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STATE POLITICS AND RELIGIOUS PLURALISM
IN RUSSIA AND UKRAINE:
A COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

Serhii Plokhy

[. INTRODUCTION

The new law of the Russian Federation on Freedom of Conscience and Reli-
gious Associations, enacted on October 1, 1997, has effectively reestablished state
control over religious life in Russia and is considered an obvious setback to
democracy as compared with Soviet legislation of 19go.! It is difficult, if not
impossible, to understand why the religious legislation of the new Russia ap-
pears to be less democratic than the respective laws of the Soviet Union without
taking into account the evolution of church-state relations in the other post-
Soviet countries.

Ukraine, the second largest republic of the former Soviet Union, presents
an interesting case for comparison with Russia as regards the development of
church-state relations and religious pluralism. At the time of the dissolution of
the Soviet Union, the two republics were not very far apart in terms of the
political culture of their ruling elites, and both shared a strong tradition of
government control over religious life. Nevertheless, after the fall of commu-
nism, they chose somewhat different ways of dealing with the religious orga-
nizations on their respective territories. Russia adopted a law that established
special relations between the state and the dominant Russian Orthodox Church
while discriminating against the numerous “new” religions. Ukraine’s govern-
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ment, after some hesitation, refused to establish special relationships with any
of the country’s traditional churches and, although reluctantly, has been sup-
porting religious pluralism on its territory.?

This article examines the differences in the state of religious pluralism in
Russia and Ukraine by analyzing the different relationship patterns between
state structures and religious organizations in the two countries. It takes as its
point of departure the assumption that government policy toward religious mi-
norities in the postcommunist countries is influenced mainly by the kind of
relationship that emerges between the state authorities on the one hand and
the dominant religious groups on the other. It also employs the hypothesis that
the character of government policy toward the dominant churches is influenced
by the character and intensity of the nation-building process that is currently
under way in the Newly Independent States (NIS).

In almost all postcommunist countries, ruling elites have turned to nation-
alist symbols and to those religious organizations that are closely linked with
national traditions in order to legitimize their regimes and broaden their power
bases. The Serbian example is the most obvious one, but neither Russia nor
Ukraine has completely avoided this pattern. The difference between Russia
and Ukraine in that regard comes to the fore when one analyzes the attitudes
of their respective governments to nationalism in general and religious nation-
alism in particular. If the Russian elites were able to forge a lasting alliance
with the leadership of the Russian Orthodox Church, the Ukrainian officials
found themselves in a significantly different position. Not one but two religious
communities—the Ukrainian Orthodox and Ukrainian Greek Catholic
churches—sought recognition from the Ukrainian government as truly national
churches. The split of the Orthodox community into three groups—two under
the jurisdiction of the local religious authorities, and one under the jurisdiction
of Moscow—left the ruling elite with little choice but to reject the “Russian
model” of church-state relations and look for other alternatives.

II. THE POLITICS OF RELIGION IN RUSSIA

After the demise of the USSR and the rise of an independent Russian state, two
competitive trends emerged in Russian religious policy. The first is represented
by a younger generation of politicians who are pro-Western in orientation, want
to build a free and democratic Russia, and advocate principles of religious
pluralism and equal treatment of all religious groups in accordance with “in-
ternational standards.” The second trend is represented by nationalistically ori-
ented politicians who include representatives of the old nomenklatura and
members of the new Communist Party. That group is anti-Western in orienta-
tion, wants to build the new Russian state first and foremost for Russians, and
insists on the granting of special rights to the Russian Orthodox Church. The
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spread of Western, mostly Protestant-based, religious associations in post-Soviet
Russia is viewed by the latter group as a civilizational threat, an attempt to buy
out the Russian soul, and the most visible symbol of Western aggression against
the humiliated Russian state that lost the Cold War.

