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Abstract of Thesis 
 
 

The Influence of Structure on the Policy and Rhetoric of the Russian Orthodox Church – 
Moscow Patriarchate 

 
 

The ROC-MP has a long and complicated history with Ukraine which has been 

further highlighted by the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War.  This thesis addresses how 

changes in the structure and leadership of the Russian Orthodox Church – Moscow 

Patriarchate (ROC-MP) have affected the rhetoric and policy of the Church towards 

Ukraine in the period from 2010 to 2022. In order to address these questions, the 

structure and leadership of the synodal level of the ROC-MP was mapped. Then, issues 

of the Journal of the Moscow Patriarchate from 2010 to 2013, 2014 and 2022 were 

analyzed, and excerpts from these issues which addressed Ukraine were coded for 

rhetorical framework. Changes in senior leadership and synodal structure appear to have 

caused the ROC-MP to move from a position which sought to highlight the role of the 

ROC-MP as a uniting force in Russo-Ukrainian relations to one which actively seeks to 

prosecute war against perceived schismatics within Ukraine. The author theorizes that 

this has been caused by the removal of moderating voices within senior levels of 

leadership within the Holy Synod, the creation of new synodal departments which 

strengthen ties between the ROC-MP and the Russian state, and the defection of 

Ukrainian parishioners and believers from the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the 

Moscow Patriarchate. Additionally, this research finds evidence of ROC-MP support for 

Russia’s filtration camp system, indicating that the ROC-MP may be in violation of 

international humanitarian laws.  The ROC-MP has traded support of Ukrainian 

parishioners and leaders for increased influence in the Kremlin, leading to mutual 
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legitimation for both the church and state and ideologically justifying both the war and 

potential war crimes within Ukraine.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

The Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) is an influential organization within the 

Russian Federation as well as in believing communities abroad. The start of Russia’s war 

in Ukraine has highlighted the complex relationship between the Russian state and 

organizations aligned with the Russian state. The relationship between the ROC and the 

Russian state is particularly important as it maintains a strong presence within Ukraine 

through the Ukrainian Orthodox Church – Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP).  

As tensions between Russia and Ukraine have increased over the past decade, 

relations between the ROC, the UOC-MP and other religious organizations within 

Ukraine have become more fraught. This has resulted in a messy split between the ROC 

and other Orthodox churches in Ukraine. The Orthodox community within Ukraine is 

now split between three main Orthodox churches – the UOC-MP, the Ukrainian 

Orthodox Church – Kyiv Patriarchate (UOC-KP), and the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. 

Additionally, research has shown that Ukrainians are increasingly distancing themselves 

from the UOC-MP in favor of churches with less alignment with the Russian state.1 This 

has led to changes in the composition of the ROC and has rebalanced incentives within 

the structure of the ROC towards supporting the Russian state. 

As the crisis between Russia and Ukraine has intensified, the ROC has 

increasingly followed the Kremlin’s hard line on Ukraine. This appears to be a change 

from earlier positions of the ROC, which tried to balance its pro-Kremlin stance with a 

 
1 “DYNAMIKA RELIGIINOI SAMODIDENTYFIKATSI NASELENNYA UKRAINY: REZUL’TATI 
TELEFONNOHO OPYTUVANNYA, PROVEDENOHO 6-20 LIPNYA 2022 ROKU [Dynamics of 
Religious Self-Identification of the Population of Ukraine: Results of the Telephone Survey Held 6-20 July 
2022],” Kyivskii Mezhdunarodnyi Institut Sotsiologii [Kyiv International Institute of Sociology], August 5, 
2022, https://www.kiis.com.ua/?lang=ukr&cat=reports&id=1129&page=5.  
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softer line on Ukraine in 2014 following the annexation of Crimea and the start of the 

separatist conflicts in the east. 

This thesis will focus on how changes in the structure of the ROC have affected 

its positions towards the Kremlin and its Ukrainian parishioners. I theorize that shifts in 

the internal structures of the ROC have favored hard-liners within the church who 

support the Russian state. Additionally, I theorize that shifts within the ROC’s relations 

with other Orthodox churches during this time period have influenced changes in the 

ROC’s positions towards the Kremlin and Ukraine. 

By aligning with the Russian state, the ROC is allowed to continue to operate 

within Russia and benefits from an increased its ability to promote its social and religious 

agenda within Russia. The ROC is in competition both with other religious organizations 

and secularism to maintain its ability to set policy and practices within Russia. Closer ties 

with the Russian state allow the ROC-MP to out compete its rivals and ensure that 

Orthodoxy is deeply entrenched within Russian society.  

One of the main goals of this paper is to better understand the current structure of 

the ROC, which is complex and Byzantine. In addition to the diocesan structure, the 

ROC-MP maintains structures which promote its interests both domestically in Russia 

and abroad. These range from publishing houses to spread Church literature to structures 

which promote scientific research and intergovernmental relations.  

This thesis will also attempt to understand the relationship between the ROC-MP 

and other Orthodox churches and organizations. With the establishment of an 

autocephalic Ukrainian Orthodox Church, relations between the ROC and other Orthodox 

churches have become strained. Furthermore, the UOC-MP and its parent church the 
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ROC do not maintain relations with the UOC-KP and the OCU. Understanding the 

relations between these churches will help other researchers understand the complex 

relations and politics of the Orthodox world as well as how Churches can and cannot be 

used as implements of soft power by governments.  

Additionally, I will highlight the history of the ROC, which will help illustrate the 

various tensions between the ROC, the Russian Federation, Ukraine, and the Ukrainian 

people.   

The ROC is often seen as an instrument which is under control of the Russian 

state. However, this ignores the ROC’s status as an independent entity with goals that are 

sometimes unaligned from those advocated by the Kremlin. For example, the ROC has 

differing ideas than the Kremlin on civil disobedience and monarchy.2 When the ROC’s 

and the Kremlin’s goals do not align, the ROC must make choices on whether and to 

what degree it should support the Kremlin. If it chooses to disagree with the Kremlin, it 

may jeopardize its legal standing within the Russian Federation. However, if they choose 

to agree with the Kremlin, despite prior differences in ideals, it may be perceived as 

hypocritical by parishioners. Additionally, the ROC may alienate portions of parishioners 

who disagree with the Kremlin, including parishioners outside of Russia who may have a 

more critical lens for viewing Kremlin policy than those within Russia.  

Chapter 2 will look at the more recent history of the ROC, analyzing changes in 

its structures and positions from 2010 to the present (2023). This period of time includes 

a multitude of changes in both Russia and Ukraine, including the 2014 Maidan 

Revolution, Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the beginning of the separatist conflicts in 

 
2 Katja Richters, The Post-Soviet Russian Orthodox Church: Politics, Culture and Greater Russia (New 
York: Routledge, 2013): 24. 
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eastern Ukraine, and the start of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War. As an influential 

religious organization with close ties to the Russian state and Ukraine, the ROC’s 

reactions to these events are important to understanding why and how the structures 

within the ROC changed during this period. Furthermore, this period will allow for 

analysis of how Patriarch Kirill’s leadership has evolved within his timeframe as 

patriarch, which began in 2009 and spans to the present.  

Chapter 3 will address why it is important for the ROC to maintain its influence 

over its parishioners and the Kremlin. I theorize that the ROC attempts to maintain close 

relations with the Kremlin because it ensures the ROC’s continued operation within the 

Russian Federation. Furthermore, ties with the Russian state bring prestige and funding to 

the ROC. All three factors are important for the continued operation of the state. Most 

importantly, maintaining influence over Ukrainian parishioners allows for the continued 

operation of the ROC in Ukraine as churches cannot function without a strong base of 

people to attend, fund, and operate them.  

Chapter 4 of this thesis maps the current structure of the ROC-MP. The period of 

analysis for this chapter is 2010-2022. This chapter will describe the general hierarchy of 

the Holy Synod of the ROC-MP, the structure of the Holy Synod, and recent leadership 

changes within the Holy Synod. The Holy Synod was chosen as the level of analysis as it 

is responsible for daily policy decisions within the ROC-MP, meets on a regular basis, 

and controls departments which decide key issues of Church policy. The chapter 

concludes that recent changes within the Holy Synod have favored more state-focused 

departments and leaders. This process accelerated following the start of the 2022 Russo-

Ukrainian War, which saw the removal of leaders who did not provide support to the war 
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and the creation of departments and initiatives which benefited the Russian state’s efforts 

to wage war in Ukraine.  

Chapter 5 will provide an analysis of the rhetoric that the ROC has used in 

relation to both the Russian state and Ukraine. In this section, excerpts from the Journal 

of the Moscow Patriarchate (JMP) which mention Ukraine will be analyzed. All issues 

from the following years were used for analysis: 2010-2013, 2014, and 2022. The JMP 

was chosen as it is published monthly by the Moscow Patriarchate and covers both 

official business and issues of interest to the ROC-MP. This section will use discursive 

frame analysis to analyze how rhetoric used by the ROC-MP regarding Ukraine has 

shifted over time. In particular, I discuss shifts which in the  

The final chapter, Chapter 6, is the conclusion of the thesis. In the conclusion, I 

will highlight what can be concluded about the role of balancing parishioners and state 

support for the ROC. Additionally, I will discuss my conclusions on how changes in 

ROC structure have – or have not – changed policy changes for the ROC. I will also 

discuss how these changes have influenced the Church’s support on the Russo-Ukrainian 

War. 

  



 

 6 

Chapter 2: Contemporary History of the Russian Orthodox Church 
  

Following the death of Patriarch Aleksii II in 2008, Patriarch Kirill (Gundyayev) 

was elected as the new patriarch of the ROC-MP. His tenure began in 2009, and he 

remains the Patriarch of the ROC-MP to the present (2023). The tenure of Patriarch Kirill 

has emphasized the role of Holy Rus’ – the concept that the ROC-MP is responsible for a 

traditional sacred land which encompasses Belarus, Ukraine, and Russia, the traditional 

territories of Kyivan Rus’. Additionally, Kirill has emphasized the importance of building 

relations between the ROC-MP and the states in which it operates, including both Russia 

and Ukraine. Areas of particular emphasis for church-state relations include public 

education and military relations.  

Under Patriarch Kirill and before the 2014 Maidan Revolution, relations between 

the ROC-MP, UOC-MP and the Ukrainian state tended to be positive and emphasized 

cooperation on church-state affairs and the role of Ukraine as a key part of Holy Rus’. 

During this period, the UOC-MP was headed by Metropolitan Vladimir (Sabodan), who 

passed away in 2014. Relations between Kirill and Vladimir were positive, with frequent 

cooperative visits, such as Kirill visiting Ukraine for Vladimir’s seventy-fifth birthday 

celebration.3  Additionally, Kirill frequently met with members of the Ukrainian 

government. Examples include attending the inauguration of President Viktor 

Yanukovych in 2010 and meeting with military and education officials within the 

Ukrainian government.4   

 
3 Vladimir (Sabodan), “Pobeda smireniem [Victory by Humility],” JMP, no. 1 (2011): 20-21, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2011_01.pdf.  
4 “Sluuzheniya i vstrechi Svyateishego Patriarkha Kirilla [Services and Meetings of His Holiness Patriarch 
Kirill],” JMP, no. 4 (2010): 17; “Pervosvyatitel’skii visit na Ukrainu [First Hierarch’s visit to Ukraine],” 
JMP, no. 9 (2010): 24, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2010_09.pdf; “Govorit’ o vvedenii v ukrainskoi armii 
shtatnogo voennogo dukhovenstva poka rano… [It is too early to talk about the introduction of full-time 
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Tensions between different factions of the ROC-MP also became more apparent 

during and following the Maidan Revolution. During the Maidan Revolution, ROC-MP 

officials provided support to pro-Ukraine by protestors by providing them shelter at St. 

Michael’s Golden Domed Monastery, located in Central Kyiv near Maidan 

Nezalezhnosti, the location of the main protests.5 Conversely, the position of the 

patriarchate in Moscow was to support the previous regime.6  

After the annexation of Crimea and the start of the Russian-backed separatists’ 

conflicts in eastern Ukraine, the ROC-MP took a tepid stance calling for neutrality and an 

end to the conflict. This stance alienated the Kremlin, the Ukrainian people, and 

Ukrainian church officials. While leaders within the Kremlin wished for the ROC-MP to 

take a strong stance in favor of Russian annexation of Crimea and the secessionist wars in 

the east, Ukrainian parishioners and church members wanted support of Ukrainian 

independence by Church leadership. This relationship was further complicated by the 

presence of schismatic Orthodox churches within Ukraine which strongly supported 

Ukrainian independence and political goals, unlike the UOC-MP, the exarchate of the 

ROC-MP in Ukraine.  

The UOC-MP underwent a second crisis in 2014 due to the death of Metropolitan 

Volodymyr (Sabodan) of Kyiv and All Ukraine, who passed away in July 2014. 

Metropolitan Volodymyr was the first – and at that time the only – head of the UOC-MP 

 
military clergy in the Ukrainian army…],” JMP, no. 2 (2012): 94-95, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2012_02.pdf.  
5 Matt Robinson, “Kiev monastery a sanctuary for the bloodied and bruised,” Reuters, February 19, 2014, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-church/kiev-monastery-a-sanctuary-for-the-bloodied-and-
bruised-idUSBREA1I1I520140219.  
6 “Patriarkh Kirill sravnil sobytiya na Ukraine s 1917 godom [Patriarch Kirill compares the events in the 
Ukraine [sic] with 1917],” TASS, April 7, 2014, https://tass.ru/obschestvo/1103290.  
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to be elected following the schism between the UOC-MP and the UOC-KP in 1992.7 At 

the same time, the crisis of political turmoil within Ukraine was framed as mirroring the 

crisis of a schismatic church break in official church rhetoric, points which were 

explicitly mentioned in Metropolitan Volodymyr’s obituaries.8 Metropolitan 

Volodymyr’s death and the subsequent succession of Metropolitan Onufrii therefore 

added to the air of crisis within the ROC-MP regarding Ukraine in 2014. 

Tensions between the ROC-MP, Ukrainian parishioners, and the various 

schismatic churches in Ukraine reached a head in 2018 with the normalization of 

relationships between the Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU), the Ukrainian Orthodox 

Church – Kyiv Patriarchate (UOC-KP) and Constantinople. On January 5, 2019, 

Patriarch Bartholomew issued a tomos to the OCU, which granted autocephaly to the 

church.9 During this time period, the OCU briefly combined with the UOC-KP to create a 

single, official Ukrainian Orthodox church recognized by the Constantinople and the 

larger Orthodox community. However, the OCU and the UOC-KP subsequently 

redivided into separate organizations.10 Currently, the OCU tomos is recognized by the 

Ecumenical Patriarchate in Constantinople, the Patriarchate of Alexandria, and the Greek 

Orthodox Church.11  

 
7 “Blazhenneishii mitropolit kievskii i vseya Ukrainy Vladimir: Slava Bogu za vse! [His Beatitude 
Metropolitan Vladimir of Kyiv and All Ukraine: Glory to God for Everything!],” JMP no. 11 (2010): 63, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2010_11.pdf.  
8 See, for example, “Igumen zemli Russkoi [Hegumen of the Russian Land],” JMP, no. 8 (2014): 16; JMP, 
no. 8 (2014): 41; JMP no. 8 (2014): 47, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_08.pdf. Additional analysis on this 
topic is provided in Chapter 6. 
9 “Bartholomew Signs ‘Tomos’ Granting Independence To New Orthodos Church In Ukraine,” RFE/RL, 
January 5, 2019, https://www.rferl.org/a/ukrainian-church-to-get-autonomy-this-weekend-in-
istanbul/29692716.html.  
10 “Ministry of Culture confirms liquidation of Kyiv Patriarchate,” RISU, July 31, 2019, 
https://risu.ua/en/ministry-of-culture-confirms-liquidation-of-kyiv-patriarchate_n99446.  
11 See, for example, Alya Shandra, “Greek Orthodox Church becomes first to recognize Orthodox Church 
of Ukraine,” The Ukrainian Weekly, October 18, 2019, https://www.ukrweekly.com/uwwp/greek-orthodox-
church-becomes-first-to-recognize-orthodox-church-of-ukraine/.  
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However, while only three autocephalous churches accepted the tomos from the 

Ecumenical Patriarchate in Constantinople, four churches officially rejected the tomos: 

the ROC-MP, the Serbian Orthodox Church, the Romanian Orthodox Church, and the 

Polish Orthodox Church. These churches cited the intrusion of the Constantinople 

Patriarchate into ROC-MP internal affairs and the failure of the OCU to apply for 

autocephaly through the Moscow Patriarchate as their reasons for rejecting the tomos.12 

Most importantly, the ROC-MP severed relations with Constantinople in October 2018, 

following Constantinople’s announcement that it would issue a tomos granting the OCU 

autocephaly.13  

Relations between the ROC-MP and Ukraine further deteriorated with the start of 

the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. Unlike during the Maidan Crisis, the 

Patriarchate took a strong stance in favor of the official Kremlin position, which stated 

that Russia needed to reintegrate Ukrainian territory into its borders as Ukraine was not a 

legitimate state. Part of the rationale behind this causus belli was the ideology of Holy 

Rus’ pushed by the ROC-MP. Under this reasoning, portions of Ukraine, if not the entire 

country, were rightfully part of Russia as Russia was the successor state to Kyivan Rus’ 

and had inherited its unique, eschatological role in world history from the Baptism of 

 
12 See, “Stav Srpske Pravoslavne Tsrkve o tsrkvenoj krizi u Ukrajiny [The position of the Serbian Orthodox 
Church on the church crisis in Ukraine],” Srpska Pravoslavna Tsrkva [Serbian Orthodox Church], March 
13, 2019, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20190314192623/http://www.spc.rs/sr/stav_srpske_pravoslavne_crkve_o_crkv
enoj_krizi_u_ukrajini; Aurelian Iftimiu, “Holy Synod examines Ukrainian ecclesiastical issue at first 2019 
working session,” Basilica.Ro, February 21, 2019, https://basilica.ro/en/holy-synod-examines-ukrainian-
ecclesiastical-issue-at-first-2019-working-session/; Jivko Panev, “Communiqué of the Polish Orthodox 
Church Assembly of Bishops on Ukrainian autocephaly,” Orthodoxie.com, April 9, 2019, 
https://orthodoxie.com/communique-of-the-polish-orthodox-church-assembly-of-bishops-on-ukrainian-
autocephaly/.  
13 Jeffrey Mankoff, “The Orthodox Schism in the Shadow of Empire,” CSIS, October 19, 2018, 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/orthodox-schism-shadow-empire.  
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Vladimir and its conversion into a major Orthodox power. This rationale fit well into the 

existing worldview of the ROC-MP, and was likely a contributing factor for their 

decision to support Russia’s war effort. Furthermore, the ROC-MP perpetuated the 

official Kremlin line that Ukrainian human rights violations against citizens in Donetsk 

and Luhansk legitimized the Russian invasion. This rhetoric is evident in the home page 

of the Patriarchate which includes a section on the “Persecutions of the Faithful of the 

Ukrainian Orthodox Church” as well as a section on the “Help by the Church for 

Refugees and Victims.”14 These efforts indicate the support by the ROC-MP for the 

official Kremlin line on the beginning and causus belli of the war.  

