis and Archbishop of Canterbury John Welby to places like Bangui in the Central African Republic and Juba in Sudan contributed to the temporary calming of violence. Surprisingly, Russia’s Wagner military company profited from the space created by both Western churches and imposed its services to protect respective rulers.


    The ongoing nearly two-year ordeal of Ukraine under Russian aggression prompts a recurring question: why do Christian churches not intervene to prevent the suffering of millions of believers? Why do some, whose calling and ministry should advocate peace, instead justify the use of weapons and extend blessings to aggressors? There is a notable absence of unequivocal language from church leaders, failing consistently to adhere to the principle of clarity and conviction: Yes-Yes, No-No. Many Christians actively aid the victims of aggression, yet hierarchs often refrain from explicitly naming the ­aggressor. This discrepancy raises concerns about the moral stance and the explicit role of the church in addressing conflicts.


    Various answers could be given on this issue, and future revelations might shed light on aspects we currently overlook. Speaking from the standpoint of a historian and diplomat, it seems that churches, regrettably, lack the power to halt state crimes as they rely on the goodwill of state institutions. Consequently, the immediate goal of preserving the existing order and the infrastructure of pastoral care often takes precedence over the divine imperative of being the voice of God and embodying the profound significance of “martyr” as a witness of Christ.


    Churches’ role in the post-conflict period


    The role of churches in post-conflict periods can indeed be instrumental in facilitating reconciliation. Religious figures, armed with moral authority, have the potential to assist societies in overcoming the anguish and trauma left behind by conflicts. However, their effectiveness in playing this role hinges on taking a resolute stance during the conflict, particularly in advocating for the victims. Die­trich Bonhoeffer formulated it in very clear words: “Christianity stands or falls by its revolutionary protest against violence, arbitrariness and pride of power, and by its apologia for the weak. I feel that Christianity is doing too little in making these points rather than doing too much. Christianity has adjusted itself much too easily to the worship of power. It should give much more offence, more shock to the world, than it is doing. Christianity should take a much more definite stand for the weak than for the potential moral right of the strong.”286


    How true do these words sound today in Ukraine? Which of the churches could become an actor of peace?


    For genuine and lasting reconciliation, justice must be served for all crimes committed. Without that justice done and seen to be done, reconciliation will never be genuine and sustainable. History shows victims retain deep memories, contrasting with the swift forgetfulness of perpetrators. The reconciliation journey between Poles and Germans commenced two decades after WWII, and it is premature to declare it fully accomplished. Notably, the impetus for “pardon and seeking pardon” originated from the Polish side, from the victim rather than the aggressors. Years of Polish-German dialogue underscore that certain foundational elements, akin to building blocks, are essential for the reconciliation process: 


    a)	The endeavor to scrutinize thoroughly our history, confronting both positive and negative aspects embedded in our mental landscape, is crucial: to let all the skeletons out of the wardrobe. Revealing all the hidden aspects, even the unpleasant ones, prevents surprises. As stated in a phrase commonly attributed to George Orwell: “Nothing is more unpredictable than the past;” 


    b)	Working towards a consensus among the he most representative political factions is crucial for a sustainable reconciliation process. If only a segment of political forces is involved, trust in the process could be compromised, both among the people and the participants involved in the reconciliation efforts; 


    с) 	Mastering the language of reconciliation is essential. Carelessness in public discourse can harm the reconciliation process and undermine confidence in it. The choice of words and tone in public interventions holds significant weight in fostering an environment conducive to reconciliation efforts; 


    d) 	It is crucial to choose carefully and safeguard leaders involved in reconciliation efforts. Public figures engaged in reconciliation often face immense pressure from opponents of the process, particularly those seeking political gain by portraying reconciliation as detrimental. Consequently, individuals working towards reconciliation may encounter more resistance and criticism from their national side than from the opposing faction involved in the process. This emphasizes the need to support and protect these leaders amidst internal challenges to ensure the progress of reconciliation efforts; 


    e) 	Establishing dedicated institutions for reconciliation, similar to those in the Polish-German, Polish-Jewish, Franco-German, or German-Jewish reconciliation processes, is crucial. These institutions enable the continuation of reconciliation efforts over long periods, fostering relative sustainability. Such entities serve to respond to any expressions, rhetoric, or actions that contradict the reconciliation process. They play a critical role in maintaining the trajectory of reconciliation by addressing and counteracting any factors hindering its progress; 


    f) Time indeed plays a significant role in reconciliation processes. While impactful events might kick-start the process, tangible outcomes often take years to materialize. Strategic patience becomes essential to allow for widespread engagement within society, as reconciliation efforts require time to permeate and influence the broader consciousness of the community.


    Every conciliatory process requires participation from both sides. In the absence of a partner to initiate the process, churches must play a vital role in providing relief to affected communities. They must aid in documenting losses and crimes, ensuring accountability for perpetrators. Genuine and enduring reconciliation relies on the presence and perception of justice being served. Christian teaching confirms this principle, emphasizing the necessity of justice in achieving lasting reconciliation.
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    Tamara Grdzelidze.   
The World Council of Churches and the Orthodox Divide:  Diplomacy in the Russo-Ukrainian War


    My intervention concerns the persistent endeavors aimed at orchestrating church diplomacy in the context of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine within the broader ecumenical framework. Nonetheless, the initial remark of scrutiny revolves around the contrasting natures of diplomacy as conducted by the Orthodox Church and the Holy See.


    Conducting diplomacy at the state level for the Holy See implies the Vatican sending out professionally trained bishops as representatives of the state of sovereign authority and jurisdiction. This tradition has been sealed by the Lateran Treaty of 1929: the city state of Vatican is “under full ownership, exclusive dominion and sovereign authority and jurisdiction of the Holy See.”287 Recognized by international law as a sovereign entity, the Holy See guarantees the city state’s temporal, diplomatic, and spiritual independence.


    The Orthodox Church diplomacy operating at the level of national states is an entirely different matter. Negotiators are not acting on behalf of the entire Orthodox Church but in the name of their local national Orthodox Churches; further, they are not professionally trained and do not represent a state de jure, although in most cases they do so de facto. 


    The Russian aggression has, indeed, defined the agenda of the international community for the last two years, displaying the signs of reshaping geopolitics. The diplomacy known to the Western world before 2022 is losing its underpinnings. The latest Russian invasion into the sovereign state of Ukraine, it seems, has shaken the understanding of the “world order” in which Russia had been offered a place to be an equal player. Yet the Russian state has never accepted egalitarianism in any form. On the contrary, it has been traditionally promoting its aggressive dominance, whether military or ideological and spiritual, under diverse political ideologies. 


    The series of new challenges to the established international order started already in 2008 when Russia invaded the neighbouring sovereign state of Georgia. This, unfortunately, did not raise sufficient alarm among the members of the international community. The latter intervened to halt the war, but it ended with the annexation of Abkhazia and South Ossetia/Samachablo, i.e., of the 20% of Georgian territory. The annexation of Crimea in 2014 was predicted by some and did not seem unusual considering aggressive Russian policies. Russian negligence of the international rules and regulations was found unpardonable only in the light of the Ukrainian resistance in February 2022: the “collective West” gradually, in a short period of time, reacted with a series of sanctions against Russia and announced unprecedented support to Ukraine. Worldwide diplomacy received a new dimension against the background of the ongoing war: the fact that the contemporary Russian state is not a trustworthy partner in negotiations has become widely, if not unanimously, acknowledged among the members of the international community. 


    In these circumstances some Christian institutions nonetheless attempt to organize themselves around peace negotiations. Undoubtedly, a humanitarian mission can also be considered a diplomatic mission, as exemplified by the Holy See’s utilization of its diplomatic channels to assist in the exchange of prisoners and the repatriation of children who were abducted from the occupied regions of Ukraine. 


    At the opening service of the Central Committee meeting of the World Council of Churches (WCC) on 21 June 2023, Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew underscored the purpose of ecumenical gatherings – actively to pursue unity. In commemorating the 75th anniversary of the WCC’s foundation, Patriarch Bartholomew proudly affirmed the enduring support of the See of Constantinople for the WCC and the broader ecumenical movement. The well-known encyclical of 1920 “Unto the Churches of Christ Everywhere” issued by the Patriarchate of Constantinople after the First World War noted the unhealthy symptoms that war brings to the life of people, often forcing Christians to forget “the elementary principles of justice and charity.”288 In his comments Bartholomew condemned the weaponization of the Christian faith and called to end the profound politicization of the Orthodox Church in Russia. “This sharp and grievous reality has already caused generational harm to the future of Orthodox Christianity in the Slavic lands”289 – noted the patriarch. The harm, unfortunately, has been extended to wider Orthodoxy beyond the Slavic lands, as well as to the ecumenical environment globally. 


    In a few interviews the moderator of the Central Committee of the WCC, Bishop Dr. Heinrich Bedford-Strohm (EKD, Germany), said that the WCC cannot rely solely on military logic and must seek a peaceful resolution through dialogue.290 That was a prelude to sharing a plan on having a Roundtable for peace talks in Geneva in October 2023.291 It must be noted that the WCC delegation travelled to Kyiv and Moscow in May. The moderator conveyed that trust had been established through their visits, suggesting that the WCC leadership aims either to achieve or contribute to a peaceful resolution of the Russian-Ukrainian war.


    What are the premises of the dialogue? Who will participate? It was decided to bring about 20 people, 5 from the each of three churches – the Russian Orthodox Church (headed by Patriarch Kirill), the Orthodox Church of Ukraine (headed by Metropolitan Epiphany) and the Ukrainian Orthodox Church – Moscow Patriarchate (headed by Patriarch Kirill). The WCC leadership claimed that they were doing their utmost amidst the complexities they had to navigate. They pointed out that their diplomatic efforts had already proven successful, as evidenced by their organization of a roundtable.292 From the ecclesiological point of view, however, the decision to invite three Churches to participate in a dialogue is questionable. 


    Through my own work in the Secretariat of the Faith and Order Commission at the WCC from 2001-2013, I was able to familiarize myself with some ecclesiological principles of the Orthodox Church. Individual Orthodox Churches are very clear about setting their boundaries, particularly in the cases when the boundaries of the local churches coincide with the national borders. This principle is well-known to those involved in the WCC work locally (staff) or from abroad (members of the WCC commissions). Given this principle, it looks problematic that two churches on the list of the invitees are headed by one and the same person. How then can they be counted as two self-governing/independent churches? According to Orthodox ecclesiology a church’s self-governance/independence is linked to and defined through its head.293 


    In this context the WCC’s plans to sponsor the roundtable negotiations in October with representatives of three churches, the ROC, UOC-MP and OCU, look particularly confusing. So far all efforts on the part of the UOC-MP to redefine its connection with Moscow in terms of a genuine separation have not been effective. The headquarters of the UOC-MP are in Moscow; UOC-MP cannot be fully independent while it remains under the throne of Moscow. Over the last thirty years, Moscow made a few efforts to demonstrate that the UOC-MP is relatively independent: it renamed the exarchate and allowed somewhat more freedom from Moscow in certain decisions. The nature of a true autocephaly, however, requires fullness, not partial steps. The analysis of the synodal document of 27 May 2023,294 which allegedly “redefined” the status of the UOC-MP, reveals vagueness in its language, to the extent that it could be employed in both directions: it can be used as a proof both of the UOC-MP’s independence from Moscow and of its dependency on Moscow. Consequently, inviting the ROC and the UOC-MP as two separate Churches to the peace-talks means to disregard the complexity of the Orthodox ecclesiological context. The conflict between the OCU and Moscow Patriarchate precedes the Russian invasion of 2022 and involves also the Ecumenical Patriarchate. The two churches in Ukraine have already been in conflictual disagreement on ecclesial grounds and not in light of the ongoing war. Does WCC plan to mend the ecclesial problem as well? 


    There are two different issues at stake, inter-related but not identical: one is the canonical autocephalous church of Ukraine “competing” with the UOC-MP, the other is the Moscow Patriarchate, headquarters of the UOC-MP, fully supporting the Russian aggression and Putin’s politics. How should peace-talks be navigated under such circumstances? How are the WCC negotiations going to mend the ecclesial conflict?


    Dialogue remains pointless unless all participants are ready to engage in a dialogue, to listen and to discern. To sit around the same table seeking a peaceful resolution with a church that firmly supports the ongoing aggression and never questions it does not carry opportunities for peace. The ROC leadership decisively takes one side, betraying the flock in Ukraine it claims to be its own. 


    The issue called into question is not about organizing a roundtable talk per se but about the mode of planning it. The vulnerable participant, the one who is a victim, is not treated fairly. During the opening press conference of the 2023 WCC Central Committee meeting, a journalist raised a question: how can you be at the roundtable with partners who are not following the same rules? This question addressed the issue of the ROC complying with its government. The answer was: “prayer …. Jesus Christ is the bottom of our loyalty. Jesus Christ is the centre!”295


    No one doubts the power of a sincere and fervent prayer, embedded in humility and selflessness. Relying on prayer under these circumstances, however, is a demonstration of unfairness toward the OCU and the Ukrainian people, the victims of the war. The Churches involved are not in comparable circumstances. Moscow proposes its own terms and seeks triumph and not reconciliation. Where is Christ here? Where is the authority of holiness to conduct a dialogue between these Churches? Will the action taken by the WCC help to limit the politicization of the ROC and stop the weaponization of the Christian faith? Regrettably, these questions remain without a hopeful answer. 
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        Amidst the acute outrage in Ukrainian society over the Russian Church’s support for Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, on May 27, 2022 the UOC-MP convened a council that adopted amendments to the Church’s Statute, eliminating all references to the its connection with the Moscow Patriarchate. Nevertheless, the Statute still refers to 1990 decree of Patriarch Alexy II of Moscow, which asserts the UOC-MP’s unity with global Orthodoxy through the Russian Orthodox Church.
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    Oleksandra Kovalenko.   
Ukrainian Ecumenism in Action Internationally and Domestically: Challenges and Perspectives


    Recent years have posed challenges for Ukrainian Churches while also presenting new opportunities in both internal and external realms. The full-scale invasion by the Russian Federation against Ukraine has sparked increased international interest in the country, extending to its religious context.


    One can observe a broader inclusion of Ukrainian Church representatives and individual actors in different dialogue initiatives, roundtables, and conferences focusing on the religious dimension of state security, as well as in research and analytical projects, church diplomacy, and early attempts to establish dialogue and peacebuilding initiatives for when the active military phase is over. An example of this is the invitation of three delegations from Ukraine to the World Council of Churches in Karlsruhe: the delegation from the Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU), the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP) and a delegation representing the Ukrainian Council of Churches and Religious Organizations. Another example is the new membership of the OCU in the European Council of Churches, which will come into effect in autumn 2023. Ukrainian Churches have gained better representation in international platforms, leading to higher expectations and responsibility that offer them a unique historical chance to become independent agents presenting their perspective in international Church relations. It is crucial that Churches strike the right tone with their presence, considering especially the ideals of pacifism and nonviolent resistance that are often at the core of a Christian worldview. Consequently, making appeals for military assistance to the Ukrainian Armed Forces proves highly challenging. Instead, foreign religious communities find supporting and fundraising in the humanitarian sphere – aiding internally displaced persons, providing humanitarian aid, and rebuilding housing and educational facilities – a more acceptable form of support. Nevertheless, engaging in theological dialogue remains crucial to explain the significance of active resistance. Referencing Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his works could serve as a valuable starting point for such engagements.


    Te question of the recognition of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine by other national Orthodox Churches is also of great importance, and active diplomatic efforts should be implemented to assist the necessary decisions by the national Orthodox Churches.


    It is important to highlight some of the possible fields for improvement from the side of Ukrainian churches, which include:


    –	applying a more systematic approach in the field of international church relations; 


    –	preparing specialists from within church structures, providing them with the necessary training, which includes language learning, protocol and diplomatic etiquette basics, knowledge in the field international relations, etc.;


    –	taking initiative in religious advocacy, active participation in international conferences and roundtables;


    –	fundraising campaigns and inclusion of both international partners and church connections in humanitarian relief projects;


    –	educational exchange, opportunities for youth: there are many possibilities for ecumenical and theological training abroad, and Orthodox youth should be better represented; this kind of experience is beneficial for academic progress and expertise, but also offers an opportunity to experience an intercultural and inte-denominational social environment that can stimulate personal growth and a broader worldview; 


    –	inclusion of lay people. To include laity in Church life and projects is essential to represent different perspectives, real life expertise, and a broader social network. Having the laity included creates space for growth and development of the Church. 


    Some negative aspects regarding the ecumenical movement in its relations with Ukraine should also be addressed. It is hard not to notice that ecumenical platforms are used for propaganda and spreading false narratives through the engagement of the Russian Orthodox Church. Moreover, the narratives presented by the Russian Orthodox Church ad intra and ad extra differ drastically. In the international context, Russian Orthodox Church leadership denies the support of the war and the ideological involvement of Church leadership in its justification. Churches from more distant regions, such as Africa, Asia and Oceania, are susceptible to this propaganda as they are less familiar with our region’s context and historical background. Therefore, Ukrainian Churches are responsible for bearing witness to the actual scope of events, speaking from a personal perspective and experience to share their view of the situation along with historical information. 


    It is essential to emphasize the importance of personal connections and interpersonal engagement. In the spirit of Martin Buber’s philosophy, establishing a genuine dialogue is only possible in an I-Thou relationship, one that stresses the mutual, holistic existence of two beings, a concrete encounter with the Other in his/her authentic presence, a true form of human connection.296 Therefore, creating personal bonds in a spirit of mutual respect, patience and acceptance is essential on every level of human interaction, and church diplomacy is no exception. 


    Core beliefs that unite Christians worldwide can provide the necessary foundation for dialogue and a common terminological and conceptual field.


    A topic that belongs to both the Ukrainian and broader international context is the question of the pastoral care of Ukrainian refugees, especially those belonging to the Orthodox Church, but not only, since the language barrier is a common problem for the majority of believers. According to the Tomos granted to the Orthodox Church of Ukraine by Bartholomew I, the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, the OCU cannot create parishes outside of its canonical territory, which is restricted to the territory of Ukraine. This part of the document created a challenging situation for the Church after the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, since millions of people (estimates varied from 5 to 9 million people) were forced to seek shelter and safety outside of the country. 


    On 2 March 2022, the European Commission adopted the decision to activate the Temporary Protection Directive, which was first used following the conflicts in former Yugoslavia in order to protect civilians fleeing the region. The directive grants those protected access to work, housing, medical care, and education for their children. Many Ukrainians are temporarily residing in countries of the European Union up to this day. Therefore, those belonging to Orthodox denominations are facing the choice to attend the Liturgy at parishes of the Russian Orthodox Church (which is not an option for the majority), at the parishes of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, or at the parishes of national Orthodox Churches (which is challenging because of the language barrier). The members of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine can also attend the liturgies of the Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church, which is present in many countries; but they are unable to partake of Holy Communion due to the lack of communicatio in sacris between the Orthodox Churches and the Catholic Church. 


    The issue of pastoral care of refugees has been addressed many times by the faithful, priests and religious scholars. On 18 October 2022, the Holy Synod of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine established the Mission of Chaplaincy Assistance to the faithful of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine who are temporarily outside Ukraine as a result of the war297 under the leadership of Hilarion, Archbishop of Rivne and Ostroh, Deputy Head of the Department for External Church Relations. The Mission is responsible for coordinating the activities of the clergy, to supporting service abroad and assisting in resolving practical issues. In August 2023 the Chaplaincy started its activities in Poland. There were also earlier cases of priests travelling to other countries to serve liturgies and provide pastoral care for the faithful, such as in Denmark298, Sweden299, Lithuania300, Poland, etc. 


    While Orthodox believers cannot fully participate in Liturgy at the Ukrainian Greek Catholic parishes, these parishes have already gained recognition as local centres of Ukrainian culture abroad, with a longer history and solid bonds inside the community amongUkrainian expatriates who long for connection with their motherland. Therefore, they discovered many ways to preserve and practice Ukrainian culture: Sunday schools in Ukrainian for children, holiday celebrations, cultural evenings, cooking varenyky together, establishing libraries of religious and secular literature, etc. Ukrainian Greek Catholic parishes abroad are hubs of fostering Ukrainian cultural identity. Therefore, when people from different regions of Ukraine arrive in EU countries for temporary protection, it is an excellent opportunity for them to encounter a new church culture, re-discover their own cultural belonging, learn local traditions, break stereotypes about their own region, use the Ukrainian language more, etc. This kind of exchange and cooperation is highly beneficial for both the Ukrain­ians and the local Christians. 


    Among internal Ukrainian challenges for ecumenism, violence and the escalation of the division within Ukrainian Orthodoxy should be named first. The situation, which has been quickly developing since November 2022 with important later phases in March-May 2023, has caused accusations that Ukraine is restricting religious freedom, which has been marked as a “disturbing event” by political and church actors abroad. Consequently, it becomes imperative that steps taken to identify, suspend, and prevent activities endangering national security are proportionate, following all necessary procedures outlined by Ukrainian law. If confirmed that clergy, and at times even bishops, of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate are involved in cooperation with occupying forces or activities threatening national security, these facts ought to be disclosed publicly. It is crucial to communicate this information accurately to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the issue within both local and international contexts. Such communications can emphasize that the measures taken by the State aim to identify the individuals who, as Ukrainian citizens, have violated the law and apply penalties appropriate to the situation.


    This situation and the overall scope of events during the last one-and-a-half years have caused a notable setback for dialogue initiatives launched in 2018, 2019, and 2020, that focused on peacebuilding, transitional justice, etc. One pertinent example is the project “Mutual understanding (Порозуміння): religious communities and overcoming the polarization of Ukrainian society”301, which was conducted by Ukrainian NGOs302 with the support of the German government and the German NGO Europa Grenzenlos. The project aimed to strengthen the role of Ukrainian Сhurches, create preconditions for a culture of peace and dialogue and amplify their role as potential mediators in communities. Iit also provided the participants with basic terms and knowledge of transitional justice, deescalatory communication and mediation skills. Working groups have developed a few documents: “Theses for a Just Peace”303 and “Glossary of Peace and Peacebuilding”.304 The project was completed just a few months before the full-scale invasion. While the primary outcomes are still relevant, one must acknowledge that the challenges Ukrainian society has been facing for the past one-and-a-half years require new skills and measures.


    During the first months after the invasion, Ukrainian society was more united than ever. Horizontal social structures were rapidly developing, and volunteer movements became one of the pillars of Ukrainian resistance. The level of mutual support and cooperation among civilians was impressive. After the initial surge, however, dynamics began to worsen. Polarizing and segregating tendencies started to develop, as people divided into groups based on their personal experiences of war, where they lived, whether they wanted to leave or stay, and how much they were involved, etc These tendencies have been amplified due to the effects of long-term stress. Tolerance of different views and acceptance of differences are diminishing, while the trend for a black-and-white vision and clear-cut division between “us” and “them” is magnified. Therefore, peacebuilding initiatives are facing higher challenges than before.


    As for the topic of dialogue, one can observe that in the dialogue between Orthodox Churches, laity and priests are more willing to engage in conversation than the church hierarchy. Some priests of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate participated in the inter-denominational prayers for peace in spring 2022. Local clergy are also taking action and demanding that the Church leadership take a clear stand in its relations with the Russian Orthodox Church, asking for complete independence and separation from the church center located in the occupying state. In January 2023, a public appeal of the clergy and believers of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate “to the Holy Synod and bishops of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church”305 was published as an open letter which anyone could sign. These priests. however, usually face consequences in the form of strict disciplinary measures up to suspension from ministry, as in the case of Father Andriy Pinchuk.306


    The most fruitful and non-conflictual area of cooperation for different religious groups is the field of humanitarian relief efforts, in helping internally displaced persons, people facing financial struggles, those injured during the war, etc. Examples of joint efforts of different religious actors will benefit the social image of and trust offered to religious institutions in society, which, according to the research conducted by the Razumkov Centre307, has been gradually declining over the past few years. In addition, common initiatives and joint efforts will decrease the risk of comparing one’s contribution and help with other Churches, hopefully diminishing mutual accusations and opposition.


    Another important opportunity for interreligious and interdenominational communication and cooperation lies in the field of chaplaincy. There is currently a substantial shortage of chaplains for all religious organisations in the Armed Forces of Ukraine and other Security Forces, such as the National Guard of Ukraine, the State Border Guard Service of Ukraine or other military formations established under the law of Ukraine. On 1 July 2022, the new law of Ukraine “On the Military Chaplaincy Service”308 came into effect (with later amendments in December 2022), and the Military Chaplaincy Service has been created. According to the law a military chaplain must be a citizen of Ukraine who is a clergyman of a religious organization registered in Ukraine, has received a mandate to carry out military chaplaincy activities and has signed a contract for military service in the position of officer (exclusively in the ranks of the Military Chaplaincy Service) to carry out chaplaincy activities. Hence, military chaplains hold a legal status equivalent to officers within the Armed Forces of Ukraine. Programs for preparing the chaplains for this unique ministry are currently under development in various institutions of higher education, and the first cohort of chaplains who finished their studies at the advanced training courses for military chaplains of the Armed Forces of Ukraine at the Military Institute of the Taras Shevchenko National University of Kyiv has already started its service.309 These programs are interdenominational and interreligious, thus allowing the clergy to train and study with the representatives of other traditions and establish strong personal connections. The same approach continues in their service in the units of the Armed Forces of Ukraine. It is important to note that the context of this chaplaincy ministry is quite different from regular pastoral care and parish ministry; it requires from the priest a special training and approach. Acceptance and respect towards the priest from military personnel is usually determined not so much by their level of theological knowledge or biblical literacy but rather by their inclusion in the daily life of the military unit, their participation in daily activities along with other military personnel, their ability to listen and engage in dialogue conducted from a position of equality and not in a merely instructive or moralizing tone.