In 1993 the Russian parliament, which by that time had been effectively
transformed into a stronghold of nationalistically oriented politicians, passed a
law that if enacted would have granted special status to the Russian Orthodox
Church and curbed the proselytizing activities of Western religious groups in
the country. At that time the pro-Western politicians around President Boris
Yeltsin were strong enough to ensure that he did not approve the law. But in
1997, under different political circumstances, Boris Yeltsin was forced to sign
another law that was very similar to the 1993 legislation. The new law has
effectively divided religious organizations on Russian soil into two major groups.
It granted special status to the Russian traditional religions headed by the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church and discriminated against the “new arrivals,” especially
those groups that have been registered in Russia for fewer than fifteen years.
They are prohibited from opening religious schools, becoming involved in pub-
lishing activities or importing religious literature into the country.?

The new law in fact attempts to undo the changes that were introduced into
the realm of church-state relations by Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika. At that
time, the tacit protection that had been granted earlier by the state to the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church was all but withdrawn, and the Moscow Patriarchate
was left to compete on its own with its numerous rivals.* The Patriarchate struck
back in 1997, when its leadership joined the political campaign that forced
President Yeltsin to sign the law. The introduction of the new law initiated a
campaign of legal and administrative discrimination against non-Orthodox
churches and Orthodox rivals of the Moscow Patriarchate, and it is the Russian
Orthodox bishops and clergy who have been trying to influence local authorities
in the vast regions of Russia to implement the new law in such a way as to make
life most difficult for the minority churches and religious groups.

Since the adoption of the new law on freedom of conscience, the Moscow
Patriarchate has continued its campaign of intimidation against other churches
and Christian missions from the West. Metropolitan Kirill (Gundiaev) and
other hierarchs of the Patriarchate have repeatedly warned the public about the
dangerous character of the sects. The Patriarchate never clearly defined the
term “sectarians,” which is in fact is used by its spokespersons to include any
religious organization except the Russian Orthodox Church itself. But even for
members of the church there is no guarantee that they will not be labeled
“sectarians” if they disagree with the official line of the Patriarchate.®

The close cooperation between the leading hierarchs of the Moscow Patri-
archate and the state authorities in Moscow is mirrored by similar relationships
on the local level. The provincial authorities often go out of their way to assist
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the hierarchs and priests of the Russian Orthodox Church in fighting against
their competitors. The influence of Russian Orthodox bishops may be discerned
behind many actions of local authorities against Western missions and Protes-
tant organizations in general.” The Moscow Patriarchate’s fight against its Or-
thodox rivals is also conducted with the help of the state authorities. Such
cooperation demonstrates that the state’s real objective in the realm of church-
state relations is not so much to support Orthodoxy in general as to support the
Moscow Patriarchate as its main political ally.

In the opinion of Russian attorney Galina Krylova, one of the main purposes
of the new law “On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Associations” was

«

to “. . . solve the problem of property ownership by religious organizations of
other confessions, as well as by certain Orthodox communities which presently
have the status of independent legal owners of their own property.”

During the last ten years the Russian Orthodox Church has gone a long way
in its relations with the state. In 1987 it was still involved in bargaining with the
state authorities and traded its service in the form of support for the state’s
national and international policies for the government’s concessions to the
church within the country. Following the 1988 Millennium celebrations, it
continued these services to the state in the form of enthusiastic support for
perestroika, and later its ardent opposition to the disintegration of the multina-
tional Soviet Union. At the time of the August coup of 1991, the church lead-
ership kept a low profile, but in 1993 it emerged as an intermediary in the
struggle for power between the Russian president and the Russian parliament.
By 1997, the Moscow Patriarchate considered itself strong enough to manifest
its open opposition to the highest office in the country, and in fact won a
decisive victory, forcing the president to sign new religious legislation. Within
ten short years, the Russian Orthodox Church had transformed itself from a
state-controlled structure headed by KGB informers and appointees into a pow-
erful political actor capable of dictating its will to the Russian president.’