The start of the war also led to deteriorations in the relationship between the 

ROC-MP and the UOC-MP, which until that point had been formally tied to the Moscow 

Patriarchate. On May 27, the Council UOC-MP announced that it was severing relations 

with the ROC-MP due to “disagreement with the position of the Patriarch of Moscow and 

All Rus’ Kirill about the war in Ukraine,” and would, from that time forward, be fully 

autonomous and independent from the Moscow Patriarchate.15 As a result, the last branch 

 
14 “Narushenie prav veruyushchikh Ukrainskoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi [Persecutions of the Faithful of the 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], accessed 
April 14, 2023, 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/tag/%D0%9D%D0%B0%D1%80%D1%83%D1%88%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%
B8%D0%B5%20%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B2%20%D0%B2%D0%B5%D1%80%D1%83%D1
%8E%D1%89%D0%B8%D1%85%20%D0%A3%D0%BA%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%
81%D0%BA%D0%BE%D0%B9%20%D0%9F%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B2%D0%BE%D1%81%D0%B
B%D0%B0%D0%B2%D0%BD%D0%BE%D0%B9%20%D0%A6%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%BA%D0%B
2%D0%B8; “Pomoshch’ Tserkvi bezhentsam i postradavshim [Church Help for Refugees and Victims],” 
Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], accessed April 14, 2023, 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/tag/%D0%9F%D0%BE%D0%BC%D0%BE%D1%89%D1%8C%20%D0%A6%
D0%B5%D1%80%D0%BA%D0%B2%D0%B8%20%D0%B1%D0%B5%D0%B6%D0%B5%D0%BD%
D1%86%D0%B0%D0%BC%20%D0%B8%20%D0%BF%D0%BE%D1%81%D1%82%D1%80%D0%B0
%D0%B4%D0%B0%D0%B2%D1%88%D0%B8%D0%BC.  
15 “Postanovlenie Sobora Ukrainskoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi ot 27 maya 2022 goda [Resolution of the 
Council of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church dated May 27, 2022],” Ukrainskaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ 
Sinodal’nyi informatsionno-prosvetitel’skii otdel UPTs [Ukrainian Orthodox Church Synodal Information 
and Education Department of the UOC], May 27, 2022, https://news.church.ua/2022/05/27/postanovlenie-
sobora-ukrainskoj-pravoslavnoj-cerkvi-ot-27-maya-2022-goda/?lang=ru#2023-04-14. For continuity, this 
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of a Ukrainian Orthodox church split officially broke off relations with Moscow. 

However, while the UOC-MP declared its independence from the Moscow Patriarchate, 

it did not regularize relations with either the OCU or the UOC-KP, which are viewed as 

rival and schismatic churches.16 Additionally, the UOC-MP claims that it is not in schism 

with the Moscow Patriarchy as it has not created a parallel hierarchy to the Moscow 

Patriarchy but rather than it is an independent church.17 This position distinguishes it 

from the other branches of Ukrainian Orthodoxy, particularly the UOC-KP headed by 

Patriarch Filaret, as it attempts to both gain independence from the Moscow Patriarchate 

while condemning the independent status of other Ukrainian Orthodox branches. 

Since declaring independence, relations between the UOC-MP and the Moscow 

Patriarchate have further deteriorated. In July 2022, the Holy Synod of the ROC-MP 

published a journal entry in the JMP stating that it rejected the unilateral adoption of 

amendments to the charter of the UOC-MP as changes in its charter had to be submitted 

and approved by the Moscow Patriarchy. Additionally, the Holy Synod “express[ed] 

regret” that dioceses in the UOC-MP had ceased to commemorate Patriarch Kirill during 

services in violation of the 15th Canon of the Double Council.18 These changes indicate a 

negative change in the relationship between the UOC-MP and the ROC-MP. 

 
division of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church will continue to be referred to as the UOC-MP as it is the 
continuation of this branch.  
16 Ibid. 
17 Yuliya Kominko and Silvester (Stoichev), “Ukrains’ke tserkovne pitannya mozhe buti birishene lishe na 
vsepravoslavnomu rivni [The Ukrainian church issue can only be resolved at the pan-Orthodox level],” 
Dialog.tut. January 11, 2023, https://www.dialogtut.org/ukrayinske-czerkovne-pytannya-mozhe-buty-
vyrishene-lyshe-na-vsepravoslavnomu-rivni/?fbclid=IwAR1vNcsRfyIhK388Imin9Dh8NxPdG79A_7-
3wWpD-oeZeTym1S3ra-js5Is.  
18 “Opredeleniya Svyashchennogo sinoda: Zhurnal No. 56 [Definitions of the Holy Synod: Journal No. 
56],” JMP, no. 7 (2022): 7-28, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2022_07.pdf.  
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At the same time, the relations between the UOC-MP and the Ukrainian 

government continued to deteriorate. In January 2023, the Ukrainian government released 

a report concluding that the UOC-MP did not completely sever relations with the ROC-

MP and is therefore still a “structural subdivision” of the ROC-MP.19 The release of this 

report coincided with several efforts by Ukrainian lawmakers and government officials to 

decrease the influence of the UOC-MP or ban it from the country. These included 

drafting a law to ban the activities of Russian-affiliated religious organizations in 

Ukraine, conducting searches at churches and monasteries at UOC-MP to check for pro-

Russian activities or connections, and sanctioning priests of the UOC-MP.20 Furthermore, 

in December 2022, the Ukrainian Ministry of Culture announced that it would not renew 

the UOC-MP’s lease on the Kyiv-Pecherska Lavra, one of the most important sites for 

the Russian Orthodox and Ukrainian Orthodox churches. The Lavra would instead be 

transferred to the state and the right to celebrate services would be given to the OCU.21 

These changes indicate further decay in the relationship between the UOC-MP and state, 

despite the UOC-MP’s tepid efforts to distance itself from the Moscow Patriarchate and 

the Russian state. 

 
19 “Visnovok relihieznavchoi ekspertyzy Statutu pro pravlinnya Ukrains’koi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi na 
nayavnist’ tserkovno-kanonichnoho zv’yazku z Moskovskym patriarkhatom [The conclusion of the 
religious examination of the Statute on the Administration of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church on the 
existence of a church-canonical connection with the Moscow Patriarchate,” Derzhavna sluzhba Ukraini z 
etnopolitiki ta svobodi sovisti [State Service of Ukraine on Ethnopolitics and Freedom of Conscience], 
January 27, 2023, https://dess.gov.ua/wp-
content/uploads/2023/02/Ekspertyza_DESS_22_01_23_red_nom_nak.pdf. 
20 Oleksiy Yarmolenko, “The State Policy has confirmed that the UOC MP is subordinate to the Russian 
Orthodox Church,” Babel’, February 1, 2023, https://babel.ua/en/news/90033-the-state-policy-has-
confirmed-that-the-uoc-mp-is-subordinate-to-the-russian-orthodox-church.  
21 Denys Brylov, Tetiana Kalenychenko, and Peter Mandaville, “Assessing Kyiv’s New Focus on ‘Spiritual 
Independence’,” Berkley Forum, January 12, 2023, https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/posts/assessing-
kyiv-s-new-focus-on-spiritual-independence.  
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In conclusion, the recent history of the ROC-MP has been dominated by the pro-

Kremlin policies of Patriarch Kirill and the deterioration of relations between the ROC-

MP and the Ukrainian Orthodox churches. Patriarch Kirill continued and deepened many 

of the policies started by Patriarch Aleksii II which strengthened the relations between 

the Russian state and the ROC-MP through its focus on integrating Russian Orthodoxy 

into the military and education policy within the Russian Federation.  

Relations between Ukraine and the ROC-MP went through several stages of 

deterioration during this period. First, the 2014 Maidan Revolution exposed tensions 

within the UOC-MP over support for protestors in Kyiv. Second, the decision of the 

Constantinople Patriarchate to grant a tomos to the OCU led to a schism between the 

ROC-MP and Constantinople, as well as the Orthodox Church of Alexandria. This led to 

increased tensions over the status of the UOC-MP in Ukraine from 2018 to the beginning 

of the 2022 invasion of Ukraine by Russia. Finally, the start of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian 

War saw an additional deterioration in relations between the ROC-MP and Ukrainian 

Orthodoxy. In May 2022, the UOC-MP declared its independence and autonomy from 

the ROC-MP, a decision which has not been accepted by the ROC-MP. As a result, 

relations between senior leadership in the UOC-MP and the ROC-MP have become 

frozen. However, the UOC-MP’s decision to declare independence from the ROC-MP 

has failed to improve the UOC-MP’s relationship with the Ukrainian state which has 

continued to view the UOC-MP as an institution linked to Moscow. 
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 Chapter 3: ROC and Influence over Parishioners and the Kremlin 
 

The ROC-MP has many reasons for wanting to maintain influence over both its 

parishioners and the Kremlin. By maximizing its relationship with these two groups, the 

ROC-MP is able to maximize its influence on the larger world. 

First, influence over parishioners provides the continued basis for operation for 

the ROC-MP’s continuence. No matter how powerful otherwise, a church must have 

some believers within the general population to rationalize its existence.  Furthermore, 

continuing to operate and have influence over parishioners in the historical canonical 

territory of the ROC-MP supports the ROC’s narrative that it is a legitimate religious 

structure. However, the ROC-MP and its associated churches have faced issues with 

maintaining control over parishioners, a case which can be illustrated by declines in 

membership within the UOC-MP. 

The ROC-MP also has equally pertinent reasons to try to maintain influence over 

the Kremlin. First, close ties with the governments in the Church’s canonical territories 

allows continued operation within the Russian Federation. Second, ties with the Kremlin 

bring prestige and funding to the Church, helping to maximize its influence within 

society. Influence over the Kremlin also allows the ROC-MP to reach new or expand 

existing bases of believers, thus also helping the ROC-MP fulfil its evangelical mission. 

Finally, influence over the Kremlin allows the ROC-MP to shape the political agenda in 

the Russian Federation on key issues. 

Parishioners 

The ROC-MP views itself as “the true Church of Christ” which “bears full 

responsibility for spreading the Truth of Christ’s gospel, as well as full authority to bear 
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witness” to “all nations in order… to unite them by the power of faith.”22  Thus, enlarging 

and maintaining a community of the faithful is an essential mission of the ROC-MP. In 

order to reach this goal, the ROC-MP must have influence over the population of its 

canonical territories and the potential to influence sympathetic communities outside these 

territories.  

The ROC-MP also has a vested interest in continuing to operate in its canonical 

territories, the areas which it is charted to operate as the main Orthodox church. By 

continuing to operate in these areas, the ROC-MP both helps to fulfil its mission to 

evangelize to its flock and legitimize its position as the Church of All Rus’. The current 

canonical territories of the ROC-MP are the fourteen countries in the FSU as well as 

China, Mongolia, Japan, and voluntary Russian Orthodox communities abroad.23 In order 

to justify continued operation in these territories, the ROC-MP must have parishioners 

within these areas. This necessitates that the ROC-MP maintain influence over its 

believers and expand its base of believers, particularly within these areas. 

Additionally, the UOC-MP has lost parishioners in recent years. In 2015, around 

14.8% of all Ukrainians identified themselves as believers in the ROC-MP, while 28.1% 

of all Ukrainians identified as believers of the UOC-KP and only 0.7% of Ukrainians 

identified as believers in the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church.24  By 2020, 

 
22 “Osnovnye printsipy otnosheniya Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi k inoslaviyu [Basic principles of the 
attitude of the Russian Orthodox Church towards heterodoxy],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ 
[Russian Orthodox Church], June 7, 2008, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/418840.html.  
23 “Glava I. Obshchie polozheniya [Chapter I. General Provisions],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ 
[Russian Orthodox Church], December 2, 2017, accessed April 14, 2023. 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/133115.html.  
24 Reiting Sotsiologichna gruppa [Rating Sociological Group], “Religious Preferences of the Population of 
Ukraine,” April 10, 2015, 
https://ratinggroup.ua/en/research/ukraine/religioznye_predpochteniya_naseleniya_ukrainy.html#:~:text=A
ccording%20to%20the%20study%2C%20the,and%20Protestant%20and%20Evangelical%20churches.  
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13.8% of Ukrainians identified themselves as belonging to the UOC-MP, a small yet 

significant drop in membership.25 By July 2022, after the start of the 2022 Russo-

Ukrainian War, only 4% of all Ukrainians identified themselves as members of the UOC-

MP.26  Conversely, the Orthodox Church of Ukraine has gained members since 2015. In 

2020, 34% of all Ukrainians identified themselves as members of the OCU, while in 

2022, 54% of all Ukrainians – over half of the entire population – identified as members 

of the OCU.27 This illustrates that members have left the UOC-MP for the OCU, which 

seems to have gained increased legitimacy within Ukraine following the receipt of its 

tomos from Constantinople. 

Prior research conducted by the Razumkov Center also illustrates the geographic 

and political splits which are inherent within Orthodox belief within Ukraine. According 

to one poll from 2020, around 19% of people polled from eastern Ukraine were members 

of the UOC-MP, a much higher percentage than in the general population, as compared to 

only 8.7% of people polled from the western portion of the country. Similarly, people 

who were polled were more likely to identify as members of the OCU in western Ukraine 

– around 42.2% of respondents – than in the eastern portion of the country – around 

23.4% of respondents. This geographical division also appeared within answers to the 

 
25 “Konfesiina ta tserkovna nalezhnist’ hromadyan Ukrainy (sichen’ 2020r. sotsiologiya) [Confession and 
church affiliation of citizens of Ukraine (January 2020 sociology)],” Razumkov Center,  February 3, 2020, 
https://razumkov.org.ua/napriamky/sotsiologichni-doslidzhennia/konfesiina-ta-tserkovna-nalezhnist-
gromadian-ukrainy-sichen-2020r.  
26 “DYNAMIKA RELIGIINOI SAMOIDENTYFIKATSII NASELENNYA UKRAINY: REZUL’TATY 
TELEFONNOGO OPYTUVANNYA, PROVEDENOHO 6-20 LIPYNA 2022 ROKU [Dynamics of 
Religious Self-Identification of the Population of Ukraine: Results of the Telephone Survey Held 6-20 July 
2022].” 
27 “Konfesiina ta tserkovna nalezhnist’ hromadyan Ukrainy (sichen’ 2020r. sotsiologiya) [Confession and 
church affiliation of citizens of Ukraine (January 2020 sociology)],”; DYNAMIKA RELIGIINOI 
SAMOIDENTYFIKATSII NASELENNYA UKRAINY: REZUL’TATY TELEFONNOGO 
OPYTUVANNYA, PROVEDENOHO 6-20 LIPYNA 2022 ROKU [Dynamics of Religious Self-
Identification of the Population of Ukraine: Results of the Telephone Survey Held 6-20 July 2022],”. 
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poll’s questions about party affiliation. Around 27% of respondents who identified as 

members of the Opposition for Life Party (OPZH), a pro-Russian party within Ukraine, 

identified as members of the UOC-MP as compared to only 14.7% of OPZH respondents 

who identified as members of the OCU.28  

These divisions and statistics illustrate the complex, geographic and political 

nature that belief has within Ukraine. Members of a certain church, such as the UOC-MP, 

are not only voicing their support for a particular theology but also for the political and 

geostrategic implications which are voiced by that organization. Thus, the extreme 

changes within church membership may have the ability to significantly change rhetoric 

or doxology within the church.  

Kremlin 

The ROC-MP also needs to maintain close ties with and influence over the 

Russian state in order to continue operation and therefore fulfil its larger theological 

missions. Continued operation within Russia is especially pertinent as the ROC is legally 

registered as a centralized religious organization within Russia.29 Furthermore, the 

Moscow Patriarchy, which is the highest authority within the ROC-MP is located, as 

suggested by the name, in Moscow.30 Therefore, relations with the Russian state are more 

important than with other countries both inside and outside of the canonical territories as 

they ensure the continued functioning and legality of the current structures of the ROC-

MP. Types of influence by the ROC-MP on the state can be defined using the framework 

 
28 “Konfesiina ta tserkovna nalezhnist’ hromadyan Ukrainy (sichen’ 2020r. sotsiologiya) [Confession and 
church affiliation of citizens of Ukraine (January 2020 sociology)].” 
29 “Glava I. Obshchie polozheniya [Chapter I. General Provisions].”  
30  “Glava IV. Patriarkh Moskovskii i vseya Rusi [Chapter IV. Patriarch of Moscow and All Rus’],” 
Russkaya Pravoslavyana Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], December 2, 2017. 
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outlined by Irina Papkova in The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics, namely 1.) 

influence on “concrete policy outcomes”; 2.) influence on state ideology; 3.) influence on 

political parties; and 4.) influence on voters.31 For this section, the first two types of 

influence – influence on policy and state ideology – are the most pertinent.  