    The challenges and trauma faced by soldiers on the frontlines demand careful attention and a basic understanding of their psychological effects from chaplains. Additionally, the Armed Forces’ structure may not guarantee the presence of chaplains from every religious tradition within a unit, offering another chance for interdenominational experiences and participation in the worship of different Church traditions for military personnel.


    To summarize, the tragic events following the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, which have caused massive destruction and suffering, also present a historical chance and opportunity for ecumenical cooperation inside the country. They make it necessary for different religious traditions to meet and learn about each other, to collaborate in joint efforts and, hopefully, to reach a point of mutual understanding and respect. At the same time, this is the first time since the end of World War II that hostilities of such scale are occurring on the European continent, which present a significant challenge for the international ecumenical community. According to archimandrite Cyril Hovorun, the failure of global ecumenical structures to provide an adequate reaction and positioning regarding the Russo-Ukrainian war challenges the very foundation of the modern ecumenical movement and its self-understanding over the past seventy years.310 We might therefore expect changes and transformations in the global ecumenical arena in the following years. Every challenge also comes with an opportunity, and it depends on the Churches, both in Ukraine and outside – whether this opportunity will be used wisely.
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    Heinz-Gerhard Justenhoven.   
Russia’s War Against Ukraine:  A Peace-Ethical Analysis


    The Russian President had neighbouring Ukraine invaded on 24 February 2022. What he sought to legitimise as a “special military operation” for the denazification and demilitarisation of Ukraine is increasingly revealing itself as a war that is being waged on the civilian population of Ukraine, aiming to deprive the Ukrainian people of existential necessities, for instance by destroying the energy infrastructure. This war has already cost the lives of tens of thousands of civilians and soldiers, Ukrainians and Russians alike. 


    The following analysis of Russia’s war against Ukraine from the point of view of peace ethics is made up of ten steps. The first two points address the question of the causes of the war. The subsequent seven points then seek to define an appropriate reaction to this attack, based on the “ethical criteria of right-preserving (rechtserhaltend) armed force.”1 The article closes with several ethical challenges for the time after the war.2


    The battle for autonomy as the essence of the war


    Russia’s war against Ukraine is rooted in the debate as to what kind of social and political order is to prevail in the post-Soviet states. In the course of this debate, the established rule of post-Soviet autocrats has been and continues to be challenged and its very existence placed in doubt in Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan and Georgia, as well as of course also in Ukraine. In their struggle to free themselves from authoritarian rule, those demonstrating on the Maidan in late 2013 and early 2014 were ultimately concerned to establish or restore their dignity. They wished to free themselves from the enslavement of the homo sovieticus, of humans forming part of the mass, and to progress to an autonomy of the subject.3 The yearning for freedom, for individual and political self-determination, poses a direct challenge to the model of authoritarian rule for which Putin, Lukashenko and Nazarbayev/Toqayev stand.4 This entails a clash of completely divergent ideas of power and governance. In a democratic state based on the rule of law, the freedom and prosperity of the individual are the goal that political actions are to pursue. Political self-determination is a consequence of this fundamental stance. This then also engenders the freedom and sovereignty to opt for or against an alliance with other countries.


    The EU and the USA are caught up in the conflict in a twofold manner. They for instance came down on the side of the pro-Western candidate Yushchenko, and thus against President and Russian protégé Yanukovych, in the power struggle within Ukraine for the presidency in 2004. The struggle within Ukraine for state and social order was at the same time always also a power struggle between a democratic and an authoritarian form of government. Looking back, it also comes as no surprise, in fact it was a matter of course, that political foundations from democratic countries are supporting this process of liberation and democratisation. It becomes clear that it is above all the authoritarian regime in Moscow that brands this as aggressive behaviour, because such behaviour impacts on Russian civil society and undermines the hegemony of the regime. The harshness and ruthlessness with which the Kremlin has crushed all political opposition within the country, as well as critical civil society organisations such as Memorial, make clear the danger which the Kremlin considers to emanate from them for authoritarian rule.


    Is NATO enlargement the cause of the war?


    There are some voices which put forward the hypothesis that it was NATO enlargement which allegedly drove Putin to this war. Even if this is a question on which ethics are unable to contribute any expertise of their own, they do nevertheless play an important role when it comes to the matter of the legitimacy of political and military support for Ukraine. If the hypothesis is true that what is happening in Ukraine is actually a geopolitical struggle between the USA and Russia for predominance on the Eurasian continent under the guise of NATO enlargement to the East, the question of military support for Ukraine would have to be adjudged differently than were it primarily a matter of supporting Ukraine in defending itself against Russian aggression. The circumstances in ethical terms are incorporated into the evaluation of the actions undertaken.


    Rüdiger von Fritsch, who was German Ambassador to Russia from 2014 to 2019, and who has been familiar with the relationship between Germany and Russia for many years, takes the view that NATO did not give a binding assurance in 1990 that ruled out any enlargement of the Alliance to the East. He bases his statement on two core arguments. First of all, the nations of Eastern Europe, from the Baltic through Poland, to Romania, were still members of the Warsaw Pact when Germans were negotiating their Unification. There was no question of NATO enlarging over and beyond the former GDR. For another thing, he claims that Michael Gorbachov assured him: “It is a myth that such agreements existed at that time […]. After all, the Warsaw Pact was still in place!”5 


    Von Fritsch’s second argument however appears to me to be at least as important. Firstly, the initiative was launched by countries such as Poland. After decades of political suppression, and it was roughly two centuries in the case of the Baltic states and Poland, countries in Eastern and Central Europe sought to safeguard their sovereignty under the protection of NATO. This brings us back to the real cause of the war, which lies in the struggle for individual and political self-determination. Polish society had for instance been engaging in this struggle for freedom against the Polish regime since 1980, largely in the shape of the Solidarność trade union headed by Lech Walęsa. This had led to the gradual establishment of a democratic system of government in 1989. Such political self-determination, the process of taking back sovereignty, was what Poland was looking to shore up from 1991 onwards in the Visegrád Group by joining NATO. Countries in Western Europe, not least Germany, adopted a sceptical stance towards such suggestions, with a view to Russia. The question arose, however, as to what alternatives were available that could have been offered to Poland and the Baltic States. A neutral buffer zone between Russia and NATO? Von Fritsch is quite right to ask: “[…] what would have been the burden that Germany in particular would have had to shoulder with regard to denying protection and security to the states of Eastern Central Europe?”6


    Poland was able to make a case for the urgency of securing its sovereignty under NATO protection in exactly the same way as other formerly Russian-occupied states in Europe by pointing to Russian wars and military actions against Transnistria (since 1990) and Chechnya (1994-1999).7 It was not until 1997 that the NATO states offered Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary the possibility of accession negotiations, which then took place in 1999. These countries were followed in 2004 by the Baltic states, Slovakia, Slovenia, Bulgaria and Romania.


    The NATO-Russia Founding Act was concluded in 1997 in parallel to the accession process in order to give Russia a place in European security architecture. Vladimir Putin said the following words as recently as 2004 with regard to the NATO accession of the Baltic states, Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia: “With regard to NATO enlargement, we have no concerns with a view to the security of the Russian Federation.”8


    A violation of the international ban on armed force


    An ethical evaluation is contingent on the existence of an open violation of the international ban on the use of armed force with which all Members of the UN undertook to comply in Art. 2.4 of the UN Charter. The volume of international rules achieved in the UN Charter in order to overcome anarchy in international relations, first and foremost the ban on the use of armed force, is significant in terms of peace ethics, because the international legal order is a major step towards the pacification of conflicts engaged in between countries that is repeatedly called for by the Christian Churches.9


    It is the job of the UN Security Council to determine “the existence of any threat to the peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression” (Art. 39 of the UN Charter). That having been said, the UN Security Council has been unable to do its job, as Russia has used its veto twice whilst all the other members of the Security Council either approved of or abstained from the relevant resolutions. The point comes home to roost once more that the permanent Members of the Security Council have made overeager use of their veto over the past few decades, and blocked proposed reforms. These are precisely the considerations that must be prioritised when it comes to reforming the UN with a view to effectively implementing the international ban on force. Within the architecture of the UN, it is the permanent Members of the Security Council that are tasked with defending the interests of the common good: They bear a particular responsibility so that the community of states is enabled to repel any violation of the international ban on armed force. This – and only this – constitutes the foundation for the veto privilege. Proposals to reform the UN, and the Security Council in particular, have been under discussion for quite some time. In 2003, the then UN Secretary General Kofi Annan commissioned the “High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change” with drawing up reform proposals, and for instance also embraced the idea of a larger UN Security Council.10 The proposal of the then German Foreign Minister Joseph Fischer goes further still, calling for a veto to be reasoned and for these reasons be presented to the global public. “The Security Council acts according to the Charter on behalf of and in the name of the entirety of all UN Member States,” as Fischer said to the UN General Assembly on 22 September 1999, “but they have so far not been entitled to learn of the reasons for a veto being exercised by a State. This not only lacks democratic legitimacy and transparency, but it also makes it easier for a unilateral veto to be exercised for national interests in place of international ones. Introducing an obligation to provide reasoning before the General Assembly would make this more difficult, thus allowing substantial progress to be made on the path towards more responsible use of the veto. Why should the General Assembly not also bear greater responsibility in the future?”11


    From the point of view of peace ethics, there is a need to call for even more far-reaching reforms of the UN which have prospects to make it possible to enforce international law both independently and efficiently. There also appears to be a long way to go in theoretical terms to clarify the question as to how a universal public authority is to be shaped that would enforce international law in an effective manner. Pope John XXIII called for this in his 1963 Encyclical Pacem in terris; and both Vatican II and subsequent Popes have reiterated this demand, whilst however not making it more concrete.12 There is also a need for discussion as to whether this is the right approach to take.13


    Once the second resolution concerning Russia’s invasion had failed in the UN Security Council, on 2 March 2022 the UN General Assembly condemned the Russian aggression in its Uniting for Peace Resolution, with 141 votes to five, and thirty-five abstentions. Russia is thus presented to the global public as an established aggressor, and Ukraine has a right to defend itself that is anchored in international law. The Russian Government is unable to assert the right that it claims to have of defending ethnic Russians in the Donbass, or against an alleged NATO attack on Crimea. It has failed to convince either the UN General Assembly or the International Criminal Court (ICC), which has jurisdiction for such matters. Ukraine submitted the Russian claim that ethnic Russians in Eastern Ukraine had to be protected against genocide for a review by the ICC. The ICC rejected this Russian justification, which referred in substance to the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide of 9 December 1948 (Genocide Convention), and ordered as follows on 16 March, with thirteen votes against two (Judge Xue from China and Judge Gevorgian from Russia voted against): “The Russian Federation shall immediately suspend the military operations that it commenced on 24 February 2022 in the territory of Ukraine.”14 The ICC put forward as reasoning that international law had to be adhered to, and also that the Genocide Convention was to be interpreted in the light of the UN Charter: “[…] Ukraine has a plausible right not to be subjected to military operations by the Russian Federation for the purpose of preventing and punishing an alleged genocide in the territory of Ukraine”.15


    Following on from the failure of the UN Security Council to adopt any measures, and after a majority of the UN General Assembly had found that the Russian attack constituted a violation of the ban on armed force, Ukraine is entitled to use military force in self-defence. The UN Charter only provides for two exceptions to the ban on armed force: collective repulsion of aggression by a mandate of the UN Security Council in accordance with Ch. VII of the UN Charter, or the right of self-defence (Art. 51 of the UN Charter), when the UN Security Council has failed to take action.


    Criminal prosecution of grievous war crimes against the civilian population


    The extent of the violence committed against the civilian population and the obvious intention to destroy the basis for the civilian life of the Ukrainian people go beyond the scope of “collateral damage” generally caused by wars. International humanitarian law prohibits direct intentional armed force against the civilian population; it bans intentionally bombing neighbourhoods, residential buildings, schools and hospitals. The breaches that are documented on an almost daily basis in Russia’s war against Ukraine are grievous war crimes. According to the International Commission for Missing Persons (ICMP), more than 15,000 people have disappeared during the war on Ukraine.16 According to the head of the ICMP Program for Europe, Matthew Holliday, the number of people who have been forcibly resettled or placed in detention in Russia is uncertain. What is more, there is lack of certainty as to the number of missing people who may still be alive, or have died and been placed in temporary graves.


    The serious war crimes committed against the civilian population, for which the town of Bucha to the north of Kyiv stands as an example, but also the torturing and killing of Ukrainian soldiers which has been presented in social media, as well as the deliberate killing of Ukrainian prisoners of war, testify to a degree of uninhibited violence on the part of Russian soldiers against the civilian population which no longer permits one to speak of isolated cases, but raises the question of ordered, systemic violence on the part of a marauding gang of soldiers in order to subjugate the Ukrainian population.17 Violence researcher Wolfgang Sofsky speaks of “genocidal warfare”.18


    The shocking excesses of violence committed in the war against Ukraine are not acts of individual perpetrators who have gotten out of hand, but intended actions supported by and on the part of a state. This allegation is documented given that President Putin personally awarded medals to the unit responsible for the war crimes committed in Bucha. By such an act, he underlines the intentionality of the responsibility for these war crimes, all the way up to the head of state. The debate on the causes of such excessive savagery points to the widespread violence committed in detention facilities in particular, and to brutalisation by the guards. Russian political scientist Sergei Medvedev, for instance, regards the excessive violence as an expression of the raw violence of Russian prison subculture. Its inhuman attitude, which we see manifested in the war crimes committed by clearly identifiable individual units, is said to be “part and parcel of the norm, and routine practice in the Russian machinery of violence.”19 Russian poet Varlam Shalamov provides a profound insight into this culture of violence with his laconic report on his personal sufferings in the brutality and inhumanity of everyday life in a Siberian camp.20


    The International Criminal Court (ICC) has launched official investigations into possible war crimes from both sides in this war, and would like to see charges filed with regard to the crimes.21 Since the ICC, to which however not all states have yet acceded, was established in 1998, members of governments, officials, soldiers and other responsible parties can assume that they will be personally called to account for their crimes, which include grievous human rights violations. Kai Ambos rightly points to the double standards of the West in its attitude towards international criminal law. He alleges for instance that the conduct of Western armed forces in Iraq and Afghanistan, and not lastly “targeted killing” using armed drones, which have also included large numbers of civilians among their victims, undermined the acceptance of international criminal law, as well as of the UN system itself, in the Global South.22 It was not until massive public pressure was applied that the Australian Government documented in an official report by Parliament, and thus publicly acknowledged, the war crimes committed by its Special Air Service units (SAS) which were uncovered through research undertaken by journalists from the ABC television station.23 I am unaware whether those in question were made to pay for their crimes. There is a need in terms of peace ethics to call for international criminal justice to be consistently developed in all comparable cases, without regard for the individual or for the political power held, and to apply it in a consistent, binding manner in order to ensure that the perpetrators do not get off scot free and ultimately to prevent such violent excesses from occurring in the first place.24


    A conditioned right to self-defence


    Ukraine has a conditioned right to defend itself, and this right needs to be oriented towards the goal of overcoming armed force in international relations. The means that are used in such a defence must be proportionate to these two goals (self-defence, overcoming armed force). Because Ukraine lacked the means to defend itself suitably, other states were and remain under an obligation to provide Ukraine with the weapons that it was lacking and to take as an orientation the principles of proportionality and sufficiency.


    I would like to explain this hypothesis below, beginning with regard to the conditioned right of defence. The right of defence is conditioned in both international law and in ethics: it applies only and to the extent that the UN Security Council fails to act, or until it acts. First of all, there is a ban on the use of armed force in international relations (Art. 2.4 of the UN Charter). Secondly, in the event of a breach of world peace or of international security, the UN Security Council is responsible for identifying the breach and collectively averting it. If this cannot be achieved with peaceable means, aggression is also to be repelled by the collective application of military means as a last resort. The right to self-defence against aggression only applies as long as the Security Council does not act. Russia in fact used its veto to block any discussion of its invasion of Ukraine in the UN Security Council, as discussed above.


    After the UN General Assembly had unambiguously condemned Russia’s attack in its Uniting for Peace resolution, as also noted above, Russia stands before the world public as a pariah and aggressor. Ukraine has a right to defend itself which is secured under international law, and this right must be oriented towards repelling the aggression. This means that Ukraine may drive the Russian troops out of its country with suitable, proportionate military means, but may not do more than this. At the same time, the criterion to be applied is the prospect for success. This means that the defence must have a certain chance of succeeding or, in other words, that such prospects may not at least be easily refuted. Particular caution is called for here, since the application of this criterion leads to a prognostic judgement, thus implying that probabilities are forecast. Very many security policy experts and peace ethicists alike were wrong in the first weeks when they sought to establish prognoses on the prospects of the Ukrainian resistance to succeed.25


    In terms of the goal of overcoming armed force, it is therefore also natural to lend preference to any possibility that may arise of achieving this goal with diplomatic means, and that such possibilities must therefore be taken up.


    Military force as the last resort:  was a negotiated solution torpedoed?


    The use of military force for defence purposes can only be justified as a last resort. Preference therefore needs to be accorded to any variant entailing a lesser degree of armed force. Negotiations are always to be chosen as an alternative to continuing military defence whenever there is a realistic chance of ending the aggression by adopting a ceasefire. This includes realistic prospects of ending the occupation. In the specific case at hand, the Russian Army and Government definitely have an obligation from an ethical point of view to cease military action immediately. The hypothesis is occasionally brought up in the public debate that negotiations already have been carried out between Ukraine and Russia, but that these were deliberately torpedoed. This allegation needs to be ­investigated.


    Negotiations were held between Russian and Ukrainian representatives in Istanbul, mediated by Turkey, at the end of March 2022, only a few weeks after the start of the Russian attack on Ukraine. The massive military pressure exerted in the first weeks of the war led the Ukrainian delegation to submit the Istanbul Communiqué, which went a long way towards accepting Russia’s demands, and which could have formed the basis for a negotiated solution. Amongst other things, it entailed a willingness on the part of Ukraine to become permanently neutral, to engage in negotiations on the status of Crimea and the Donbass, and conditions for a ceasefire. The negotiations were continued in Istanbul in April. Ukrainian President Zelensky, however, ruled out any further ceasefire negotiations in mid-April. The Russian Government has since accused Ukraine of having discontinued the Istanbul negotiations, whilst stating that it is fundamentally willing to negotiate. 


    Former German UN Diplomat Michael von der Schulenburg argues that NATO put a de facto end to peace negotiations between Ukraine and Russia at its Extraordinary Summit on 23 March. According to von der Schulenburg, it was calling for the “unconditional withdrawal of Russian troops from Ukrainian territories before any peace negotiations could be held […].” Von der Schulenburg goes on to state: “In a stark contrast to a compromise solution that Ukrainian and Russian negotiators had agreed, NATO demanded nothing less than Russia to accept defeat.”26 According to von der Schulenburg, the rejection of a negotiated solution served US geostrategic interests, which absolutely wanted to see Ukraine become part of NATO, and thus wished to prevent a neutral Ukraine: “Largely pushed by the US and UK, Ukraine dropped out of the peace talks […].”27


    Sabine Fischer from the German Institute for International and Security Affairs (SWP) has a very different interpretation of the failed Istanbul negotiations.28 She refers here to aspects which do not come up in von Schulenburg’s portrayal. The April negotiations showed the positions of Ukraine and Russia with regard to security guarantees and the status of Crimea and of the Donbass to be incompatible. After the breach of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, in which Russia had assured Ukraine’s territorial integrity in return for the surrender of nuclear weapons from Soviet stocks,29 Ukraine was no longer willing to accept Russia as a guarantor of its security. Ukraine was in fact demanding security guarantees from a group of guarantor states, not including Russia, which were to come close to the conditions of the NATO Treaty. What is more, the positions on the status of Crimea and of the Donbass appeared irreconcilable: Ukraine wanted to negotiate on the status of both territories, including over a very long period. Russia refused to talk about Crimea, whilst referring to the “statehood” of the “People’s Republics” of Luhansk and Donetsk.


    According to Sabine Fischer the irreconcilability of the positions was accompanied by changes in the political and military context. Once Russian troops had withdrawn from the area around Kyiv, the extent of the war crimes committed on the civilian population, in Bucha and Irpin amongst other places, came to light and triggered international shockwaves. These crimes committed by Russian forces led not only to investigations on the part of the International Criminal Court (ICC), but also to substantial Western arms deliveries to Ukraine. The death knell of the willingness of the Ukrainian Government to negotiate was sounded by the failure of the international efforts to establish humanitarian corridors for the civilians and soldiers trapped in the Azov steel works.30 It is therefore possible to say that the Istanbul negotiations as an attempt to achieve a ceasefire failed because of the thus-far irreconcilable positions held by Ukraine and Russia.


    Sanctions as a non-military means of defence


    Alongside negotiations, sanctions are regarded as a less violent alternative to using military means and are thus preferable as a matter of principle. They are “increasingly imposed and understood on the international stage as a tool of armed force to uphold rights, and are justified with a considerable spectrum of different breaches of norms (moral and political).”31 Sascha Werthes, however, also points out that peace-ethical criteria are desirable in order to apply (targeted) sanctions.32 The EU has now come together with other states to impose tough economic sanctions directly targeting Russia, the Russian leadership and the entourage of oligarchs supporting them, in order to make the cost of the military attack so onerous for Russian leadership that the military aggression against Ukraine would have to be brought to an end. Research carried out by political scientists distinguishes between four functions when it comes to the impact of sanctions: incentive, coercion, deterrence and signal.33 Sanctions fall flat as an incentive if the state targeted by them is willing, as in the case of Russia, to pay a suitably high price. The coercive nature of sanctions could bear weight if it were possible to use them to stop Russia from waging war against Ukraine. Economists do not, however, expect any resounding consequences in terms of the political functioning of the Kremlin leadership to come to bear until two or three years hence. Even though Jeffrey Sonnenfeld and Steven Tian speak of the international sanctions exerting a “devastating effect” over Russia’s economy,34 the deterrent effect is minor. Sanctions nonetheless have “at least an important signal function by showing Russia that a war of aggression comes at a cost.”35 The decisiveness and toughness of Western sanctions came as a surprise to Russian leadership. In turn, the Kremlin reacted to Western sanctions by firstly reducing and then finally almost completely halting energy supplies, in order to trigger an economic crisis in the EU States. The current debate on the explosion of energy costs, however, also shows that the fallout from the sanctions, resulting in halted Russian gas supplies, will impact on our lifestyles in the medium term. This brings us to the question of the scope and boundaries of solidarity in our society vis-à-vis Ukrainian society.


    The appropriateness of the means:  civil resistance or heavy weapons?


    The holder of a right, justified under international law and ethically reasoned, to defend against aggression may use the proportionate means necessary to do so. Since Ukraine does not have sufficient means to defend itself against the much stronger Russian Army, the members of the community of states are obliged to do what they can to provide Ukraine with the military and financial resources that it needs to defend itself. The resources offered to Ukraine for its defence must equally be oriented by the principles of proportionality and sufficiency: proportionate in comparison to the weapons deployed by the Russian Army, and sufficient, that is not more, but also not less, than is needed in order to repel the use of armed force.


    There is no disputing the fact that victims of aggression need help if they are unable to defend themselves with their own resources. What means are suitable effectively to overcome aggression is not only contentious among Christians; positions frequently diverge on this point. Véronique Dudouet from the Berghof Foundation in Berlin, for instance, recommends Ukraine engage in civil resistance against the Russian invasion. In her view, this would be more successful because of being less violent.36 Members of the board of Pax Christi also argue along these lines with their demand that “means of civil resistance should be tried.”37 


    There have been frequent references to the experience of civil resistance in Ukraine, as analysed for example by Felip Sierra.38 My scepticism as to the likelihood of success – and hence the appropriateness – of civil resistance is based on the fact that, according to Felip Daza Sierra, the Russian occupying force has reacted in the occupied oblasts of Kherson and Zaporizhzhia by abducting the activists, and has thus suppressed civil resistance. Civil resistance also reaches its limits if the Russian Army destroys basic civilian infrastructure with rocket attacks. Civil resistance is powerless and ineffective against missiles falling on civilian infrastructure.


    The view is therefore put forward here that Ukraine has the right to defend itself against the heavy weapons deployed by the Russian Army with comparable, suitable means. These include heavy weapons. If it does not have these means, it is reliant on appropriate assistance. A debate was ongoing in Germany even before the Russian invasion started as to whether any weapons should be supplied to Ukraine at all. The debate was then sparked several weeks later as to whether Germany should acquiesce to the request of the Ukrainian Government to provide heavy weapons. The prevailing argument put forward in the public debate in the first weeks of the war was that Germany must not supply any weapons into warring territories, and hence also not to Ukraine.


    There have certainly been cases in which Germany supplied weapons to war areas, such as in 2016 to the Kurdish Peshmerga in Northern Iraq for defence against the Islamic State. The reason, which was also put forward in church circles for a long time, that Germany’s historic responsibility precluded it from supplying weapons in a conflict with Russia is incorrect in my opinion. The opposite argument actually applies. Our historical responsibility for the injustices committed on the Ukrainian, Belarusian and Russian populations between 1939 and 194539 mean that, in order to achieve the goal of overcoming the use of armed force between states, we are obliged to prevent war habitually being used as a means to assert whatever political goals. Our historical responsibility hence gives rise to an obligation to lend assistance in order to repel Russian aggression. This includes the obligation to provide the victims of aggression with the necessary, appropriate means to defend themselves. Such an obligation to assist is based on an ethical universalism rooted in the oneness of humankind. Grades of such an obligation to assist depend, firstly, on the closeness of those in need of assistance and, secondly, on the assistance that those providing it can actually give.