That dramatic change in the pattern of the church-state relations in Russia
was caused not so much by the actions of the church itself as by a change of
political climate in the country as a whole. Even today, the Moscow Patriarchate
remains a relatively weak institution when it comes to its organizational struc-
ture or the number of its faithful.'® Most of its parishes are still outside of Russia
in such countries as Ukraine and Belarus.!" Despite that organizational weak-
ness, the role played by the Moscow Patriarchate in Russian public life has
grown steadily within the last ten years. Russian Orthodoxy as an amalgam of
nationalism and religion is in great demand by the authorities who are desperate
to fill the ideological vacuum left after the collapse of communism and to
acquire legitimacy for their corrupt rule. Whether it is the opening of a new
office building or the signing of the “union treaty” with Belarus, a representative
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of the Russian Orthodox Church, a parish priest or Patriarch Alexii II himself
is unfailingly invited to attend the event and provide much-needed legitimacy
for the undertaking.

The Russian authorities from top to bottom also need the church to boost
their own ratings. As a poll conducted in 1993 shows, more Russians (51%) trust
their churches than their government (29%) or their president (33%).> Not
surprisingly, therefore, the two leading candidates in the 1996 Russian presi-
dential elections, the incumbent President Boris Yeltsin and communist can-
didate Gennadii Ziuganov, both made use of religious phraseology and rhetoric
in their electoral campaigns. The continuing usage of Orthodox rhetoric by
communist and reform-minded politicians alike demonstrates better than any-
thing else the importance of Orthodox symbolism in Russian political life.

On the symbolic level, Russian Orthodoxy acts as an embodiment of both
the traditional and the new Russia, a unique “bridge” between the prerevolu-
tionary Russian Empire and the post-Soviet Russian Federation. The most visi-
ble symbol of this Orthodox bridge between the Russia’s past and its future is
the construction by Moscow mayor and presidential hopeful Yurii Luzhkov of
the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, which was destroyed on Stalin’s orders in
1931. The Cathedral was built on the initiative of I'sar Alexander I as a symbol
of gratitude to divine forces for the Russian victory over Napoleon in 1812. It
took forty-four years to complete the construction. The murals and sculptures
of the cathedral created in the times of Nicholas I brought together images of
biblical and Russian history. The cathedral was built in a newly “rediscovered”
Russian architectural style and became one of the most prominent symbols of
the idea known under the name of the theory of Official Nationality. That
theory proclaimed the unity of Orthodoxy, autocracy, and nationality in
Russia.*

Back in the nineteenth century, the cathedral was built primarily with the
help of the public funds, and that is how its reconstruction is being financed
today. In this instance, it is not the national but the Moscow city government
that is playing the major role in the project, and money is not taken directly
from public funds but is being coerced by Luzhkov from state and private sector
enterprises in return for special treatment of those businesses that cooperate
with the mayor’s office. The federal government is also offering its support for
such business with such measures as issuing tax concessions and granting rights
for oil and gas exports, as well as liquor and tobacco imports. There is little
doubt that the Russian Orthodox Church is the only religious organization that
could receive such government support for the reconstruction of its place of
worship. The reason for government participation in the reconstruction of the
Orthodox cathedral is reflected in the words of President Yeltsin, who made the
following comment on the issue: “It is a Russian national place and it must be
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resurrected.” Thus the politics of Russian nationalism appear to be the most
important factor behind official support for the reconstruction of the Cathedral
of Christ the Saviour in Moscow.!®

Another example of the important role played by the Russian Orthodoxy in
the symbolic politics of Russian nationalism is the reburial of the remains of
the last Russian tsar, Nicholas 11, and members of his family. Unlike President
Yeltsin who attended reburial of the royal remains in St. Petersburg on July 17,
1998, Patriarch Aleksii II all but ignored the event. The Russian Orthodox
Church seized an opportunity to demonstrate its alleged independence from
the politics of the state. The tsar’s bones were first discovered in the late 1970s
near the city of Yekaterinburg (in Soviet times, Sverdlovsk) in the Urals, and
preparations for the reburial began immediately after the dissolution of the
USSR and the creation of the new Russian state. From the very beginning, the
Moscow Patriarchate was an important participant in the negotiations con-
ducted between the representatives of the central and local governments. Its
official position has been defined by an attempt to link the issue of the reburial
of the tsar’s family with its prospective canonization, which has resulted in
endless scientific examinations of the bones and contributed significantly to
numerous delays in the reburial of the remains.!®