The memory of oppression during the Soviet Union also serves as a driving force 

for the ROC-MP to try to garner influence with the Kremlin. While the ROC-MP was 

allowed to continue operation during most of the Soviet period, lack of freedom of 

religion remained a constant threat, and limits and restrictions on Church activities 

remained during nearly the entire period.32 This collective memory of state oppression is 

still commonly cited within official church communications, particularly in relation to the 

seizing of Church property and persecution of the faithful by the Soviet Union.33  

However, while the memory of Soviet oppression has led to efforts by ROC-MP 

leadership to court support from the Russian state, it also has to efforts to prevent the 

total integration of the ROC-MP into the state.  Many key leaders in the ROC-MP, 

including Patriarch Kirill, came of age during the Soviet Union and allegedly 

collaborated with Soviet intelligence services as part of the policy of sergianism, which 

saw the ROC-MP exchagne continued operation within the Soviet Union for full 

 
31 Irina Papkova, The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
11-12. 
32 See Philip Walters, “The Russian Orthodox Church and the Soviet State,” Annals of the American 
Academy, no. 483 (January 1986): 135-145. 
33 See, for example, Antonina Maga, “Novaya stranitsa v istorii narodov Russii i Estonii [A new page in the 
history of the peoples of Russia and Estonia],” JMP no. 7 (2013): 37, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2013_07.pdf for a quote from Patriarch Kirill on the “suffering of millions of 
people” due to repression during the Soviet period. Another quote on the seizure of Church property 
appears in the same edition. See “Pamyatnik vsepravoslavnogo edinstva: V Kronshtadte osvyashchen 
Nikol’skii Morskoi Sobor [A Monument to Pan-Orthodox Unity: St. Nicholas Naval Cathedral Consecrated 
in Kronstadt],” JMP no. 7 (2013): 24-25, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2013_07.pdf.  
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cooperation with the state.34 This incentivized Church leaders to attempt simultaneously 

to have some degree of influence over the State, rather than vice versa. This position is 

stated within the ROC-MP’s Social Conception which notes that “the state should not 

interfere in the life of the Church” and should “respect [the ROC-MP’s] canonical norms 

and other internal regulations.”35 This emphasizes the independence of the Church from 

total government control, such as was experienced during the Soviet Union or under the 

Russian Empire following subordination of the Church under Peter the Great. 

However, the separation between the ROC-MP and the Russian state is nominal, 

and both institutions maintain an influence in influencing each other. As noted by Irina 

Popkova, the ROC-MP blurs the line between a state-run and an independent church.36 

This is because the ROC-MP still maintains a strong incentive to try to wield influence 

over the state in order to ensure both its continued operation and relevance within the 

Russian Federation and its near abroad while also attempting to maintain perceived 

distance from the state. When cooperating with the Russian state, the ROC-MP attempts 

to balance these two impulses by maintaining nominal independence while also creating 

structures which help to integrate it into the Russian state. 

The ROC-MP bases much of the specific goals for cooperation with the Kremlin 

on the doctrinal concerns outlined in its Social Conception. These goals include greater 

 
34 Keith Armes, “Chekists in Cassocks: The Orthodox Church and the KGB,” Demokratizatsiya 1, no. 4 
(1993): 72-73, https://demokratizatsiya.pub/archives/01-4_armes.pdf; “Russian Patriarch Kirill Spied in 
Switzerland for KGB in 70s – Media,” The Moscow Times, February 6, 2023, 
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2023/02/06/russian-patriarch-kirill-spied-in-switzerland-for-kgb-in-70s-
media-a80151; Irina Papkova, The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics, 27-28. 
35 “Osnovy Sotsial’noi Kontseptsii Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi [Bases of the Social Concept of the 
Russian Orthodox Church],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], June 9, 2008. 
For additional analysis on the influence of relations with the Soviet Union on the conception of the Social 
Concept, see Papkova, The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics, 27-28. 
36 Papkova, The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics, 27. 
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integration of the ROC-MP into the Russian military, increased involvement of the ROC-

MP in public education, and influence over state positions on Russian identity and 

traditional values.37 Efforts to expand cooperation in these areas has resulted in 

restructuring of the highest echelons of the ROC-MP to accommodate the Church’s 

expanded roles in these areas. This is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5 of this 

thesis.  

The first goal for church-state cooperation is greater integration of the ROC-MP 

into the Russian Armed Forces. As stated by Dmitry Adamsky, efforts to integrate the 

church into the military began during the collapse of the Soviet Union as “the church saw 

the military as a vehicle that could allow it to play an important role in society by 

outreaching to all possible groups and to expand its influence in the government.”38 In 

return, the ROC-MP was able to provide a new ideological basis for action which 

replaced the discredited ideology of the Soviet Union. This helped to preserve continuity 

in the Russian Armed Forces and prevent complete demoralization despite the difficult 

political and social changes the military was experiencing.39 

The cooperation between the ROC-MP and the military engages in a process 

known as mutual legitimation. As defined by Bojidar Kolov, the phrase mutual 

legitimation is a  

“discursive dynamic formed by State narratives about the place and the 
role of the Church in Russian society on the one hand and official 
ecclesiastical articulations concerning secular governance on the other.”40 
 

 
37 Richters, The Post-Soviet Russian Orthodox Church, 150-152. 
38 Adamsky, Russian Nuclear Orthodoxy, 22. 
39 Adamsky, Russian Nuclear Orthodoxy, 21-23. 
40 Bojidar Kolov, “Main Cathedral of Mutual Legitimation: The Church of the Russian Armed Forces as a 
Site of Making Power Meaningful,” Religions 12, no. 925 (2021): 2. 
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Thus, both the ROC-MP and the Russian Armed Forces benefit from interaction as the 

religious policies of the ROC-MP help to frame and legitimize the new nationalist 

ideology of the Russian Federation, and the support of the armed forces provides 

additional authority to the ROC-MP’s ideological and theological claims. The framework 

of mutual legitimation can also be applied to the other forms of interaction between the 

ROC-MP and the Russian state, such as educational support or framing of so-called 

traditional values within Russian legislature, as cooperation between the ROC-MP and 

these state institutions also provides a similar type of mutual support for political and 

ideological goals.   

The second area of extensive cooperation between the ROC-MP and the Russian 

state is in the sphere of education. Efforts to educate the next generation of Russians are 

tied to the ROC-MP’s fight against other religious institutions within the Russian 

Federation, which quickly spread following the collapse of the Soviet Union. The ROC-

MP used the spread of these NRMs, such as Catholicism or the White Brotherhood, as 

justification for their efforts to increase education on Orthodoxy, which was framed as a 

traditional Russian religion.41 These efforts culminated in the introduction of mandatory 

religious or ideological education in the Russian public school system.42 While the efforts 

to mandate Orthodox education in schools were watered down significantly, they still 

illustrate the process of mutual legitimation. By engaging in public school education, the 

ROC-MP was able to legitimize its vision of an Orthodox Russian society with the next 

generation of Russians. Similarly, mandatory religious education within Russian schools 

 
41 Richters, The Post-Soviet Russian Orthodox Church, 38-41. 
42 Papkova, The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics, 93-99. 
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allows the Russian government to promote autocratic and nationalist ideas among young 

Russians, ideas which are also promoted by the ROC-MP. 

Finally, and most broadly, the ROC-MP cooperates with the Russian government 

to promote traditional values. These traditional values include anti-LGBTQ stances, 

opposition to abortion and most forms of fertility treatment, and promotion of traditional 

gender roles.43 For example, the ROC-MP has been a vocal supporter of defining 

marriage as a union between one man and one woman – a definition that was codified by 

the Russian Constitution in 2020 – and providing favored status to traditional religious 

organizations within Russia – a status which was de facto provided in the 1997 Law on 

Freedom of Conscience and Religious Associations.44 The legal changes in favor of the 

ROC-MP’s positions on traditional values indicate that it has had some success in  

Once again, this symbiotic relationship is consistent with the conceptualization of 

mutual legitimization. The Russian government has used efforts to promote traditional 

values to contrast Russia’s social and governmental model with those prevalent in 

Western Europe and the United States.45 The Russian state is able to continue its 

promotion of the conceptualization that it is antagonistic to the Western-led world order 

while the ROC-MP gains legitimacy as its values and ideology are promoted to a large 

audience both domestically in Russia and abroad. The success of the Kremlin’s use of the 

 
43 See “Osnovy sotsial’noi kontseptsii Russkoi Pravoslavmoi Tserkvi [Foundations of the Social 
Conception of the Russian Orthodox Church],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox 
Church], June 9, 2008, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/419128.html  
44 Pål Kolstø and Helge Blakkisrud, “Not So Traditional After All? The Russian Orthodox Church’s Failure 
as a ‘Moral Norm Entrepreneur,’” Washington, D.C.: PONARS Eurasia, Policy Memo No. 710, October 4, 
2021, https://www.ponarseurasia.org/not-so-traditional-after-all-the-russian-orthodox-churchs-failure-as-a-
moral-norm-entrepreneur/; Richters, The Post-Soviet Russian Orthodox Church, p. 43. 
45 Elena Stepanova, “‘The Spiritual and Moral Foundation of Civilization in Every Nation for Thousands of 
Years’: The Traditional Values Discourse in Russia,” Politics, Religion & Ideology 16, no. 2-3 (2015): 119-
136, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/21567689.2015.1068167.  
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ROC-MP to promote Russia’s conservative values abroad led Kristina Stoekl to describe 

the ROC-MP as a “moral norm entrepreneur” as it has increasingly evangelized a 

conservative moral system to key international actors, such as the UN Human Rights, in 

order to influence these groups into enacting more conservative policies.46 This in turn 

allows the Russian Federation to spread its anti-Western policy abroad. This mechanism 

of action is therefore mutually beneficial to both the ROC-MP and the Kremlin. 

While the ROC-MP may be characterized as a moral norm entrepreneur for its 

outreach abroad, it is not always successful in promoting its values to domestic actors. As 

noted by Kolstø and Blakkisrud, the Russian public is often unreceptive to the moral 

positions promoted by the ROC-MP.47 This could be a factor that leads the Kremlin to be 

less receptive to policies promoted by the ROC-MP as these policies could be alienating 

to the general public within the Russian federation. However, this notion needs to be 

balanced by the fact that Russian state policy may be chosen for other reasons than the 

will of the Russian people, such as the influence of other elite groups within the Russian 

Federation. In this case, these other factors may influence the Kremlin’s policy choices, 

making the argument that the policies of the ROC-MP are not popular within the general 

population of the ROC-MP less relevant.  

Summary and Conclusions 

The ROC-MP has many reasons for seeking to garner support from both its 

believers and states in which it operates. First, the ROC-MP has a spiritual mission to 

save the souls of the parishioners within its canonical territories. This means that the 

 
46 Kristina Stoeckl, “The Russian Orthodox Church as a moral norm entrepreneur,” Religion, State & 
Society 44, no. 2 (2016): 137-140, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09637494.2016.1194010. 
47 Kolstø and Blakkisrud, “Not So Traditional After All?” 
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Church has an obligation to attempt to maintain and expand its influence within its 

canonical territories. In addition to building relations with parishioners, the ROC-MP 

must build and expand influence within the states associated with its canonical territory 

in order to continue operation.  

Maintaining influence over the Russian state is of the most importance for the 

ROC-MP as it is a legal entity in Russia and the patriarchate is based in Russia. This 

means that the ROC-MP must attempt to build its influence with the Kremlin in order to 

shape Kremlin policy and influence state ideology. The ROC-MP engages in a process of 

mutual legitimation with the Russian state which rationalizes the conservative, statist 

trajectory of the ROC-MP and provides ideological support to the Kremlin. 

Ideally, the ROC-MP would be able to balance its support for the people with its 

support for the state. However, this appears to rarely be true in the case of the ROC-MP. 

In recent years, overbalancing towards the interests of the Kremlin have led to a mass 

defection of believers from the UOC-MP. This trend has been exacerbated by the 

beginning of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War which has highlighted the ROC-MP’s deep 

cooperation with the Kremlin. As discussed in the chapters covering the history of the 

ROC-MP, the trend of defection from the Church following increased integration by the 

church into the ideology and structure of the state is prevalent throughout the Church’s 

history and has proven to be extremely difficult to reverse. This seems to indicate that the 

current demographic shifts which have occurred within the UOC-MP are unlikely to shift 

in the immediate future, severely weakening the power which the UOC-MP had been 

able to wield in Ukraine.  



 

 25 

Chapter 4: Organizational Structure of the Russian Orthodox Church 
 

This chapter will discuss an overview of the current structure of the ROC-MP and 

recent changes to its leadership and structure. The focus of the organizational analysis 

will be on the Synodal level of the ROC-MP as the Holy Synod is responsible for making 

most of the day-to-day decisions for the church, such as approving new dioceses or 

appointing personnel to vacancies. The section following the overview of the Church 

hierarchy and Synodal structure will analyze recent personnel changes in the ROC-MP, 

focusing on changes which occurred following the start of the Russo-Ukrainian War in 

February 2022. Third, an analysis of major structural changes in the Holy Synod and 

Exarchates of the  

Hierarchy and Structure of the ROC-MP 

At its most basic level, the ROC-MP is internally organized into a three-step 

hierarchy with two tracks for promotion. One track is through the so-called black clergy, 

or celibate clergy, while the other track is through the white clergy, or the married clergy. 

The majority of priests are members of the white clergy, but only black clergy are eligible 

for bishoprics and to reach the highest ranks within the ROC-MP.48  

In addition to the two tracks for promotion, there are three distinct levels of the 

ROC-MP hierarchy. At the lowest level of the hierarchy is the deaconate who are allowed 

to help with services but are not eligible to perform any of the sacraments. In total, there 

are around 5,000 deacons within the ROC split between the white and black clergy. The 

next level of the hierarchy is the priest (svyashchenik) level. This is the largest division of 

 
48 Kent Niel, A Concise History of the Russian Orthodox Church, Washington: Academia Press, 2021, p. 
104; Petr Volkov, “Ierarkhiya Russkoi pravoslavnoi tserkvi. Infografika [Hierarchy of the Russian 
Orthodox Church. Infographic],” Argumenty i Fakty, April 20, 2016, accessed April 14, 2023. 
https://aif.ru/dontknows/actual/ierarhiya_russkoy_pravoslavnoy_cerkvi_infografika  



 

 26 

ROC-MP service, with around 35,000 total priests. Priests are allowed to perform all 

sacraments, except ordination. The top level of the hierarchy is the bishop level. This is 

the smallest division of the ROC-MP hierarchy, totaling around 350 total clergy and is 

only open to black clergy. Clergy at or above the rank of bishop can complete all 

sacraments, including ordination.49 

 

 
Figure 1: Adapted from Volkov, "Ierarkiya.” 

This highest level of the Church is also responsible for governance through 

several bodies: the Holy Synod, the Bishop’s Council, and the Patriarchy. While 

members of lower levels of the clergy and laity are participants in the Local Council 

(Pomestnyi Sobor), the highest body of governance within the ROC-MP, sessions of the 

Local Council can only be called by either the Council of Bishops or the Patriarch in 

 
49 Volkov, “Ierarkhiya”. 
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conjunction with the Holy Synod.50 The Local Council is responsible for resolving 

questions of autocephaly, autonomy, and Church canon as well as electing the Patriarch 

and is rarely convened.51 The Council of Bishops is also convened infrequently: at least 

every four years, before a Local Council, or in case of an emergency such as a 

disagreement between the Patriarch and the Holy Synod.52 The Holy Synod is, by 

contrast, responsible for resolving day-to-day questions and governing the Church.53 As a 

result, it will be the primary unit of analysis for this paper. 

The Holy Synod is currently made up of ten permanent members and five 

temporary members, chosen from leadership each of the diocesan divisions. Each 

temporary member serves one six-month session and cannot be recalled to the Holy 

Synod until after his two-year term as administrator for a given diocese has ended. 

Synodal sessions last from March-August and September-February, and the Patriarch can 

call for a meeting of the Holy Synod at any point during the session. The ten permanent 

members of the Holy Synod include the leaders of the following exarchates: Ukraine, 

Belarus, Moldova, Kazakhstan, and Central Asia. The other permanent members are the 

Patriarch, who acts as the first amongst equals on the Synod council, the head of DECR, 

the Metropolitan of St. Petersburg, the Metropolitan of Krutitsy and Kolomna, and the 

 
50 “Glava II. Pomestnyi Sobor [Chapter II. Local Council],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian 
Orthodox Church], December 2, 2017, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/133117.html. 
51 The Local Council was last convened in January 2009 to elect a new Patriarch following the death of 
Aleksei II. “Pomestnyi Sobor Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi sostoitsya 27-29 yanvarya 2009 goda [The 
Local Council of the Russian Orthodox Church Will Convene January 27-29, 2009],” Russkaya 
Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], December 10, 2008, 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/506823.html. 
52 “Glava III. Arkhiereiskii Sobor [Chapter III. Council of Bishops],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ 
[Russian Orthodox Church], December 2, 2017, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/document/133114/; “Glava 
V: Svyashchennyi Sinod [Chapter V: Holy Synod],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox 
Church], December 2, 2017, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/133126.html. 
53 “Glava V.” 
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business manager for the Patriarchate.54 Based on my analysis of the Holy Synod 

sessions, temporary members of the Holy Synod are chosen based on the following 

regional divisions: western Russia, Siberia, the Caucasus and Central Asia, western 

canonical territories, and dioceses outside of the canonical territories of the ROC-MP. 

The table below illustrates the composition of the Holy Synod. 

Title Status Region/Position Example Composition 
(February 2022) 

Patriarch of Moscow and All 
Rus’ 

Permanent Russia (head) Patriarch Kirill 

Metropolitan of Kyiv and All 
Ukraine 

Permanent Ukraine (head) Metropolitan Onufrii 

Metropolitan of Saint 
Petersburg and Ladoga 

Permanent Western Russia Metropolitan Varsonofii 

Metropolitan of Minsk and 
Slutsk, Patriarchal Exarch of All 
Belarus 

Permanent Belarus (head) Metropolitan Veniamin 

Metropolitan of Chisinau and 
All Moldova 

Permanent Moldova (head) Metropolitan Vladimir 

Metropolitan of Astana and 
Kazakhstan 

Permanent Kazakhstan (head) Metropolitan Aleksandr 

Metropolitan of Tashkent and 
Uzbekistan 

Permanent Uzbekistan, Central Asia 
(head) 

Metropolitan Vikentii 

Metropolitan of Krutitsy and 
Kolomna 

Permanent Western Russia Metropolitan Pavel 

Metropolitan of Volokolamsk Permanent Head of DECR Metropolitan Ilarion 
Metropolitan of Voskresensk Permanent Business Manager of the 

MP 
Metropolitan Dionisii 

Metropolitan, Archbishop, or 
Bishop 

Temporary Western (European) 
Russia 

Metropolitan of 
Stavropol and 
Nevinnomyssk Kirill 

Metropolitan, Archbishop, or 
Bishop 

Temporary Siberia/Far East Metropolitan of 
Khabarovsk and 
Priamuria Artemii 

Metropolitan, Archbishop, or 
Bishop 

Temporary Caucasus/Urals/Central 
Asia 

Bishop of Kamensky 
and Kamyshlovsky 
Mefodii 

Metropolitan, Archbishop, or 
Bishop 

Temporary Belarus/Moldova/Ukraine Metropolitan of 
Boryspil and Brovary 

Metropolitan, Archbishop, or 
Bishop 

Temporary Non-Canonical 
territories/Other 

Metropolitan of Vilna 
and Latvia Innokentii 

Table 1: Structure of Holy Synod. Sample membership is from February 2022, the latest available roster, and has since 
changed. 