    As stated above, weapons must be supplied in line with the principles of proportionality and sufficiency, and within the bounds of what is possible: this means proportionate in comparison with the weapons deployed by the Russian Army and sufficient in order to defend against the attacks. Since the Russian Army is deploying heavy weapons (artillery, tanks, missiles, etc.), Ukraine is entitled to defend itself against them and thus needs similar heavy weapons, particularly those allowing it to mount air defences against (cruise) missiles. Over and above this, political and military strategic wisdom is needed when it comes to weighing up what kind of heavy weapons these are to be in an individual case; this is also determined by the degree of what is possible. Ethics can at best find that there has been a sub-sufficiency – as in the case of supplying 5,000 steel helmets from German stocks at the end of January 2022 – or shooting far beyond the goalposts of sufficiency. As a decision of political wisdom, policy-makers therefore remain obliged to decide at a micro level what weapons can be supplied. 


    Applying the criterion of “prospects for success”, critics of German arms supplies need to face the question of whether there are any prospects for the acts of violence perpetrated by the Russian Army to cease in the foreseeable future were the Ukrainians to refrain from defending themselves, or whether the suffering caused would be reduced in any way, were they to refrain from undertaking such a defence. The opposite is much more likely. The rhetoric of the Russian President testifies to an intention40 which the Russian occupying force is implementing in the occupied territories: massacres, torture and rape committed by the Russian Army against the civilian population in Bucha and other occupied places, as well as the abduction of civilians to Russia; the attempted political integration of the territory into the area under Russian dominion; attempted Russification of the Ukrainian population; the deportation of roughly one million Ukrainians; and the releasing of Ukrainian children for adoption by Russian families. These actions testify to an intention to annihilate and Russify Ukraine as a country and as a people.41 Capitulation or refraining from mounting a self-defence would thus be highly unlikely to put an end to acts of violence in Ukraine.


    When supplying weapons one must weigh up the risk of (especially nuclear) escalation against the right of self-defence. The damage that would be caused by nuclear escalation would be disproportionate for all the states involved. Problems arise also from the threat of nuclear escalation and hence the potential for blackmail, of which President Putin has already made uses. Putin’s threat contains a political message targeting the Western public: fear of nuclear escalation with potential impacts on Western Europe aims to undermine support for Ukraine in Western societies.42 At the same time, Putin’s attempts at nuclear blackmail, however, also give rise to the question of how likely it is that tactical nuclear weapons would be used. Lydia Wachs from the German Institute for International and Security Affairs (SWP) states in this regard that Russian military doctrine from 2000 considers/would consider “the deployment of nuclear weapons also as a reaction to conventional aggression which was critical to national security.”43 Russia, though, is said to have upgraded its conventional forces in the past ten years with regard to medium-range missiles, for instance including Iskander short-range missiles, or Kalibr and Kh-101/Kh102 cruise missiles, and to have thus reduced its dependence on nuclear weapons: “The willingness to engage in nuclear escalation now officially starts at the earliest in the event of conventional aggression constituting an existential threat.”44 The deployment of (tactical) nuclear weapons is also counterproductive with a view to the international public. India and China, for instance, which have at least not publicly criticised Russia’s war against Ukraine, have very clearly indicated that the possible deployment of nuclear weapons would constitute a red line; Putin would therefore lose major international supporters.45


    Prospects for success: where is the war in Ukraine today?


    The criterion “prospects for success” requires a realistic perspective for mounting a successful self-defence. Defence cannot be justified if it definitely has no prospects for success, and thus the use of military means for defence would only increase the amount of suffering and damage. The assessment given by renowned experts at the beginning of the war that Ukraine would be occupied by Russia within a few weeks however showed itself to be incorrect. Even with a high level of expertise, any prognostic judgement is always subject to the reservation that assessments and statements are made about the future. These have probabilities, and can therefore be wrong.46 Along with Western arms supplies, the massive willingness to put up a resistance, and the courage shown by the Ukrainian people and Army to defend the freedom for which they had fought manifestly constitute the decisive factor which most experts underestimated.47


    The Russian President has achieved the opposite of what he intended with his attack on Ukraine: Ukraine as a people is more united than ever in its struggle for freedom and against Russian occupation. Putin has alienated the majority of the Ukrainian people from Russia, not least through the behaviour of the Russian troops in the occupied territories. This has created a deep chasm with Russia, not only the Russian leadership and military, but also Russian society. The original bond between the two peoples, which were linked by many family connections, has been severed for the foreseeable future.


    Not only can the Kremlin no longer achieve the original goals of dislodging the government in Kyiv and subjugating Ukraine, but even the reduced goals of conquering the entire Donbass Basin and large parts of Southern Ukraine including the Black Sea coast can no longer be achieved. The successes of the Ukrainian Army point more towards a tipping point having been reached in favour of Ukraine; the Ukrainian Army has liberated more than half of the territory occupied by Russian troops. The Russian Army is very much weakened in material and personnel terms!48 The numbers of soldiers on both sides who have been wounded and killed cannot be verified, but only approximately estimated. More than half of the soldiers belonging to the Russian intervention force of 24 February 2022 are estimated to be dead or wounded.49 The hurried mobilisation of recent months underlines the problems faced by the Russian Army. Untrained new recruits50 are receiving negligible training, and according to some reports this only lasts for a few days.51 These soldiers have virtually no chance to survive in battle conditions; this is evidently leading to further resistance among the soldiers, refusal to carry out orders, and desertions. The loss of human life is also hardly less serious on the Ukrainian side, but it appears that their willingness to defend their own country and the political sovereignty that they have achieved against the Russian intervention is very high both among soldiers and in the civilian population.


    What prospects for peace?


    We are already under an obligation as things stand to reflect on the time to come, once the war is over. One might consider this to be premature, but this is by no means the case. For instance, the Allies were also already giving thought in 1942 to the system of governance that was to prevail after the War. There are however not inconsiderable obstacles to be overcome.


    Some take the view that Russia needs to lose the war, that Ukraine’s political sovereignty and territorial integrity should be restored, and that Russia’s political and relevant military leaders need to answer to an international tribunal. As accurate as this hypothesis is when it comes to calling for justice, the question does remain as to whether it is helpful when seeking political peace. A resounding military defeat may pave the way for new military conflicts rather than actually resolving a conflict. As shown by developments in Germany after 1919, military and political defeat fans the flames of aggression anew. It is hard to foresee whether this is at all something that can be changed when it comes to Russia. There are many living in the former Soviet Union who continue to perceive the political changes in Europe after the fall of the Wall, which are regarded in the USA and Europe as a win for freedom, as a humiliation and defeat of one major power by another. Martin Schulze Wessels described this phenomenon in his impressive book as the “curse of empire,”52 of the ideology of a greater Russia which is holding a large part of Russian society captive. It is not until Russian society is able to free itself from this Babylonian captivity that we will have prospects to see a system of peace in Europe which also includes Russia.


    Putin himself justified his decision to invade Ukraine on 24 February 2022 as a reaction to changes in terms of security, in particular to the fact of many former Warsaw Pact members having joined NATO and Ukraine having taken up a Western orientation. Recognising this reasoning does not mean acknowledging it. On the contrary, all the States involved in the 1990 Charter of Paris, including the USSR, acknowledged the right of all European states to political self-determination. At the same time, one may not realistically expect the conflict between Moscow and the West to come to an end if Russia loses the war, but rather for it to continue in a new Cold War.


    Peace negotiations will lead nowhere if the Russian political leadership fails to recognise its own failure and acknowledge that the war, including the war crimes committed therein, was wrong. Nonetheless, not only are there repeated calls for a cease-fire, a halt to the fighting, but also for peace negotiations to be held. The Science and Ethics Study Group headed by US economist Jeffrey D. Sachs, Director of the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network, drew up a peace treaty entitled “Reaching a Just and Lasting Peace in Ukraine” which has far greater scope than a cease-fire, in the Vatican in June 2022.53 According to the authors, the foundation of the values for a positive peace is set out in Pope John XXIII’s peace encyclical Pacem in Terris No. 80: truth, justice, solidarity and freedom. It goes on to state: “Such moral relations are needed not only between Russia and Ukraine, but also between Russia, the US, and the European Union”. The proposals, the relevance of which will not reveal itself until the fighting has come to an end, combine issues relating to the future of the disputed territories together with the conflict-laden geopolitical issues and give rise to the extremely challenging problem of reconciliation. Religious communities are said to play a key role here: “Religious communities bring people together in the spirit of human dignity and justice under God, and have the ability and mission to bring people together across faiths and ethnicities as well. The Catholic Church, the Ecumenical Patriarchate, the Moscow Patriarchate, and the Orthodox Church of Ukraine are the pillars of a positive peace between Russia and Ukraine, and within the diverse communities within Ukraine,  and can play a crucial role in the needed reconciliation process as a path to positive peace.”54 A positive peace between the two peoples is contingent on a critical debate on the wrong done by the war and in the war.55 In a certain analogy to the painful process of dealing with war crimes for which Germans were responsible in World War II and the assumption of responsibility by representatives of the German people and state, any future reconciliation is contingent above all on Russian representatives shouldering responsibility especially for attacking their neighbouring country and for the grievous war crimes committed against the civilian population. 


    Whilst the Study Group’s proposals meet with approval in principle, it would seem that the Russian Orthodox Church under Patriarch Kirill cannot be considered as a bridge-builder, given its partisan role in the war against Ukraine. “The involvement of the Russian Orthodox Church in Putin’s warring ideology makes it impossible to anticipate that she would be part of a peaceful solution”, according to Regina Elsner. “She protects neither her own faithful in Ukraine, nor those in Russia who come out publicly against the war and are oppressed by the State.”56 The ideology of a “Russian World” propagated by Patriarch Kirill, which denies the existence of a Ukrainian identity and sovereignty,57 also poses an obstacle to a peaceful solution in the sense addressed above. 


    The demonstrations in many Russian towns and cities, along with the appeals coming from various groups within Russian society, however, make it clear that there are parts of Russian society, albeit small, which openly oppose Putin’s war. In September 2022, several municipal deputies in St. Petersburg and Moscow openly called on the Duma, the lower house of the Russian Parliament, for President Putin to be impeached and put on trial for harming the interests of Russia.58  It is not possible to overemphasise the enormous courage of these people, as they have taken a public stance against the war in Ukraine, even though they are aware of the personal costs that they may face, such as extended prison sentences. The number of detainees is said to be in excess of ten thousand. The overall situation in Russian civil society is extremely difficult. The regime has silenced both substantial parts of civil society who have come out against the war, and the Russian opposition. They are sentenced to silence, incarcerated in prison camps, or have fled abroad. This also includes those parts of Russian society that left Russia after the opposition was quashed in 2012, and once more since 24 February. There has been a brain drain of intellectuals, artists, journalists and experts such as IT specialists which is estimated at 3-4 million people. 


    As hugely difficult as the process of developing to a positive peace between Ukrainian and Russian society will be, there is no alternative to this if the conflict is not to break out again sooner or later. Because civil society in Russia has been gagged, and Ukrainian society is engaged in a fight for survival on an everyday basis, there is a need for other places and players to engage the topic. Churches and Christians in Germany should take on an active role in such a process which points the way to the future. As Germany is hosting displaced persons from both Ukraine and Russia, it would be an initial step to enable them to enter into a dialogue, especially for those Russian intellectuals who have taken up an unambiguous stance against the war.59 
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    Markus Vogt.   
Conflict-capable Peace Ethics: Christian Perspectives in View  of the War in Ukraine60


    The conceptual pair “war and peace”


    Is war the “father of all things,” as Heraclitus put it, and therefore a primary category compared to peace? Accordingly, peace has long been defined as the absence of violence. The consequence is summed up by Cicero’s saying “Si vis pacem, para bellum” (If you want peace, prepare for war). In contrast, Eugen Biser calls for an “inversion of the question”61: peace is not the mere absence of violence, but a primary category and spiritual power. Just as darkness is merely the absence of light and not an independent ontological entity, war must be understood as the absence of peace and, in the hierarchy of concepts, must be thought of from peace rather than from its negation. The consequence is a far-reaching reversal of perspective: “Si vis pacem, para pacem” (If you want peace, prepare for peace).


    I have no definitive answer to this deeply philosophical question. At the same time, very different images of man are up for debate: Is “man a wolf to man” (homo homini lupus), as Hobbes advocated? Or is man “basically good,”62 as the Dutch historian Rutger Bregmann argues in his critique of the war rhetoric of negative images of man, which seems like a “self-fulfilling prophecy” and by no means rests on a solid anthropological foundation? 


    It seems to me that, in view of the war in Ukraine, we must take the reality of evil and its manifestation in disinhibited aggression and systemic destructiveness very seriously, but that at the same time it is important not to fall into the suggestion of constructing enemy images. Are good and evil, benevolence and aggression two equally original forces that shape the fate of mankind in a dramatic interplay? In biblical terms, the balance between trust and sobriety seems to me to be decisive: at the bottom of his soul, man tends towards benevolence and longs for reconciliation, but at the same time, out of a sense of grievance and fear for concerning recognition, he is sometimes ready (like Cain) to commit  fratricide.


    In the following I would like to outline the conceptual consequences of such an inversion of the question for a Christian peace ethic, which nevertheless seeks to avoid utopian naivety: “just peace” is the primary category from which we must think. Iit does not replace thinking about the conditions of a “just war,” however, but creates no more and no less than an expanded perspective, the conflict-capable development of which must prove itself anew in the face of the war between Russia and Ukraine.


    The ethical consequences of being  a Christian in a fragile world


    The ethical consequences of being a Christian in a fragile world need to be explored anew.63 The oppressive reality of evil is currently being experienced anew in the war between Russia and Ukraine and calls for differentiated answers. It is important to examine very carefully where the wishful thinking of reconciliation between peoples may have contributed to underestimating the long-looming danger of an escalation of military conflicts. More precisely, people were satisfied with appearances and did not realize that, after the end of the Cold War, patterns of one-sided dominance by the West, a policy of power and interests beyond the genuine participation of all peoples in the UN and a massive, self-inflicted loss of confidence in the UN Security Council, which was misused as a club of the powerful, had spread. Germany has also remained largely silent on Russia’s aggressive policies in Chechnya and Georgia, as well as in the Donbas and Crimea, due to its massive economic interest in oil and gas from Russia. In the shadow of wishful thinking and interest-based politics, the processes of alienation that have long been brewing have not been perceived soberly enough.


    Despite all its failings Christian peace ethics, which refuses to think primarily in terms of violence and counter-violence, is an important antithesis to the escalation of hostilities, especially in times of military confrontation and armament. Nonetheless, it will only escape the accusation that it is naïve in the face of a world of aggression, conflict and violence if it proves itself capable of dealing with conflict. 


    The biblical view of humanity can serve as a model for this: it relentlessly names the reality of violence and yet always trusts people anew with the ability to reason, repent and reconcile. The Bible’s radical message of peace, which seeks to overcome evil through good, even to the point of loving one’s enemies, and constantly demands that we overcome habitual patterns of thought and behavior, is not naïve. It has its own kind of realism. Of course, this also includes the virtue of bravery, which demands the willingness to overcome enemy stereotypes, to abandon established ideas of security, to admit one’s own mistakes, to constantly approach the enemy anew and to stand up for the belief in freedom and justice with life and limb. Mahatma Gandhi developed an effective strategy of non-violent resistance from the combination of the biblical Sermon on the Mount and the Ahimsa principle.


    People who approach the conflicting parties with an open eye for the experiences and perspectives of both sides are urgently needed, especially in times of seemingly hopeless spirals of violence and alienation. To be a Christian in a fragile world demands the unrelenting courage to engage in dialog, encounters and conflict-capable confrontation with the difference between self-perception and the perception of others. It also requires us to be in solidarity with those who are weaker and to stand up for them.


    Responsibility to protect


    Ukrainians are fighting now nearly two years with the courage of desperation against the superior power of the Russian army. They are defending not only their own freedom, but also the values of Europe and the United Nations. Under the impression of the brutal violence of the Russian army, deliberately directed against the civilian population, as well as the pro-active media presence of Ukrainian President Zelensky, an unprecedented wave of global solidarity with Ukraine arose. In the shadow of the Israel-Hamas war in Gaza, though, global public attention to the war in the Ukraine is in danger of becoming weaker.


    Even though Germany hesitated for a long time when it came to supplying arms to Ukraine and Pax Christi, for example, sees this as a betrayal of the principles of Christian peace ethics, in my view and that of the German Commission for Justice and Peace,64 it is ethically necessary: there is a right to self-defense. It would be a failure to provide assistance if this were not granted to Ukraine. In the Budapest Memorandum of 1994, the Ukrainians voluntarily gave up the nuclear weapons that were stationed on their soil and in return received promises of protection from the European side that must be kept. If such promises count for nothing, this encourages a new nuclear arms race.


    In this situation, the commandment “Thou shalt not kill” can be interpreted in the sense of a responsibility to protect: “Thou shalt not cause to be killed.” This is an expression of the principle of non-indifference. In an international context its basis is the principle of the human family or the community of nations. External interventions, however, must always be weighed against the danger of international escalation of conflicts. In terms of peace ethics, the concept of the “Responsibility to protect” adopted by the UN in 2005 is decisive here. 


    The background to this was the major humanitarian war disasters of the 1990s (e.g. Somalia 1992/93, Rwanda 1994, Sebrenica 1995), which forced the international community to take action. Following initiatives by Kofi Annan, the Canadian government set up the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) in 2000. It presented a report entitled “Responsibility to Protect”. It contains three elements: protection of the affected population; the international community’s responsibility to protect; and prevention, response and reconstruction components. The criteria for legitimate interventions by the international community are just cause, right intention, last resort, proportional means, reasonable prospects and right authority.65 In the case of Ukraine, the aim is to protect a people against an attack that violates international law, which is also deliberately directed against the civilian population and does not shy away from war crimes. There are, however, good reasons why the international community refrains from intervening directly and limits itself to supporting Ukraine by supplying weapons. This restraint is ethically required due to the danger of the conflict escalating into nuclear war and world war.


    Overcoming the institution of war through  justice and dialog?


    The encyclical Fratelli tutti (FT), which Pope Francis published in October 2020,66 is the third peace encyclical of the Catholic Church (after Pacem, Dei munus pulcherrimum, 1920, and Pacem in terris, 1963). It urgently points out that world peace is acutely endangered. She recognizes in the “policy of isolation,” which excludes and stirs up images of the enemy, the starting point for the gradual slide into a “third world war in stages” (FT 25 and 259). Due to the immense destructive power of nuclear, biological and chemical (NBC) weapons, every war today is “a failure of politics and humanity, a shameful capitulation, a defeat in the face of the forces of evil” (FT 261) and cannot be justified under any circumstances. The Pope judges even the possession and, still more so, the threat of the use of nuclear weapons to be morally reprehensible. 


    In my view, the lack of a systematic distinction between attack and defense is problematic. This does not do justice to the necessity of defending ourselves against armed excesses of violence and not allowing ourselves to be arbitrarily blackmailed by the threat of the use of NBC weapons. The categorical rejection of all warfare does not correspond to the mainstream of Christian peace ethics. For example, the right to self-defence is explicitly recognized in the pastoral constitution Gaudium et spes (GS) (cf. GS 79).


    Decisive for the profile of the papal peace ethic is not the ideal of unconditional non-violence, but that of overcoming violence through law and dialog.67 According to Kant, the very idea of law implies the power to coerce and thus a state monopoly on the use of force, which is inconceivable without police or military power.68 The guiding principle of the peace encyclical Pacem in terris published by John XXIII in 1963 is to transfer the state’s monopoly on the use of force established at national level to the international level, under the leadership of the UN. Unfortunately, the UN Security Council has been and continues to be increasingly abused by the veto-holding powers for their own particular interests and has therefore lost its credibility.


    Irrespective of possible differences regarding the scope of pacifist ideals, the encyclical Fratelli tutti contains a number of considerations that can be groundbreaking, especially now in the arduous search for ways out of the spirals of violence. It begins with a sober analysis of the situation: war is “not a spectre of the past, but has become a constant threat” (FT 256). According to Francis’s assessment, the end of the Cold War was not sufficiently used to create lasting peace and advance the architecture of a new world order, including through UN reforms. The guiding principle for the Pope – as it was for John Paul II – is the principle of the human family, which commits to cross-border fraternity, relativizes the category of nation and is to be secured through the defense of universal human rights (cf. FT 26, 100, 127, 141, 205). A culture of dialog and genuine human encounter is addressed as a “craft of peace” (FT 228-235).


    For the classification of the encyclical Fratelli tutti, it seems groundbreaking to me that Francis emphasized the question of peacekeeping as the central ethical challenge of the present era even before the outbreak of the Ukraine war. On closer inspection, his general rejection of all warfare is not entirely clear: he expressly considers the individual defense of the family and community to be permissible as long as it is not motivated by hatred and a desire for retribution (cf. FT 241-243). Furthermore, the Pope refers to the UN Charter, which enshrines the right to self-defense and assistance (cf. FT 257). What Francis says on dialog, encounter and reconciliation as the “craft of peace” and politically on the “architecture of peace” (cf. FT 228-254) is innovative. Only the combination of international law and intercultural dialog can succeed in containing the institution of war.


    Broadening horizons through the paradigm  of “just peace”


    For a long time, Christian peace ethics was discussed under the heading of “just war” coined by St. Augustine. For twenty years now the term “just peace” has established itself as a guiding principle.69 This is not simply a pacifist counter-model, but rather a broadening of horizons with regard to the complex prerequisites for peace and the need to strive for it at all levels. “Just peace” focuses on the diversity and interconnectedness of the military, diplomatic and civil society arenas in the struggle for peace, freedom and security. The conflict in Afghanistan was an example of how the Western powers are heavily equipped with weapons but there is a significant lack of professionalization in civil society conflict management to ensure lasting peace. Weapons alone can win a war, but never establish peace. Without the active participation of civil society, the defense of Ukraine since 2014 would not have been possible.


    Just peace relies on the attentive and early naming of violence and human rights violations. It implies education for resistance against ideologies, repressive forms of politics and exclusion.70 An acute challenge for it is the manipulation of public opinion in the digital media, in the shadow of which nationalist-aggressive thought patterns are spreading. The actors of just peace confront generalizing images of the enemy and constantly seek the power of reconciliation across the borders of nations, cultures, religions and social classes.71 They see international understanding as a challenge that today increasingly includes development, climate and migration policy. In all of this peace is not defined as the absence of violence, but rather understood as a primary category, as a spiritual power working towards the humanization  of conditions.


    The ideological vacuum of cynical nihilism  as a factor of war


    In many respects the brutal war of aggression against Ukraine, which the Russian president has long prepared and personally driven forward, appears irrational. The justifications that Ukraine must be “de-Nazified”, that the oppressed Russian minority in eastern Ukraine is calling for liberation and that Russia’s security interests are endangered by NATO’s eastward expansion are contrived. The Nazi accusation in particular is an absurd, infamous and malicious lie. Ultimately, it is about an ideological conflict in which a peculiar mixture of nationalist and pseudo-religious motives is decisive: the driving factor is the idea that the Russkiy mir (Russian world), as the identity and unity-forming bond of the states of the former Soviet Union, must be protected against decadent Western influence.


    It is difficult to decide whether the religiously and morally exaggerated nationalist construction of identity that the Russian president claims is really the driving motivation or a pretended façade. Early on he described the collapse of the Soviet Union as “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the 20th century.”72 Consistently and step by step, he attempts to restore the past, whereby the guiding idea is not communism, but the fiction of a “Greater Russian” identity to which other Eastern European nations without their own rights are subordinated. 


    A critical assessment of the repressions of the Soviet era only took place marginally in Russia, so that the majority interpreted the change in 1989 not as liberation but as disintegration. The idea of the Russkiy mir or Russian world emerged in the 1990s as compensation for the supposedly great past and unity of the Eastern European region. Representatives of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) also contributed to its further development and adoption. Last but not least, today’s Patriarch Kirill has made this world of ideas his own and essentially derives his self-image and his supposed mission, as well as his legitimation of the war, from it. In his view, it is about a “metaphysical fight” in the defense of Orthodox values against the morally decadent West.73 One can assume a deep mutual understanding between Putin and Kirill, who got to know each other early on during their shared KGB days.


    For many years now and bundled together in his essay “On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians” from July 12, 2021, the Russian president has denied Ukraine’s right to exist and declared a Russian claim to hegemony.74 As we realize in retrospect, it was blind not to see the multitude of Russian aggressions that are closely linked to Putin’s political rise and presidency, which has increasingly developed into a dictatorship, in their context: the Chechen war of 1994-96 and 1999-2009, the Georgian war in 2008, the Syrian war in 2015, the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and a hybrid war in eastern Ukraine since 2014. 


    “In fact, the war in Ukraine has only become possible because the Russian leadership has been consistently lying for years and because the people of Russia have allowed themselves to be lied to.”75 They have no inner defense against the lies because Putin’s pathetic and, at the same time, seductively simple world view is more comfortable for them than the reality, which is full of ­irritating ­contradictions. Because the social and economic situation is so desolate for the majority of Russians, many cling to the supposed comfort of a one-sided, glorified history. The ideological vacuum of the Putin system, built on lies and propaganda, is being filled with the illusion of the Russian world. 


    In the future peace ethics must deal with such developments of Christian-charged war rhetoric in a much earlier, more alert, more critical and more differentiated way. It must take the destructive dynamics of evil, the seduction of the masses through images of the enemy and the abuse of power more seriously than before. A peace ethic capable of dealing with conflict looks the reality of offense, hatred, lies, repression and alienation soberly in the eye. It responds with dialog and debate instead of cynicism and retreat.


    Rationalization of the ethical discourse  on modernity as a service to peace


    On the initiative of Patriarch Kirill, an independent Russian Orthodox social doctrine emerged, which found expression in two extensive documents. These writings from 2000 and 2008 are essentially a massively pejorative examination of the guiding values of Western European-American modernity.76 The criticism of human rights as the epitome of a secular and liberal model of society, because they supposedly do not do justice to the primacy of cultural and religious values, plays a central role in the 2008 document in particular. With his aggressive demarcation against the supposedly secular-antireligious West, which is characterized by a decline in values, Kirill is by no means alone, but is in line with a broad mainstream that has been propagandistically promoted in Russia by the state-controlled media for many years. In the end, it is an illusion of identity politics underpinned by religion and myth that Kirill and the Russian president cling to as a supposed justification for the war.