The Russian Orthodox Church wants to prove the authenticity of the bones
“beyond reasonable doubt” in its attempt to establish itself as the sole bearer of
the Russian national tradition. That role is also claimed by the Moscow Patri-
archate’s long-standing rival, the Russian Orthodox Church Abroad. The latter
has been the church of the White émigrés and their descendants, who have
never recognized the legitimacy of Soviet rule in Russia and have repeatedly
condemned the Moscow Patriarchate for its collaboration with the communist
authorities. The Russian Orthodox Church Abroad has its own remains of the
tsar’s family, which were recovered by the White Army during the Revolution
and taken abroad to be encased in the wall of the Church of Job the Long-
sufferer in Brussels.'” The authenticity of the Brussels bones was never tested
by DNA analysis, but the Church Abroad canonized the tsar and his family in
1981, and now the Moscow Patriarchate faces the difficult and delicate task of
taking over from its rival the role of protector of the Russian national tradition.

There is little doubt that the last ten years have witnessed the return of
Russian Orthodoxy as an important element of Russian national identity. This
return occurred at a time when the whole society had embarked on the project
of “rediscovering” its nationality, and President Yeltsin had entrusted the Rus-
sian intellectual establishment with the task of formulating a new “Russian
idea.” What kind of idea this will be, and what will be the role of the Orthodoxy
in its formation? There is ample evidence that the new Russian idea will include
both national and religious components, and in that respect will continue the
tradition established by the nineteenth-century formula of Official Nationality.



Russia and Ukraine 303

The reconstruction of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour with the political
and financial support of the Russian and Moscow governments makes it ap-
parent that at least two of the three components of the Official Nationality
formula, namely Orthodoxy and nationality, are strongly connected in contem-
porary Russia. The role of the Moscow Patriarchate in the preparations for the
reburial of the last Russian tsar demonstrates that in the new Russia the recovery
of historical memory of autocracy, the third component of the Official Nation-
ality formula, is also impossible without the participation of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church.

In contemporary Russia, the activities of the Russian Orthodox Church re-
flect that country’s national and imperial tradition. The church is often viewed
as a vehicle of Russian influence in the “near abroad” and as a legitimizing
factor in any international initiative aimed at the reconstruction of the former
empire. Despite some significant losses suffered by the Moscow Patriarchate
since the dissolution of the USSR, the Holy Synod (the ruling body of the
church) managed to preserve its “all-union” character. From that perspective,
the Moscow Patriarch appears to be a much more successful player than the
Russian President, who, in the eyes of Russian nationalists, while getting rid of
Gorbachev, lost not only Baltic and Central Asian provinces of the USSR, but
also its Slavic republics of Ukraine and Belarus. The Moscow Patriarchate, on
the other hand, has strengthened its position in Belarus and, even though it lost
numerous parishes to its Greek Catholic and Orthodox rivals in Ukraine, suc-
ceeded in preserving its status there as the largest religious organization in
Ukraine.'s

In Belarus, the Moscow Patriarchate has never allowed the appearance of a
strong autocephalous or Uniate (Greek Catholic) movement. It has also enlisted
the strong support of the authorities, especially Belarusian President Aliaksandr
Lukashenka, in its struggle with the Roman Catholic Church in the western
regions of the country. The head of the Belarusian exarchate of the Russian
Orthodox Church, Metropolitan Filaret (Vakhromeev), an ethnic Russian who
does not speak or write Belarusian, has never challenged the authority of the
Moscow Patriarchate in Belarus, as did his counterpart in Ukraine, Metropol-
itan Filaret (Denysenko). He also gave his full support to the creation of the
Russian-Belarusian Union, which was proclaimed by the presidents of Belarus
and Russia in the spring of 1996.