 
54 Ibid. 
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The Holy Synod also oversees a variety of synodal institutions and commissions 

which oversee work on key Church policies and administration issues.55 Currently, there 

are twenty synodal institutions and commissions, which are broken down in Table 2 

below. Arguably, the most important synodal institution is the Department for External 

Church Relations (DECR; Otdel dveshnikh tserkovnykh svyazei; ODTsS). The head of 

DECR, officially titled the Metropolitan of Volokolamsk, has a permanent position on the 

Holy Synod, the only synodal institution with this honor. DECR is also the executive 

body for the Holy Synod and manages the administrative work for the Synod.56 

Additionally, Patriarch Kirill was head of DECR prior to his election to the Patriarchy 

and was able to utilize this position to promote his vision of Orthodoxy both domestically 

and abroad. In this position, he was able to promote ROC-MP goals to the Russian 

government, including integrating Orthodox ideology into the Russian military and 

promoting rhetoric on the role of the Russian World (russkii mir) to the Russian 

government, as “the main ecclesiastical ideologist” of the ROC-MP.57 The permanent 

position on the Holy Synod and Patriarch Kirill’s influence during his time as head of 

DECR both speak to DECR’s important role in shaping Church ideology and policy.  

Department Name Year 
Created 

Role Current 
Chairman 

Appointed Notes 

Publishing Council 
of the Russian 
Orthodox Church 

1994 Coordination of publishing 
activities; review of 
submitted publication 

Kliment 
(Kapalin), 
Metropolitan of 
Kaluga and 
Borovsk 

2009  

Department for 
External Church 
Relations (DECR) 

1946 Executive body of the 
Patriarch of the ROC-MP 
and the Holy Synod; 
implements external 
relatioor MP with both 
churches and states 

Metropolitan 
Antonii 
(Sevryuk) 

2022 Previous head 
(Metropolitan Ilarion 
(Alfeev)) potentially 
released due to failure to 
support war in Ukraine  

 
55 Ibid. 
56 “Glava V”; “Otdel vneshnikh tserkovnykh svyazei (OVTsS) [Department of External Church Relations 
(DECR)],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church],” accessed April 14, 2023, 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/52719.html.  
57 Adamsky, Russian Nuclear Orthodoxy, 23-24, 85-87, 153. 
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Patriarchal Council 
for Culture 

2010 Coordinates with state 
cultural institutions and the 
public in the canonical 
territories of the Moscow 
Patriarchate 

Metropolitan 
Tikhon 
(Shevkunov) of 
Pskov and 
Porkhov 

2016 Reorganized in 2016 

Synodal Biblical 
and Theological 
Commission 

1993 Researches and approves 
biblical and theological 
doctrine 

Metropolitan 
Ilarion of 
Budapest and 
Hungary 
(Alfeev) 

2011 Coordinating Center for the 
Development of 
Theological Science in the 
Russian Orthodox Church 
operated under this 
institution from 2013-2022 

Synodal Library of 
the Moscow 
Patriarchate 

1987 Public library for all 
church documents 

Archpriest 
Aleksandr 
Troitskii 

2019 Under Educational 
Committee of the Russian 
Orthodox Church since 
2018 

Synodal Liturgical 
Commission 

1989 Compiles, approves, and 
researches ROC-MP 
liturgy 

Metropolitan 
Konstantin 
(Goryanov) of 
Petrozavodsk 
and Karelia 

2014  

Synodal 
Commission on 
Bioethics 

2021 Researches and provides 
Orthodox view on 
bioethics 

Bishop Siluan 
(Nikitin) of 
Peterhof and 
Vicar of St. 
Petersburg 
Diocese 

2021 Bishop Siluan was 
appointed to the Ethics 
Council of the Ministry of 
Health of the Russian 
Federation in 2022 

Synodal 
Commission on the 
Canonization of 
Saints 

1989 Researches and prepares 
cases for the canonization 
of saints for the Moscow 
Patriarch 

Bishop 
Pankratii 
(Zherdev) of 
Troitskii† 

2011  

Synodal 
Commission for 
Interaction with the 
Cossacks 

2010 Cooperates with Cossacks Metropolitan 
Kirill 
(Pokrovskii) of 
Stavropol and 
Nevinnomyssk 

2010  

Synodal Missionary 
Department 

1995 Conducts missionary 
activities in Siberia and the 
Far East and runs the 
Center for the 
Rehabilitation of Victims 
of Non-Traditional 
Religions 

Bishop Evfimii 
(Moiseev) of 
Lukhovitsk† 

2021 Сenter for Support of 
Missionary Camps was 
established in the 
Department in 2021 

Synodal 
Department for 
Coordination with 
the Armed Forces 
and Law 
Enforcement 
Agencies 
(DRAFLEA) 

1995 Coordinates with the 
Armed Forces of the 
Russian Federation and 
law enforcement agencies 
within Russia, controls 
military priests within the 
Russian Federation 

Priest Oleg 
Ovcharov 

2022 Position of Protopresbyter 
of the Military and Naval 
Clergy, which was 
abolished in 1918 and 
revived in June 2022. 
Current head of the 
department (Oleg 
Ovcharov) was a career 
military officer prior to 
ordination in the ROC-MP 
in 2018 

Synodal 
Department for 
Coordination of the 
Church with Society 
and Mass Media 

2015 Coordinates with society 
and the mass media 

Vladimir 
Romanovich 
Legoyda 

 

2015 Merger of the Synodal 
Department for Relations 
between the Church and 
Society and the Synodal 
Information Department; 
current head is also the 
interim director of the Press 
Service of the Moscow 
Patriarchate since 2019 

Synodal 
Department for 
Youth Affairs 

2000 Organizes missionary work 
with youth and youth 
education 

Bishop Serafim 
(Amelchenkov) 
of Istra† 

2017  

Synodal 
Department for 
Monasteries and 
Monasticism 

2010 Assists new and resurgent 
monasteries on internal 
organization 

Metropolitan 
Feognost 
(Guzikov) of 
Kashirskii† 

2010 Transformed from a 
commission to a department 
in 2012 
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Synodal 
Department for 
Prison Ministry 

2010 Provides ministry in 
prisons and interacts with 
human rights organizations 
and the public; trains 
prison chaplains 

Bishop Irinarkh 
of Ramenskii 
(Grezin)† 

2020  

Synodal 
Department for 
Church Charity and 
Social Service 

1991 Coordinates church social 
initiatives and charities 
related to orphans and 
families, the elderly and 
disabled, the homeless, and 
addicts 

Bishop 
Panteleimon 
(Shatov) of 
Vereya† 

2017  

Synodal 
Department for 
Religious Education 
and Catechism 

1991 In charge of managing and 
developing religious 
education at Russian 
Orthodox Church 
organizations and schools 

Metropolitan 
Evgenii 
(Kulberg) of 
Yekaterinburg 
and 
Verkhoturye† 

2020  

Directorate of 
Affairs of the 
Moscow Patriarchy 

N/A* Division of the Moscow 
Patriarchate which 
functions as a synodal 
institution; aids the 
Patriarch for completion of 
official duties 

Metropolitan 
Dionisii 
(Porubai) of 
Voskresensk† 

2019 Directorate was reorganized 
in 2021 to two additional 
departments (the 
Department of Analytics 
and the Department for 
Current Affairs) 

Education 
Commission of the 
Russian Orthodox 
Church 

1945 In charge of managing 
theological training for 
clergy and other religious; 
Inspects spiritual education 
organizations 

Archpriest 
Maksim Kozlov 

2018  

Table 2: Current Departments and Commissions of the Holy Synod of the ROC-MP. Green rows represent departments 
with changes in heads following start of 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War. Rows in orange represent departments and 
commissions created since 2010. Chairmen with daggers after their names are also Vicars of His Holiness of Moscow 
and All Rus’. See note for sources used. 

Russian Orthodox Churches outside of the Russian Federation 

Four divisions exist for churches with ties to the Moscow Patriarchy outside the 

territory of the Russian Federation: the UOC-MP, exarchates, self-governing churches, 

and autonomous churches. Autonomous churches have the least degree of connection to 

the Moscow Patriarchate as they have been given the right to act autonomously within 

their canonical territory. The Moscow Patriarchate only recognizes autonomous churches 

which have been given a tomos issued by the Moscow Patriarchate and approved by a 

Local Council. Autonomous churches are primarily tied to the ROC-MP through 

historical relations between the churches.58  

 
58 “Glava XI. Avtonomnye Tserkvi [Chapter XI. Autonomous Churches],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya 
Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], December 2, 2017, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/1405097.html.  
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Self-governing churches, the UOC-MP, and exarchates are all more subordinate 

to the Moscow Patriarchate than autonomous churches but still retain some degree of 

autonomy on their designated territories. These three structures have their own Holy 

Synods, Councils, and primates which decide matters internal to the church division. 

However, these divisions are still subordinate to the decisions made by the Moscow 

Patriarchate and the Local and Bishops’ Councils of the ROC-MP. 59 The table below 

provides an overview of the different divisions of the ROC-MP outside of Russia. 

The Central Asian churches, in contrast to those located in Europe, are organized 

into Metropolitan Districts [mitropolichii okrug] of the Russian Orthodox Church. These 

divisions are not separately chartered from the ROC-MP, unlike the exarchates, UOC-

MP, or self-governing churches. Rather, they are collectives of dioceses within 

Kazakhstan and the other Central Asian states which have been combined for easier 

administration by the Moscow Patriarchate and the local diocesan leaders.60 

Head Body Division Name Type Established Head Notes 
Moscow 
Patriarchate 

Ukrainian Orthodox 
Church - MP 

UOC-MP 1990 Metropolitan Onufrii 
of Kyiv and All 
Ukraine† 

Declared its independence 
and autonomy during 
Council meeting in May 
2022 following Russian 
invasion 

Latvian Self-governing 
Orthodox Church 

Self-
governing 

1992 Metropolitan 
Aleksandr 
(Kudryashov) of  

Council petitioned for 
autocephaly in October 
2022; decision is currently 
under review  

Orthodox Church of 
Moldova 

Self-
governing 

1992 Metropolitan 
Vladimir 
(Kantaryan) of 
Chisinau and All 
Moldova 

 

 
59 “Glava X. Ukrainskaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Chapter X. Ukrainian Orthodox Church],” Russkaya 
Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], December 2, 2017, 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5082273.html; “Glava XIII. Ekzarkhaty [Chapter XIII. Exarchate],” 
Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], December 2, 2017, 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/133136.html.  
60 “Mitropolichii okrug Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi v Respublike Kazakhstan [Metropolitan Okrug of the 
Russian Orthodox Church in the Republic of Kazakhstan],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian 
Orthodox Church], accessed April 14, 2023, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/1231147.html; 
“Sredneaziatskii mitropolichii okrug Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi [Central Asian Metropolitan Okrug of 
the Russian Orthodox Church],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], accessed 
April 14, 2023. http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/1231147.html.  
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Russian Orthodox 
Church Outside of 
Russia (ROCOR) 

Self-
governing 

2007 Metropolitan 
Nikolai (Olkhovsky) 
of Eastern America 
and New York 

 

Estonian Orthodox 
Church of the Moscow 
Patriarchate 

Self-
governing 

1993 Metropolitan 
Evgenii 
(Reshetnikov) of 
Tallinn and All 
Estonia 

Self-governance was 
originally established in 
1920 and reconfirmed in 
1993 

Belarusian Exarchate of 
the Moscow Patriarchate 

Exarchate 1989 Metropolitan 
Veniamin (Tupeko) 
of Minsk and 
Zaslavskii†  

New charter submitted in 
2022 

Patriarchal Exarchate of 
Africa 

Exarchate 2021 Metropolitan Leonid 
(Gorbachev) of Klin 

Established in response to 
schism between ROC-MP 
and Orthodox Church of 
Alexandria over OCU tomos 

Patriarchal Exarchate of 
Western Europe 

Exarchate 2018 Metropolitan Nestor 
(Sirotenko) of 
Korsun and Western 
Europe 

 

Patriarchal Exarchate of 
Southeast Asia 

Exarchate 2018 Metropolitan Sergii 
(Chashin) of 
Singapore and 
Southeast Asia 

 

Central Asian 
Metropolitan Okrug of 
the Russian Orthodox 
Church 

Metropolitan 
Okrug 

2011 Metropolitan 
Vikentii (Morar’) of 
Tashkent and 
Uzbekistan† 

 

Metropolitan Okrug of 
the Russian Orthodox 
Church in the Republic 
of Kazakhstan 

Metropolitan 
Okrug 

2003 Metropolitan 
Aleksandr (Mogilev) 
of Astana and 
Kazakhstan† 

 

Autonomous Chinese Autonomous 
Orthodox Church 

Autonomous 1956 N/A Orthodoxy is not recognized 
as an official religion in 
China, so operations of the 
church are limited 

Finnish Autonomous 
Orthodox Church 

Autonomous 1923 Archbishop Leo 
(Makkonen) 

 

Japanese Autonomous 
Orthodox Church 

Autonomous 1970 Metropolitan Daniil 
(Nushiro Ikio) 

 

Table 3: Structure of churches not located on the territory of the Russian Federation. Churches highlighted in orange 
were established under Patriarch Kirill. Churches highlighted in green have reconsidered their relations with the 
Moscow Patriarchate following the Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. Heads marked with daggers are also 
permanent members of the Holy Synod of the ROC-MP. 

Recent Personnel Changes 

The May 2022 Synodal Meeting and concurrent Council Meeting of the UOC-MP 

indicated a major split, and possibly a schism, between the ROC-MP and the UOC-MP. 

If this split continues, as seems likely, it has implications for the makeup of the Holy 

Synod of the ROC-MP. Two members, one permanent and one temporary, are included 

in each session of the Holy Synod of the ROC-MP. The ROC-MP has largely refused to 

address the split and continues to treat the UOC-MP as a subordinate exarchate. Rather 

than condemn members of the UOC-MP Council which called for independence, the 
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official publications have ceased to mention UOC-MP members not in alignment with the 

Moscow Patriarchate. For example, members of the Holy Synod were not mentioned in 

the July 2022 issue of JMP, which published the journals approved during the May Holy 

Synod meeting, even though publishing Synod members had been standard practice for 

the JMP prior to this point.61 This is particularly notable as the May meeting of the ROC-

MP Holy Synod coincided with the UOC-MP’s meeting declaring independence from the 

Moscow Patriarchy.62  

Additionally, the former head of DECR, Metropolitan Ilarion of Budapest and 

Hungary (formerly Metropolitan Ilarion of Volokolamsk), was removed from his post on 

June 7, 2022. No official reason was provided for his removal as head of DECR, and he 

was concurrently stripped of several other titles, including his position as a permanent 

member of the Holy Synod, which was tied to his role as head of DECR, and his role as 

the Rector of the Saints Cyril and Methodius General Church Postgraduate and Doctoral 

Studies.63 However, some observers noted that Ilarion had provided lukewarm support 

for the war and had made statements opposing war in general in January 2022.64 Notably, 

the interview in which statements were made was pulled from DECR’s website following 

 
61 Typically, the list of Synod members would appear on the last page of journal entries for the Holy Synod. 
This would be located on “Opredeleniya Svyashchennogo Sinoda [Definitions of the Holy Synod,” JMP, 
no. 7 (2022): 29, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2022_07.pdf, but the article instead ends with the final journal 
entry for the Holy Synod. 
62 See “Postanovlenie Sobora Ukrainskoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi ot 27 maya 2022 goda [Resolutions of the 
Council of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church dated May 27, 2022],” Ukrainskaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ 
Sinodal’nyi informatsionno-prosvetitel’skii otdel UPTs [Ukrainian Orthodox Church Synodal Information 
and Education Department of the UOC], May 27, 2022, https://news.church.ua/2022/05/27/postanovlenie-
sobora-ukrainskoj-pravoslavnoj-cerkvi-ot-27-maya-2022-goda/?lang=ru#2023-04-14; “Sluzheniya i 
vstrechi Svyateishego Patriarkha Kirilla [Services and Meetings of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill],” JMP, 
no. 7 (2022): 10. 
63 “Zhurnal No. 61 [Journal No. 61],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], June 
7, 2022, accessed April 14, 2023. http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5934527.html.  
64 Luke Coppen, “Metropolitan Hilarion moved in Russian Orthodox Church shake-up,” Catholic News 
Agency, June 7, 2022, https://angelusnews.com/news/world/metropolitan-hilarion-moved-in-russian-
orthodox-church-shake-up/.  
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Ilarion’s removal from his position as chairman of DECR.65 This supports the theory that 

Ilarion was demoted from his senior position within the ROC-MP due to his positions on 

the Russo-Ukrainian War.  

Metropolitan Ilarion’s removal from his position as the head of DECR provides 

circumstantial support for the supposition that the ROC-MP is preventing members of 

leadership from speaking out against the war with the threat of removal from the church. 

As of March 2023, no major leaders within the ROC-MP at the level of the bishopric or 

higher have publicly spoken out against the war. Observers have speculated that this has 

occurred for two reasons. First, the majority of bishops and clergy support the war. 

Second, Patriarch Kirill may have pressured the highest level of leadership to publicly 

support the war.66 While some observers have blamed Metropolitan Ilarion’s anti-war 

statements for his removal from his position, others have stated that his failure to promote 

Russia’s war efforts may have caused his fall from power. Pål Kolstø noted that Ilarion 

may have been removed from his position as head of DECR not because of his statements 

from January 2022 but rather due to his failure to publicly support Russia’s invasion.67 

Regardless, observers seem to have come to a consensus that Ilarion failed to sufficiently 

support the Russian invasion into Ukraine and was punished for this deviation from 

unofficial church policy. 