    Religious enlightenment is needed. It would be a liberating blow of inestimable effect if as many Orthodox believers as possible emancipated themselves from this and professed the primacy of peace as a central Christian duty. Many bishops of the ROC in Ukraine have already removed the commemoration of Kirill from the anaphora, which according to Orthodox understanding approaches something like a renunciation of communion. There is also growing opposition among theologians to the ideology of the Russkiy mir and its imperialist functionalization for the legitimization of war. A group of more than 1,400 academics, including a large proportion of Orthodox theologians, has described this doctrine as unorthodox, unchristian and heretical.77 However, Kirill still has strong support among the silent majority. From the perspective of Christian peace ethics, the central role played by religion in this war is extremely depressing. In essence, it is about the unresolved relationship between religion and modernity.


    Rationalizing this discourse would be an invaluable service in the interest of peace for ecumenical dialogue. It should not simply be about an apologetic defense of the values of “the” West and modernity on the one hand and the values of “the” East and Orthodoxy on the other. Rather, it is precisely a matter of overcoming such generalizations and block-like typological oppositions. The pan-Orthodox social doctrine For the Life of the World,78 published in 2020 under the leadership of Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople, which differs considerably from the social doctrine of the ROC, offers many constructive starting points for such a discourse.


    From the pro-European side, it must be conceded that modernity is naturally associated with many ambivalences79 and that the question of the significance of specifically theological approaches to ethics is by no means easy to answer in view of the dominance of secular humanism and a secular-individualistic understanding of human rights.80 It is crucial, however, that this discourse not lose sight of the elementary peace-building function of human rights and humanism, as well as of democracy and the separation of powers. Especially in view of the massive repression of the “Putin system,” the humanist ethic of human rights is gaining new radiance. 


    At its core, it is not about a contrast between Western and Eastern values, but about the defense against a system of rule based on lies, division and repression. The issue of human rights is of central importance to the Christian ethic of peace. According to Pacem in terris, the secret of peace lies in them. At the same time, the accusation that human rights are an instrument of “the West” to impose its values on other cultures must be critically examined.81


    Conflicts of recognition in the struggle for  a new world order


    The Ukraine conflict is part of a multi-layered struggle for a new global security structure.82 It cannot be resolved in the long term without the creation of a peace and security order that takes account of today’s challenges and lines of conflict. The reform of the UN Security Council, which no longer adequately reflects the balance of power in the world, is of primary importance here. The partial withdrawal of the USA as a global power has created a vacuum that must be compensated by consolidating the many supranational interdependencies.83 This could also include a European Security Council in order to increase the EU’s ability to act. The various institutions involved in security policy (including the UN, NATO, OSCE, EU) must be coordinated in a complementary manner. Such a consolidation and integration of security policy institutions, which also includes emerging countries and states of the former Eastern bloc, is today an indispensable part of the “architecture of peace,” as outlined by Pope Francis in Fratelli tutti.


    We live in a time of multiple crises and accelerated change in a multipolar world that is increasingly characterized by a highly complex “evolution of violence.”84 In the process, familiar patterns of order in politics, the economy and society are losing their validity, without the future order being already recognizable. In response to the resulting uncertainty, the pursuit of security and resilience by individuals and societies is becoming a central ethical and political goal. At the same time, global society cannot remain indifferent to the changing international order. Today more than ever, tolerance must be actively defended against repressive social models and understood as an integral part of Christian peace ethics.85


    The example of the current war teaches us painfully that democratic values must be defended proactively and existentially, as authoritarian regimes and parties have been gaining strength worldwide for almost fifteen years. Belief in freedom and truth, the rule of law and the separation of powers must be defended, including against media manipulation by populist politicians and authoritarian regimes that show their contempt for the truth through post-factual forms of communication. Today, it is clearer than ever that we need a democracy that defends itself both internally and externally. Under the protective umbrella of security guaranteed by the USA, the German Christian peace ethic has criminally neglected this for decades.


    Lasting peace requires the balance between sobriety and willingness to reconcile: resistance to the forces of threat and the readiness for dialog and negotiation; strength in fighting for the values of freedom, human rights and democracy; and cleverness in understanding the mentality of the enemy. A distance from collective images of the enemy and the willingness to constantly approach others anew, to leave behind grievances and overcome mistrust, are also necessary. Reconciliation always has a religious dimension: it is always a gift and can only be achieved politically to a limited extent. The search for peace and reconciliation are at the heart of the biblical message. It calls for courage to build bridges and to advocate for law and justice across borders. Today, its ability to deal with a situation of radical aggression and escalation in conflicts must prove itself anew.
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    Andreas Trampota.    
Just War vs. Just Peace?   Ethics of War and Peace Between the Realism of Christian Eschatology and Unrealistic Utopia


    From just war to just peace


    In this paper I would like to take a look at a recent development in Christian thinking about the ethics of war and peace and ask how it relates to experiences of the Russian-Ukrainian War. What I have in mind is that the traditional just war theory with its roots in Christian thinking has been increasingly replaced by a theory of just peace. The question arises how this development is to be evaluated in the light of the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine. Is it accompanied by a theological reassessment of the ethics of war and peace?


    Let me make an important remark right at the start. I am aware that from a historical perspective the so-called “just war theory” has been used for different purposes, including positive and negative ones.86 In the context of my paper the term “just war theory” refers to a version of this theory that might be called “a theory of the legitimate use of coercion,” a theory which in my view is extremely important in the political sphere. This theory justifies at least certain forms of use of military force (for example in the case of collective self-defense), while at the same time limiting them very narrowly.87 


    I begin by taking a look at the ancient roots of ethical reflection on war and peace, since theological reflection has built on them.


    The teleological perspective of philosophical and theological ethics on the relation of war and peace


    The cornerstone of the ethics of war and peace in ancient Greek thinking is a clear positioning against a certain form of political realism which was widespread in the ancient world. Plato outlines the main thesis of this form of realism in his late work Laws (Nomoi) as follows: “What many call peace, is an illusion! In reality, all states are constantly at war with all others, even if it is not declared. Consequently, all laws and arrangements of the legislator must be made with regard to war since war is the ultimate goal of political action. The decisive reason for this is: If one is not superior in war, everything else is useless. For all the possessions and goods of the defeated pass to those who achieve victory.”88 


    Against this sort of political realism, a realism that rejects ethical reflection, Plato’s and Aristotle’s virtue-ethics approaches hold that the goal in view of which legislators justify and legislate laws is peace and its close companion leisure.89 These terms denote the final goal from which the entire normative order of the state is derived. War has its final goal in peace and work in leisure. From this teleological perspective the order of values with its distinction between that which is good in itself and that which is good only for the sake of another is derived. Aristotle argues in his Politics as follows:


    “[…] life as a whole is divided into business and leisure, and war and peace, and our actions are aimed some of them at things necessary and useful, others at things noble. In these matters the same principle of preference that applies to the parts of the soul must apply also to the activities of those parts: war must be for the sake of peace, business for the sake of leisure, things necessary and useful for the purpose of things noble. The statesman therefore must legislate with all these considerations in view, both in respect of the parts of the soul and of their activities, and aiming more particularly at the greater goods and the ends. And the same principle applies in regard to modes of life and choices of conduct: a man should be capable of engaging in business and war, but still more capable of living in peace and leisure; and he should do what is necessary and useful, but still more should he do what is noble. These then are the aims that ought to be kept in view in the education of the citizens both while still children and at the later ages that require education.”90


    The achievement of the noble goals (leisure and peace) presupposes virtues. This is why the education for peace is an education for the virtues that enable man for peace and leisure:


    “[…] since it appears that men have the same end collectively and individually, and since the same distinctive aim must necessarily belong both to the best man and to the best government, it is clear that the virtues relating to leisure are essential; since, as has been said repeatedly, peace is the end of war, leisure of business. But the virtues useful for leisure and for its employment are not only those that operate during leisure but also those that operate in business; for many of the necessary goods must be available to give us opportunity for leisure. Therefore it is proper for the state to be temperate, brave and enduring; since, as the proverb goes, there is no leisure for slaves, but people unable to face danger bravely are the slaves of their assailants. Therefore courage and fortitude are needed for business, love of wisdom for leisure, temperance and justice for both seasons, and more especially when men are at peace and have leisure; for war compels men to be just and temperate, whereas the enjoyment of prosperity and peaceful leisure tend to make them insolent. Therefore much justice and much temperance are needed by those who are deemed very prosperous and who enjoy all the things counted as blessings, like the persons, if such there be, as the poets say, that dwell in the Islands of the Blest; these will most need wisdom, temperance and justice, the more they are at leisure and have an abundance of such blessings. It is clear therefore why a state that is to be happy and righteous must share in these virtues; for if it is disgraceful to be unable to use our good things, it is still more disgraceful to be unable to use them in time of leisure, and although showing ourselves good men when engaged in business and war, in times of peace and leisure to seem no better than slaves.“91


    From an ethical point of view, only peace and leisure can be the ultimate goal of legislative action. All laws are directed towards peace, not war. This, however, includes – both Plato and his pupil Aristotle claim – the preparation for armed conflicts, which may be necessary in view of this: Si vis pacem, para bellum (If you want peace, prepare for war).92 


    Theological-ethical thinking has built on this philosophical-ethical teleology in many ways. But the theological concept of peace is much more extensive, going far beyond any secular conception. It is the notion of a comprehensive peace that includes all dimensions of being human that are relevant from a theological perspective: peace with oneself, peace with others, peace in social coexistence, peace with one’s fellow creatures, peace with creation and – last, but not least – peace with God. It is the peace of the messianic kingdom.93 


    The theological-ethical conception of the ultimate goal of human existence goes hand in hand with a special religious source of motivation. This is what I am going to look at next.


    The special faith-based motivation  for the anticipation of a just peace


    Against the background of what has just been said it may come as no surprise that in Christian ethics of war and peace the concept of just war was gradually replaced by the concept of just peace. That peace can only be conceived in the form of a just peace was already taught by the Greek philosophers.94 Christian theologians, however, have not only added another dimension of justice, justice in the relationship between man and God, but also a special sort of faith-based motivation. Its source is the anticipation of the messianic peace that characterizes the kingdom of God, which has already dawned for the believer but is not yet complete. Only believers have access to this expectation of God’s just peace. For it presupposes – I am paraphrasing a thought from a writing of the German Bishops’ Conference – that people trust God and each other without reservation and, hence, can renounce violence. To the extent that they are able to do so, it is possible for Christians to transcend the order secured by the threat of force. Here is what the German Bishops’ Conference says: 


    “[…] faith leads reason beyond itself without leading it away from itself. It drives it, as it were, and encourages it to dare to anticipate the messianic peace within the prevailing order and in this way to make the world more reasonable and more human. Christians can take this risk, supported and strengthened by the experiences that faith as unconditional trust in the power of divine love makes possible for them. These experiences also sharpen the view of the dark sides of this order reinforced by violence. Recognizing them is a strong motivation to never be satisfied with it and to keep alive the longing for the messianic peace.”95 


    This is the special faith-based motivation for the anticipation of a just peace. The theologian Moltmann describes the heart of the Christian messianic ethics as follows: “[It] celebrates and anticipates the presence of God in history. It wants to practice the unconditioned within the conditioned and the last things in the next to last.”96


    Does the guiding principle of just peace mark a fundamental change in the ethics of war and peace and in security policy?


    Regardless of this special faith-based motivational force, which can have a great impact on political reality, we must ask: does the guiding principle of just peace mark a fundamental change in the ethics of war and peace and in the security policy in which it finds expression? This seems to be confirmed by the fact that in the landmark publication of the German Catholic bishops entitled Just Peace from the year 2000, which I mentioned above, the term “just war” no longer appears. The same applies to a similar, slightly later publication of the Protestant Churches in Germany.97 This might indeed be taken as an indication of a fundamental shift. Moreover, in the first mentioned publication it says at one point that war is always an injustice. It could only be accepted in exceptional cases to prevent far worse injustice, as a lesser evil.


    So it really seems that we are dealing with a fundamental shift in the ethics of war and peace which leads us away from the principle “If you want peace, prepare for war” to the principle “If you want peace, prepare for peace” (Si vis pacem para pacem).98 It is a development away from the reactive doctrine of just war to a preventive conception of just peace – the just war theory from an ethical perspective being a contribution to overcoming conflict, whereas the doctrine of just peace is a contribution to preventing conflict. The latter involves just economic relations on a global scale and many other things that contribute to building a political order in which peace is possible.99 At its heart is a positive conception of peace that is more than the absence of violence.


    Reasons why the relationship between the concepts of just war and just peace must be thought of as complementary


    The above-mentioned difference between just war and just peace theory, spelled out in terms of action theory, one being reactive and the other preventive, gives rise to doubts that one will be replaced by the other. As desirable as an orientation toward the socio-ethical perspective of an order of just peace is, it would be naive to believe that the law-preserving and law-restoring coercion which is an integral part of our concept of law has been overcome. Law is intended to be enforceable.100 Immanuel Kant wrote in his Doctrine of Law that “right is connected with an authorization to use cocercion.”101 An enforcement of law without the possibility of using legitimate forms of force (which are democratically legitimized ) is inconceivable.


    If one sees just war theory not as “a pragmatic instrument for legitimizing violence” (a theory which helps us find reasons for going to war), but as a normative theory that provides us with the categories that give structure to a public discourse on justifiable forms of the use of force from an ethical point of view, then it is of great importance, not least in the assessment of military force. In the world in which we live, such a conception is indispensable.102 


    If this is true, just war and just peace theories need to be thought of in a complementary way. What does this imply for Christian ­ethics?


    Christian ethics with its eschatology must not be reduced to an unrealistic utopia that dissolves the eschatological tension


    I have previously referred to the political realism against which the Greek philosophers positioned themselves, a realism that rejects ethical considerations. The Christian worldview is also characterized by a certain form of realism, but a realism of a very different kind for which the eschatological tension between the “already” and “not yet” of God’s kingdom is characteristic.103 This realism of the Christian faith prevents the Christian from slipping into unrealistic utopia.104 The awareness of guilt and sin as part of our unfinished reality results, among other things, in the necessity to avert or contain evil, if necessary, with the means of a legitimate use of force.105


    Two essential aspects of the reassessment of war and peace in light of the Russian war of aggression


    This brings us finally to the question of the theological reassessment of the ethics of war and peace in the light of the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine. In my opinion, this reassessment does not concern the ethical and theological principles. It is a new assessment of the objective course of historical events to which the principles are applied. 


    Following Augustine’s reflections on the virtue of fortitude, Josef Pieper wrote that this virtue is an irrefutable witness to the existence and power of evil in the world.106 In other words, the virtue of fortitude is a central, a cardinal virtue, since the reality of evil is an essential aspect of the reality in which we live – an essential aspect of the ontological structures of human life. It seems to me that much about the supposed reassessment of war and peace in the light of the Russian war of aggression is a painful realization that evil in its worst form is still part of human history, but that we may have turned a blind eye to it because we wished for structures of international law (for whole realization we also worked) that would permanently lead to overcoming wars and securing peace. The source of inspiration for this approach in the ethics of war and peace is Immanuel Kant’s writing Perpetual Peace. 


    This brings me to the second aspect of the reassessment, which is also based on an altered perception of reality: the possibility of securing peace and mediation in severe political crises through structures of international law established by the United Nations. In this respect, too, disillusionment has set in. If a single veto of one of the permanent members of the UN Security Council can prevent a resolution by the majority, what can be expected from this body? Only an international security architecture capable of reliably enforcing international law could possibly lead us to enter a new phase of politics.107 Even in this legal order, there will still be legitimate forms of the use of law-restoring and law-preserving force.


    “An error not so much about the nature of justice,  but about the real structure of ‘this’ world,  in which justice is to be realized”


    For an accurate picture of the relationship between just war and just peace theory, a virtue-ethics analysis is helpful. It reminds us of the essential ethical and ontological principles. Nicolai Hartmann – one of the eminent German philosophers in the first half of the 20th century – noticed in his reflections on the dimensions of value in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics that ethical values need to match the real structures of human life, by which he meant human needs, wants and tasks. He calls this aspect of the moral value its ontological determinant in contrast to its axiological determinant. It is firmly rooted in the real world and precedes the use of freedom by human beings from which the axiological determinant emerges. Looked at in this way, one can say that ethical values are relative to prevailing types of situations of human acting (the ontological aspect of human values). This is the phenomenological basis or framework of the ethical values. In a similar fashion Martha Nussbaum speaks of the grounding experiences of the virtues.108


    Against this background we might ask: what are the grounding experiences for thinking that the conception of just war cannot be finally overcome by our conception of just peace?


    Josef Pieper wrote in On the Christian Idea of Man:


    “Another error about justice (at bottom quite liberalist109 but not at all limited to the era of liberalism) declares: it is possible to be just without having to be brave. This is not so much an error about the nature of justice as an error about the real structure of ‘this’ world, in which justice is to be realized. For ‘this’ world is constructed in such a manner that justice, and good generally, could not be successful of its own accord without the fighting man, ready to die for it. Evil is mighty in ‘this’ world: this fact becomes manifest in the necessity for fortitude which means readiness to endure injuries for the sake of the realization of good. So, St. Augustine says, fortitude itself is an irrefutable witness of the existence of evil in the world.”110 


    The problem with the idea of just peace, at least if one thinks that it finally supersedes the conception of just war, is that striving for justice may imply a just war, or at least justifiable violence.111 


    I conclude with a statement from Barak Obama’s speech on the occasion of the presentation of the Nobel Peace Prize that underlines this point:


    “I do not bring with me today a definitive solution to the problems of war. What I do know is that meeting these challenges will require the same vision, hard work, and persistence of those men and women who acted so boldly decades ago. And it will require us to think in new ways about the notions of just war and the imperatives of a just peace. We must begin by acknowledging the hard truth: We will not eradicate violent conflict in our lifetimes. There will be times when nations – acting individually or in concert – will find the use of force not only necessary but morally justified.


    I make this statement mindful of what Martin Luther King, Jr., said in this same ceremony years ago: ‘Violence never brings permanent peace. It solves no social problem: it merely creates new and more complicated ones.’ As someone who stands here as a direct consequence of Dr. King’s life work, I am living testimony to the moral force of non-violence. I know there’s nothing weak – nothing passive – nothing naïve – in the creed and lives of Gandhi and King. But as a head of state sworn to protect and defend my nation, I cannot be guided by their examples alone. I face the world as it is, and cannot stand idle in the face of threats to the American people. For make no mistake: Evil does exist in the world. A non-violent movement could not have halted Hitler’s armies. Negotiations cannot convince al Qaeda’s leaders to lay down their arms. To say that force may sometimes be necessary is not a call to cynicism – it is a recognition of history; the imperfections of man and the limits of reason.”112
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    Thomas Mark Németh.   
The War against Ukraine  and the Churches:  A Challenge to Theology113


    I will not delve into the role of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC); nonetheless, it is crucial within Orthodoxy to examine the complex and varied roles that churches and religion play in times of war. Matters such as reconciling with history, close affiliations with the state, and authoritarianism extend beyond specific churches or denominations, emerging as overarching phenomena demanding attention. I will focus more on the Catholic Church and the realm of ecumenical dialogue.


    Peace ethics and reconciliation


    The discussion around Pope Francis’s ambivalence in the Ukraine conflict has already been thoroughly explored. This issue touches on Church diplomacy while also encompassing ideological and theological dimensions.114 The Vatican’s “Ostpolitik” was and is determined by a concept of diplomatic neutrality, which raises questions regarding moral neutrality. The pope’s U.S.- skeptical political views, influenced by the “global South,” and his romantic ideas about Russia caused irritation in Ukrainian society and distancing on the part of church representatives.115 These included the 2022 and 2023 Stations of the Cross in the Colosseum, in each of which a Ukrainian and a Russian person were linked. The Roman Curia gave the impression of being “above things” and disregarding the victim’s perspective. This caused theological criticism by Myroslav Marynovych who distinguished between the one cross of Jesus and the different crosses of the victim and the perpetrator.116 It is strange in view of church abuse scandals that there is not enough awareness of how easily expressions like “forgiveness,” but also the appeal to the cross, can be instrumentalized.


    Pope Francis’s policy on Ukraine also highlights the dilemma that nonviolence cannot protect the weak and that pacifist approaches to aggressors often do not help. In this context the question of just war has been raised in the discussion about Pope Francis’s encyclical Fratelli tutti. It offers a thoroughly impressive humane vision of peace but does not unfold a systematic doctrine of war and peace. The war against Ukraine has made weak points visible. According to Pavlo Smytsnyuk, there is an “unresolved tension between just war and nonviolence,”117 which is also evident in the pope’s attitude toward the war against Ukraine. This ethical paradigm reaches its limits when faced with an aggressor who is only willing to begin talks if his maximum demands are unconditionally met.


    Such examples show how the war against Ukraine poses inquiries into theological speech and justifications. Biblical references in church statements sometimes risk overshadowing the real suffering of those affected by creating parallel worlds detached from reality. 


    Ecumenism


    The full-scale invasion of Russia also poses massive questions to previous paradigms and patterns of behavior in ecumenism. It is shows how little attention has been paid so far to the churches of Ukraine in ecumenical circles, in contrast to the high awareness given to the ROC, which knew how to use it well. Especially in the German-speaking ecumenical scene, this church is often erroneously placed in the vicinity of civil society while its deeply political role as an ideological prop of an internally and externally repressive power is overlooked. Not surprisingly, the question of ROC participation erupted at the 2022 General Assembly of the World Council of Churches. It emerged that a confrontation with its problematic role legitimizing a war of aggression was not possible in view of the blocking behavior of the ROC delegation. The WCC not once allowed instrumentalization by Russian propaganda during the last two years.118 


    The war against Ukraine also confronts Churches with the necessity fundamentally to question their own positions on how to deal with a war of aggression. Voices calling for self-criticism are also being heard in the western ecclesial communities; however, especially in German Protestantism there is still much discussion. Often there is a frightening ignorance both of the motivation of those affected, who are resisting for the sake of a perspective on life, and of the political circumstances. By invoking the theory of civil resistance, one overlooks civil society’s experiences with state violence in the post-Soviet space. 


    The war poses to every church the question of how to deal with divisions and unity among Christians. The war can strengthen a competitive situation of ideologically similar churches, however a “dialogue of life” might become a chance to implement changes “from below”. 


    Challenges for theology


    Theology means reflection, which comes from and happens in the respective churches, but which also requires academic freedom. Especially when it comes to dealing with power and its use and abuse, however, this is a difficult subject. The extent to which an amalgam of “non-theological” or ideological factors can affect the actions of church leaders is shown by the anti-Western propaganda presented in Patriarch Kyrill’s sermons. However, certain illiberal tendencies can be seen in the context of anti-gender discourse also in the religious sector of Ukraine. It is noticeable that in documents of the All-Ukrainian Council of Churches and Religious Organizations such issues are given far more attention than issues of peace building or reconciliation. 


    Academic theology, in exchange with other disciplines, can contribute significantly to a more reflective approach to the social role of religion and also take on a control function within the church or promote more inner-church participation. Questions arise about the value of much-vaunted Orthodox synodality when church leaders assume the role of warmongers and critical dissenting voices are stifled. Also on the global level, fundamentalism and ideologization have a negative impact in Orthodoxy today. At the same time, its sensitivity to the relativity of human speaking of God offers a good starting point for reflective Christianity in the context of modernity with its focus on individual responsibility. In the Catholic Church, Eastern Catholic theology offers – besides its link to Catholic doctrine – also orientation to theological approaches of Orthodoxy as well as to the ancient church, which offers both an inner plurality and a distance from extreme positions.


    Within the UGCC, theology is sometimes perceived in a hedging or apologetic role, while the critical role is capable of development. Yet this church can point to well-trained theologians and a high level of civic engagement. The fact that it has faced historical criticism in examining its own union history could also be used to make its theological work more open. A historical perspective can contribute to better understanding the impact of different forms of heritage (as from the Soviet period) and the links between national and religious identity. This can help to identify divisive tendencies and to develop inclusive concepts which can contribute to civil society. Especially, the concept of the Kyivan tradition can also help ecumenical approach in times when Christians are moving closer. It is also a theological challenge to bring the two Orthodox churches of Ukraine closer together, whose hierarchies are marked by exclusivist ideas and are currently in a competitive situation. The priests and the faithful have an important role to play  in this.119


    Ukrainian society, which is deeply influenced by a Christian tradition even aside from institutional religiosity, shows that churches do not have a monopoly on the message of hope. For keeping access to God open in a secular or increasingly secular context, requires for theology a positive approach to freedom as a prerequisite for responsibility. It is precisely the struggle for freedom and dignity that represents an essential dimension in this war. It would be an opportunity for Ukrainian Christianity to recognize and integrate all the good that is currently happening. Also, society expects from the Churches ethical orientation and moral support.