The prominent presence of the Moscow Patriarch, Aleksii 1, at the signing
ceremony of the “unification” treaty between Russia and Belarus in April 1996,
demonstrated the strong support granted by the Russian Orthodox Church to
the reunification campaign. The key figures in the Holy Synod of the Moscow
Patriarchate apparently share Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s vision of a single East
Slavic Orthodox state to be formed on the ruins of the disintegrated Soviet
Union and composed of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. The idea was first ex-
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pressed by Alexander Solzhenitsyn in 1990, on the eve of the dissolution of the
USSR, and has its Orthodox parallel in the nostalgic vision of one indivisible
Holy Rus’, which in the nineteenth century included Russia, Little Russia,
(Ukraine) and White Russia (Belarus. )"

There are numerous signs that Russian Orthodoxy has been gradually re-
placing Marxism-Leninism as an ideological factor in the formulation and le-
gitimization of the Russian foreign policy in the “near abroad.” This has been
the case as regards Russian policy not only toward the Slavic and predominantly
Orthodox Belarus and Ukraine, but also toward the other former Soviet repub-
lics. The 1997 conflict between the Moscow and Constantinople Patriarchates
over the Orthodox communities in Estonia is one of the best examples of the
unwillingness of the Russian Orthodox Church to relinquish its control over
Orthodox communities in the former USSR.?

The decade that has passed since the liberalization of government policy on
religion by Mikhail Gorbachev has brought significant changes in the status of
the Russian Orthodox Church vis-a-vis the government. If Gorbachev’s recon-
ciliation with the church on the eve of its Millennium in 1998 was an expression
of good will on the part of a government that wanted to improve its human-
rights record abroad, Boris Yeltsin’s enactment of the 1997 law was the result of
a campaign of intimidation conducted by the Russian Orthodox Church that
significantly damaged the democratic image of the Russian state in the West.

III. THE POLITICS OF RELIGION IN UKRAINE

In Ukraine, much of the current discussion concerning the future of the in-
dependent state has centered on the issue of nation-building. Two models of
the Ukrainian state, national (the state of the “Ukrainian people”) and multi-
ethnic (the state of “the people of Ukraine,”) usually serve as starting points for
scholarly discussion.?!

It is quite obvious that the future of church-state relations in Ukraine will
depend heavily on the choice made by the newly independent state in its nation-
building strategy. It is equally true that the religious policy of the government
and the response to it on the part of organized religion will influence the process
of nation-building. In the area of church-state relations, current Ukrainian gov-
ernments face the dilemma of either forging an alliance with the traditional
(national) churches or allowing “all flowers to bloom,” with consequent equal
treatment of all denominations, including those closely linked to neighboring
states (especially Russia and Poland).

In Ukraine, the discussion on which road to take —whether to Ukrainize the
traditional churches (Orthodox and Greek Catholic) and make them into state
bodies or to abandon all hope of exploiting their nation-building potential and
throw open the doors to Protestantism and its attendant spirit of capitalism —
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was begun more than a century ago by Mykhailo Drahomanov.?? That discus-
sion is by no means over, but its subject has already entered current political
debate.

In 1991 the Supreme Council of Ukraine adopted a law on religious asso-
ciations that resembled the old Soviet legislation in proclaiming the complete
separation of church and state, but was much more democratic than the laws
previously in force. In many respects, this law could be termed a declaration of
intent on the part of the state, while the historical tradition inherited by society
and prevailing political circumstances impelled state functionaries toward ac-
tive intervention in church affairs.?* By August 1991, when Ukraine declared its
independence, the Ukrainian churches had become deeply involved in political
conflict. Fach of them had its political sponsors, who in turn enjoyed church
support in election campaigns, political activity, etc.