 
65 “Metropolitan Hilarion: War is not a method for solving accumulated political problems,” The Russian 
Orthodox Church Department for External Church Relations, January 29, 2022, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20220619230015/https://mospat.ru/en/news/88917/.  The page is still available 
on the Internet Archive, which shows the last active crawl for the page occurring on June 19, 2022, twelve 
days after Ilarion was removed from his position as head of DECR.  
66 Sergei Chapnin, “Theology of War’ in Sermons and Public Speeches of the ROC Bishops and Clergy: A 
New Framework for the Post-Soviet Civil Religion” (presentation, “The Russian Orthodox Church: 
Ideology, Politics, and War,” January 26, 2023). Chapnin formerly was a member of the ROC-MP clergy 
and the editor of the JMP. 
67 Pål Kolstø, “Opposition to the War in Ukraine among the Russian Orthodox” (presentation, “The 
Russian Orthodox Church: Ideology, Politics and War,” January 26, 2023). 
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Another major change in Synodal leadership was the appointment of Priest Oleg 

Ovcharov to the position of Chairman of the Synodal Department for Relations with the 

Armed Forces and Law Enforcement Agencies (DRAFLEA). This is immediately 

noticeable as Ovcharov is currently the lowest ranked chairmen of a Synodal Department 

and has only been a clergy member for five years. Additionally, Ovcharov is a member of 

the white clergy who are usually restricted from the highest levels of leadership within 

the ROC-MP.68 However, Ovcharov’s biography uniquely equips him with the ability to 

coordinate between the ROC-MP and the Russian military. Prior to his ordination as a 

priest in 2018, Ovcharov was a member of the Russian Armed Forces, and he served as a 

lecturer at the Military University of the Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation 

until 2017, a year before his ordination. Ovcharov was appointed as head of DRAFLEA 

on May 27, 2022, and on June 7, 2022, he was appointed to the newly restored position 

of protopresbyter of the armed and naval clergy.69  

The appointment of Ovcharov both to his position as chairman of DRAFLEA and 

the position of protopresbyter of the armed and naval clergy indicate efforts to create 

closer relations between the ROC-MP and the state following the start of the 2022 

Russian invasion of Ukraine. As noted by Dmitry Adamsky, ROC-MP clergy have been 

used to improve moral for Russian troops at both the front and the rear of the war.70 In 

addition, closer ties between the ROC-MP and the Russian government may have been 

instigated in order to provide intelligence and logistical support for Russia’s invasion of 

 
68 See Figure 1 for ROC-MP hierarchy and corresponding white and black clergy ranks for more detail on 
ROC-MP hierarchy. 
69 “Oleg Ovcharov, ierei [Oleg Ovcharov, priest],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox 
Church], accessed March 28, 2023, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5931425.html.  
70 Dmitry Adamsky, “Church in War: Ecclesiastical Contributions Towards and On the Battlefield” 
(presentation, The Russian Orthodox Church: Ideology, Politics, and War, January 26, 2023). 
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Ukraine.  A report published by RUSI in March 2023 stated that the ROC-MP’s “priests 

were widely recruited and run by the Russian special services and their monasteries and 

churches used as safe houses for equipment and personnel.”71 Having a liaison from the 

ROC-MP with experience in the Russian Armed Forces may have helped facilitate this 

closer relationship between the ROC-MP and the Russian military and provided 

ideological, intelligence, and logistical support for Russia’s war on Ukraine. 

Recent Structural Changes 

Several recent structural changes in the ROC-MP have led to changes in policy 

stance and indicated the increasingly pro-Kremlin stance of the ROC-MP. First, changes 

in the structure of the Holy Synod have strengthened the ties between the Russian state 

and the ROC-MP. Second, strains between the ROC-MP and other Orthodox churches 

and states over the autocephaly of the OCU and the start of the Russo-Ukrainian war 

have led to changes in the structures of the self-governing churches and exarchates of the 

ROC-MP. These changes with associated churches with the ROC-MP indicate that the 

leaders of the church have prioritized ideology on the status of Ukraine and Ukrainian 

Orthodox Churches over building relations with Orthodox believers. 

In total, the Holy Synod created six new divisions since 2010, the start year for 

this thesis’s analysis. Of these departments, three have official roles which call for direct 

interaction between the ROC-MP and the Russian state: the Synodal Department for 

Prison Ministry, the Synodal Commission on Bioethics, and the Patriarchal Council for 

 
71 Jack Watling, Oleksandr V. Danylyuk, and Nick Reynolds, “Preliminary Lessons from Russia’s 
Unconventional Operations During the Russo-Ukrainian War, February 2022-February 2023,” (London: 
RUSI, March 29, 2023), 11. 
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Culture. By formalizing these synodal institutions, the ROC-MP communicated its plans 

to deepen and formalize cooperation with the Russian state in these areas. 

The Synodal Department for Prison Ministry, which was created in 2010, works 

directly in prisons alongside the Federal Penitentiary Service of the Russian Federation in 

accordance with Cooperation Agreements signed by leaders of the ROC-MP with 

Russian officials. These agreements allow ROC-MP clergy to be permanently posted in 

sixteen correction institutions, and, as of 2010, 1,100 Orthodox clergy served either full- 

or part-time in Russian prisons.72 While the Synodal Department states that it mainly 

serves prisoners, the agreements signed with the Federal Penitentiary Service also 

indicate that one of the main areas of cooperation with the state is “meeting the spiritual 

needs of employees of the penitentiary system and their families” and “cadets of 

educational institutions of the Federal Penitentiary Service of Russia”.73 The provision of 

support to employees of the Federal Penitentiary Service and their families mirrors the 

efforts of the ROC-MP to integrate Orthodoxy into the structures of the Russian Armed 

Forces, an issue prominently promoted by Patriarch Kirill.74 The inclusion of prison 

personnel in the agreements between the Synodal Department for Prison Ministry and the 

Federal Penitentiary Service of the Russian Federation supports the hypothesis that the 

synodal department was created to increase integration of the ROC-MP into structures of 

the Russia state. 

 
72 “Osnovnye napravleniya raboty i deyatel’nosti Sinodal’nogo otdela po tyuremnomu sluzheniyu[The 
main areas of work and activities of the Synodal Department for Prison Ministry],” Russkaya 
Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], May 25, 2011, 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/1492496.html.  
73 “Soglashenie ot 22 fevralya 2011 goda [Agreement dated February 22, 2011],” Tyuremnoe sluzhenie 
[Prison Ministry], February 22, 2011, http://anastasia-
uz.ru/index/soglashenie_ot_22_fevralja_2011_goda/0-281.  
74 For discussion of ROC-MP efforts to integrate Orthodoxy into the structures of the Russian Armed 
Forces see, for example Adamsky, Russian Nuclear Orthodoxy, pp. 98-99. 
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The Synodal Commission on Bioethics also has ties with the Russian state. The 

commission is primarily interested in promoting a conservative perspective on fertility – 

particularly artificial fertilization – and reproduction within the Russian Federation. The 

initial decision to establish a bioethics commission was triggered by research completed 

by the Commission of the Inter-Council Presence on Theology and Theological 

Education on the “ethical problems associated with the method of in vitro fertilization.”75 

Papers written by commission members include “Reproductive technologies: Gift or 

temptation?” and “Infertility,” which states that “methods of in vitro fertilization are not 

blessed by the Church.”76 This condemnation of in vitro by members of the ROC-MP is 

consistent with the ROC-MP’s Social Conception, which denounces in vitro fertilization 

and artificial insemination.77 Katya Richters notes in The Post-Soviet Russian Orthodox 

Church that the Social Conception can be viewed as road map for the idealized ways that 

the ROC-MP could coordinate with the Kremlin to guide policy within the Russian 

Federation.78 The synergy between the Social Conception and the published works of the 

Commission on Bioethics on the issue of artificial insemination therefore suggest that the 

ROC-MP is using the commission to promote its conservative views on reproduction to 

the Russian state. 

 
75 “Uchrezhdena Sinodal’naya komissiya po bioetike [Establishment of the Synodal Commission on 
Bioethics],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], April 13, 2021, 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5797581.html.  
76Nikolai Balashov, “Reproduktivnye tekhnologii: Dar ili iskushenie [Reproductive technologies: Gift or 
temptation],” in Pravoslavie i problem bioetiki [Orthodoxy and Problems of Bioethics], ed. Dmitrii 
Smirnov, A.V. Nedostup, and I. V. Siluyanova, (Moscow: Russian Orthodox Church Patriarchal 
Commission on Questions of the Family, Protection of Motherhood, and Children, 2017), 72-83, 
https://scbioethics.ru/1511202111; Sergei Filimonov and Yu. Yu. Toropokova, “Besplodie [Infertility],” 
(Saint Petersburg: Panteleimon Leaflet, 2017), 9, https://scbioethics.ru/15112021111. 
77 “Osnovny”. 
78 Katya Richters, The Post-Soviet Russian Orthodox Church, 22-23. 
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The efforts of the Bioethics Commission have not been limited to promoting 

conservative views on reproduction through its writing. While it was established 

ostensibly to research and discuss issues related to “bioethics,” the commission quickly 

became integrated into the Russian state. In April 2022, one year after the establishment 

of the synodal commission, the chairman of the commission, Bishop Siluan (Nikitin) was 

appointed as a member of the Ethics Council of the Ministry of Health of the Russian 

Federation.79 Another member of the synodal commission, Metropolitan Konstantin of 

Petrozavodsk, is also a member of the Ethics Council of the Ministry of Health.80 The 

presence of multiple members of the synodal commission on Russia’s health ethics 

council shows that the ROC-MP has been successful in leveraging changes in synodal 

structure to increase its influence on the Russian state. 

The third new synodal structure with direct ties to the Russian state and Russian 

policy makers is the Patriarchal Council for Culture, which, despite its name, has the 

status of a synodal department. The stated goal of this council is to cooperate on “issues 

of dialogue and interaction with state cultural institutions… as well as other similar 

organizations in the countries of the canonical space of the Moscow Patriarchate.”81 

However, despite officially representing cultures from other territories in which the ROC-

MP operates, the council skews heavily towards the promotion of Russian culture. 

 
79 “Siluan, episkop Petergofskii, vikarii Sankt-Peterburgskoi eparkhii (Nikitin Sergei Sergeevich) [Siluan, 
Bishop of Peterhof, Vicar of the Saint Petersburg Diocese (Nikitin Sergei Sergeevich)],” Russkaya 
Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], accessed April 15, 2023. 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5468865.html.  
80 “Mitropolit Petrozavodskii Konstantin prinyal uchastie v ocherednom zasedanii Soveta po etike pri 
Ministerstve zdravookhraneniya RF [Metropolitan of Petrozavodsk Konstantin took part in a regular 
meeting of the Ethics Council of the Ministry of Health of the Russian Federation],” Sinodal’naya 
komissiya po bioetike [Synodal Commission on Bioethics], accessed April 15, 2023.  
https://scbioethics.ru/20001822.  
81 “Patriarshii sovet po kul’ture [Patriarchal Council for Culture],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ 
[Russian Orthodox Church], http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/141942.html.  
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Current projects run by the council include “Russia is my history [sic]” and the Society of 

Russian Literature.82 The Patriarchal Council on Culture also actively cooperates with the 

Ministry of Culture of the Russian Federation, including on projects which spread 

misinformation about Ukraine. In November 2022, the council cooperated with the 

Russian Ministry of Culture on the exhibit “Ukraine. At the turn of the era [sic]” which 

depicted the Russian invasion of Ukraine as a necessary result of the “cultivation of 

Nazism [and] nationalism” in Ukraine. The exhibit was also visited by senior members of 

both the ROC-MP and the Kremlin, including Patriarch Kirill, Vladimir Putin, and the 

Minister of Education of the Russian Federation Sergei Kravtsov.83 This cooperation 

between the Patriarchal Council on Culture and the Russian state supports the hypothesis 

that changes in the structure of the ROC-MP have increased support of the church for the 

Russian state and increasingly hostile stances towards Ukraine. 

Changes have also occurred in the structure of the exarchates and self-governing 

churches as a result of the changes in ROC-MP policies. The first change chronologically 

was the establishment of the Patriarchal Exarchate of Africa, which was established in 

2021 due to a schism between the ROC-MP and the Orthodox Church of Alexandria over 

the latter’s support of the OCU.84 Two additional changes in ROC-MP structure occurred 

as a result of the start of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian war. First, the UOC-MP declared its 

 
82 “Proekty [Projects],” Moskovskii patriarkhat: Patriarshii sovet po kul’ture [Moscow Patriarchate: 
Patriarchal Council on Culture], accessed April 15, 2023. http://psk-mp.ru/159/. 
83 “Bolee 55 000 zritelei posetili v Moskve vystavku ‘Ukraina. Na perelomakh epoch [More than 55,000 
spectators visited the exhibition ‘Ukraine. At the turn of the era’],” Moskovskii Patriarkhat: Patriarshii 
sovet po kul’ture [Moscow Patriarchate: Patriarchal Council on Culture], November 25, 2022, https://psk-
mp.ru/149641.html.  
84 “Zhurnaly Svyashennogo Sinoda ot 29 dekabrya 2021 goda: Zhurnal No. 100 [Journals of the Holy 
Synod from December 29, 2021: Journal No. 100],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox 
Church], December 29, 2021. http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5877047.html.  
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independence and autonomy during a Council meeting in May 2022.85 While the exact 

structural implications of this decision are unclear, the declaration seems to have severely 

strained the relationship between the ROC-MP and the UOC-MP. Finally, the Council of 

the Latvian Self-governing Orthodox Church petitioned for autocephaly in October 2022 

in direct response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.86  

The ROC-MP’s decision to establish a new African exarchate was explicitly 

triggered by the schism between the ROC-MP and the Orthodox Church of Alexandria 

over the decision by Alexandria to recognize the tomos issued by the Constantinople 

Patriarchate granting the OCU autocephaly. Additionally, clergy who appealed to join the 

ROC-MP after the acceptance of the tomos by Alexandria were allowed to join the new 

exarchate. 87 Since its establishment in December 2022, leaders in the exarchate have 

completed missionary and humanitarian work across Africa and met with other Christian 

leaders across the continent. By July 2022, the exarchate reported having worked or had 

meetings in the following countries: Uganda, Tanzania, Kenya, Nigeria, Zambia, the 

Republic of Congo, Cameroon, Malawi, Madagascar, and Mauritius. 88  

These efforts to increase cooperation between the ROC-MP’s African exarchate 

and local African clergy and citizens mirrors efforts by the Russian government to 

increase its cooperation with African countries. According to a January 2023 Institute for 

 
85 “Postanovlenie Sobora Ukrainskoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi ot 27 maya 2022 goda [Meeting of the Council 
of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church on May 27, 2022],” Ukrainskaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ Sinodal’nyi 
informatsionno-prosvetitel’skii otdel UPTs [Ukrainian Orthodox Church Synodal Information and 
Education Department of the UOC], May 27, 2022. https://news.church.ua/2022/05/27/postanovlenie-
sobora-ukrainskoj-pravoslavnoj-cerkvi-ot-27-maya-2022-goda/?lang=ru#2023-03-31.   
86 “Latviiskaya samoupravlyaemaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Latvian Self-governing Orthodox Church],” 
Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church], accessed April 15, 2023, 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/79088.html.  
87 “Zhurnaly Syvashennogo Sinoda ot 29 dekabrya 2021 goda: Zhurnal No. 100.”  
88 “V edinstve v Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkov’yu [In unity with the Russian Orthodox Church],” JMP no. 
7 (2022): 41-43, accessed April 15, 2023. http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2022_07.pdf.  
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Security Studies report, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov will have visited twelve 

African countries by February 2023, the one-year anniversary of Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine. 89 Of these countries, three – Mauritania, the Republic of the Congo, and 

Uganda – had both visits from Lavrov and ROC-MP exarchate activity. Russia has 

increased its efforts to court African leaders in recent years through its use of both hard 

and soft power, and the ROC-MP is an important part of Russia’s soft power toolkit.90 

Therefore, creating the African exarchate allows the ROC-MP to not only retaliate 

against the Orthodox Church of Alexandria’s stance on OCU independence but also 

allows the ROC-MP to continue to increase Russia’s soft power in Africa at a critical 

time for its position on the international stage. 

The first of the two post-invasion structural changes within the ROC-MP occurred 

in May 2022, when the UOC-MP declared its independence and autonomy from the 

ROC-MP. As discussed in Chapter 3, this division has unclear implications for the future 

of relations between the ROC-MP and the UOC-MP for several reasons. However, this 

division generally implies some internal fractures within the ROC-MP and increased 

hesitance from senior UOC-MP officials to fully support the ROC-MP and its messaging 

on Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. While the Council emphasized the independence of the 

UOC-MP, it did not change the ROC-MP charter for the church, nor did it officially 

restructure the UOC-MP as an autocephalous church.91 This means that there has been no 

 
89 Peter Fabricius, “Sergey Lavrov back to Africa with a vengeance,” ISS Today, January 20, 2023, 
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/sergey-lavrov-back-to-africa-with-a-vengeance. Lavrov visited the following 
countries: Algeria, Angola, Botswana, Egypt, eSwatini, Ethiopia, Mauritania, Morocco, the Republic of 
Congo, South Africa, Tunisia, and Uganda. 
90 Eleonora Tafuro Ambrosetti, “Russia’s Soft-Power Sources in Africa,” SAIIA Policy Insights, no. 126 
(March 2022): 13; Alar Kilp and Jerry G. Pankhurst, “Soft, Sharp, and Evil Power: The Russian Orthodox 
Church in the Russian Invasion of Ukraine,” Occasional Papers on Religion in Eastern Europe XLII, no. 5 
(June 2022): 13-15. 
91 “Visnovok,” 8 
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official change in the status of the UOC-MP from the perspective of senior ROC-MP 

officials. Therefore, the Ukrainian government continues to scrutinize the actions of the 

UOC-MP due to these concerns that the UOC-MP is actively supporting the Moscow 

Patriarchate’s pro-war policies.  