    Pope Francis’s remarks about Russia and Ukraine, seen as hurtful in some quarters, might serve as a catalyst for cultivating a fresh, more mature relationship with authority in the Church. The war against Ukraine has brought a sharper focus on the misuse of religion, opening up an opportunity for a more critical examination of the relations between state power and Church hierarchy. However, an intellectual space for debate and criticism inside the churches is needed. Thus, it is important that theologians name insufficiently treated or delicate aspects. For example, regarding the need for peacebuilding, Pavlo Smytsnyuk refers to the moderate approach of Metropolitan Andrey Sheptytskyi and states: “While at this stage of the war, any active peacebuilding and reconciliation between Ukraine and Russia might be precocious, Ukrainian Churches can prepare ground for it even today. I would propose three areas where this could be done: dealing with collective blaming and dehumanizing language, development of reflection on just peace, reconciliation and healing, and keeping ecclesial autonomy from the state.”120


    In Ukraine the churches can provide valuable assistance also by addressing delicate topics like reconciliation. For example, in his video message on March 8 for the Sunday of Reconciliation, the Head of the UGCC, Major Archbishop Sviatoslav spoke about the difficulty of “speaking of forgiveness in the midst of war,” but that this is “the secret of victory” that God grants. His Beatitude Sviatoslav called for asking forgiveness for one’s own sins and those of the nation, but also to pray for one’s enemies, that God may stop them.121 


    The war confronts countless people with existential questions. Where was God in Bucha, in Mariupol? Churches are called to help people endure the war with all its suffering and to act in a therapeutic way. They can contribute to a constructive approach with encouragement to recognize guilt and undertake repentance and by giving the victims a voice. This requires constant reference both to reality and to the core of the Christian message. 


    After the hopefully imminent end of the war, the churches will be more than challenged with peace work and healing of memory. Even if this may sound premature from today’s perspective, this also applies to perspectives for building a humane civilization in Russia. With all the challenges described, churches need a reflective approach and exchange with society to promote justice and respect for human dignity.
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    Cezary Kościelniak.  | 
Unjust Interpretations of a Just War: The Catholic Church’s Approach to the Russian-Ukrainian Conflict


    The Russian-Ukrainian war did not begin with the invasion of troops in 2022. It began with the annexation of Crimea in 2014. Tensions with Russia emerged even earlier, however, at the time of the Orange Revolution, when Ukraine woke up to become a state of free citizens making sovereign decisions about themselves. Before the 2022 invasion, Ukraine seemed to be in a “belonging dilemma.” In the eastern parts of the country, where in some areas the first language was Russian and the church of the Moscow Patriarchate was influential, many believed in natural brotherhood with Russia and distanced themselves from the West. The Revolution of Dignity superseded this sentiment, favoring Western ideals among the young generation who actively took part in the events on the Maidan in Kyiv during the winter of 2013-2014. It was not until the full-scale Russian-Ukrainian war, however, that most Ukrainian citizens, including those of Russian origin, abandoned their illusions about the Russkiy mir and adopted the concept of Westernization by pursuing EU and NATO membership. This occurred due to two factors: Ukrainians have realized that Russia’s security guarantees are based on restrictive control not only of the market but of civil liberties, and on a corrupt system that deepens poverty for the average person. Ukrainians have gained real experience of a higher quality of life in Europe’s Western political and security structures and seen opportunities for further development. 


    The war accelerated many processes and also launched a number of new ones: the democratic world shifted its focus away from Russia, considering Ukraine as a potential candidate for European institutions. Backing Ukraine meant a significant economic departure from Russia, particularly impacting projects like Nord Stream and access to the Russian market, affecting more than just luxury goods. Economic isolation was accompanied by uncertainty and a sense of threat from Russia, hence the accession of neutral Scandinavian countries to NATO and the US decision to strengthen militarily the eastern flank of the alliance. In addition to political players, Churches also played an important role in this conflict. For example, the conflict arising from the granting of autocephaly to the Orthodox Church in Ukraine in 2019 – a church currently recognized by a part of the Orthodox world – has created religious tension between the Orthodox Christians of Moscow and Kyiv. Amidst these complexities, the Catholic Church’s perspective on Ukraine’s fight for independence emerges as a crucial aspect, with specific contexts involving the Pope’s view and some Vatican actions.


    Pope Francis’s reaction to the war in the Ukraine


    Since the outbreak of the conflict, Pope Francis has declared his desire to help in ending it, using non-standard means. The first of them was a visit to the Russian embassy in the Vatican. The pope probably wanted to communicate directly with Putin during this visit, which turned out to be impossible.122 However, attention should be paid to the passivity of key European leaders at the beginning of the war. German Chancellor Olaf Scholz did not want to send weapons to Ukraine for many months, believing that the conflict could be resolved through negotiations. Similarly, the media coverage of the talks between Volodymyr Zelenskyi and Emanuel Macron did not indicate that the West believed in a Ukrainian victory. Highly likely, this skepticism was also shared by the Pope. 


    While Western media focused on the purported imperial motives behind Russia’s attack, sparking widespread condemnation, Pope Francis initially took a different approach. Instead of direct denunciations, he employed general phrases that, to many, obscured the distinction between aggressor and victim. The harshest words came during a video conference with Kirill, when the Pope warned him against supporting the war.123 Most of the papal statements for the first year of this conflict were symmetrical, however, blurring the distinction between perpetrator and victim, which aroused opposition, especially from Polish Catholics.


    While reports and reactions hinted at Russian public support for the war, the prospect of immediate negotiations seemed remote. Consequently, it is not surprising that the Ukrainian side found the Pope’s suggestion of a shared cross-carrying gesture during the Via Crucis on Good Friday 2022 deeply unsettling. In their eyes, amidst the stark reality of their ongoing suffering, such symbolism felt profoundly insensitive and inappropriate.


    Later papal statements took a more controversial turn. Among them was the comment about NATO’s barking at Russia’s gate, i.e. the suggestion that the West and NATO provoked Russia to attack Ukraine, which in itself seems unconvincing, as there were no real prospects for Ukraine’s admission to NATO before the war.124 In addition the Pope’s speeches included accusations against armament and the sale of weapons as the source of the conflict. These statements, however, were highly problematic, because safe countries are those that remain well secured, associated in military alliances, and therefore have the power to deter potential aggressors effectively. The Pope’s concept of disarmament as a path to peace is correct in principle, but in the realities of international relations it remains a non-functional postulate that in no way allows for solving a real conflict. 


    The invalidation of the concept of just war


    It seems that the papal attitude to the Ukraine-Russia war was a consequence of earlier official statements by the Holy See. Pope Francis, in the encyclical Fratelli Tutti published in 2020, admits that a just war is no longer defensible in Church doctrine. “War can easily be chosen by invoking all sorts of allegedly humanitarian, defensive or precautionary excuses, and even resorting to the manipulation of information” – says the Pope – “In recent decades, every single war has been ostensibly ‘justified’. The Catechism of the Catholic Church speaks of the possibility of legitimate defence by means of military force, which involves demonstrating that certain ‘rigorous conditions of moral legitimacy’ have been met. Yet it is easy to fall into an overly broad interpretation of this potential right. In this way, some would also wrongly justify even ‘preventive’ attacks or acts of war that can hardly avoid entailing ‘evils and disorders graver than the evil to be eliminated’. At issue is whether the development of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, and the enormous and growing possibilities offered by new technologies, have granted war an uncontrollable destructive power over great numbers of innocent civilians. The truth is that ‘never has humanity had such power over itself, yet nothing ensures that it will be used wisely’. We can no longer think of war as a solution, because its risks will probably always be greater than its supposed benefits. In view of this, it is very difficult nowadays to invoke the rational criteria elaborated in earlier centuries to speak of the possibility of a ‘just war’. Never again war!” (FT, 258).


    Meanwhile, the Pope notes that the world is currently engulfed in a world war that is taking place in many places around the world: “It should be added that, with increased globalization, what might appear as an immediate or practical solution for one part of the world initiates a chain of violent and often latent effects that end up harming the entire planet and opening the way to new and worse wars in the future. In today’s world, there are no longer just isolated outbreaks of war in one country or another; instead, we are experiencing a ‘world war fought piecemeal,’ since the destinies of countries are so closely interconnected on the global scene” (FT, 259).


    The moral principle assumed by Pope Francis is the adoption of disarmament, the complete elimination of the arms trade, and the transition from the level of conflict resolution by kinetic war to the level of negotiation in the international environment. It should be noted, however, that this view raises some serious questions: Does the shift to a negotiation and disarmament modus actually safeguard against rogue states and attacks? How does one morally justify defense in a situation of attack with malicious intent? What is the moral justification for those in a situation of having to participate in armed conflict when the very existence of those under attack is at stake? And does the withdrawal of Catholic argumentative principles regarding a just war actually preclude its moral justification, making it an unjust war in any case?


    In answering the above questions, it is worth juxtaposing the Russian-Ukrainian war with the foundations of the Catholic concept of just war, based on the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas, who formulated its conditions. A legitimate power can enter armed conflicts if they have a just and legitimate cause. The first, fundamental condition is the existence of legitimate authority, which in today’s political conditions, where a democratic system prevails, or an alternative but internationally accepted way, is generally fulfilled. As another condition, Aquinas mentions iusta causa, or justifiable cause for initiating kinetic war. Such a cause is self-defense; but it can also be, for example, the righting of previous wrongs.125 This principle also applies to a defensive war that fulfills the justified reason for taking military action. Another condition for a just war is intentio recta, i.e. action that is intended to lead to the end of the war and the conclusion of a just peace, which excludes, among other things, looting or war crimes. According to Aquinas an unjust war is also a war for the purpose of proselytism or material exploitation.126


    In the Thomistic concept of war and peace, justice plays an important role It is a part of love, in the sense of well-ordered social relations. Stanisław Kowalczyk points out that: “Thomas, basing the idea of peace on axiology, distanced himself from tactical-utilitarian or ad hoc political theories of peace. He chose the long-term path of forming a complete man, living in accordance with the requirements of justice and animated by love, for whom war is entangled in various forms of social evil and therefore unacceptable.”127 It is worth noting that justice is part of the restorative function that comes with the establishment of a just peace.


    In light of classical just war theory and the events unfolding in Ukraine since February 24, 2024, several factors bolster the claim that Kyiv’s war effort constitutes a just, defensive action: Ukraine defends its territorial integrity, recognized by international institutions, against an aggressive invader; Russia’s actions go beyond mere invasion, aiming to eradicate Ukrainian identity through systematic Russification processes; the documented looting and war crimes against civilians perpetrated by Russian forces underscore the brutality of the aggressor and fortify the argument for Ukraine’s just response; Ukrainian goals are purely defensive. Their struggle is not aimed at conquering Russian territory but at reclaiming their own resources and guaranteeing the safety of their citizens.


    Russia’s actions in Ukraine, however, do not meet the criteria of classical just war theory: Widespread looting and plundering of Ukrainian resources and infrastructure directly violate the principle of non-combatant immunity, which prohibits attacks on civilians and their property. Documented instances of torture and murder of both prisoners of war and civilians are egregious violations of international law and human rights, and demonstrably contradict the principle of proportionality in war, which requires that any force used be necessary and proportionate to the legitimate military objective. Systematic efforts to erase Ukrainian identity and culture, including the forced deportation of children and their integration into the Russian social system, constitute cultural genocide and violate the principle of discrimination, which prohibits targeting specific groups based on their ethnicity, nationality, or other protected characteristics.


    Therefore, the Ukrainian-Russian war, through the lens of classical just war theory, presents a compelling case for the legitimacy of Kyiv’s defensive actions. 


    Furthermore, the war in Ukraine has exacerbated anxieties about a resurgent “axis of dictatorial states.” Russia’s deepening cooperation with countries like Iran and North Korea, fuels concerns about a consolidated bloc of nations who not only disregard international law but also employ violence against their own citizens. From this perspective, some argue that Ukraine’s resistance can be understood as a bulwark against the re-emergence of such a threat, potentially fulfilling the principle of “indirect self-defense,” which allows for defending yourself by helping another nation resist aggression. Defense against such alliances seems to be an additional rationale associated with building long-term peace.


    Neo-Casarolim as the modus operandi  of papal diplomacy?


    Throughout the 20th century, the Catholic Church’s pursuit of peace was a priority. The key text was John XXIII’s encyclical Pacem in Terris. In relation to communist countries, it was a game of détente and dialogue, the culmination of which was the Helsinki Agreement of 1976, the progenitor of which was cardinal Agostino Casaroli, later called “Cardinal Perestroika”.


    John Paul II built a new paradigm for the eastern policy of the Vatican. Although cardinal Agostino Casaroli remained Secretary of State until his retirement, during the pontificate of the “Polish Pope” he could not implement his policy of détente. Having witnessed firsthand the oppressive realities of communist rule in his native Poland, John Paul II held a more skeptical view of engagement with authoritarian regimes. He believed their promises of reform were hollow, as evidenced by the lack of progress on religious freedom even after agreements like Helsinki. In summary, it was not the negotiations and agreements between the Holy See and the Soviet satellite states that built the space of freedom, but the course of supporting the opposition, along with the anti-Marxist axiological direction in the Church, expressing the struggle for freedom. 


    After the USSR collapsed John Paul II became a passionate champion of small states emerging from the ashes of communism. His early post-Cold War papacy saw him travel extensively, offering crucial support to nations like the Baltic States, Ukraine, Georgia, and Armenia. His message resonated with these nascent democracies, offering legitimacy and encouragement in their struggles for self-determination. John Paul II’s vision for these states rested on several key pillars. Cultural and linguistic recognition: he embraced the inherent legitimacy of national identity rooted in language and cultural heritage. This was demonstrably expressed during his pilgrimages, where he would address crowds in their native languages, famously including a Mass in L’viv, Ukraine, spoken entirely in Ukrainian. The right to self-determination: John Paul II firmly believed that even states with “short histories” or legacies of oppression deserved the right to fight for independence and chart their own destinies. He saw this struggle as an extension of the broader human yearning for freedom. Economic empowerment: while John Paul II remained critical of communist ideology, he recognized the value of a market economy in fostering individual agency and development. His 1991 encyclical Centesimus Annus offered a nuanced perspective on economic systems, encouraging responsible participation in a globalized world while upholding Catholic social principles.


    In sum John Paul II’s cultural geopolitics played a crucial role in shaping the post-communist landscape. His unwavering support for small states, grounded in respect for cultural identity, self-determination, and economic opportunity, helped pave the way for their integration into the international community. While complexities and challenges remain, the legacy of his “new paradigm” continues to inspire those seeking to build a more just and equitable world.


    It seems that Vatican diplomacy under Pope Francis represents a shift away from John Paul II’s model, however, potentially signaling a return to a pre-existing approach that can be dubbed “neo-Casarolism.”128 This perspective rests on several key assumptions. Peace through superpower consensus: despite the successful transformation of Central and Eastern Europe, with former Soviet states integrating into Western institutions like NATO and the EU, many regions – particularly in Africa – have not followed suit. In this context neo-Casarolism prioritizes intervention by major powers, even if it does not guarantee enduring peace but rather a cessation of hostilities. From this perspective the Vatican’s bet on Ukraine at Russia’s expense would undermine Russia’s status as a superpower for global peace. Rethinking sovereignty and development: unlike John Paul II’s emphasis on national sovereignty and independence as prerequisites for progress, neo-Casarolism posits that values like cooperation, the common good, and human rights can be effectively implemented without full independence. Pope Francis’s recurring critique of “nationalisms” and “particularisms” lends credence to this interpretation. 


    Further fueling this analysis is his openness to migration which champions the right to choose one’s residence and potentially implies a moral concession on border control. In this light, the encyclical Fratelli tutti becomes a point of diplomatic tension. It often overlooks a crucial issue the weaponization of migration for political ends. One such example was the orchestrated “hybrid attack” against Poland in 2021. Russia and Belarus deliberately facilitated the illegal movement of migrants from the Middle East towards EU borders, putting immense pressure on Polish security infrastructure. This incident not only undermined Poland’s ability to defend its eastern flank during the Ukraine war but also hampered its capacity to assist the millions of Ukrainian refugees fleeing the conflict. The Vatican’s response to the 2021 incident raises concerns about its understanding of these threats. During a joint press conference, Archbishop Gallagher and Sergey Lavrov urged Poland to treat the smuggled migrants humanely, seemingly condoning Russia and Belarus’s actions. Even after 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the Vatican has remained silent on whether this Moscow-orchestrated “hybrid attack” was indeed a mistake, leaving questions about its stance on weaponizing migration and undermining European security.


    Conclusions


    Regardless of the war’s final outcome, its impact on Ukraine and the world is already profound. While the possibility of territorial loss remains, Ukraine’s spirit and connection to the West have arguably never been stronger. This historical shift was not driven by negotiations, but by the sacrifices and heroism of its people. 


    The Pope’s cautious approach, balancing dialogue with condemnation, has sparked contrasting interpretations within the Church. Some, echoing John Paul II’s legacy, emphasize self-determination and dialogue. Others, closer to the pacifist wing, prioritize peace at any cost. Ukraine’s future relationship with Catholicism will depend on which path the Catholic Church ultimately chooses. Regardless, Catholic public opinion in post-communist countries, led by Poland, remains supportive of the Ukrainian cause and the needs of the fighting Ukrainians. It would be good if this capital could be used for further mutual development between Ukraine and its European neighbors. 


    Unfortunately, the media narrative surrounding the war often remains entangled in ideology. Some Western voices, either sympathetic to Russia or dismissive of the threat, perpetuate harmful narratives based on historical ignorance and a lack of understanding about Russia’s imperial ambitions. This underestimation of the right to self-determination and the history of Eastern Europe contributed significantly to this conflict.


    Recent Vatican initiatives, including Cardinal Zuppi’s mission, unfortunately have not yielded the desired results. While the Pope’s intentions are undoubtedly noble, pursuing peace without addressing the root causes of aggression and the right to self-determination poses the risk of establishing a temporary truce that may set the stage for future escalations. In the case of Cardinal Zuppi’s meeting with Maria Lvova-Belova, the proclaimed breakthrough did not materialize, resulting in the mission being deemed a failure.


    An analogous result unfolded concerning the suggestion presented by Professor Andrea Riccardi, a former minister in Mario Monti’s government. Patriarch Kirill awarded him with the Order of St. Sergius of Radonezh; and he is affiliated with the Sant’Egidio organization, serving as an informal adviser to the Vatican on international affairs. Professor Riccardi’s proposal to designate Kyiv as a demilitarized zone faced rejection. Nevertheless, this impractical proposition left its mark on the military and diplomatic terrain, by misinterpreting the commitment to defending one’s nation as a hesitancy to pursue peace.


    While the papal intent is fundamentally reasonable – acknowledging that only peace can bring an end to the war – a peace that serves as a tactical pause for Russia to rearm would be unsustainable. Such an approach could lead to more significant issues in the coming years, potentially fueling further military escalation. This scenario aligns with the very outcome the Pope cautions against: the onset of a “piecemeal World War III.”
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    Volodymyr Turchynovskyy.   
The Future as a Moral Vision:  Imagining Security in Times of War


    Framing


    During his May 31, 1989, visit to Mainz, Germany, President George H. W. Bush in his speech “A Europe Whole and Free” shared his vision for the future of Europe. He said: “For 40 years, the seeds of democracy in Eastern Europe lay dormant, buried under the frozen tundra of the Cold War. And for 40 years, the world has waited for the Cold War to end. And decade after decade, time after time, the flowering human spirit withered from the chill of conflict and oppression; and again, the world waited. But the passion for freedom cannot be denied forever. The world has waited long enough. The time is right. Let Europe be whole and free.”129


    Thirty-four years separate the present day from the 1989 Mainz speech of President Bush in which he envisioned the next forty years for the fulfillment of the vision of “a Europe that is free and at peace with itself”. He added though, that “the challenges of the next 40 years will ask no less of us” than the forty years of Cold War.


    On February 20, 2023, President Biden made an unprecedented visit to Kyiv, Ukraine. For the first time in American history, a president of the United States had traveled to a country that is at war, but where there is no American military contingent. In his Kyiv address he said the following: “You and all Ukrainians, Mr. President, remind the world every single day what the meaning of the word ‘courage’ is – from all sectors of your economy, all walks of life. It’s astounding. Astounding. You remind us that freedom is priceless; it’s worth fighting for for as long as it takes. And that’s how long we’re going to be with you, Mr. President: for as long as it takes.”130


    On the next day in Warsaw, Poland, President Biden further developed his statements by positioning Ukraine’s fight for liberty in an all-European and global context. He reminded his audience of St. John Paul II’s words “Be not afraid” proclaimed by the Pope in 1978 which reshaped the European political and cultural landscape for the rest of the 20th century. “Be not afraid” should become a source of strength for Europeans again as “we emerged anew in the great battle for freedom. A battle between democracy and autocracy. Between liberty and repression. Between a rules-based order and one governed by brute force. In this battle, we need to be clear-eyed. This battle will not be won in days or months either. We need to steel ourselves for a long fight ahead.”131


    In the time between these two statements made by American presidents during their visits to Europe, there was another message delivered on European soil with daunting clarity in February 2007 at the Munich Security Conference by the president of Russia. He defied and rejected the post-Cold War European security architecture and liberal order cultivated by the Free World. This message was consistent with his earlier 2005 portrayal of the collapse of the Soviet Union as the largest catastrophe of the 20th century. Most importantly Putin’s Munich message was an accurate rendering not only of Russia’s intentions but its actions as well. For years Russia was working on the demolition of the post-WWII international order, starting with the 2008 invasion of Georgia and which eventually climaxed in a full-fledged war against Ukraine in February 2022. An ambition of re-imperialization was Russia’s propelling force behind the deadly game to which it has committed itself.


    After the 2007 speech, however, Western political elites were reluctant and tragically slow in dealing with a major threat to the international order and peace represented by Russia and publicly proclaimed by its president. Kurt Volker and Daniel Fried published their excellent article, “The Speech in Which Putin Told Us Who He Was,”132 on February 18, which was the opening day of the 2022 Munich Security Conference. Yet, there was no way for the Conference to reverse the course of history and avoid the inevitable. Only four days after the Forum in Munich was over, on February 24, 2022, Ukraine was invaded with full-scale military force and hit with missile strikes. “Europe whole, free, and at peace,” was not a given anymore. A major ground war since the Second World War started rolling through the continent.


    What is security in a time of utter insecurity? What future is ahead of Europe? It may sound paradoxical, yet uncertainty, chaos, and lack of clarity in the present day can be coped with by developing a shared vision for the future. We will arrive at this vision by asking ourselves what motivates our present struggle, grounds our commitments, cultivates our courage, cherishes our solidarity, drives our sacrifice, and makes us hopeful. By reflecting upon these questions we start sowing seeds of the future already in the present moment of the “here and now.” Through this reflection our vision becomes crystalized, our commitments are strengthened and our sense of moral grounding and positioning is recovered, as we navigate through times of vastly spread and multiplying uncertainties, turbulences, and struggles brought about by the war.


    Timothy Garton Ash gives us an idea of the future that we might want to earn for future generations of Europeans. He makes the following observation of a geopolitical nature: “Yet a better future for Ukraine and Europe is possible. It’s worth emphasizing the scale of this historic opportunity. Anchoring Ukraine (together with Moldova and Georgia) firmly in the geopolitical West would mean the effective end of the Russian empire. As a result, for the first time in European history, we would have a fully post-imperial Europe – that is, a Europe with neither overseas nor land empires. It would mean another great advance, comparable in scale to that after 1989, toward the goal memorably formulated at that time as ‘Europe whole and free’.”133 


    “A Europe whole and free” is essentially a moral vision. It cannot be achieved by solely economic, technological, or military advances. It is certainly true that a moral vision fulfills and embodies itself through the means of socio-economic and cultural systems and mechanisms. Yet, people’s will to make the future a good, noble, dignified, just, and humane one is crucial and irreplaceable. This is why Ash thinks of ensuring this will as our next generational task by emphasizing that, “[t]he keyword for Europe, as for Ukraine, encapsulating both the means and the end, is volya. If we have the will, Europe can achieve this freedom.”134


     A “culture of death”


    about a year ago I was asked by a foreign journalist whether and how UCU as a university was preparing itself for the war. It never occurred to me to think of our university life as a preparation for the war. Emotionally speaking, that was a difficult question at a time when daily air raid alarms became the new normal for us. What possibly can it mean to be prepared for a war like this? Everything we were doing at the university was aimed at cultivating and promoting the culture of life and life itself. Well, maybe this was our preparation indeed.


    That question asked by the journalist was important for me in at least two regards. Firstly, it made me think of the university in terms of its community and institutional resilience at the time Ukrainian society was facing overwhelming challenges and hardships. Secondly, I realized how much a vibrant culture of life and ethics of dignity are important in confronting the trials, brutalities, and suffering of the war.


    But there was another way in which, I thought, this question about “preparing itself for the war” was deserving attention. The war which is waged against Ukraine was produced and is sustained by a certain culture as well. This war is a product of a certain massive cultivation process and effort made within Russia and by Russia. At the same time, a culture of war “product” was not meant solely for Russian internal “consumption”. It was also designed for export. An export version of this “Russian culture” served as a cover for a secretly intended corrosion of the international liberal order by undermining its practices, principles, and values. The story of the former German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder’s dedicated “service” to Russia135 is but one illustration of how Russia is decomposing European public culture. The Russkiy mir cultural construct cultivated by Russian Orthodoxy also emerges as a multifunctional instrument of hybrid war, capable of being used as an ideology, a colonizing strategy, and a quasi-religious substitute at the same time. The legitimization of Russian tyranny and a culture of war by Russian Orthodoxy is tragically devastating and ruining. Behind the present-day ­tragedy, however, there is a longer tradition of disloyalty to the facts and truth, as emphasized by George Weigel: “That, sadly, is the logic of the distorted history of the baptism of the eastern Slavs perpetrated by too many Russian Orthodox leaders.”136


    Russian studies so widely institutionalized in the West proved to be another important instrument in promoting Russian imperialism among the academic elites of the West. The full scope of such Russian studies’ political, academic, and social impact is only now beginning to be evaluated.137 As we already regrettably see, such efforts were not without their malicious success.