The proclamation of Ukraine’s independence and the election of Leonid
Kravchuk as the first president of Ukraine in December 1991 established the
presidential administration as the main generator of ideas in realm of church-
state relations. The government found a devoted supporter and executor of its
plans in the head of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC), Metropolitan
Filaret (Denysenko), who had held the Kiev metropolitanate since 1966 and
was well known for his anti-Uniate and anti-autocephalist views. Moscow man-
aged, however, to exploit tensions within the church in Ukraine, particularly
the Ukrainian episcopate’s dissatisfaction with Filaret, in order to remove him
from the church leadership in the spring of 1992. In June of that year, with the
support of the government, Filaret became one of the leaders of the Ukrainian
Autocephalous Orthodox Church, which he had once persecuted, and which
was now renamed the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Kiev Patriarchate
(UOC-KP). This new church enjoyed substantial support from the government
during the administration of President Leonid Kravchuk.?* Ukraine in fact em-
barked on a project similar to the one under way in Russia—the creation of a
quasi-state national church that would become an important element in the
Ukrainian nation-building process.

The establishment of such a national church, which the Council for Reli-
gious Affairs was in fact bringing about, resulted in the government defense of
the UOC-KP not only against its Orthodox competitors, but against those of
other denominations as well. In its claim to be the only national church of
Ukraine the UOC-KP faced a serious competition on the part of the Ukrainian
Greek Catholic Church, destroyed by Stalin in 1946—49 but restored in Western
Ukraine in 1988—qo as part of the national revival in that part of Ukraine. The
state generally tended to ignore the existence of that church and was very re-
luctant to grant it any significant role in the nation-building project during the
Kravchuk administration. One of the signs of this was the lack of Ukrainian
diplomatic representation at the Vatican. Even the Directory (a short-lived
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Ukrainian government in 1919—20) had proceeded to establish its mission at the
Holy See.

Another symptom of government’s double standard in the treatment of the
traditional churches of Ukraine was its complete passivity in the matter of win-
ning recognition of a Greek Catholic Patriarchate. Even though several promi-
nent representatives of the Ukrainian diaspora made personal appeals to Pres-
ident Kravchuk, arguing that the establishment of a patriarchate would serve
the purposes of state policy concerning the need for an independent church in
a sovereign state, the government remained entirely passive on the question.
This passivity is particularly striking when compared with the government’s
active support for Orthodox autocephaly and the Orthodox Kiev Patriarchate.
In a certain sense, the religious policy of President Kravchuk even favored
Roman Catholics over Greek Catholics, according in that respect with the
Vatican’s official line. Thus one national church, the Greek Catholic, was de-
nied support, while another, the UOC-KP, was generously showered with it.>*

The roots of that policy should be sought in the close alliance between the
authorities and the Orthodox hierarchy, especially Metropolitan Filaret. He
(not without reason) regarded the Greek Catholics as his competitors, in the
traditional suspicion with which Uniates had been treated in the Russian Em-
pire and the Soviet Union, and in the official policy of the creation of a state
church that was to be exclusively Orthodox.

The election of Leonid Kuchma as the new president of Ukraine in the
summer of 1994 had a significant impact on church-state relations in Ukraine.
The “church question” came to Leonid Kuchma’s attention during his first days
in office. It is worth noting that the presidential decree on the liquidation of
the Committee for Religious Affairs—the symbol of active state intervention in
the affairs of religious associations—was signed on the same day (July 26, 1994)
as the decree appointing the head of the presidential administration. The com-
mittee was replaced by a ministry with an awkward designation —the Ministry
for Nationalities, Migration and Cults.?® The date of the signing of the decree
and the poorly conceived name of the new ministry (an observer, commenting
on the word “cults,” noted that at least “superstitions” had not been used in-
stead) testify to the hastiness of the decision and the new administration’s desire
to dissociate itself from the policy introduced by its predecessor.?”