However, the UOC-MP has still made efforts to distance itself from the Moscow 

Patriarchate and Patriarch Kirill, leaving open the possibility of a further rupture between 

the UOC-MP and the ROC-MP in the future. In May 2022, the Council officially 

registered the dissent of the senior UOC-MP officials who stated that they “express 

[their] disagreement with the position of Patriarch Kirill of Moscow and All Rus’ 

regarding the war in Ukraine.”92 Since the May 2022 Council, some efforts have also 

been made to reconcile the UOC-MP and the OCU. In 2023, clergy from both the UOC-

MP and the OCU met unofficially to discuss the possibility of unifying the two 

churches.93 This effort has not been officially sanctioned by the UOC-MP, but the efforts 

indicate a potential for clergy to defect from the UOC-MP to the OCU. As the UOC-MP 

is still critical of the OCU, it is unlikely that this informal effort at rapprochement will 

become official policy.94 As a result, efforts to reconcile the two churches will most 

likely lead to members of the UOC-MP defecting to the OCU rather than an official 

 
92 “Resolution of the Council of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of May 27, 2022,” Ukrainian Orthodox 
Church Synodal Information and Educational Department of the UOC, May 27, 2022, 
https://news.church.ua/2022/05/27/postanovlenie-sobora-ukrainskoj-pravoslavnoj-cerkvi-ot-27-maya-2022-
goda/?lang=ru#2023-04-03.  
93 “Appeal of the participants of the interchurch dialogue in St. Sophia of Kyiv to the bishops, clergy, and 
faithful of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church and the Orthodox Church of Ukraine,” Public Orthodoxy, 
February 23, 2023, https://publicorthodoxy.org/2023/02/23/st-sophia-oco-uoc-appeal/.  
94 See, for example “A notification of suspicion for criticizing the ‘OCU’ and the Constantinople 
Patriarchate was served to the Father Superior of the Kyiv Caves Lavra by SBU officers (updated, video),” 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church Synodal Information and Educational Department of the UOC, April 1, 2023, 
https://news.church.ua/2023/04/01/a-notification-of-suspicion-for-criticising-the-ocu-and-the-
constantinople-patriarchate-was-served-to-the-father-superior-of-the-kyiv-caves-lavra-by-sbu-officers-
updated-video/?lang=en#2023-04-03. 
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unification of the two churches and a total break with the Moscow Patriarchate by the 

UOC-MP. 

The second change in the structure of the ROC-MP occurred when the Latvian 

Self-governing Orthodox Church announced that it would pursue autocephaly following 

the start of the Russo-Ukrainian War. In September 2022, the Latvian parliament, the 

Saeima, passed a law at the request of the President of Latvia, Egils Levits, which 

officially established the autocephaly of the Latvian Orthodox Church.95 In October 

2022, the Council of the Latvian Orthodox Church petitioned the Moscow Patriarchate 

for autocephaly, citing changes in the legal environment in Latvia which affected 

relations between the Latvian Orthodox Church and Moscow.96 This petition was 

accepted by the Holy Synod in March 2023.97 

While a Local Council must approve all appeals for autocephaly, the Holy 

Synod’s acceptance of the Latvian Orthodox Church’s appeal indicates that the ROC-MP 

may be open to granting the Latvian church its autocephaly in the future. At the very 

least, the ROC-MP is signaling its approval of the process which the Latvian Orthodox 

Church has used to appeal for its autocephaly. The fact that this appeal process has been 

recognized within the Journals of the Holy Synod differs from the efforts of the UOC-MP 

to gain increased independence from the Moscow Patriarchate, which have been ignored 

 
95 “O izmeneniyakh v Zakone o atviiskoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi [On amendments to the Law on the Latvian 
Orthodox Church],” Ofitsial’nyi sait LPTs, sozdan po blagosloveniyu Vysokopreosvyashchenneishego 
Aleksandra Mitropolita Rizhskogo i vseya Latvii [Official Site of the LOC, Created in Thanks to His 
Holiness Aleksandr, Metropolitan of Riga and All Latvia], September 9, 2022, 
http://www.pareizticiba.lv/index.php?newid=9660.  
96 “Zhurnaly Svyashennogo Sinoda ot 16 marta 2023: Zhurnal No. 2 [Journals of the Holy Synod from 
March 16, 2023: Journal No. 2],” Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ [Russian Orthodox Church] , March 
16, 2023, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/6010341.html. 
97 Ibid. 
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by the Holy Synod and the Patriarchate. This seems to indicate the potential for the 

Latvian church’s autocephaly to be granted.  

If the Latvian Orthodox Church is not granted its autocephaly by the Local 

Council, then there will most likely be an official schism between the ROC-MP and the 

Latvian Orthodox Church, similar to the schism that occurred between the ROC-MP and 

the UOC-KP. Currently, the Latvian Orthodox Church is legally autocephalic in Latvia 

and has de facto severed its relations with the Moscow Patriarchate. These conditions will 

continue to exist if autocephaly is not approved, which will lead to a schism between the 

two churches. As a result, the petition for the Latvian Orthodox Church’s autocephaly 

can be viewed as leading to a change in the structure of the ROC-MP regardless of its 

success as it will lead to a break, either peaceful or contentious, between the two 

churches. 

Summary and Conclusions 

The structure of the ROC-MP is hierarchical with three main levels of church 

leadership: the deaconate, the priesthood, and the bishopric. Within the bishopric, the 

highest levels of authority are provided to the Local Council and the Bishops’ Council, 

but routine church decisions are handled by the Holy Synod. In addition to the Synod 

itself, the Holy Synod maintains nineteen departments. Of these departments, DECR is 

the most important as its chairman maintains a permanent seat on the Holy Synod, and 

DECR shapes official ROC-MP foreign policy. Self-governing churches and exarchates 

also retain subordinate relations with the ROC-MP and are subject to the decisions of the 

Holy Synod but maintain a greater degree of freedom from the Moscow Patriarchate than 
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churches located within the Russian Federation. As a result, the Holy Synod was chosen 

as the structure for analysis within the hierarchy of the church. 

Several key personnel changes have occurred in the synodal structures since the 

beginning of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War. First, instability in the relationship between 

the UOC-MP and the ROC-MP leaves the status of UOC-MP members on the Holy 

Synod unclear. While the removal of the two UOC-MP synod members has not been 

officially announced, the members of the Holy Synod are no longer published after each 

meeting, indicating that there may have been some change in membership. Second, 

Metropolitan Ilarion, was removed from his post as chairman of DECR and his role as the 

head of church postgraduate. This may have been either due to statements he had made 

which broadly condemned war or his explicit failure to actively support Russia’s war in 

Ukraine. Third, Priest Oleg Ovcharov was appointed to the positions of chairman of 

DRAFLEA and protopresbyter of the armed and naval clergy in 2022. Ovcharov is a 

relatively new and low ranked member of the clergy, making his appointment to these 

senior leadership positions notable. In his previous career, he served as an officer in the 

Russian Armed Forces, and his appointment places a clergy member with extensive 

experience with the Russian military as the head of DRAFLEA. This may allow the 

ROC-MP to deepen its coordination with the Russian Armed Forces during the war.  

Changes in the structure of the Holy Synod have reinforced relations that have 

been built between the ROC-MP and the Kremlin since Patriarch Kirill became patriarch 

in late 2009. The Holy Synod explicitly chartered departments and councils to cooperate 

with the Russian state, including the Synodal Department for Prison Ministry, the 
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Synodal Commission for Bioethics, and the Patriarchal Council for Culture. These new 

structures helped to promote greater integration of the ROC-MP into the Russian state.  

Finally, several recent structural changes have occurred with Russian Orthodox 

Churches located outside of the Russian Federation. The first major reorganization 

occurred in 2021 in response to the Orthodox Church of Alexandria’s recognition of the 

tomos establishing the autocephaly of the OCU. In response, the ROC-MP organized a 

new exarchate, the Patriarchal Exarchate of Africa, to cater to Orthodox believers and 

clergy who did not accept the tomos and potentially to expand Russian soft power across 

Africa. Two major changes in external relations have also occurred since the start of 

Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. First, the UOC-MP has increasingly distanced itself 

from the Moscow Patriarchate, with unclear implications. While senior leadership have 

not pursued a policy of complete defection from the ROC-MP, some clergy within the 

UOC-MP may be nearing an agreement to join the OCU in response to the pro-invasion 

stance pursued by the Moscow Patriarchate. Second, the Latvian Self-governing 

Orthodox Church petitioned for autocephaly following the passage of new legislation 

within Latvia establishing the church as autocephalous. So far, the ROC-MP has 

indicated its willingness to accept this bid for autocephaly and has approved the measure 

for review within a Local Council. While this bid has not been finalized, it appears that 

the Latvian Orthodox Church will become independent from Moscow, either through the 

dispensation of a tomos by the Moscow Patriarchate or through a schism.  

In conclusion, these recent structural and personnel changes within the senior 

leadership of the ROC-MP and its associated churches indicate that the ROC-MP is 

increasingly integrating its positions with the Kremlin. Personnel who disagree with the 
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Kremlin’s line on Ukraine and the war are punished and removed from senior positions 

while those who support the official line are rewarded and promoted within the ROC-MP. 

New structures within the Holy Synod have emphasized cooperation with the Russian 

state and promote integration into the structures of the Russian Federation, including the 

Ministry of Health and the Federal Penitentiary Service of the Russian Federation. 

Changes within the exarchate structure also indicate efforts to promote aggressive stances 

on Ukraine outside of the traditional canonical territory of the ROC-MP and marginalize 

or remove exarchates that are not actively pro-war. All of these changes, therefore, 

indicate that the ROC-MP has emphasized its relationship with the Kremlin over its 

relationship with anti-war or more pro-Ukrainian elements of the church and its 

parishioners.  
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Chapter 5: Rhetoric of the ROC-MP 
 

In order to complete the analysis of the ROC-MP’s rhetoric regarding Ukraine 

and issues related to Ukraine, I analyzed issues of the Journal of the Moscow 

Patriarchate (JMP), the official publication of the Moscow Patriarchy. The JMP was 

chosen as the source of analysis as it includes all official pronunciations from the 

Patriarch and the Holy Synod and all of the official meetings of the Moscow Patriarch. 

Furthermore, the JMP also includes articles which highlight aspects of Church doctrine, 

current affairs, and cultural interest. These articles may range from discussions of where 

to buy the best incense to interviews with senior personnel within the ROC-MP about 

church policy.98 As a result, the JMP covers all major changes in structure and personnel 

within the ROC-MP as well as indicates shifts in Church ideology or doctrine through its 

framing of other article topics. 

These issues ranged in time from January 2010 to September 2022. All issues 

from 2010 to 2014 were analyzed, and the available issues from 2022 were also included 

for analysis. Issues from 2010-2013 were coded to provide a baseline pre-crisis 

understanding of how rhetoric was utilized in the ROC-MP. The issues from 2014 and 

2022 were used to assess the changes in ROC-MP during key crisis points in Russian-

Ukrainian relations: the annexation of Crimea following the Maidan Revolution and the 

beginning of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War. While I originally planned to complete 

analysis for all of 2022, the issues for October through December 2022 were not 

available while the analysis was being completed. From these issues, I pulled all quotes 

 
98 See, for example, Nazarii (Lavrinenko), “My ne budem vosstanavlyivat’ to, chto chuzhdo monastyrskoi 
zhizni [We will not restore what it is alien to monastic life],” JMP no. 4 (2013): 56-59, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2013_04.pdf; Dmitrii Anokhin, “Dary Valtasara: Chto neobkhodimo znat’, 
vybaraya ladan],” JMP no. 4 (2013): 102-110, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2013_04.pdf.  
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containing украин* (Ukrain*). In general, excerpts consisted of one full sentence. 

However, some excerpts were article titles or pulled from table cells, and fewer than 

twenty entries were composed multiple sentences for clarification. Some excerpts also 

mentioned Ukraine multiple times, and these were coded as single entries. This led to a 

total of 3,494 unique entries, of which 1,654 (the entries from 2010-2014 and 2022) were 

coded.  

In total, entries as following one of the six following master frames: church-state 

relations, Holy Rus’, humanitarian aid, official business, other cultural, and schism. In 

cases where multiple frames could possibly be applied to an excerpt, the most relevant 

frame was applied in order to better assess what the primary frame of analysis was for the 

excerpt.  Furthermore, frames used are discursive frames, which allows for analysis of 

analysis of changes in rhetoric over time in conjunction with institutional changes.99 The 

table below breaks down the frames used and provides an example excerpt for each 

frame.  

Frame Total 
Counts 

Example 

Church-state 
relations 

242 “February 25, the day of the inauguration of the fourth President of Ukraine V. F. 
Yanukovych, His Holiness Patriarch Kirill of Moscow and All Rus’ and His 
Beatitude Metropolitan Vladimir of Kyiv and All Ukraine performed a prayer 
service in the refectory church of the Holy Dormition Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra..”100 

Holy Rus’ 415 “I am convinced that [the war’s] culprits are not the peoples of Russia and 
Ukraine, who came out of a single Kyiv baptismal font, united by a common faith, 
common saints and prayers, bound by a single common historical destiny.”101 

 
99 Hanspeter Kriesi, “Political Context and Opportunity,” in The Blackwell Companion to Social 
Movements, ed. David A. Snow, Sarah A. Soule, and Hanspeter Kriesi, (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2004): 72, http://ndl.ethernet.edu.et/bitstream/123456789/10080/1/61.pdf.pdf#page=393.  
100 “Sluzheniya i vstrechi Svyateishego Patriarkha Kirilla [Services and Meetings of His Holiness Patriarch 
Kirill,” JMP, no. 4 (2010): 16, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2010_04.pdf.  
101 Kirill (Gundayev), “Poslanie Svyateishego Patriarkha Kirilla i. o. general’nogo sekretarya Vsemirnogo 
soveta tserkvei v svyazi s sobytiyami na Ukraine [Message from His Holiness Patriarch Kirill to the Acting 
Secretary General of the World Council churches in connection with the events in Ukraine,” JMP, no. 4 
(2022): 9, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2022_04.pdf.  
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Humanitarian 
aid 

67 “From the first days of the mass influx of Ukrainian refugees, hierarchs, priests, 
and church social workers began to actively visit the IDPs in temporary 
accommodation centers (TACs), trying to find out their problems and needs.”102 

Official 
business 

391 “On August 13, the Council of Bishops of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church was 
held in the Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra.”103  

Other 
cultural 

102 “According to the guide of the trading house of the Yalta national production and 
agricultural association ‘Massandra’ Lyubov Shtaraitene, about four-fifths of the 
products on the Ukrainian market are counterfeit.”104 

Schism 178 “We mourn over the broken church unity and pray for the return of all those who 
are out of communion with the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.”105  

Table 4: JMP frames and examples 

Frame counts shifted over times, which supports the hypothesis that changes in 

the institutional structures within the ROC-MP led to changes in rhetoric and framing 

within the Church. Several major trends can be drawn from these shifts. First, discussions 

of relations between the ROC-MP and/or the UOC-MP and the Ukrainian state decreased 

dramatically following the start of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War. This indicated this 

near complete realignment of the ROC-MP with the Kremlin and the official Russian 

policy on the war, which precluded interaction with the Ukrainian government. Second, 

the ROC-MP began to frame its work with Ukrainians and in Ukraine discursively as 

humanitarian aid starting in 2014. Third, the use of schismatic language increased 

following the Maidan Revolution and continued to be heavily used during 2022. Finally, 

there was less discussion of official Church business relating to Ukraine in the 2022 

 
102 Aleksei Reutskii, “Tserkov’ pomogaet bezhentsam s Ukrainy [The Church is helping refugees from the 
[sic] Ukraine].” JMP, no. 9 (2014): 54, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_09.pdf.  
103 “Ukrainskaya Tserkov’ obrela novogo Predstoyatelya: Na Kievskuyu kafedru izbran mitropolit 
Chernovitskii i Bukovinskii Onufrii [The Ukrainian Church has found a new Primate: Metropolitan Onufrii 
of Chernivtsi and Bukovina was elected for the Kyiv Chair],” JMP, no. 9 (2014): 14, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_09.pdf.  
104 Dmitrii Anokhin, “Kagor: Kogda kolichestvo ne perekhodit v kachestvo [Cahors: When quantity does 
not turn into quality],” JMP, no. 9 (2013): 103, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2013_09.pdf.  
105 “Obrashzhenie Svyashchennogo Sinoda Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi k pravoslavnym khristianam 
Ukrainy, prebyvayushchim vne edinstva so Svyatoi Tserkov’yu [Appeal of the Holy Synod of the Russian 
Orthodox Church to the Orthodox Christians of Ukraine who are out of unity with the Holy Church],” JMP, 
no. 8 (2010): 11, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2010_08.pdf.  
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issues of the JMP than in issues from previous years. The breakdown of the frame counts 

by year is included in Figure 2 below. 

 

Figure 2: JMP frames for Ukraine by year 

Church-state Relations: 2014 versus 2022 

The JMP decreased its reliance on the church-state relations frame following the 

start of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War. This frame describes official meetings between 

members of the ROC-MP or the UOC-MP and the Ukrainian or Russian government. 

Church-state framing rationalizes the interactions between the church and the state and 

highlights the efforts of the ROC-MP to influence key individuals within the states in 

which it operates. Prior to the Maidan Revolution in 2014, this frame was used to 

highlight the cooperation between senior officials within the ROC-MP and the UOC-MP 
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and the Ukrainian government.106 Furthermore, the framing of the relationship between 

the Church and the Ukrainian government as fruitful and cooperative also allowed the 

ROC-MP to place pressure on Ukrainian government officials to amend policies which 

were found to be distasteful to the ROC-MP. For example, Patriarch Kirill’s 2011 report 

to the Bishops’ Council first highlighted the areas in which church-state cooperation had 

been successful before addressing areas which the Patriarch viewed as problematic, such 

as the failure to return certain religious properties to the UOC-MP.107 As a result, the 

frame can be viewed as highlighting areas of cooperative success between the Church 

and the Ukrainian government and pressuring government officials to continue 

cooperating with the Church. 

 The JMP continued to use the church-state relations frame following the Maidan 

Revolution. In particular, the JMP appealed to the Ukrainian people to continue relations 

peaceful relations between the new Ukrainian government and the ROC-MP and UOC-

MP.108 Furthermore, the rhetoric used by Church officials in 2014 emphasized peace 

between Russia and Ukraine and the role that the UOC-MP could play as a mediator 

between the two sides.109 These uses of the church-state relations frame still emphasize 

the cooperative role which the UOC-MP and ROC-MP attempted to play in Ukrainian 

politics following the Maidan Revolution. 

 
106 See, for example, “Doklad Svyateishego Patriarkha Moskovskogo i Vseya Rusi Kirilla [Report of His 
Holiness Patriarch of Moscow and All Rus’ Kirill],” JMP, no. 3 (2011): 29, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2011_03.pdf.  
107 Ibid. 
108 See, for example, Kirill (Gundyaev), “Obrashchenie Predstoyatelya Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi k 
izbrannomu Prezidentu Ukrainy P. A. Poroshenko [Appeal of the Primate of the Russian Orthodox Church 
to the elected President of Ukraine P. A. Poroshenko],” JMP, no. 6 (2014): 14, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_06.pdf.  
109 See, for example, “Postanovlenie ‘O vnutrennei zhizni Ukrainskoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi’ [Resolution 
‘On the inner life of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church’],” JMP, no. 9 (2014): 20-21, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_09.pdf.  
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The use of the church-state relations frame almost ceased in 2022 following the 

beginning of the Russo-Ukrainian War. This indicates a more severe and permanent split 

between the ROC-MP and the Ukrainian government than the one which occurred 

following the Maidan Revolution. Additionally, framing of church activities as 

extensions of the church-state relations did not emphasize cooperation but rather the 

breakdown of the relationship between the Church and the Ukrainian state. For example, 

a priest located in eastern Ukraine stated that the Ukrainian army had attacked his church 

due to persecution from the state.110 Therefore, in 2022, this frame highlighted the 

negative interactions between the UOC-MP and the Ukrainian government and the 

complete breakdown of this relationship, rather than highlight cooperation between the 

Church and the state. 