    The war in Ukraine has lasted for ten years already, and it is difficult to predict when it will conclude. A genocidal war does not happen accidentally. A decision to attempt genocide against a neighboring country is not a matter of a sudden overnight decision. It requires an accompanying decisional commitment to be at war for as much time as it takes to erase the people of the neighboring free land. There has to be a long incubation period leading to the outburst of the systemic atrocities and brutality that we witness in Ukrainian towns and cities, such as Bucha, Irpin, and others. Without a certain public culture, along with state machinery and repressive powers designed and adjusted according to this plan, the genocidal intentions manifested and executed by the Russian army in Ukraine would be unachievable.138


    It took twenty years for Putin to get Russia ready for launching the largest war in Europe since WWII as one of the milestones of its ambition for re-imperialization. Multiple generations of Russians were immersed in a massive process of restoration and cultivation of an imperial ethos.139 Thus, the imperial ambition has acquired its cultural expression, motivation, and justification in and through the Russkiy mir or Russian world construct. The Russian world culture was progressively becoming more and more intolerant, aggressive, toxic, blood-thirsty, and war-friendly. (Think of Georgia, Moldova, Belorussia, annexation of Crimea.) Already then the future Bucha and Irpin atrocities were sanctioned by Russian culture and society.


    It is obvious that Russian universities were part of this massive culture-building effort for many years and still are as the Russian war in Ukraine unfolds.140 They are tasked to depict and justify “academically” the Russian war of aggression as a defense and liberation operation. This is done by fabricating new historical, social, and political markers, messages, and points of reference (faked facts) in support of the Russkiy mir imperial ideology. The Russian schools are rapidly and massively militarized.141 This distortion inflicts the greatest harm to Russia itself:namely, a sustained education of its people that genocide is normal according to affirmations like, “Ukraine does not exist” and “Ukrainians have no right to exist.” A lesson is learned: people can be denied their existence simply because of who they are. If your right to exist is denied, you can either be killed or have your identity wiped out and replaced with a new one. With this lesson learned by heart, Russia itself has trapped millions of its young people as well as its academic, cultural, and ­religious circles in a drama of guilt attached to war crimes and genocide most likely will take many generations to resolve.142


    Will Russian academic circles be able to think and act differently during wartime and critically distance themselves and their university communities from being ideologically driven? Is there a chance for them to do so after the war is over? What if they do not? Eventually, there will be no hope for a change in social climate in Russia unless its society morally awakens and acknowledges responsibility for its massive and bloody social failure caused by an embrace of and service to the culture of death. Is there hope for such an awakening? And whose hope should it be? 


    A deadly clash between a culture of life and a culture of death takes place in Ukraine. One is life-giving, and the other is life-destroying. One celebrates human dignity, and the other dehumanizes. One defends our right to hope and strive for a humane future, the other leads us into the abyss of a “futureless” world. This is the essence of the stakes of this war.


    Security and vulnerability


    Living through the war sharpens perception and deepens experience of personal, communal, and societal vulnerabilities. A secure and safe social environment is crucially important to cope successfully with the problems triggered by the vulnerability of persons. On the contrary, insecurity brings about conditions under which people may be overwhelmed by the challenges of vulnerability to the point of being incapable of “holding oneself” and risking “losing oneself”. Security is a critical condition enabling the proper setup and protection of a social ecosystem within which human vulnerabilities are confronted and coped with in an efficient, humane, and dignified way.


    Thus, human security can be better understood if we understand our vulnerability. One way of thinking about our vulnerability is in terms of losses. A proper attitude towards one’s vulnerability and a way of coping with its consequences should imply some authentic way of accepting and dealing with inevitable losses.


    Millions of Ukrainians are confronted with the tragic and overwhelming experiences of personal losses: of spouses and friends, sons and daughters, parents and relatives, fellow citizens, villages and towns, homes, property, jobs, businesses, opportunities… There are so many losses to confront, so many losses to accept, too many losses to accept. Yet, a blunt rejection or denial of the losses makes one more vulnerable, not less. An important way of handling our vulnerability consists in finding a proper way to accept and deal with such losses.


    It requires personal resilience to bounce back from the experienced losses. Equally important – as Ukrainians have learned in the course of the war – is community resilience (of family, circles of friends, neighborhoods, religious communities, etc.) to be able to continue to live our inevitably vulnerable lives. In such cases being secure is not the same as being invulnerable. The meaning and the role of security would be to provide a person with the proper time, space, and community to handle the challenges of vulnerability generated by losses.


    Being vulnerable and mortal are two of the most evident realities persons are confronted with throughout their lives. In wartime, people experience their vulnerability in the most radical, existential, overwhelming, and life-threatening way. Since a security system is compromised and undermined by the outburst of war, as in the case of the unprovoked Russian aggression against Ukraine, the people’s awareness of their vulnerability manifoldly increases; and their ability to cope with the rapidly multiplying problems and losses inflicted upon them is tested daily.


    Whatever security system we may wish to design would not help us to get rid of these two inherent aspects of each human life, namely its vulnerability and mortality. A security system should enable us, however, to have a dignifying and edifying way of dealing with both of these facts. This is similar to what a good family does: it creates a secure family space where a child can experience and learn how to handle his or her vulnerabilities, which are both inevitable and many. If one lacks such a safe space, then consciousness of one’s vulnerability and inflicted losses may impose a heavy existential burden when trying to carry on.


    What should a good society do? It should attempt to create a social ecosystem that grants a secure space and adequate time wherein issues due to human vulnerability can be coped with properly, efficiently, in a dignified way, with a sense of solidarity. A healthy democracy can serve as one model of a good society that is fully aware of its members’ essential vulnerabilities and wants to create a safe and secure social space to handle multiple challenges of vulnerability as its people strive and aspire for good lives. Such societies are fully justified in viewing democracy as a “critical infrastructure” for holding and sustaining their security.


    Timothy Snyder reminds us of what makes democracies vulnerable.143 Vulnerability arises whenever the rightly held claim that people should rule is combined with the incorrect assumption that democracy can be taken for granted as a natural state of affairs or as an endplay (“end of history”) of some powerful social sources. Thus, vulnerability arises from forgetting “the organic connection of democracy to ethical commitment and physical courage.”144


    The forgetfulness mentioned by Snyder in connection with democracy and its ethical foundations plays a similarly negative role when we consider individual lives and personal trajectories. Personal vulnerability increases should one forget that his or her life is a life of calling, purpose, being-there-for-the-other, gift. Such forgetfulness tempts one to think that nothing more valuable than his or her own life exists in the world. In other words, such forgetfulness cuts one off from the transcendent, which in turn makes “vulnerability management” riskier, more difficult, and essentially futile.


    Being vulnerable is an essential condition of human life because humans are not the creators of their own lives. Such “metaphysically conditioned vulnerability” transfers itself into the existential dimension where we face the challenge of appropriating our own lives and becoming responsible for our own selves. As we tackle such a challenge, the inevitability of numerous losses in the course of our lives confronts us. Should a “perfect ownership of oneself” be attainable, it would certainly be up to us to sanction whether a certain “loss” occur. Yet, our existential reality and experience are different: we live lives full of losses of different kinds and magnitudes. This is how we are confronted with our vulnerability. 


    Should we forget that our lives are gifts given to us and that we fulfill ourselves by making sincere gifts of our own selves – as we are reminded by the Second Vatican Council in Gaudium et spes – we increase our vulnerability by shutting ourselves off from the transcendent dimension of human life (GS, 24). Ukrainian experience teaches us that we can indeed develop and sustain the mechanisms of coping with vulnerabilities and the associated losses by not forgetting the rationale for our resistance and fight for freedom.


    This is why Snyder thinks that Ukrainian resistance plays a crucial role in terms of awakening world democracies; reminding them of what, perhaps, was forgotten; and enabling them to recover their resilience, moral energies, commitments, and visions for the future. In his own words: “Ukrainian resistance to what appeared to be overwhelming force reminded the world that democracy is not about accepting the apparent verdict of history. It is about making history; striving toward human values despite the weight of empire, oligarchy, and propaganda; and, in so doing, revealing previously unseen possibilities.”145


    Should Ukraine lose this war, we would inhabit a world in which the soul is ruled by the ego, dignity is measured by might, might makes right – a world that is “freedomless” and therefore “futureless”utterly insecure and hostile. The stakes are very high, and the outcomes are still shadowed by the war. Yet, history is in the making because the Ukrainians refused to “accept the apparent verdict of history.”


    A Ukrainian formula


    Ukraine is many things these days. Ukraine is a battlefield, a moral ground, an open wound, a genocidal abyss, a solidarity hub, a recovery site, and a social transformation lab. It is also a source of courage, faith, hope, and vision for the future.


    Ukrainian society already in the first weeks of its resistance in 2014, and more recently in 2022, has won an important moral victory by not letting this war become nothing but a power struggle and race for superiority. Instead, the war launched by Russia was clearly perceived, confronted, and articulated by the Ukrainian people foremost as a clash between good and evil. For millions of Ukrainians to stand firmly and sacrificially on the side of what is good and true proved to be a life-giving source of personal, communal, and institutional resilience.


    The moral spirit of Ukrainian resistance is critically important not only for people’s vigorous daily fight for freedom but also in defining a vision for the country’s secure future. Moral resilience manifested through acts of self-giving and self-sacrifice gives Ukrainians a very sobering view of the future. The future we truly aspire to live in one in which security is an expression and outcome of citizens’ moral bravery and resilience. Indeed, the future is a moral category; and it requires a moral investment made by the many already here and now.


    The moral spirit of the Ukrainian fight for freedom has transcended the boundaries of Ukraine and allowed for an international solidarity network to emerge. Ukraine has become not only the largest battlefield in Europe since World War II but, most importantly, Ukrainian society has rapidly grown the country into a global solidarity hub. Massively enacted solidarity on a global scale changes the course of the war and builds a social capital (endowment) for a more secure and peaceful future. Living the solidarity of the present days – both as a principle guiding our acting and a virtue defining human attitudes and commitments – unveils the contours of the future security architecture of Western democracies.


    An attempt to design and build a security system that makes moral efforts irrelevant is a self-undermining and socially dangerous endeavor. Should this happen future generations might find themselves dragged into a confrontation with dehumanizing and murderous evil similar to ours. This is because an important connection between “the ethical” and “the institutional” is forgotten or pretended to be forgotten in such a scenario. Because of a shortsighted view on the nature of human beings, such a scenario will eventually stimulate society’s drift towards some kind of totalitarian mechanisms and outcomes. The truth, however, is that the strength and resilience of institutions are inherently derived from and sustained by the ethical commitments and moral courage of free people. 


    I cannot think of a better formula that projects the present fight for freedom with a moral vision for the future than George Weigel’s revised version of Pericles’ famous funeral oration (according to Thucydides), in which he says that “the secret of happiness is liberty and the secret of liberty is courage.”146 Weigel argues that the people of Ukraine have not only “given twenty-first-century expression to Pericles’s formula for happiness”, but they have added some fundamentally important component to it. Weigel’s revised reading of Pericles’ formula reads: “For if the secret of happiness is liberty and the secret of liberty is courage, the secret of courage is faith.”147


    What is this faith that is the secret of courage? It is – says Weigel – “faith in a larger reality than ourselves; faith in a destiny beyond this life and its great but inevitably transient satisfactions; faith that we are creatures capable of nobility and self-giving, not merely self-assertion and willfulness; faith that solidarity is possible amid plurality; faith that courage can overcome evil, some day.”148 


    Is not this “faith in a larger reality than ourselves” also a source of a vision for the future that we desire for ourselves and the next generations? Is not such a faith-born vision of the future a secret ingredient of the Ukrainian struggle that grants the Ukrainians courage to stand for their and other peoples’ liberty to become authentically flourishing humans? Indeed, this inherently dynamic understanding of the human person aptly expressed by the “faith-courage-liberty-happiness” formula should help us to shape our vision of a free and secure world, as well as the ways such vision with its underlying “culture of life” can be achieved.


    Rebirth of a vision


    The Russian war against Ukraine is an existential test for Europe’s grand vision of “a Europe whole and free.” The Russian empire has been constantly undermining all three essential components of Europe’s vision: namely, Europeanness, wholeness, and liberty. Russia worked hard to compromise the European values system, silence the spirit of solidarity, and grow dehumanizing animosity between European nations. 


    The dramatic escalation of the 2014 war started by Russia against Ukraine on February 24, 2022, was meant to become a spectacularly terrifying blitzkrieg ending to it. It was not only meant to become an existential end to Ukraine; it also intended annihilation of Europe’s self-consciousness in terms of “a Europe whole and free,” so that Europe would never aspire to become whole again, remain morally emptied of values, and have its liberty commodified for an exchange.


    The anthropological formula of “faith-courage-liberty-happiness” and a societal formula of “Europeanness-wholeness-liberty” are mutually defining, profoundly interdependent, and richly complementary. A European culture is sustained, inspired, and secured by the cohesiveness and synergy emanating from these formulas. For the sake of its future, Europe should make both formulas work and produce hope, bravery, social and political energy, solidarity, and vision not to be trapped by the “end of history” temptation again.


    The need to undertake such an endeavor is repeatedly and with a great sense of urgency acknowledged by the leading representatives of European political, business, intellectual, and religious circles. Thus, to mention just one voice of many, Federal President Frank-Walter Steinmeier of Germany in his speech on October 28, 2022, while stating that “Russia’s brutal war of aggression in Ukraine has reduced the European security order to ashes”, is unequivocally clear that to find a way out the present crisis and to secure the future we should accept a fundamental truth, namely, “Our democracy, too, is part of our critical infrastructure.”149 Democracy in turn would not stand and be able to defend itself without resilient, responsible, and ethically-minded citizens willing to sacrifice as much and as long as it takes for the common good and flourishing of all.


    On October 10, 2002, Josep Borrell, High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy in his opening speech at the EU Ambassadors Annual Conference 2022, urges Europeans to “shoulder more responsibilities ourselves.”150 He claims that the brutal war launched by Russia has made it evident that the world in which Europe used to live is no more. By saying this he refers to the world in which the United States was taking care of Europe’s security, while China and Russia were contributing to Europe’s prosperity. That world is falling apart. The dividends of the post-World War II international order that provided for decades of European growth, prosperity, and security are now emptied. ­Europe has to replenish its social capital by remembering and enacting the power of values and virtues. This cannot happen without taking a moral stance, respecting dignity, committing to the good, and sacrificing courageously to stand for democracy. Thus, Josep Borrell reminds us: “Our fight is to try to explain that democracy, freedom, and political freedom are not something that can be exchanged for economic prosperity or social cohesion. Both things have to go together. Otherwise, our model will perish, and will not be able to survive in this world.”151


    On September 13, 2023, Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European Commission, delivered the “State of the European Union 2023” address, highlighting Europe’s imperative to respond to the call of history. Just as the European Union was conceived as a visionary response to post-World War II challenges, today’s Europe must once again embrace its historical role and craft a response that will shape the destiny of the continent for decades to come. 


    At the heart of this response is the strategic importance of Ukraine, a point underscored by von der Leyen. She emphasizes that completing the unification process of the European Union is Europe’s contemporary historical mission. In her words, “We will be driven by the belief that completing our Union is the best investment in peace, security and prosperity for our Continent.”152


    Notably, on October 2, 2023, a groundbreaking meeting of EU foreign ministers took place in Kyiv, marking its first-ever gathering outside the EU. German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock succinctly captures the vision by describing the European Union’s future as extending “from Lisbon to Luhansk.” The crystalline strategic vision of “a Europe whole and free,” reborn amidst the uncertainties of war, and bolstered by the daily resilience of Ukrainians guided by the core values of the formula “happiness-freedom-courage-faith,” is now poised to define the fate and future of our continent.


    Imagining security in a time of declining freedom


    The reality we are living through these days often exceeds our imagination and makes it superfluous. Still, let us listen to Timothy Snyder’s pressing question: “Imagine that freedom was in decline around the world. Imagine that things had gotten so bad that a dictatorship actually invaded a democracy with the express goal of destroying its freedoms and its people. And yet... imagine that this people fought back. Imagine that their leaders stayed in the country. Imagine that this people got themselves together, supported and joined their armed forces, held back an invasion of what seemed like overwhelming force. Imagine that their resistance is a bright moment in the history of democracy this whole century. We don’t have to imagine: that attack came from Russia and those people are the Ukrainians. Would you sell them out?”153


    This question – “Would you sell them out?” – is not solely about Ukrainians. Ukrainians can only be sold out by commodifying what they live, stand, and die for first. They live, stand, and die for liberty, dignity, and human rights engraved in the ethos and practice of democratic societies. If we sell out democratic values and principles, we thereby sell the future of the West out. This is exactly the bargain that the Russian empire wants to get for the time being: non-existent Ukraine along with a futureless West.


    How do we think of security in times of insecurity? What does the experience of overwhelming insecurity teach us about future security? I would like to conclude by highlighting the following five points which, I believe, should help facilitate and shape our conversation about the future security architecture of Europe and the world at large.


    1) The first treats the nature of security. I believe our sense of security derives from the sincerity, generosity, and caring character of personal relationships. There is no real security without the proper quality of our own relationships. One feels secure by residing in friendship, being respected, loved, and cared for. This is why our solidarity is a fundamental way of establishing security.


    2) Secondly, as with anything that depends upon the lasting quality of personal relationships, the security architecture is doomed to fail unless it is sustained by an appropriate culture. This is why the future security architecture has to be built upon a solid ethical infrastructure which comprises values, ethical standards, principles, patterns, policies, practices, etc. Such ethical infrastructure would only play its role if it is encompassed/embraced by a resilient and morally sound public culture. In other words, our future security edifice should internalize the ethical infrastructure in culture and also be immersed in a proper moral climate to avoid corrosion and rusting.


    3) Thirdly, imagining future security would remain dangerously incomplete should the moral landscape of the past, which extends itself into the present day, remain unacknowledged, unattended, and uncultivated. We, with our contemporaries, face the massive challenge of healing the moral wounds inflicted by the evils and injustices of the present day and the past as well. There is, as it were, some unfinished “moral business” we have inherited from World War II, the Cold War, and the decades that followed the collapse of Soviet communism.


    One important lesson from the post-World War II period should be particularly enlightening and sobering for current democracies. The victory of 1945 did not mean that since the war was over peace was automatically restored. The precondition of the post-World War II international infrastructure’s only partial success (as we must acknowledge today) was the mental, moral, and military defeat of Nazi Germany, of which the most telling expression is the incredible Holocaust memorial in the heart of Berlin, next to the Brandenburger Tor and Reichstag.


    The war in Ukraine is a tragically powerful illustration that unpunished evils of inhumane ideologies, along with the unaddressed injustices of the past, even if buried by many layers and years of history, inevitably explode in genocides, wars, and the suffering of people. Our future security will remain fragile by design if we simply bracket off these moral realities.


    4) Fourthly, there are no reasons to assume that the ideology that drives Russia’s re-imperialization project in the 21st century will soon diminish and exhaust itself. Ukrainian bravery and sacrifice boosted by international solidarity is capable of halting the Russian empire’s territorial expansion at this time. The imperial spirit of Russia, however,would not fade out thereby. A failing Russian empire should be acknowledged by the West as a source of deadly threats to European and world democracies. Most likely the attempts of Russia to re-imperialize itself will continue.154 Probably these attempts, while inflicting death, destruction, and suffering, will be futile; and the fall of the Russian empire is historically inevitable. It would be wise, though, not to mistake this historical inevitability for an opportunity to have a fall of the empire ­scheduled.


    Western democracies cannot fail to see themselves as confronted by an extremely toxic, viral, and explosive mixture of autocracy, kleptocracy, and Russkiy mir ideology driven by the ambition for re-imperialization of a terrorist state in possession of nuclear weaponry and technologies. Even a failing empire still keeps its imperial ambitions. An acknowledgment by the West of the geopolitical threat constituted by Russia is critically important for acting accordingly and implementing security measures “here and now,” along with designing long-term security approaches and strategies. Security vis-à-vis the inevitable failing and falling of the Russian empire in the 21st century should become a primary and vital concern for the West.


    5) Finally, Ukraine has indeed become a vast, bloody, and lasting battlefield for “a whole and free Europe’s” future. Ukrainians’ courageous resistance against the Russian empire’s colonial ambitions is at the same time the fight for Europe’s wholeness. Ukrainians’ sacrificial defense of their liberty against a raging dictatorship is at the same time a fight for Europe’s freedom and democracy. 


    A rebirth of Europe’s commitment to the vision of “a Europe whole and free” at the time of Russia’s bloody and genocidal war in Ukraine would become a source of resilience and vitality for European culture and its moral climate. As in 1991, Europe today should have the will and courage to confront the next forty years and to accept its calling responsibly. Since 1991 we have also learned a hard lesson that our forgetfulness of “the organic connection of democracy to ethical commitment and physical courage”155 drives us into a geopolitical and genocidal catastrophe. This is the key warning of which we should be aware as we reimagine our practices of generational solidarity to make history and explore our hopes and vision for a secure future.
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    Oleksiy Panych.   
What Makes Our Peacemaking  Into a “Potemkin Village”


    Father Cyril Hovorun recently published an article with a telling title: “How to not Build a ‘Potemkin Village’ of Ecumenism and Peacemaking.” For him the problem with ecumenism and peacemaking is that some persons just “indulge themselves by being in the centre of the peace-making process more than they want sustainable peace to be actually achieved”, as well as “promote peace without really thinking about the consequences of their efforts.”156


    These are quite reasonable suggestions, and I do not intend to argue against them. I would claim, however, that there is also another and much deeper problem. In fact, some contemporary peacemakers, including church representatives, may be very sincere in their striving for the result (and not the peacemaking process as such); but the result of their efforts will still be a “Potemkin Village” instead of anything real and peaceful. Moreover, in the situation of the current Russian-Ukrainian war such sincere efforts may become an easy target for manipulation by Russian state and church diplomacy, all for the benefit of Russia and in support of its aggression.


    How and why could this undesired ephemeral result come to pass?


    To explain that we need to build a sort of logical bridge that would unite the theological grounds of the dominant pattern of reconciliation in church diplomacy with some relevant data from economics, history, social and political science. 


    The dominant pattern of reconciliation, as it has been practiced both by churches and, after World War II, increasingly more also by European secular authorities (starting from such prominent politicians as Christian Democrat Konrad Adenauer), has a very strong theological background. In fact, it is directly rooted in what one might call an “Ontology of Good”.


    “The highest Being is the highest Good” – this is one of the very few points of complete agreement between the Bible, Plato and Aristotle. For Plato the Idea of the Good is that “which every soul pursues and for its sake does all that it does, having a presentiment that it exists.”157 As the Idea of Good is single and indivisible, every soul pursues the same good; thus, all conflicts between human beings in the process of pursuing a good could be explained only by their limited understanding of what this good actually is. That is why Plato supplements this ontological priority of the Good with the political project of strict hierarchical organization of society that ideally should be headed by philosophers: not because they are themselves the highest human good, but because, of all people, they are professionally best in understanding what is truly Good and how a human community should pursue it most properly.


    Aristotle supplies another core idea to this ontology of Good: to wit, that the primary source of all being is identical with its final destination. Of the four causes of everything (material, formal, efficient and final) his Mind the First Mover is, for all other beings, the third and the fourth causes at once. He is “the source of the first beginning of change or rest,”158 but also “the end, i.e. that for the sake of which [a thing is].”159 This is possible because it moves everything not by pushing it, but by attracting it: as the final cause, it “produces motion as being loved.”160


    Actually, this identity of the efficient and the final cause of all being, as suggested in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, is the true source of what much later will become known as the Neoplatonic (yet later, Christian Neoplatonic) circle of being: all that exists comes from God as the primary source – and thus is essentially good, being derived from the Highest Good – and strives to return to it, being attracted by the same Highest Good.


    Thomas Aquinas brilliantly sums up this logic, referring both to the Bible and Aristotle. On the one hand, “every creature of God is good (1 Tim. 4:4): and God is the greatest good;”161 on the other hand, “All things, by desiring their own perfection, desire God Himself, inasmuch as the perfections of all things are so many similitudes of the divine being.”162


    If every creature, however, by desiring its own perfection, actually desires God Himself, what are, again, the causes of conflicts and deadly clashes between creatures? For a Christian this question is even more urgent than for a Platonist, since (1) in Christianity everything is good doubly, by both its primary source and the final destination of its strivings, and (2) this applies not only to humans but to all created nature.


    At the level of the animal kingdom the most obvious explanation refers to unavoidable limitations of created animal nature. We know from Isaiah that in the Kingdom of the Messiah the wolf “shall dwell with the lamb” (11:6, KJV translation); however, for this to happen, God would have to recreate completely the system of digestion of all carnivorous beasts, so that “the lion shall eat straw like the ox” (11:7, KJV translation). Until the coming of the Kingdom the reconciliation between the wolf and the lamb is impossible: one of them would have to die for another to live. Either the wolf kills and eats the lamb; or the lamb survives, but then the wolf will die from starvation.


    For the human kingdom we need a different explanation, which, once again, returns us to Plato. We are creatures endowed with reason; it is also limited, but capable of expanding its own limits. Of course, that does not mean that the only way out for us is to bring all our misunderstandings to some philosopher king to solve them and dictate to us his mandatory solutions.The only other option, however, is to solve our problems in a horizontal fashion: namely, to face each other and discuss reasonably until we reach some common and mutually acceptable vision of our eventual common good.


    And here we go with our dominant and so well-known pattern of reconciliation: for every human conflict the first task is to stop violence – as soon as possible, at whatever moment or stage – and then bring the conflicting sides to the negotiating table, calling them to expand and improve their understanding of the good they desire. Indeed, we take for granted that every side of such a conflict, as well as every creature in general, is motivated by its pursuit of some good ex definitione: as Aquinas explains in De Malo (On Evil), “whatever has the nature of desirable has the nature of good… if evil were a real thing, it would desire nothing, nor would it be desired by anything.”163


    In fact, I would not be surprised to learn that Pope Francis and people close to him sincerely approach the Russian-Ukrainian war from this sublime general perspective.


    Considering this extremely solid theological background, it is not easy to see what, if anything, might be wrong with this pattern of reconciliation. Where might it be inapplicable, if at all?


    To clarify the issue, let us try to apply this pattern directly to the current Russian-Ukrainian conflict.