The new government almost immediately demonstrated its support for the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church under the jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate
(UOC-MP). The change in religious policy was predetermined by the main
provisions of the presidential administration’s broader policy on questions of
nationality, culture, and language. That policy was governed by the basic pos-
tulates of Leonid Kuchma’s electoral program and the circumstances of his
struggle for the presidency with the incumbent, Leonid Kravchuk. The orga-
nizers of the Kravchuk campaign, secking to distract voter attention from eco-
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nomic problems and government inaction on economic reform, staked their
fortunes on the national question. During the campaign, Kravchuk was repre-
sented as the sole guarantor of Ukrainian independence, which would be sur-
rendered to Moscow in the event of Kuchma’s coming to power.

The accession of Leonid Kuchma, the dissolution of the pro-Filaret Com-
mittee for Religious Affairs, and the administration’s new course in the area of
church-state relations greatly worsened relations between the state and the
UOC-KP, creating a strained and explosive situation in that area. The incident
that sparked the transformation of the “cold war” into a “hot” one was the
dispute between the government and the church over the place of interment
of the patriarch of the UOC-KP, Volodymyr (Romaniuk), on July 18, 1995. In
fact, the incident was provoked by the ongoing rivalry between the UOC-KP
and the UOC-MP for control over the sacred sites of Kiev, the most eminent
of which was St. Sophia Cathedral, which remained under state ownership.?

The struggle between the different Orthodox jurisdictions was waged not so
much for buildings as for sacred places—symbols of Kievan Christianity, that
is, for the spiritual heritage of Kiev and, accordingly, for the legitimacy of this
or that church. Among the potential claimants to Sophia, in addition to the Or-
thodox churches, one should mention the Greek Catholic Church, whose late
patriarch, Cardinal Yosyf Slipyi, had asked in his will to be buried at the cathe-
dral. In the autumn of 1993, members of a new denomination, the White Broth-
erhood, headed by their living god, Maria Devi Khrystos (Maryna Tsvyhun),
attempted to seize St. Sophia. But the main battle for that holy place took place
between the Kiev and Moscow Patriarchates. On July 18, 1995, a day that came
to be known as Black Tuesday, government units dispersed the funeral proces-
sion of supporters of the Kievan Patriarchate who had attempted to bury their
late patriarch, Volodymyr (Romaniuk), on the territory of St. Sophia, thereby
securing it for their own church.

The conflict at St. Sophia ended in tragedy and a resounding scandal that
undermined the prestige of the government and the presidential administration.
For the first time in Ukraine, which had attained independence bloodlessly and
was justly proud of its tolerant practices, blood had been shed and brute force
applied.?” It was probably no accident that such a conflict occurred at the gates
of St. Sophia, a cathedral that bears important symbolic meaning for proponents
of both Russian and Ukrainian nationalism. At the origin of the conflict between
the two nationalisms lies a historical controversy over the rights to the heritage
of Kievan Rus’, which is currently claimed not only by Russians and Ukrainians,
but also by Belarusians.

For the Moscow Patriarchate, the St. Sophia Cathedral is one of the major
symbols of the historical “Holy Rus”” and the idea of the unity of the three
Fast Slavic peoples. For the Kiev Patriarchate, possession of the St. Sophia
Cathedral means ultimate victory for the Ukrainian claim to the spiritual heri-
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tage of Kievan Rus’. That deep symbolic meaning of the St. Sophia Cathedral
for Ukrainian nationalism in general and religious nationalism in particular
contributed to the fact that the Kiev Patriarchate’s procession to the cathedral
was led by former President Leonid Kravchuk himself, as well as by many
leaders of the Ukrainian nationalist and national-democratic parties. The gov-
ernment, for its part, has preferred to keep St. Sophia under its own control,
rejecting the claims to it made by individual churches and keeping it within its
own jurisdiction as a reward that it will transfer to the church in the event of
its unification.