Humanitarian Aid: 2014 versus 2022 

During both 2014 and 2022, official communications from the ROC-MP 

emphasized the humanitarian aid provided to Ukrainian refugees. However, there are key 

differences in who, where, and how aid is provided by the Church between 2014 and 

2022. First, articles and official communications published in the JMP in 2014 focused 

on both on helping internally displaced Ukrainians and Russian support of Ukrainian 

refugees. Conversely, JMP articles and communications in 2022 focused on support for 

Ukrainian refugees in Russia. Second, articles in JMP from 2014 focused on support 

provided by members of the UOC-MP, while articles from 2022 focused on support 

provided by the ROC-MP.   

 
110 Dmitrii Anotkhin, “Prokhod mezhdu dvukh ognei [Coming between two fires],” JMP, no. 8 (2022): 33, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2022_08.pdf.  
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A total of 43 excerpts from the 2014 issues of the JMP were coded as 

“humanitarian aid”.  Articles covered both support of internally displaced persons (IDPs) 

in Ukraine as well as support for Ukrainians who fled to Russia to escape the conflict in 

Donbas.111 Additionally, the JMP emphasized efforts by the UOC-MP to establish the 

Synodal Department of the UOC-MP for Social and Humanitarian Issues to help provide 

aid to IDPs. The new department was established to provide “effective, coordinated and 

systemic… humanitarian support” and “[organize] and support… social initiatives in 

Ukrainian society,” due, in part, to the additional draw on humanitarian aid resources 

caused by the start of the war in 2014.112 Additionally, the JMP emphasized efforts by the 

UOC-MP to collect donations for IDPs in Ukraine. A large fundraising campaign started 

by the UOC-MP in June 2014 was highlighted in several articles in the JMP.113 These 

articles and decisions on reorganizing the Holy Synod of the UOC-MP show some intent 

by the ROC-MP to support Ukrainian IDPs during the initial stages of the 2014 war. 

Following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the JMP primarily emphasized 

humanitarian aid for Ukrainians either voluntarily or forcefully entering Russia. This 

 
111 For an example of an article discussing IDPs, see Yulia Kominko, “Missiya na dolgie gody: Kak 
Ukrainskaya Pravoslavnaya Tserkov’ pomogaet vynuzhdennym pereselentsam Luganskoi i Donetskoi 
oblastei [Mission for many years: How the Ukrainian Orthodox Church helps internally displaced persons 
in Luhansk and Donetsk regions],” JMP, no. 11 (2014): 40-54, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_11.pdf. For 
an example of an article discussing Ukrainian refugees in Russia, see Nikolai Georgiev, “Podval po imeni 
Nadezhda: V stolichnom khrame Vsekh svyatykh, v zemle Rossiiskoi prosiyavshikh, razvernut Tsentr 
pomoshchi bezhentsam s Ukrainy [Basement named Hope: In the capital’s Church of All Saints, which 
shone in the Russian land, a Center for the Assistance to Refugees from Ukraine will be deployed],” 
Journal of the Moscow Patriarchate, no. 10 (2014): 64-66, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_10.pdf.  
112 “Zhurnaly zasidannya Svyasennoho Synodu Ukrains’koi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvy vid 16 veresenya 2014 
roku [Journals of the Meeting of the Holy Synod of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church on September 16, 
2014],” Svyashchennii Sinod UPTs [Holy Synod of the UOC], September 16, 2014, accessed April 16, 
2023, https://sinod.church.ua/2014/09/16/zhurnali-zasidannya-svyashhennogo-sinodu-ukrajinskoji-
pravoslavnoji-cerkvi-vid-16-veresnya-2014-roku/; Kominko, “Missiya,”  42. 
113 See “V Sinodal’nom otdele po blagotvortiel’nosti obsudili voprosy pmoshchi bezhentsam s Ukrainy 
[The question of assistance to refugees from Ukraine was discussed at the Synodal Department for 
Charity],” JMP, no. 8 (2014): 78, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_08.pdf; Aleksii Reutskii, “Tserkov’ 
pomogaet bezhentsam s Ukrainy [The Church helps refugees from Ukraine],” JMP, no. 9 (2014): 55, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_09.pdf; Kominko, “Missiya,” 41-42, 45. 
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emphasis is troubling as many Ukrainians did not chose to emigrate from eastern Ukraine 

to Russia but were rather forcefully processed through the Russian filtration system. As 

noted in Yale’s report on the filtration system, alleged Russian actions, including forced 

transfers and family separation, if proven would violate international laws on war crimes 

and crimes against humanity.114 Several of the articles published by the JMP seem to 

allude to the filtration system, including references to “cars with Ukrainian numbers, 

which are meticulously examined by Russian security forces at checkpoints.”115 Another 

article reviewed stated that priests and parish members had provided food, water, and 

shelter to refugees in Novoazovsk which had “become a center for providing 

humanitarian assistance to citizens of Ukraine going through the necessary formalities 

before entering Russia in their personal cars.”116 In Yale’s 2022 filtration camp report, 

the authors state that Russia is using Novoazovsk as a filtration site for Ukrainians from 

Mariupol and that Ukrainians who attempted to protest the poor conditions in the town, 

including lack of food and water, were beaten by Russian forces.117 Both reports 

published by JMP seem to indicate that the ROC-MP is providing support to Russian 

filtration camps and is framing this support as the provision of humanitarian aid to 

Ukrainians affected by the so-called special military operation. The support of the ROC-

 
114 Kaveh Khoshnood, Nathaniel A. Raymond, et al., System of Filtration: Mapping Russia’s Detention 
Operations in Donetsk Oblast (New Haven, CT: Humanitarian Research Lab at Yale School of Public 
Health, 2022), p. 15, 
https://hub.conflictobservatory.org/portal/sharing/rest/content/items/7d1c90eb89d3446f9e708b87b69ad0d8
/data.  
115 “Sluzheniya i vstrechi Svyateishego Patriarkha Kirilla [Services and meetings of His Holiness Patriarch 
Kirill],” JMP, no. 5 (2022) 10, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2022_05.pdf.  
116 Dmitrii Anokhin, “Prokhod mezhdu dvukh ognei: Kramy Donbassa: krovotochashchie, no ne 
slomlennye i zhivye [Passage between two fires: Churches of Donbas: Bleeding, but not broken, and 
alive],” JMP, no. 8 (2022): 31, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2022_08.pdf.  
117 Koshmood, Raymond et al., System of Filtration, 55-56. 



 

 58 

MP provides to the Russian filtration camps indicates a high level of ideological support 

for the Russian government’s war on Ukraine.  

In addition to providing general support to the Russian filtration camp system, the 

ROC-MP also appears to be supporting the Russian government’s efforts to separate 

families and forcibly re-educate Ukrainian children. Priest Evgenii Osyak, the head of the 

Rostov Diocesan Department for Church Charity and Social Service, noted that around 

five hundred children were held at a single church-run camp, of which thirty-three were 

baptized by a priest, Daniil Davidenko.118 This is consistent with reports that Russia has 

been forcibly separating Ukrainian children from their families and transported to 

Russia.119 Additionally, the reference to the baptism of children – without the knowledge 

or consent of their parents – by an Orthodox priest assisting in running a filtration camp, 

suggests that the ROC-MP is attempting to re-educate Ukrainian children and is denying 

parents the right to consent to crucial aspects of their children’s lives. These findings 

match those found by Yale’s Humanitarian Research Lab which noted that Russian 

filtration camps are attempting to systemically re-educate Ukrainian children into “the 

Russian government’s vision of national culture, history, and society” and undermine the 

rights and consent of Ukrainian parents.120 The apparent support of the ROC-MP for the 

forcible detainment and re-education of Ukrainian children differs from softer rhetoric 

published in 2014.  

 
118 Dmitrii Anokhin, “Obnyat’ i vmeste pomolit’sya: Kak Tserkov’ podderezhivaet lyudei, vynuzhdenno 
ostavivshikh krov v zone boevykh deistii [Hug and pray together: How the Church supports people forced 
to leave blood in the war zone],” JMP, no. 5 (2022): 24, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2022_05.pdf.  
119 Khoshmood, Raymond et al., System of Filtration, 24-25. 
120 Kaveh Khoshnood, Nathaniel A. Raymond, and Caitlin N. Howarth et al., “Russia’s Systemic Program 
for the Re-education and Adoption of Ukraine’s Children,” (New Haven, CT.: Humanitarian Research Lab 
at Yale School of Public Health, February 14, 2023), 5, 
https://hub.conflictobservatory.org/portal/sharing/rest/content/items/97f919ccfe524d31a241b53ca44076b8/
data. 
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Schismatic Language: 2014 versus 2022 

The Moscow Patriarchate relied heavily on schismatic language to frame both the 

start of the 2014 conflict in Ukraine and the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War. Prior to the 

beginning of the war, schismatic language on Ukraine was primarily applied to other 

Ukrainian Orthodox denominations in Ukraine, particularly the UOC-KP which broke 

away from the UOC-MP during the 1992 Kharkiv Bishops’ Council which saw the 

election of Metropolitan Vladimir (Sabodan) to his position as the primate of the UOC-

MP. Terms used to describe these religious conflicts included “schism” (raskol), 

“apostasy” (otstupnichestvo), and “unity” (edinstvo).121 This is language couched in the 

religious and canonical aspects of schism and emphasized the rights of the ROC-MP and 

UOC-MP to operate in Ukraine.  

However, following the 2014 Maidan Revolution, the use of schismatic language 

in the JMP changed. The religious connotations of schismatic language were grafted onto 

the current politics and ethnic tensions within Ukraine, causing the political and societal 

upheavals in Ukraine to be reframed as religious issues. New terminology highlighting 

the nexus of political and religious tensions in Ukraine was also introduced into the JMP 

following the Maidan Revolution. These new terms included “internecine” 

 
121 See, for example, Vladimir (Sabodan), “Blazhenneishii mitropolit Kievskii i vseya Ukrainy Vladimir: 
Slava Bogu za vse! [His Beatitude Metropolitan Vladimir of Kyiv and All Ukraine: Glory to God for 
Everything!],” JMP, no. 11 (2010): 63, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2010_11.pdf; “Mitropolit Khar’kovskii i 
Bogodukhovskii Nikodim (Rusnak) 18.04.1921 – 15.09.2011 [Metropolitan of Kharkiv and 
Bogodukhovsky Nikodim (Rusnak) 04/18/1921 – 09/15/2011],” JMP, no. 10 (2011): 90, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2011_10.pdf; “Opredeleniya Svyashchennogo sinoda: Zhurnal No. 65 
[Definitions of the Holy Synod: Journal No. 65],” JMP, no. 9 (2011): 5, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2011_09.pdf.  
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(mezhdousobnyi) and “fratricide/fratricidal” (bratoubiistvo/bratoubiistennyi), both of 

which first appeared in relation to Ukraine in 2014.122  

Importantly, when the ROC-MP applied these terms to social and political 

conditions in Ukraine, they also provided explicit religious connotations to the 

terminology. In an article published in 2014 about the life of St. Sergius of Radonezh, a 

Russian saint who “during the period of division and civil strife… called for peace and 

unity”, the life of the saint is called an example for today, “when internecine strife does 

not stop on the land of Ukraine and the blood of Orthodox Christians is shed.”123 St. 

Sergius is also known for his blessing of Grand Prince Dmitrii Donskoi prior to the Battle 

of Kulikovo Fields, in which the Muscovites defeated the Golden Horde, which was only 

provided after he had called for a peaceful resolution of the conflict between Muscovy 

and the Golden Horde.124 By calling on the example of St. Sergius, the ROC-MP 

implicitly ties the current tensions between the ROC-MP and Ukraine with the struggle of 

Russia against the Mongols and highlights the complex ties between the Russian state 

and the ROC-MP.  

Additionally, St. Sergius’ example highlights the continued acceptance of calls for 

peace during this period of the conflict while also showing the possibility of escalation 

towards full scale war even during this early stage of the conflict between Russia and 

Ukraine. While the journal article cites St. Sergius as calling for a peaceful resolution 

 
122 See, for example, “Sluzheniya i vstrechi Svyateishego Patriarkha Kirilla [Services and Meetings of His 
Holiness Patriarch Kirill],” JMP, no. 3 (2014): 16; Kirill (Gundyaev), “Svyateishii Patriarkh Kirill voznes 
molitvu ob Ukraine [His Holiness Patriarch Kirill Offered Up a Prayer for Ukraine],” JMP, no. 5 (2014): 
20, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_05.pdf.  
123 “Vizit Svyateishego Patriarkha Kirilla v Penzenskuyu mitropoliyu [Visit of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill 
to the Penza Metropolis],” JMP, no. 8 (2014): 15-16, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_08.pdf.  
124 “Prepodobnyi Sergii Radonezhskii [Reverend Sergius of Radonezh]”, Pravoslavnyi Kalendar’ 
[Orthodox Calendar], accessed April 17, 2023. http://days.pravoslavie.ru/Life/life1602.htm. 
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between conflicting sides during his lifetime, he also condoned war as a final measure to 

resolve conflict. This is elided within the journal article but is highlighted in the 

hagiography of St. Sergius of Radonezh published by the ROC-MP in the official church 

calendar of saints.125 By using St. Sergius of Radonezh as an example of a reconciler of 

feuding groups, the ROC-MP implicitly leaves the possibility of a future escalation of the 

conflict between Russia and Ukraine open while still explicitly calling for peace. 

This sense of internal religious crisis in Ukraine was exacerbated by the death of 

Metropolitan Vladimir in July 2014. Vladimir had originally been appointed during the 

schismatic crisis of 1992, which saw the establishment of the UOC-KP by former 

Metropolitan of Kyiv Filaret.126 His death, while not unexpected due to a lengthy illness, 

was framed as a compounding of the fractures within Ukrainian life. In the official 

obituaries, the deceased metropolitan was described as a peacemaker, a true Ukrainian, 

and a leader who could bridge the gaps within Ukrainian society.127 His death, therefore, 

was viewed as emblematic of the growing crisis within both the UOC-MP and Ukrainian 

society writ large. Patriarch Kirill compared Metropolitan Vladimir to a helmsman with a 

“firm hand” steering the “church ship” through the “whirlwinds and disturbances of this 

world… threatening to sink [it]”.128 This maritime comparison alludes to the deep trouble 

facing the UOC-MP and Ukraine, from the perspective of the ROC-MP as, logically, a 

captain-less ship in a storm would founder. This sense of threat and urgency is also 

repeated by Kirill in the closing of his address, where he calls for all of the “faithful 

 
125 Ibid. 
126 “Blazhenneishii mitropolit Kievskii i vseya Ukrainy Vladimir,” 63. 
127 Kirill (Gundyaev), “Mitropolit Vladimir obladal osobym pastyrskim talantom [Metropolitan Vladimir 
had a special pastoral talent],” JMP, no. 8 (2014): 41, 43, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_08.pdf.  
128 “Soboleznovaniya [Condolences],” JMP no. 8 (2014): 47, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_08.pdf.  
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children” of the UOC-MP to partake in “diligent, ardent prayer” for “the newly deceased 

archpastor, about the orphaned Ukrainian Orthodox Church, about peace in Ukraine, 

about the Ukrainian people undergoing hard times.”129 These statements by Patriarch 

Kirill explicitly link the schismatic language used in 2014 to describe both church and 

state relations in Ukraine to the death of Metropolitan Vladimir and create a sense of dual 

crisis engulfing Ukrainian society simultaneously. 

Following the start of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War in February 2022, the JMP 

continued to use schismatic language to describe relations between the Russian and 

Ukrainian people. However, additional blame for the schism between Russia and Ukraine 

was levied against the West and NATO. The change in frame usage matches Snow’s 

definition of frame extension, or the “amplification of... ideational elements in order to 

clarify the linkage between… group interests and the [social movement organization].”130 

By connecting the schismatic frame to Western interference, the frame is extended, and 

the ROC-MP is provided additional rationale for its support of the Russo-Ukrainian War. 

The anti-Western rhetoric was not included within the earlier issues of the JMP 

following the Maidan Revolution, the annexation of Crimea, and the start of Russian-

backed separatist movements in eastern Ukraine. On March 2, 2022, a week after the start 

of Russia’s invasion into Ukraine, Patriarch Kirill asserted that “year after year, month 

after month, the countries of the NATO bloc are building up their military power, 

 
129 Ibid. 
130 David A. Snow, E. Burke Rochford, Jr., Steven K. Worden, and Robert D. Benford, “Frame Alignment 
Processes, Micromobilization, and Movement Participation,” American Sociological Review 51, no. 4 
(August 1986): 472, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2095581.  
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ignoring Russia’s fears that these weapons will one day be turned against it.”131 When 

NATO’s political forces failed to contain Russia: 

“They planned to use other means: they tried to make enemies of fraternal 
peoples – Russians and Ukrainians. They spared neither forces nor means, 
pumping Ukraine with weapons and military instructors. But the worst 
thing is not the weapons, but rather an attempt to “re-educate”, the mental 
transformation of Ukrainians and Russians living in Ukraine into enemies 
of Russia.”132 
 
This theme was also repeated in a later speech given by Patriarch Kirill to the 

Federal Council of the Russian Federation. Notably, this speech occurred on May 17, 

2022, during a celebration the 350th birthday of Peter the Great, who is remembered for 

Westernizing Russia and built relations with Europe. Peter the Great’s improved 

relationship with Europe is acknowledged as positive because “at that time, this cultural 

communication was built in largely keeping with common Christian values” while “in 

modern times” the West has spread “dangerous ideas… based on the denial of Christian 

heritage” to Holy Rus’.133 Later in his speech, Patriarch Kirill stated that: 

“I am convinced that the division of the peoples of historical Rus’, what 
has come down to a bloody conflict, as before in history, is the result of 
the intervention of external hostile political forces. It is well known that 
the colonial powers, guided by the principle of ‘divide and rule,’ also 
created points of military tension and internecine conflicts in other regions 
of the globe. Today this shameful rule, very unfortunately, is also used for 
the escalation of the Russian-Ukrainian hostility.”134 

 

 
131 Kirill (Gundyaev), “Poslanie Svyateishego Patriarkhs Kirilla i. o. general’nogo sekretarya Vsemirnogo 
soveta tserkvei v svyazi s sobytiyami ya Ukraine,” JMP no. 4 (2022): 9, 
http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2022_04.pdf.  
132 Ibid. 
133 Kirill (Gundyaev), “Sokhranenie traditsionnykh tsennostei dolzhno stat’ strategicheskim kursom Rossii: 
Vystuplenie Svyateishego Patriarkha Kirill na X Parlamentskikh vstrechakh v Sovete Federatsii FS RF 
[The Preservation of traditional values should become the strategic course of Russia: Speech by His 
Holiness Patriarch Kirill at the X Parliamentary Meetings in the Federation Council of the Federal 
Assembly of the Russian Federation],” JMP, no. 6 (2022): 16, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2022_06.pdf.  
134 Kirill, “Sokhraneie traditsionnykh tsennostei,” 18. 
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The use of language of colonization ties back to traditional ROC-MP 

rhetoric on communism. According to Mikhail Suslov, the ROC-MP condemned 

communism as a Western colonization of Russia, and this language has been used 

since the 1960s to condemn a broad conceptualization of the West, which is 

characterized as an anti-Orthodox and colonial hegemony.135 By using this anti-

colonial lens, Patriarch Kirill is implicitly condemning the West without explicitly 

stating the culpability of specific Western actors. 