    Let us take a Russian soldier in Bucha. He kills some Ukrainians, breaks into a private apartment, sees a washing machine, grabs it, and sends it home. Does he desire and pursue some good? Yes, certainly. He wants to stay alive, which is the basic good for him. He also wants to remain unhurt, which is also good for him. Moreover, the fact that he sends the washing machine home shows that he does care about the well-being of his family. 


    Can we engage in rational discourse with him, demonstrating that his actions actually result in far greater harm than the limited and localized good he perceives?


    Of course, we can try, but he has a strong reply. He would claim in response that his state provided him legitimacy for everything he has done in Bucha: he was there as a warrior of good, a liberator who came to save the “right” Ukrainians from the “wrong” and inhumane Ukrainian fascists, and the washing machine is just his well-deserved reward, simply a kind of war trophy.


    Thus, before we could come to reasonable terms with this soldier and possibly reach some prospect of reconciliation with him, we would have to tear him away from uncritical loyalty to his own state and set him against it. We would have to prove to him that his state gives him felonious orders and he himself becomes criminal by obeying these orders. It is not difficult to guess that this task is hardly simple and easy, if practically feasible at all – at least as long as he remains a soldier in an acting army. Or, alternatively, we could postpone coming to reasonable terms with this particular soldier and start from the other end by talking to his state first.


    The crucial question at hand is: Can we engage in reasoned dialogue and reach a rational agreement with the Russian state such that it would consider a re-evaluated notion of its own best interests?


    My answer to this question is negative. And the reason for this negative answer is not Russia’s being irrational. 


    In fact, many observers would be happy to explain away Russia’s aggression just like that: “Putin is being irrational! He is crazy, possibly he himself does not understand why he is doing all that!” No, in my view the truth is precisely the contrary. Putin could and did misunderstand Ukrainians, so that their ferocious resistance was for him an unpleasant surprise; however, Putin understands quite well what is necessary for the survival of the Russian state of which he is in charge. He understands that in ten to twenty years the era of fossil fuel will be over, and then Russia will remain without any considerable sources of income because it has nothing else for sale to the rest of the world in its habitually large scale. 


    A brief look at Russia’s economic history shows that from the 17th century until now Russia invariably offered to the West large quantities of raw materials and products with low added value in exchange for a much smaller number of products with high added value, available for sale due to Western industrial revolutions.164 Despite repeated attempts Russia proved to be and until today remains unable to domesticate a large-scale production of high-quality goods with high added value, because such economic reform necessarily requires liberalization of labor relations. This would introduce new and better stimuli for creative labor, but any considerable liberalization in Russia quickly leads to (a threat of or actual) disintegration of the Russian multiethnic imperial structure (cf. 1905-1917, 1985-1991, Chechen wars in 1994–2000). 


    After furs, wax, flax, timber and grain, natural gas and oil became Russia’s last resource of such traditional trade, with no new substitutes visible for the years to come. Thus, the only way to save today’s Russia from the sad prospect of irrevocable and decisive economic decline is, as was before, only territorial expansion. The neighboring territory most needed for Russia is Ukraine, with its rich natural resources, well-educated population, a number of local industrial technologies and strategically important geographical location.


    In short, Putin also desires and pursues some good – namely, the good of survival for his empire (and its ruling elite). Considering this good in abstract isolation, he acts very rationally. The problem is that this rationally calculated good for the Russian empire necessarily entails a grave evil for the rest of mankind. That is why rational reconciliation between Russia and Ukraine is just as impossible as reconciliation between a wolf and a lamb before the times of the Messiah’s Second Coming. (Another matter is that Ukraine unexpectedly proved to be a very toothy lamb, quite capable to stand for itself.) Either Ukraine must die for the Russian empire to keep being competitive among the leading world powers, or Ukraine will survive, but then Russia will have to die as a single and still monstrous imperial state – either from “economic starvation”, or from internal ethnic and regional contradictions, or rather both at once.


    This is the real reason why the pattern in question, for all its high theological background, is inapplicable to the current bloody conflict.


    In order to take into account such complications in our theory and practice of reconciliation, we should admit at the level of official church teaching – and here I am speaking about different Christian churches, not just the Catholic one – that groups of people, from several persons up to entire states, may be much more immoral and inhuman in their essence and core purposes than any particular human being. No living individual is beyond redemption and therefore cannot embody absolute evil. A social structure might, however, embody absolute evil in a practical sense if the specific good required for its existence as a distinct entity brings about intolerable harm to the rest of humanity.


    I do not claim that a moral man lives in an incorrigibly immoral society – and neither does Reinhold Niebuhr in his similarly titled book.165 However, he certainly has a point in saying that social morality differs from the individual one, so that human groups could be immoral in their own peculiar way. 


    As a simple case, let’s take a gang of killers. Is it possible to reach a reconciliation between this social group and the rest of mankind? No, because the very purpose of this social structure is committing unlawful, illegitimate killings. On the other hand, a reconciliation with any particular member of this criminal group is certainly possible, but only insofar as he or she stops identifying him/herself with this gang and its purposes.


    In fact, the Russian empire today, with its peculiar economic needs for new external resources that would secure its further survival as a competitive world power, is no more than a huge gang of killers. It can ensure its essential good as a state only by eating up neighboring peoples and countries. That is why any reconciliation with Russia as a single and still imperial political entity is impossible, whereas a reconciliation with particular Russians is possible only insofar as they cease politically identifying themselves with this empire (and not simply with “Putin’s regime”).


    Another important conclusion from the considered case is that all claims about the church’s being “beyond politics” are essentially wrong and misleading. To begin with, if you are not interested in politics, politics is very interested in you. Also, by entering into the sphere of political relations between states as a peacemaker who intends to remain “beyond politics”, any representative of a church or a group of churches (i.e., WCC) dooms itself to self-conscious political blindness. As a result such a representative finds himself not “beyond politics”, but in the very maelstrom of political life, although in the role of political puppet rather than political player. He does not play but is being played with – e.g., when noble peacemaking initiatives of the WCC and Vatican are repeatedly being transformed into a playing card for Russian imperial policy and propaganda.
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    Myroslav Marynovych.   
Between Religious Freedom and Considerations of National Security: The Issue of the Moscow Patriarchate in Ukraine


    When it comes to the issue of Ukraine’s national security and religious freedom amidst the Russian aggression, we confront a truly epic challenge: we must find a way to sail between Scylla and Charybdis. On the one hand, security will be at risk if the multiple examples of covert or overt activity directed against the security of the Ukrainian state and propagating the ideology that sustained the war against Ukraine’s sovereignty committed by church leaders of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine of the Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP) are left without investigation and punishment. Neglecting this harm would pose a threat to national security in a time of war. On the other hand, if we act to sanction and punish the anti-Ukrainian activity of church leaders, we risk violating religious freedom, which is a fundamental aspect of democracy. In this latter case, we risk destroying democracy in the pursuit of defending it. 


    Let me reflect briefly upon these two challenges. 


    Until recently, the UOC-MP hierarchy has fairly comfortably existed in a state of legal immunity. Even the slightest effort to interfere in its sphere of interests of whatever kind has been interpreted by its hierarchs as the “persecution of the Church”. Moscow-affiliated outlets multiplied these complaints and echoed these grievances worldwide, and the global mindset was psychologically influenced to view them as true, i.e., as assaults of “Ukrainian nationalists” on religious freedom. Such were the prevailing dynamics; and various Ukrainian administrations, up until recently, opted not to intervene in the UOC-MP’s interests.


    This legal vacuum has instilled in the UOC-MP hierarchy the belief that Ukrainian laws do not apply to them. Amidst the full-scale war, the situation has been exacerbated further: the clergy of this Church disseminated messages favoring the aggressor state; claimed that Ukraine was responsible for the war; engaged in direct collaboration with the enemy; conducted intelligence operations; shared military intelligence with the adversary; and went as far as stocking weapons on church premises. In essence, the imperial ideology of the Russkiy mir entirely supplanted church doctrine and the UOC-MP served as a facade for conducting overt and covert actions aimed at undermining the security of the Ukrainian state. 


    The litmus test was the refusal of the UOC-MP clergy to conduct funeral services for the fallen soldiers of the Armed Forces of Ukraine. This act solidified the perception that this Church was not guided by authentic shepherds of Ukrainian faithful within the Moscow Patriarchate, but exactly the opposite. It was an emissary of adversary Moscow within Ukraine’s religious sphere. The repercussions of this situation became unacceptable for the public: a recent poll by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology revealed that two-thirds of Ukrainians (66%) advocated for a public ban of the activities of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church aligned with the Moscow Patriarchate. 


    Some local administrations have indeed chosen to ban this Church’s activities on their territory. Ukrainian law, however, expressly states that “local government bodies and officials do not have the authority unilaterally to terminate or restrict the operations of religious organizations.” Further complicating the situation, churches as such are not recognized as legal entities in Ukraine; only individual local religious communities are granted legal status according to the law.


    When pursuing justice against lawbreakers, it is crucial not to halt at half measures. My concern is that the scenario involving, for instance, Bishop Pavlo Lebid’ of the Kyiv Caves Monastery (a prominent and scandalous figure within the UOC-MP) might culminate in a sort of “compromise deal,” a clandestine agreement with the President’s Office. Such an outcome would severely undermine the progress of the rule of law in Ukraine.


    Moreover, the other side of the problem must be considered. 


    Religious freedom is rightfully considered a cornerstone of democracy. Numerous international instruments safeguard it: Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and Article 9 of the European Convention on Human Rights. Notably, the latter Convention specifies that the freedom to practice one’s religion or beliefs should only face limitations as defined by the law and only in cases when such limitations are indispensable to uphold public safety, order, health, morals, or the protection of others’ rights and freedoms in a democratic society.


    As Ukrainian law explains, it is crucial that the concept of “national security” does not appear among the purposes listed in part two of Article 9 of the European Convention. The Convention’s authors’ refusal to include this particular consideration in the list of legitimate grounds for interference reflects the primary importance of the fact that the state cannot prescribe what a person should believe nor take measures aimed at forcing someone to change his or her beliefs. The state, therefore, cannot invoke national security to restrict the right of an individual or group to practice their religion.


    As much as Ukrainians may voice their concerns about the threat posed by the UOC-MP, a complete ban based on national security grounds would draw the unequivocal condemnation of the world’s democracies, potentially jeopardizing their support for Ukraine. Furthermore, Ukraine has long championed religious freedom and considered its preservation among the most significant achievements of its independence. Do we truly wish to regress to the past? It was under Stalin’s rule that the argument of “state security” was used to “liquidate” the Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church, linking it to a “foreign enemy” – the Vatican. Such a historical parallel is a worrying reminder. 


    Additionally, Ukrainian legal experts emphasize the importance of the provision in part two of Article 61 of the Ukrainian Constitution, which underscores that legal accountability has an individual character. Hence, a ban on the activities of a religious organization like the UOC-MP – even if a court determines that one of its members, whether of the faithful or clergy, has committed a crime – cannot be deemed legally proportionate to the purpose of such a prohibition, particularly if the organization caters to the religious needs of numerous citizens.


    To summarize, Ukraine faces the challenge of delineating well between an individual’s right to practice religion and the attempts of individuals to collaborate with the enemy, especially in the time of a military conflict. Whether our state can navigate away from the twin perils of Scylla and Charybdis remains to be seen.


  


  

    Viktor Yelenskyi.   
At the Crossroads of Faith and War:  Navigating Religious Freedom in Ukraine


    When examining the possibilities and constraints of state power in upholding both freedom of conscience and national security, it is crucial to begin by delving into the phenomenon of religious freedom in Ukraine. The landscape of religious freedom in Ukraine has emerged as a result of extensive and intricate historical, cultural, political, religious, and societal developments. At first glance it seems that there are multiple centers of religious influence on the country’s religious map and that they operate in a way which prevents any single center from exerting dominance and monopolistically shaping the trajectory of the religious landscape, let alone suppressing religious minorities. 


    But in fact, religious diversity, does not necessarily evolve in the direction of religious pluralism. In order for diversity to turn into pluralism in the Ukrainian context, it needed the concrete efforts of both religious actors and the state itself. To highlight this is essential, as all endeavors to undermine religious freedom in Ukraine have, in essence, met with failure. The infamous attempts by the Viktor Yanukovych administration serve as a poignant illustration. Despite Yanukovych’s subordination of the parliament and the near destruction of the judicial branch along with the political opposition, he refrained from delving into the intricacies of religious culture in the country. Consequently, one can posit that religious culture has far deeper and more resilient roots in Ukrainian soil compared to its political culture. 


    This religious culture reveals itself through genuine religious pluralism, which is expressed in the regime of equality of religious communities before the law and includes the absence of state-established Churches with a special status and related privileges. Within the activities of the All-Ukrainian Council of Churches and Religious Organizations (AUCCRO), the voice of the modest Ukrainian Lutheran Church resonates as loudly as those of the major Orthodox and Catholic Churches, as well as Evangelical, Muslim, and Jewish congregations. Of particular interest in this context is the confessional makeup of the Ukrainian political establishment during the years 2014-2019, when the head of state was Orthodox, the Prime Minister was Jewish, the speaker of parliament was Catholic, and the Secretary of the Council of National Security and Defense was Baptist. 


    Equally significant is the fact that in independent Ukraine, Churches and religious organizations have never faced prohibition. This assertion finds support in a study by the Pew Research Center, which reveals that around one fifth of all countries globally have banned at least one religious organization – a category of which Ukraine has never been a part.


    By launching a war against Ukraine in 2014, Russia opened a new and pressing front in the religious domain, adding to the multitude of already existing challenges in defense, the economy, and social welfare. The reaction to this problem of the authorities, who headed the governmental institutions at that time after the Revolution of Dignity, however, was that human freedoms and rights not only could not be narrowed but also should be significantly expanded, particularly in the realm of church-state relations. Longstanding requests made by religious leaders over many years to successive Ukrainian presidents, governments, and parliaments were finally addressed. Religious organizations were swiftly granted the right to establish general educational institutions, a privilege denied for two decades. A military chaplaincy service and pastoral care within penitentiary institutions were also formed, further expanding religious freedoms. 


    At the same time Russia’s aggressive policy toward Ukraine significantly contributed to the emergence of a “canonical alternative” for the Orthodox believers in Ukraine. The scale and intensity of the geopolitical struggle surrounding the Tomos, i.e. the recognition of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine’s autocephaly, vividly demonstrated the forces at play. Witnessing how Russia’s diplomacy, intelligence, special services, and entire foreign policy apparatus mobilized around this issue provided a crucial insight into the nature and stakes of this conflict. Despite these unprecedented efforts by the Russian side, however, the canonical alternative was provided; and this was a major step towards strengthening religious freedom.


    The Razumkov Center’s annual surveys consistently reveal a profound appreciation for religious freedom within Ukrainian society, despite its relative absence from the spotlight of Ukrainian and international media. Over the past decade Ukrainians have not only affirmed this value but also demonstrated a remarkable willingness to safeguard it. The slightest suggestion of a state church, a privileged denomination, or even a favored “golden child” triggered resolute, yet courteous, opposition from religious communities. This resistance has proven successful, demonstrating that Ukrainian society and religious environments are not only prepared to defend religious freedom, but have also honed their ability to do so effectively. This dedication to religious liberty was further underscored on April 11, 2023, by the AUCCRO. Amidst the ongoing war sparked by Russia’s unprovoked aggression, the AUCCRO affirmed that “during the war caused by Russia’s unjustified aggression, Ukraine maintains a high level of religious freedom, there is no persecution on religious grounds, and democratic institutions and procedures continue to operate.”166


     The ongoing war waged by the Russian Federation does pose a deadly threat to religious freedom in the territories directly controlled or attacked by Russia. The 2014 occupation of Donbas and Crimea by Russia witnessed horrifying episodes of religious persecution. Evangelical churches faced pogroms, Greek Catholics and Orthodox Christians of the Kyiv Patriarchate (UOC-KP) endured harsh repression. Priests and active laity of the UOC-KP were subjected to beatings, handcuffing, intimidation, and bans on conducting services in Ukrainian. Seizure of buildings used for prayer and physical assaults on clergy became systematic. Dozens of Protestant churches, Jehovah’s Witnesses’ Kingdom Halls, Mormon and Adventist houses of worship, and Christian educational institutions like Donetsk Christian University were stripped away from their rightful owners by pro-Russian militants. These sacred spaces were repurposed as military barracks, gyms, or administrative buildings. Harassment, intimidation, and even murder of pastors became commonplace tactics for these militants, with the so-called “Donetsk People’s Republic” (“DPR”) prioritizing the suppression of evangelical churches as a cornerstone of its religious policy. In both the “DPR” and “Luhansk People’s Republic,” these churches have been effectively outlawed. The 2018 Report of the U.S. Commission on Religious Freedom in the World paints a grim picture.167 These communities, subjected to kidnappings, torture, robberies, and confiscation of houses of worship, have witnessed a devastating decline of 30-80% in their membership as many have fled the occupied territories. In some instances, like the evacuation of the entire evangelical community of Balaklava from Crimea to mainland Ukraine, entire congregations have been forced into displacement. Jehovah’s Witnesses, whose activities are completely banned, have borne the brunt of this persecution and continue to face relentless harassment. Muslims in Crimea, particularly members of the Islamic movement Hizb ut-Tahrir, have faced even more severe persecution. According to the Russian human rights organization “Memorial,” at least ninety-four Crimean Muslims have been targeted, some receiving harsh sentences of eleven, twelve, fifteen, and even nineteen years in prison. 


    The “Great War,” as Ukrainians refer to the current conflict, has brought a new wave of terror, destruction, and murder, tragically including religious leaders. In the Kyiv and Chernihiv regions alone, occupying forces brutally shot and killed Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU) priests Maksym Kozachyna (who was wearing liturgical vestments when he was killed) and Rostyslav Dudarenko. The shelling claimed the lives of Ukrainian Orthodox Church – Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP) priests Volodymyr Bormashev from Irpin and Hieromonk Theodosius Honcharov from Chernihiv. Vitaliy Vinogradov, dean of the Kyiv Slavic Evangelical Seminary, tragically perished at the hands of the occupiers in Bucha, while Oleksandr Kysliuk, a renowned teacher at the Orthodox Academy and brilliant scholar of ancient and modern languages, met a similar fate in Irpin. To date, we know of at least thirty clergymen killed and twenty-six held captive.


    Beyond the tragic loss of life, the physical destruction of religious spaces adds another layer of devastation. Since the start of the large-scale invasion, over 500 religious buildings across various denominations have been damaged or destroyed. Among these, more than one hundred have suffered complete or critical damage, rendering them unusable for religious services.


    The Moscow Patriarchate and its leader, Patriarch Kirill, have been full-fledged participants in the war against Ukraine since its very beginning in February 2014. Attempts by some analysts to nuance the problem, to single out the “special position” of the patriarch, are unlikely to be convincing. Also, attempts to view the patriarch’s activity during the war as an effort to act from the position of a religious figure are not productive. Long before the war Patriarch Kirill exchanged his social capital for state support and can safely be considered as the head of a state institution, albeit not the most influential one. 


    The Moscow Patriarchate has made serious efforts to ensure that the Ukrainian Orthodox Church under its jurisdiction becomes a legally operating center for indoctrinating Orthodox believers in Ukraine with the ideas of the chauvinistic and militaristic doctrine of the Russkiy mir and the indivisibility of Holy Rus, criticizing Ukraine’s Euro-Atlantic aspirations and justifying Russian aggression. The leadership of the UOC-MP declared resistance to this aggression a “civil war.” Its hierarchs tried to disrupt mobilization into the Ukrainian army, contributed to the establishment of Putin’s regime in annexed Crimea and the occupied territories, blessed weapons of mass destruction, and refused to honor the fallen soldiers (typically called heroes) of the Russian-Ukrainian war, while participating in the parades of pro-Russian militants. This behavior of the UOC-MP leadership shocked the public: after all, this Church could not complain about harassment by the Ukrainian state – the largest shrines, sacred buildings and property in the country were mostly in its ownership or use. Support from the authorities was significant and in a number of regions – unconditional. Since Orthodox churches have always defended their own state during inter-state wars, this position of the UOC-MP has strengthened the belief within the Ukrainian society that for the UOC-MP Russia is “their state.”


    This conviction was strengthened by the UOC-MP’s synchronized activities with the Moscow Patriarchate regarding external church relations: its desperate resistance to the recognition of autocephaly for the Orthodox Church in Ukraine, which in the Orthodox tradition is an indirect recognition of the statehood of a nation, the majority of which professes Orthodoxy; and its incitement of hostility toward the newly recognized Orthodox Church of Ukraine by launching an information campaign about “unprecedented persecution of the canonical church in Ukraine,” which has turned into a well-coordinated operation to discredit Ukraine in the international arena.


    With the large-scale Russian invasion unleashing untold suffering on Ukrainians, including the faithful of the UOC-MP, its leadership condemned Russian aggression but did not dare to break away from the Moscow Patriarchate. Although its Sobor (governing Council) removed references to Moscow from the Church’s statutes, the hierarchs did not condemn collaborators within their ranks. (Currently, there are no known cases of collaboration in any other Christian church in Ukraine). Neither did they condemn Patriarch Kirill, who in his blessing of murder violated both the Gospel and basic morality, nor bishops who participated in so called “annexations of new territories”.


    This stance sparked increasing public outrage, culminating in widespread calls for a ban on the UOC-MP. Local government councils across the country petitioned the President, Government, and Parliament with this demand. A December 2022 poll by the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology found 78% of Ukrainians favoring some level of state intervention in the UOC-MP’s activities, with 54% supporting a complete ban and 24% advocating for state control and supervision.


    On April 11, 2023, the All-Ukrainian Council of Churches and Religious Organizations, during a meeting with Parliament Chair Ruslan Stefanchuk, declared its view regarding the inadmissibility of any Ukraine-based organizationsg, including religious ones, with leadership and centers located in the Russian Federation. Meanwhile, the UOC-MP remained under the Russian Orthodox Church’s (ROC) umbrella. Despite pleas from state authorities, its own clergy and laity, along with public opinion, the UOC-MP’s hierarchy did not withdraw its membership from the ROC’s episcopate, Synod, Inter-Council Presence, and other governing bodies.


    The Ukrainian state cannot tolerate the continued operation of a religious structure within its borders subservient to a center effectively part of Putin’s regime and aiming at Ukraine’s cultural and physical elimination. On December 1, 2022, the National Security and Defense Council adopted measures to prevent the UOC-MP from abusing religion to undermine Ukrainian rights and freedoms. These included personal sanctions against certain clergy and a directive to prepare a bill blocking Ukrainian operations of structures affiliated with an aggressor state. In January 2023, the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine submitted draft law No. 8371 to Parliament, titled “On Amendments to Certain Laws of Ukraine on the Activities of Religious Organizations in Ukraine.” This law does not allow the activities of religious organisations linked to centres of influence located in the aggressor state. The State Service for Ethnic Affairs and Freedom of Conscience (SEFC) would be responsible for offering the needed religious expertise to identify such links and, if confirmed, issue a binding order to eliminate these ties. If the religious organization does not eliminate the identified violations in accordance with the order of the SEFC within the period specified, the SEFC will have the right to file a lawsuit to terminate the activities of this religious organization. On October 19, 2023, this draft law passed its first reading in Parliament.


    While concerns around religious freedom have been raised regarding this legislation, it is crucial to remember that the Ukrainian state cannot condone the continued operation of a religious structure within its borders subservient to a center aiming at its destruction. Those who fight against the law also fail to mention that the last word in terminating the activities of a religious organisation, as it should be in a democratic society, will belong to the court. So, in my opinion, the draft law is not discriminatory (because it is not directed against any particular church), does not impose a burden on the conscience of believers and pursues a completely legitimate goal. I do believe that the Ukrainian government has at least as much reason to prevent a religious institution from having ties with those religious organizations manifestly linked to and supporting a (political) power in its campaign to wage war against Ukraine, as a number of European governments have to prevent the wearing of the burqa or hijab in public places. Today is not the 18th century, when the US Congress could pass a law that made prayers for the British King an act of treason. Still, to mention the name of Patriarch Kirill during the liturgy, who is an accomplice in war crimes, who not only did not utter a single word of sympathy for the parents of more than five hundred Ukrainian children killed by the Russians, but also blessed their killers, is beyond the boundaries of good and evil. 


    The Ukrainian state’s proposed restrictions on such religious organizations are not based on hypothetical concerns. They stem from a very real and pressing threat to civilian security posed by the subordination of a large religious structure to a center that is intricately woven into the military-political complex of a belligerent nation actively waging war against Ukraine. The possibility of such restrictions, in exceptional circumstances, is recognized by the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.168 These actions are deemed necessary in a democratic society in as much as they are not repressive measures but a legally established procedure in which the court ultimately holds the power. Importantly, the proposed restrictions are proportionate to the objective: severing the UOC-MP’s ties with a center actively providing pseudo-spiritual and ideological justification for the Russian invasion. Notably, no further demands are placed upon the UOC-MP beyond this crucial break. Furthermore, it is extremely important that the state’s actions will not burden the conscience of individual UOC-MP believers. Subordination to the Moscow Patriarchate is not a tenet of the Orthodox faith, and individual citizens’ religious freedom will remain protected. 


    At present the UOC-MP has the same scope of rights as other religious organizations. Although criminal proceedings have been opened against UOC-MP clergy who have corrected the aim of enemy fire, handed over Ukrainian activists to the occupiers, or otherwise helped the enemy, there are no cases of restrictions on the rights of Ukrainian citizens for their affiliation with the ­UOC-MP. The state’s efforts are not aimed at restricting the right of Ukrainian citizens to freedom of conscience and religion, but at breaking the subordination of religious organizations to religious centers in an aggressor state.


    It is important to dispel misconceptions. The Ukrainian state is not demanding the UOC-MP join the Orthodox Church of Ukraine, declare its autocephaly, adopt the Revised Julian liturgical calendar, or abandon Church Slavonic as a liturgical language. These claims, often amplified by lobbyists of the Moscow Patriarchate, are simply inaccurate.