These quotes show the explicit linkage between the decay of Christian 

values, the influence of the West, and the perceived schism in Russian-Ukrainian 

relations. Through frame extension, they also transform the destruction of the 

relationship between Russia and Ukraine from one which resulted from internal 

failings or miscommunication to one of external persecution. This is a change 

from the rhetoric used in 2014 which largely saw this schism as a result of 

internal Ukrainian issues and internecine struggles, rather than the result of an 

external plot to fracture Holy Rus’. The transformed rhetoric both absolves the 

ROC-MP from any failure to build or maintain relations within its perceived 

canonical territories and authorizes violent intervention in Ukraine in order to de-

colonize it from hostile external powers. 

Holy Rus’: 2014 versus 2022 

 From 2010, the ROC-MP frequently made use of the framework of Holy Rus’ 

when describing relations between the Church and Ukraine. From 2010 to 2013, these 

allusions were primarily related to the historical relations between Belarus, Russia, and 

 
135 Mikhail Suslov, “The Russian Orthodox Church and the Regime Ideology of Putinism” (presentation, 
The Russian Orthodox Church: Ideology Politics, and War, Washington, D.C., January 26, 2023). 
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Ukraine as well as the spiritual unity of the canonical territories of the ROC-MP. This 

language serves as a frame for the schismatic language discussed in the previous section. 

Unlike the schismatic language, which tends to be violent and apocalyptic in tone, the 

Holy Rus’ language calls back to a purer time for Russian-Ukrainian relations. However, 

this past is mythological, rather than representative of a real, concrete historical period. 

Schismatic language is also used to express attacks, both internal and external, on Holy 

Rus’ and the unity, both spiritual and political, of the Russian and Ukrainian people. 

A good example of the pre-2014 use of Holy Rus’-framed language comes from 

the 1,025th anniversary of the Baptism of Kyiv in 2013, which saw leaders of the ROC-

MP and the governments of Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia uniting to celebrate these 

countries’ mythological Christian past. A quote from a 2013 article on the celebrations of 

the Baptism of Holy Rus’ states:  

“Then the word of His Beatitude Metropolitan Vladimir of Kyiv and All 
Ukraine was heard, who emphasized that the choice of the holy Equal-to-
the-Apostles Prince Vladimir determined the course of history and placed 
on the peoples of historical Rus' the responsibility for preserving the 
spiritual heritage and Christian ideals.”136 
 

This quote emphasizes the mythological role of Prince Vladimir of Kyiv in 

binding together a conceptualized Rus’ and creating and sustaining a Christian, 

Orthodox identity within this region. As a result, it is a good representative of the 

typical framing of the Holy Rus’-type language prior to the Maidan Revolution. 

Following the Maidan Revolution and the annexation of Crimea in 2014, the 

usage of the Holy Rus’ frame changed. Leaders in the ROC-MP began to present Holy 

 
136 “Sobytie, izmenivshee istoriyu: torzhestva po sluchayu prazdovaniya godovshchina prinyatiya Rus’yu 
khristianstva proshli v Rossi, na Ukraine, i v Belorus [An event that changed history: Celebrations on the 
occasion of the anniversary of the adoption of Christianity by the Rus’ took place in Russia, the [sic] 
Ukraine and Belarus],” JMP no. 8 (2013): 13, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2013_08.pdf.  
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Rus’ as being threatened and attacked by political changes within Ukraine. However, 

much like the schismatic language expressed above, the rhetoric used by the ROC-MP 

still emphasized the internal choices of Ukraine as having primary importance. In its 

official statement on the 2014 Maidan Revolution, the Holy Synod of the ROC-MP stated 

that “we understand that the citizens of Ukraine have different views on the future of the 

country, and we respect the right of its people to choose their own path.”137 While this 

statement is closely followed by another which emphasizes that Orthodoxy and unity of 

Rus’ are the only correct choices, it acknowledges the autonomy of the Ukrainian people 

to a greater extent than the rhetoric used by the ROC-MP in 2022.138 This 

conceptualization of a correct path which a country must nonetheless freely choose is 

consistent with the ROC-MP’s Social Conception. Irina Papkova summarizes the Social 

Conception’s visualization of state choice by noting that “since freewill is a central 

dogma of Orthodoxy, the Moscow Patriarchate will not actively favor one type state over 

another.”139 Importantly, this framing of Holy Rus’ places the impetus for integration or 

schism onto the choice of the Ukrainian people, with the hope that the Ukrainian people 

will choose the right path – that of deeper integration with Russia and the ROC-MP – 

over secularization and Westernization.  

Additionally, during this timeframe, leaders of the ROC-MP frequently called for 

prayers to the saints or directly to God to preserve Holy Rus’ and end the conflicts and 

social turmoil in Ukraine. In July, during a visit to the Kazan Cathedral, located in Red 

 
137 “Zayavlenie Svyashchennogo Sinoda Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi v svyazi s sobytiyami na Ukraine 
[Statement of the Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church in connection with the events in the [sic] 
Ukraine],” JMP no. 2 (2014): 19, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_02.pdf.  
138 Ibid. 
139 Papkova, The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics, 24.  
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Square, for the celebration of the feast of Our Lady of Kazan, Patriarch Kirill offered a 

prayer to the icon “for the salvation of Russia, for the salvation of all historical Rus’, for 

an end to the internecine strife in Ukraine.”140 This intercession uses several different 

iterations of the Holy Rus’ frame. First, it calls on the Orthodox tradition of praying to 

icons, which are thought to be able to directly channel the prayer to God as they are true, 

spiritual representations of the saints or figures represented.141 Second, the Patriarch 

prayed to a copy of the icon Our Lady of Kazan, one of the most popular Russian 

Orthodox icons, which is linked with the protection of Russia against non-Orthodox 

forces.142 Finally, the Patriarch called for divine intercession for Russia, Ukraine, and 

Holy Rus’, thereby linking these concepts together. The call for divine intervention to 

reunite Holy Rus’ also implies that Ukrainians are actively sinning against the will of 

God and must repent and return to the correct path, which coincides with the will of the 

ROC-MP. This usage of symbolism and juxtaposition of multiple motifs connected to the 

Holy Rus’ frame is typical for the use of language during this time frame of the JMP. 

However, the rhetoric from 2022 leans more heavily into actively schismatic 

language, blurring the lines between the schismatic and Holy Rus’ frames. In his May 17, 

2022, speech to the Federation Council, Patriarch Kirill stated that: 

“The political goal of creating all these autocephalies, all these schismatic 
associations, is to weaken the influence of the Orthodox Church, the one 
Orthodox Church of Rus’, Ukraine, and Belarus, using ideological clichés 

 
140 “Pervosvyatitel’skii visit v Ryazanskuyu mitropoliyu [Visit of the First Hierarch to the Ryazan 
Metropolis],” JMP no. 8 (2014): 21, http://www.jmp.ru/archiv/2014_07.pdf.  
141 Margaret E. Kenna, “Icons in Theory and Practice: An Orthodox Christian Example,” History of 
Religions 24, no. 4 (May 1985): 349, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1062307.  
142 Sergei Milov, “The Complicated History of the Kazan Icon of the Mother of God: Commemorated July 
8/21 and October 22/November 4,” trans. Dmitry Lapa, Orthodox Christianity, July 21, 2018, 
https://orthochristian.com/114554.html.  
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to incite enmity and create new myths that would alienate one people from 
another.”143 

 
This quote illustrates the collapse of these two frames which followed the start of the 

2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine. Kirill explicitly links the destruction of Holy Rus’ 

with schisms within the Russian Orthodox Church. The excerpt also uses the political 

aspects of the schismatic frame which developed following the 2014 Maidan Revolution. 

The creation of autocephalic churches, and therefore the creation of schismatic Orthodox 

churches, is tied to political goals which will fracture Holy Rus’. Additionally, the truth 

of the Russian Orthodox Church is contrasted with the “myths” and “clichés” of 

schismatic churches, providing a religious and theological frame to Ukrainian politics. 

The process of frame change illustrated above follows Snow et al.’s concept of 

frame bridging. The authors define frame bridging as “the linkage of two or more 

ideologically congruent but structurally unconnected frames regarding a particular issue 

or problem.”144 The process of frame bridging began following the Maidan Revolution, 

which saw the rhetoric in the JMP beginning to link a political schism within Ukraine 

with the changes in cultural identity within the country. However, this process became 

more evident following the start of the 2022 Russo-Ukrainian War as the rationale for the 

start of the war was explicitly tied to the destruction of cultural and religious links 

between Ukraine and Russia caused by a political schism within Ukraine.  

Summary and Conclusions 

The rhetoric within the ROC-MP shifted considerably during the three periods of 

analysis completed for this paper. Major thematic shifts included on the framing of 

 
143 Kirill (Gundyaev), “Sokhranenie traditsionnykh tsennostei dolzhno stat’ strategichesim kursom Russii 
[Preservation of traditional values should become the strategic course of Russia],” JMP, no. 6 (2022): 19. 
144 Snow et al., “Frame Alignment,” 467. 
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humanitarian aid, the use of schismatic language, and the use of language tied to the 

concept of Holy Rus’. These rhetorical changes indicate the increased closeness of the 

Russian state and the ROC-MP as well as the deteriorating relationship between 

Ukrainian clerics and parishioners and the ROC-MP. In relation specifically to the 

changes in rhetoric around humanitarian aid, they also seem to indicate that the ROC-MP 

is potentially implicit in war crimes which may have been committed by the ROC-MP, 

including the kidnapping of children. 

The first change in rhetoric analyzed was the shift in the usage of the church-state 

relations frame. From 2010-2013, this frame was used to emphasize the cooperative 

nature of relations between the ROC-MP, the UOC-MP, and the Ukrainian state. It was 

also used to highlight areas in which the ROC-MP and the UOC-MP wished to place 

pressure on the Ukrainian state by emphasizing the good relations between these entities. 

Following the Maidan Revolution, the ROC-MP and UOC-MP continued to emphasize 

the need to cooperate with the Ukrainian state, which led to the continued usage of this 

frame. However, this frame has nearly disappeared from usage following the start of the 

2022 Russo-Ukrainian War. This indicates a more permanent split between Church and 

the Ukrainian government. 

Prior to 2014, humanitarian aid was not referenced within the JMP. Following the 

start of the Russian-backed separatist conflicts in eastern Ukraine in 2014, the ROC-MP 

began to highlight the humanitarian aid that it was providing both through its own 

organizations and through the UOC-MP. In particular, emphasis was given to aid 

provided by the UOC-MP to Ukrainian refugees who had fled from the Donbas to central 

and western Ukraine. This framing highlighted the efforts of Ukrainians to help 
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Ukrainians. While articles did mention help provided by the ROC-MP to Ukrainians who 

had left Ukraine for Russia, the perspective regarding humanitarian aid was more 

balanced in 2014.  

The 2022 rhetoric published by the ROC-MP in the JMP almost exclusively 

discussed efforts by the ROC-MP to help Ukrainians who they claimed voluntarily fled 

the war in Ukraine for Russia. However, by comparing the locations provided by the JMP 

with those of suspected filtration camps, I was able to conclude that the ROC-MP may be 

helping to provide aid to Russian filtration camps which allegedly are forcibly relocating 

Ukrainians to Russia and separating Ukrainian children from their families. Furthermore, 

articles within the JMP discuss efforts to support Ukrainian children in Russia, providing 

additional evidence to the supposition that the ROC-MP is assisting Russia in committing 

war crimes. 

The second major change within the rhetoric used by the ROC-MP concerned 

changes in the use of schismatic language used by the ROC-MP. Prior to the start of the 

2014 crisis in Donbas, schismatic language referencing Ukraine mostly targeted the 1992 

schism between the UOC-KP and the ROC-MP. However, the Maidan Revolution and 

Ukraine’s subsequent Western pivot led to the ROC-MP using language which framed 

the tensions between Russia and Ukraine as a schism between brotherly people, much 

like a church schism. This included the usage of terms such as schismatic or fratricidal to 

describe the conflict. By 2022, the usage of schismatic had once again shifted, and the 

blame for this break in relations was placed on NATO and the West.  

Finally, the usage of the term Holy Rus’ shifted during the time period from 2014 

to 2022. Prior to 2014, the frame was used to idealize the historic relations between 
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Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine, and celebrate the relationship between these three 

countries. Following the Maidan Revolution, however, the use of the Holy Rus’ frame 

was used to express disappointment in the changes in the relationship between Russia and 

Ukraine and to present an idealized model for this relationship. However, officials from 

the ROC-MP and the UOC-MP noted that Ukraine ultimately had free will in deciding its 

future. After Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, the Holy Rus’ frame has leaned more 

heavily on schismatic language, blurring the lines between these two frames. The mission 

and ideology of the ROC-MP are given primacy over Ukraine’s free will to decide its 

fate. Any efforts to break with Moscow’s lines are therefore depicted as schismatic. 

In conclusion, the language used by the ROC-MP is deeply influenced by the 

events that are ongoing and the relations it has with both parishioners and the states 

which it operates in. As tensions have risen between Russia and Ukraine and the ROC-

MP has become increasingly close with the Kremlin, the language used by the ROC-MP 

has become more apocalyptic and destructive. Furthermore, the ROC-MP has attempted 

to use rhetoric to elide its own, unjustified involvement in Russia’s war against Ukraine, 

including disguising its support of potential Russian war crimes as the provision of 

humanitarian aid to Ukraine. While recent issues of the JMP are not available, it is likely 

that the trend of using increasingly violent rhetoric had continued and will continue in the 

future for as long as the war lasts and the ROC-MP is enmeshed in Kremlin politics.   
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 

The ROC-MP has a long history, a complex structure, and complex ideological 

and theological guidelines which influence its interactions with both believers and states. 

This thesis attempts to describe how changes in ROC-MP structure affect the positions of 

the Church and reflect its balance of interests between its parishioners and the states in 

which it active. In Chapters 2 and 3, the history of the ROC-MP is discussed in order to 

describe some of the major themes which are present in relations between the ROC-MP 

and its parishioners and the ROC-MP and the state. In Chapter 4, a framework discussing 

various influences which the ROC-MP must balance for its relations with believers and 

the state is provided. Chapter 5 provides an overview of the general hierarchy within the 

ROC-MP and recent changes within the Church’s structure. Finally, Chapter 6 analyzes 

rhetorical shifts which have occurred in the JMP, the official organ of the Moscow 

Patriarchate.  

In the years studied, the ROC-MP has become increasingly enmeshed with the 

ideology and goals of the modern Russian Federation and has supported Russia’s efforts 

to subjugate Ukraine. This shift has occurred as believers within Ukraine and clergy who 

do not support the war have either left the Church or been silent. As a result, the ROC-

MP has increasingly supported the Kremlin’s hard line on Ukraine and made efforts to 

change Church structures to better support the Kremlin and its ideological needs. This 

forms a positive feedback cycle which does not appear to be slowing down. It is also 

unclear if the ROC-MP under its current leadership would want to slow down or end this 

cycle.  
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The evidence gathered in this thesis indicating the potential culpability of the 

ROC-MP in war crimes and crimes against humanity committed during the Russo-

Ukrainian War needs further investigation. While the Church has used Aesopian 

language to present its role in these actions as related to humanitarian aid, it appears that 

they are supporting the Russian filtration camp system through the provision of aid and 

actively working with the Russian state to separate Ukrainian children from their families 

and reeducate them, destroying their ties to their Ukrainian heritage. If true, these actions 

cannot be rationalized by any religion or ideology, and the ROC-MP should face 

international scrutiny for its culpability in perpetuating war crimes and crimes against 

humanity against the Ukrainian people.  

Due to the ongoing conflict, the future of the ROC-MP remains murky. The 

Church has heavily integrated itself into the Russian state, and through the process of 

mutual legitimation, has benefitted from this close relationship. Current structures and 

leadership have been optimized for integration into the goals and ideology of the current 

regime in the Russian Federation. If Russia is defeated in Ukraine or the Russian state 

collapses as a result of its war efforts, it will indicate another period of severe challenge 

for the ROC-MP as it will have to navigate these changes and rationalize its actions under 

the current state. However, even if Russia’s war in Ukraine is successful, the ROC-MP 

will have lost international credibility for its actions in collaborating with Russia’s war 

efforts.  

Finally, it is also unlikely that the schism between the ROC-MP and the Ukrainian 

Orthodox churches will be repaired in the immediate future. Even if, as seems an unlikely 

scenario, Russia is capable of fully integrating all Ukrainian territory into the Russian 
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Federation, it is unlikely that the ROC-MP would be successful in fully stamping out all 

of the branches of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church as émigré communities would most 

likely keep these churches alive, much like the Russian diaspora served to keep ROCOR 

alive during the Soviet period. Therefore, it seems most likely that the ROC-MP has 

permanently lost control over the majority of Ukrainian Orthodox believers.  
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