    Finding the balance between religious freedom and national security in a nation at war is indeed a delicate task. The state must apply norms and procedures unusual for peacetime; and, as a rule, it employs them as was the case during the war on terror in North America and Western Europe. Ukraine is committed to navigating this challenging terrain with dignity, as evidenced by its ongoing efforts to meet the high standards expected by European institutions during its accession to the European Union.
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    Epilogue  

Metropolitan Borys Gudziak.   
Living the Gift,  Killing and Dying by the Grab


    The topic of our panel discussion, “Spiritual and ethical principles to ensure peace and security in Europe and in the world,” is formidable and comprehensive. Allow me to broaden it still – not to make it ethereal or otherworldly, but rather to ground it in the concrete and universal human experience of confronting iniquity and evil, violence and insecurity, as with the present wars in Ukraine and so many other countries. Flawed and fallen humanity is something we all share. Brokenness is, sadly, one of our common denominators. 


    Through concrete narratives, Holy Writ steers us to universals and provides not only inspiration and heartening matter but also elucidation of the darkness and tragedy of human experience. On the first pages of the Bible, immediately after the narrative of creation with its idyllic, bucolic harmony, the reader encounters stark scenes, brutal accounts, and foreboding images of aggression and bloodletting, murder, and, ultimately, war. The scriptural story helps explicate the vice of war we endure and discuss today. The wickedness starts with the sin of Adam representing the Fall of humanity. 


    What is at the heart of evil? What undermines global security and endangers peace? The Book of Genesis quickly gets to the point. God creates Adam and Eve. The Creator gives the first human beings everything: an abundance of endowments and blessings, and, most importantly, personal, relational communion – life with Him. God warns that there are things that Adam and Eve should not do in order to maintain the divine order of creation, the bliss of life in paradise. 


    To continue living the gift, they must not eat of the fruit from a certain tree – otherwise, they will die. What happens? The mysterium tremendum is that human beings, having everything they need and having been clearly warned, succumb to temptation and freely and consciously choose that which leads to death, their own death and the death of others. They make the grab and reject the divine gift. Ultimately, the Fall and the fallen condition derive from a decision to live the grab instead of living the gift. The mortal consequences come with little delay: fratricide in the first-born generation. For the first time, blood is shed. Cain kills his brother Abel. 


    Therein is the sad, tragic beginning of the history of human violence and mortality. 


    Today the world witnesses a successive manifestation of the same sinful reflex – a neo-imperial grab, a violent attempt to appropriate that which belongs to the other: life, land, people, resources, even history. To have much is not enough. The life of the grab is insatiable. The life of the gift is again rejected. Russia is twenty-eight times larger than Ukraine with a territory embracing eleven time zones. Yet to enjoy, to use fruitfully what it has is not sufficient. Putin, the president, Russia and its people – 80% of whom support their president and 70% of whom support the comprehensive invasion of Ukraine – need to grab more. To steal and capture, kill and destroy, take and deport: appliances and art, women and children. To pillage and plunder, rape and torture, slaughter and devastate whomever and whatever does not submit. There is no logical motivation for the wanton cruelty and carnage except for the rationale of conquest, a neocolonial appetite, and imperial avarice. To grab impudently the forbidden fruit from the tree always…leads to death.


    Is it possible to ensure peace and security in this fallen world? Pragmatists would answer: “One copes, and does the best one can.” So, experts set up strategies and tactics and conduct sophisticated calculations weighing the power balances. Sure enough, all too often, might makes right: sober minds, common sense, realism, Realpolitik. 


    Are these criteria adequate? Are they just and fully life-affirming? Looking back to the onset of human history and the Fall, it is manifest that peace and security in this world cannot be achieved by violating the order of the Creator, by living the grab. The Word of God explains what is at the root of human suffering, bewilderment, mistakes, and failures – what leads to bloodletting and death.


    Intellectuals use reason; but we, Catholic intellectuals, are called also to faith. For many moderns, to hold reason and faith together is an oxymoron. Many of us, however, have the profound experience that faith helps critically to appreciate reality and judiciously to curtail the rapaciousness of hubris and greed. “Faith is the realization of what is hoped for and evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). 


    Much is built on deceptive impressions and notions that lead us away from reality and distance us from real people, their concrete experiences, culture, and mindset. Our strategies are often predicated on cultural or ideological misinterpretations. Overconfidence can lead to dire consequences.


    Some of the best minds in the United States conducted a two-decade policy of post-9/11 wars, investing some $8 trillion in an effort to bring justice, democracy, and other ideals to Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, Syria, and Yemen – with dismal results. This sum includes $2.2 trillion dollars that will be dedicated to the needs of US veterans through 2050. Approximately 900,000 people were killed. This is according to public sources. Lawful authorities with democratic objectives sought to do the right thing. Alas, the declared goals and objectives were hardly met.


    The leaders of these well-intentioned campaigns were sophisticated, highly educated, powerful people (mostly men). In one word – the foremost minds, veritable rational, national elites. President Bush graduated from Yale, President Obama from Harvard, and President Trump from the University of Pennsylvania – universities all among the top schools in the world. The generals and officers who implemented the strategies were from West Point, Annapolis, and Colorado, from the prestigious United States Military, Navy, and Air Force Academies. The aforementioned policies, expending so many human lives and untold resources, did not succeed. 


    The lives lost are an unspeakable tragedy. The monetary outlay is difficult to imagine. Regarding the latter, one can try to establish helpful terms of reference. As an educator with thirty years of university responsibility, allow me to put the sum into what for me is a familiar context: for this unfathomable amount of money, based on the actual expenses of the first twenty-five years of the existence of the Ukrainian Catholic University (approximately $100 million including both operating and capital expenses), it would be possible to establish by analogy some 80,000 such universities in developing countries and operate each of them for 25 years. If the expenses for such an educational project were even ten times greater, it would still be possible to establish and operate for a quarter century 8,000 such universities. That would be one hundred such universities in each of the poorest eighty countries of the world. Imagine the potential humanitarian, cultural, and spiritual impact. What actually happened is now history, and the world does not seem to be better off for it. 


    Dangerously, the miscalculations of the recent past are occasioning new, reactionary ones in the present. By profoundly erroneous analogy to post-9/11 wars, arguments are formulated against supporting the defense of Ukraine in its resistance to the Russian invasion. Again, there is a failure in understanding culture and religious identity (both Russian and Ukrainian), historical precedent, and the realities on the ground, as well as potential geo-political repercussions. 


    From day one of the Russian invasion – which so many realist experts denied would ever happen – the specialists have been wrong on so much, by underestimating the valor, defensive capacity, and social and moral solidarity of Ukrainians, as well as the depravity of Putin and the Russian political leadership and military, the abject collaboration of the Russian Orthodox Church, and moral fecklessness of Russian society. Ignorance and insouciance regarding Russian, Soviet, and Putinist centuries-old imperial ideology and practice have occasioned surprise at the Russian systematic attack of Ukrainian civilian infrastructure, the wanton war crimes and crimes against humanity in every territory that endured or endures Russian occupation, the conscripting of convicts to be used as cannon fodder, the hybrid war with the engagement of mercenary armies like Wagner guided by criminal minds such as Yevgeniy Prigozhin, the jihadist pronouncements of Patriarch Kirill and his defrocking of priest who do not support the invasion, the support of the war by an estimated 70% of the Russian population, and the minute and inconsequential opposition to it among Russians in and outside of the country. 


    This despite the fact that the war has been a disaster for Russia: over 300,000 killed or wounded and counting, which represents a loss of close to 90% of its pre-invasion military personnel; monumental losses in military equipment including tanks, personnel carriers, artillery systems, airplanes, helicopters, ships, etc.; almost one million Russians, especially highly educated ones – physicians, computer specialists, artists, entrepreneurs, engineers, intellectuals, journalists, etc. – who have fled the country; instead of weakening and dividing NATO, the alliance has become bigger and stronger than ever; European energy purchases have plummeted and Nord Stream 2 has been cancelled; Ukraine is increasingly integrated into greater Europe, while Russia is enduring serious international isolation and marginalization.


    The image of President Macron sitting at the far end of a huge table dutifully listening to the assurances of an aloof and smug Vladimir Putin that the Russians will not further attack their “fraternal” neighbor became for Ukrainians an icon of western naïveté and incomprehension. A new verb in Ukrainian came into use: “to Macronize.” The fiasco of the Wandel durch Handel (German for “change through trade”) approach that dominated not only German but also European dealings with authoritarian Russia for decades, especially under Chancellor Gerhard Schröder and Angela Merkel, has been broadly acknowledged and is (or at least should be) a source of profound embarrassment. Instead of changing the authoritarians, European purchases of Russian gas and oil, as well as the construction of the various pipelines, funded Russian pretenses, political and military. This despite the fact that for years Putin was explicit regarding his neo-imperial intensions, his contempt for the West, and his desire to reconstitute what was the Soviet Russian empire. 


    Italian Prime Ministers Romano Prodi (who after serving as president of the European Commission stated that Ukraine’s membership in the EU was about as likely as that of New Zealand) and Silvio Berlusconi were on opposite sides of the domestic political spectrum and had little love lost between them. They both, however, over decades mollified Russia and nurtured preposterous personal friendships with the leader of Russia as he presided over the murderous assault on Grozny, the Chechen capital; the assassination of journalists and opposition politicians; the bombing of hospitals and medical facilities in Syria; and did everything to divide the European Union, undermine NATO, and influence elections in numerous western democracies. Confusion about naming realities has plagued even the statements of the Holy See. Austria, Hungary, Czechia, and Slovakia continue to buy Russian gas thereby helping to fund the Russian war effort. 


    Do those who are ready to appease Putin’s invasion understand that any further advance of the Russian occupation would extend genocidal effects and would likely create a wave of ten or more million refugees pouring into the European Union with devasting global social and economic consequences? At the beginning of 2022, I predicted that a full-scale invasion would create four million refugees. In fact, there ended up being twice as many, at least eight million, when only 27% of Ukrainian territory came under Russian occupation. (Presently, 18% of Ukraine is under Russian control.) 


    The genocides of the twentieth century caused by Moscow rule and military aggression as well as occasioned by Soviet-Nazi collaboration led to the killing and unnatural death of some 15 million inhabitants of Ukrainian lands. Unlike the Germans after World War II, Russians have never fully taken stock of their nation’s historical barbarity regarding their neighbors. Russian imperialism – tsarist, communist, or Putinist – has never faced a Nuremberg trial. Today this tragic history of the greatest of grabs is being denied and rewritten. In Ukraine there is unshaken clarity about the consequences of Russian aggression and rule: it brings wanton death and destruction. The last two years have only confirmed this conviction. For Ukrainians there is no going back. Blacks will never again submit to white slavery. Jews will never again endure Nazi anti-Semitism. Ukrainians will never again accept Russian genocide.


    In 2024 it will be thirty years since an unprecedented and prophetic peace-oriented step was made by Ukraine. In 1994 Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine became the first and only countries unilaterally and fully to disarm their nuclear arsenals. (Since the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine abetted by Belarus, Russian nuclear weapons have allegedly been stationed in Belarus; and a new military doctrine of the country has been drafted foreseeing the possible use of nuclear weapons.) At the time, Ukraine’s nuclear arsenal was the third largest in the world. The newly independent republic had more nuclear weapons than the United Kingdom, France, and China combined. The United States Clinton administration put tremendous pressure on Ukraine to disarm (today regretted by President Clinton), promising, together with the UK and Russia, through the Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurances, to respect Ukraine’s independence and sovereignty within its existing borders. That same year France and China signed separate documents offering Ukraine more limited security guarantees.


    The signatories promised not to threaten with force the territorial integrity or political independence of Ukraine and pledged that the weapons, which were transferred to Russia, would not be used against Ukraine. Economic coercion to limit sovereignty was also excluded. All of these assurances have been grossly and repeatedly violated. The Russian military has even used these confiscated rockets without their nuclear warheads during the first two years of the full-scale invasion in the daily barrages against Ukrainian urban and rural civilian targets. In other words, the Memorandum is not worth the paper it was written on and any hopes that other countries might be encouraged to move towards nuclear disarmament in exchange for security guarantees have been rendered spurious. All such countries will only point to Ukraine’s experience and the lack of a decisive international response to the violation of its sovereignty and territorial integrity. Sadly, this Christ-like “rendering,” this act of giving and not grabbing by Ukraine for the cause of global peace and stability, has been largely unappreciated and forgotten. Even Christian and Catholic peace activists, including the Holy See, rarely, if ever, mention the precedent. There are prayers, hopes, and constant appeals for nuclear disarmament but no recognition of those who have actually done it. It should not be surprising if the precedent remains an isolated one.


    How is it that experts can be so mistaken about human realities, national cultures, geo-political processes? Allow me to propose a straightforward explanation: reason, knowledge, and critical appreciation of reality are significant, but they can be dangerous if they are not conditioned and guided by empathy and understanding of the deeper underpinnings of the human soul and concrete and specific human cultures. Cultural ignorance and indifference lead to grievous consequences. There was a flawed understanding of Iraq and Afghanistan. There was a flawed understanding of Russia and Ukraine. It is all the more flawed to think about Russia and Ukraine in the categories of Iraq and Afghanistan.


    It is essential to think critically, but crucial to do so with discriminating charity that authentically and with subtlety recognizes human dignity and moral truth. Critical thinking and the formulation of ideals and plans can become skewed without a comprehensive big picture. Condescending cultural paternalism does not help. Strategies can be warped by fallacious, partial “realisms”. Faith and love are needed to condition principles and methodologies – not the love of the Beatles but that of the Cross, the logic of the Cross. Compassion necessarily entails “suffering with,” which requires at minimum getting close to the predicament of the other.


    This verity is once again revealed in the midst of the evils of war in Ukraine. The improbable resistance of Ukraine before the onslaught of Russia, a nuclear wannabe-superpower nostalgic for empire, the remarkable solidarity in Ukrainian society also mirrored in so many other countries, and the outpouring of generosity can hardly be explained by a rational strategic calculus alone.


    For some reason, in the context of the (at least) twenty wars currently waged on different continents, Ukrainian self-defense has been viewed as singular. The sustained global attention to it has been extraordinary. The world sees and admires people who are willing to sacrifice their lives. So many Ukrainians are witnessing that there are principles worth dying for. Ukrainians sacrifice for dignity, peace, and security in their homes, in their families, in their towns and villages, in their country, but also in Europe and the world. So many are able to sacrifice themselves for truths because they believe that truth exists. They give their lives because they believe in an unalienable human dignity. There is a right and a wrong. There is good and evil. In these times Ukrainians show there are things worth living and dying for.


    Today such statements and stances challenge prevailing cultural currents. We live in a time of radical deconstruction of the notion of truth itself. For many there is no objective truth. Regarding any fact or reality, there are merely diverse and divergent personal, and thus subjective, perspectives. There is only your viewpoint and mine. I have the right to determine what is true based on my perceptions, partial or skewed, or even on the basis of my desires. With this outlook, if I “feel” or “want” something to be true, who has the right to contradict me?


    Pope Benedict described this condition as a rising “dictatorship of relativism”. In his words: “We are moving toward a dictatorship of relativism which does not recognize anything as for certain and which has as its highest goal one’s own ego and one’s own desires.”1 This cultural condition and philosophical stance create deep obstacles for meaningful civic discourse. Thus, in the Western world, there is no longer a common anthropology, a serenely shared basic understanding of who or what the human being is, man and woman as created by God. Given the sharp disagreement on human identity, is it possible to share and defend principles about the dignity of human beings? In such circumstances is ethical, political, or economic consensus at all possible?


    In this deconstructed, post-truth world, millions of Ukrainians are not only declaring values and principles but are witnessing to them. They are paying the ultimate price, becoming twenty-first-century martyrs in the ancient interpretation of the word martyr – a witness – one who declares and defends a truth, principle, or value and is willing to pay a price for such a stance. Without doubt, this is why the world has watched with a fixed gaze. 


    This selflessness invites empathy and reflection. It encourages individuals around the world and even entire countries to reconsider their own identities and ethics. This reexamination has already led to tectonic economic, ecological, political, and diplomatic shifts. Globally people have become aware of the essential role of Ukraine in feeding the hungry of the world, especially in the Middle East and Africa. The Germans have virtually stopped importing Russian oil and gas and are rushing to develop new sources of renewable energy. German determination and example will most likely push others to do the same. Ukraine’s resistance has consolidated a crumbling NATO alliance and has given new meaning to the European Union (EU), which sometimes forgets that EU countries are united not primarily by a common currency but by shared values. 


    The sacrifice of Ukrainians provokes spiritual reflection. They give so much, including their lives, because they see there is something bigger than “me”. The struggle inspires a growing awareness of a larger, national, and universal human communion rendered fragile, endangered – and which needs to be restored. On a daily basis Ukrainians are forced to deliberate fundamental, ultimate verities, especially questions of life and death. They are forced to ask what is beyond the awesome chasm of physical demise. Many respond consciously or subconsciously: there is eternity. Such a response is a matter of faith and hope. A hope offered by the second Adam recovering what was lost by the first one.


    Gilbert K. Chesterton is often credited with the observation that Original sin is the only doctrine that has been empirically validated by two millennia of human history. The reality of fallen human nature and the evil inclinations of human beings are hardly deniable. In the face of crimes against humanity revealed in Bucha, Irpin, Mariupol, and Izyum, they are incontestable. Seeing the ravaged cities, looking at the faces of the children who lost their parents, encountering the young widows who mourn their husbands, or speaking with the soldiers who lost limbs, the global public perceives the incontrovertible consequences of evil, the bare and naked violation of peace and security. At the same time, in the eyes of the defenders of the innocent who are ready to sacrifice their lives, in their valor, tenacity, and humility; in the service of the volunteers; in the pain of bereaved relatives who believe that the sacrifice of their loved ones was not in vain – we find hope, resolve, and a sublime strength. 


    A realistic, reasonable, faith-filled approach brings hope. It opens reality – our lives and thoughts, politics, strategies, and tactics – to the grace of God and proposes pathways to deeper peace, toward more essential and genuine security. Reason and faith together help us understand that alone we cannot be the saviors, even if we give it all; and yet we can continue to give. Faith and reason foster confidence that we are people of unalienable dignity, children of a good and life-giving God. Authentic, “perfect love drives out fear” (1 Jn 4:18); and fear is regularly the source of aggression, violence, covetousness, brutality, bloodletting, and war. 


    We need to delve deeply into the most basic questions. The quest for ultimate answers can be pursued validly and reliably only with great humility; otherwise, willfulness, conceit, and ideologies take over. When strategies do not incorporate an intelligence that is loving and modest, and when they do not provide a bigger picture, a hope beyond death, thereby negating or ignoring eternity, then perspective is limited. Isolation, fragmentation, and fearful self-absorption mount. We begin to clutch and grab. Anxiety and dread grow, while peace and security fade and diminish. 


    We are, after all, from the outset called to live the gift, the gift of life God-given.


    

      

        Mass “Pro Eligendo Romano Pontifice”. Homily of His Eminence Card. Joseph Ratzinger, Dean of the College of Cardinals // The Holy See (www.­vatican.va), April 18, 2005.


      

    


  


  

    List of Contributors 


    Yury P. Avvakumov


    Associate Professor of Theology and the History of Christianity, University of Notre Dame (Indiana, USA).


    Anatolii Babynskyi


    Fellow, Institute of Church History at the Ukrainian Catholic University (Lviv, Ukraine).


    José Casanova


    Professor emeritus; Senior Fellow, Georgetown University’s Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs (Washington DC, USA).


    Mykhailo Cherenkov


    Professor of Philosophy, pastor, independent scholar (Vancouver WA, USA). 


    Tamara Grdzelidze


    Professor of Religious Studies, Ilia State University, Georgia’s ambassador to the Vatican in 2014–2018 (Tbilisi, The Republic of Georgia).


    Borys A. Gudziak


    Metropolitan Archbishop of Philadelphia, Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church (Philadelphia PA, USA); President of the Ukrainian Catholic University (Lviv, Ukraine).


    Heinz-Gerhard Justenhoven


    Professor emeritus; Director, Catholic Peace Foundation (Hamburg, Germany).


    Andrij M. Hlabse, S.J.


    Ph.D candidate at the Department of Theology, University of Notre Dame (Indiana, USA).


    Vyacheslav Karpov


    Professor of Sociology, Western Michigan University (Kalamazoo, USA).


    Cezary Kościelniak


    Professor of Social Philosophy, Institute of Cultural Studies, Adam Mickiewicz University (Poznań, Poland).


    Oleksandra Kovalenko 


    Junior Fellow, European Humanities Research Centre at the National University of “Kyiv-Mohyla Academy”(Kyiv, Ukraine).


    Stefan Kube


    Editor-in-chief, Religion und Gesellschaft in Ost und West (Zurich, Switzerland).


    Myroslav Marynovych


    Vice Rector for University Mission, Ukrainian Catholic University; founding member of the Ukrainian Helsinki Group and Gulag survivor (Lviv, Ukraine).


    Thomas Mark Németh


    Professor of Eastern Christian Studies, University of Vienna (Austria).


    Oleksiy Panych


    Professor of Philosophy, European Humanities Research Centre at the National ­University of “Kyiv-Mohyla Academy”; Fellow at the Dukh i Litera publishing house (Kyiv, Ukraine).


    Clemens Sedmak


    Professor of Social Ethics, Director of the Nanovic Institute for European Studies at the University of Notre Dame (Indiana, USA).


    Jan Tombiński


    Ambassador of the European Union to Ukraine (2012-2016) and the Holy See (2016-2020), College of Europe in Natolin (Warsaw, Poland). 


    Andreas Trampota


    Professor of Social Ethics; Research project manager, Institute for Theology and Peace (Hamburg, Germany).


    Volodymyr Turchynovskyy


    Dean, Faculty of Social Sciences; Director of the International Institute for Ethics and Contemporary Issues, Ukrainian Catholic University (Lviv, Ukraine).


    Oleh Turiy


    Vice Rector for Strategic Cooperation; Director of the Institute of Church History, Ukrainian Catholic University (Lviv, Ukraine).


    Michał Wawrzonek


    Professor of Political Science, Jesuit University Ignatianum (Kraków, Poland).


    Elena Volkova


    Professor of Cultural Studies; independent scholar (Israel). 


    Markus Vogt


    Professor of Christian Social Ethics, Ludwig Maximilian University (Munich, Germany).


    Viktor Yelenskyi


    Senior Fellow, Kuras Institute of Political and Ethnic Studies at the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine; Head of the State Service of Ukraine for Ethno-Politics and Freedom of Conscience (Kyiv, Ukraine). 


  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
  Contents


  
    		Editors’ Preface


    		Word of Welcome


    		José Casanova. Religious Dimensions of the War on Ukraine and the Shortcomings of Church Diplomacy: An Introduction


    		Michał Wawrzonek. The Concept of the Russkiy Mir: The Ideological Foundation of Ruscism


    		Anatolii Babynskyi. Resentment, Ideology and Myth: How “Holy Rus” Haunts the Russian Soul


    		Vyacheslav Karpov. The Theotokos as Commander in Chief: How Russian Orthodoxy Informs Imperialist Wars and is Twisted by Them


    		Elena Volkova. Theological Foundation for the Russian Invasion of Ukraine: The ROC, Russkiy mir, Ruscism


    		Mykhailo Cherenkov. Counterfeit Forms of Russian Orthodoxy as a Challenge to Religious Freedom


    		Stefan Kube. “To put politics aside”? Reflections on Theological and Non-theological Factors within Ecumenical Dialogue


    		Andrij M. Hlabse, S.J. Challenges for Diplomacy “Super Partes” in Russia’s War Against Ukraine


    		Jan Tombiński. Is there a Role for the Churches in Conflict Resolution? Historical and Strategic Considerations


    		Tamara Grdzelidze. The World Council of Churches and the Orthodox Divide: Diplomacy in the Russo-Ukrainian War


    		Oleksandra Kovalenko. Ukrainian Ecumenism in Action Internationally and Domestically: Challenges and Perspectives


    		Heinz-Gerhard Justenhoven. Russia’s War Against Ukraine: A Peace-Ethical Analysis


    		Markus Vogt. Conflict-capable Peace Ethics: Christian Perspectives in View of the War in Ukraine


    		Andreas Trampota. Just War vs. Just Peace? Ethics of War and Peace Between the Realism of Christian Eschatology and Unrealistic Utopia


    		Thomas Mark Németh. The War against Ukraine and the Churches: A Challenge to Theology


    		Cezary Kościelniak. | Unjust Interpretations of a Just War: The Catholic Church’s Approach to the Russian-Ukrainian Conflict


    		Volodymyr Turchynovskyy. The Future as a Moral Vision: Imagining Security in Times of War


    		Oleksiy Panych. What Makes Our Peacemaking Into a “Potemkin Village”


    		Myroslav Marynovych. Between Religious Freedom and Considerations of National Security: The Issue of the Moscow Patriarchate in Ukraine


    		Viktor Yelenskyi. At the Crossroads of Faith and War: Navigating Religious Freedom in Ukraine


    		Epilogue Metropolitan Borys Gudziak. Living the Gift, Killing and Dying by the Grab


    		List of Contributors


  




		Landmarks


			
						Cover


			


		


OEBPS/image/Church_War_obkl_print.png
The Churches | e
and the War

RELIGION,
RELIGIOUS DIPLOMACY,

AND RUSSIA’'S AGGRESSION
AGAINST UKRAINE

N c
PSS

Qe
UKRy,
3]10“

¢, A
Wy sy





OEBPS/image/1.png
The Churches | e
and the War

RELIGION,
RELIGIOUS DIPLOMACY,

AND RUSSIA’'S AGGRESSION
AGAINST UKRAINE

N c
PSS

Qe
UKRy,
3]10“

¢, A
Wy s