Kiev has its own version of Moscow’s Christ the Saviour Cathedral recon-
struction project. That is a reconstruction of the Cathedral of St. Michael
Golden Domes in the center of the city. The cathedral, which was destroyed
by the Soviet authorities in the 1930s, dates back to the times of Kievan Rus,
and once rebuilt will be destined to serve as a symbol of reborn Ukrainian
Christianity. The reconstruction project began under President Kravchuk and
continues under President Kuchma, but there is little hope that it will play the
same unifying symbolic role in the politics of Ukrainian nationalism as the
Moscow Cathedral is playing in the politics and symbolism of Russian nation-
alism. During the period of intense conflict between Leonid Kravchuk and the
Kuchma administration that followed “Black Tuesday,” both politicians made
public their perceptions of the events of that tragic day and their views of
the model of church-state relations required for the good of Ukraine. Leonid
Kravchuk was the first to do so. He blamed the government for the tragedy that
had taken place, asserting that the reason for the conflict was the refusal of the
authorities to work together with the national church, which was an important
factor in the rise of Ukrainian national consciousness and nation-building.
Leonid Kuchma, on the other hand, identified the provocative actions of the
nationalists and church officials who had tried to drive the government into an
impasse as the factor primarily responsible for the tragedy. He noted that grant-
ing permission to inter the patriarch on the grounds of St. Sophia would have
worsened the government’s relations with the other churches and contravened
the policy of official noninterference in church affairs.®

Thus the principal burden of Kravchuk’s statement was a defense of official
intervention in church affairs for the purpose of state-building and support of
the national cause. Kuchma, on the other hand, stressed the principle of the
separation of church and state. The two statements reflected opposing views of
the problem and were more in the nature of political declarations than practical
suggestions for resolving the complex questions of church-state relations. After
all, it is public knowledge that in the last months of his presidency Leonid
Kravchuk established good relations with Filaret’s most powerful competitor,
the UOC-MP. And the Kuchma administration, for its part, initiated virtually
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open warfare with the UOC-KP following the events of “Black Tuesday” and
its declarations of noninterference.

Clearly, it was this “flexibility” in resolving practical questions of church-
state relations that allowed both political forces to achieve a compromise in the
first half of 1996 in order to attain their common goal, the adoption of a new
Ukrainian constitution. The government discontinued its pressure on the UOC-
KP, while the latter, in the person of Patriarch Filaret and his political allies,
renounced its antigovernment propaganda and withdrew the demand for the
establishment of a state-sponsored Orthodox church (which the UOC-KP was
to have become under a new patriotic government). Thus was the grave of
Patriarch Volodymyr put in order as a result of the reconciliation of former
enemies, the reanimation of old political alliances, and a change in the ori-
entation of presidential policy on questions of culture, nationality, and religion.
Thus for the first time since the declaration of Ukrainian independence did the
government renounce a policy of confrontation and enter into a dialogue with
the two largest Ukrainian Orthodox churches.

The abrupt turns in government policy toward the Ukrainian Orthodox
churches under presidents Kravchuk and Kuchma had a direct impact on the
official attitude toward Protestants and “new” religions in Ukraine in general.
Initially the semiofficial attitude of the government—that there was to be an
independent church in a sovereign state —also served to define the main lines
of official policy toward Protestants and representatives of other nontraditional
churches in Ukraine. On the one hand, the government attempted to make the
administrative centers of those churches independent of Moscow, a goal that it
more or less effectively achieved;* on the other hand, it was open to pressure
from the Orthodox hierarchs who were its allies and who demanded resolute
measures against the flood of missionaries entering Ukraine from the West.

The Moscow Patriarchate demanded similar measures from the government
of Russia. Because of international public protests against changes in Russian
legislation, measures to limit the activity of foreign missionaries in Russia were
blocked by President Yeltsin in 1993. In Ukraine, however, such legislative
changes were made almost unnoticed by the end of the same year. There was
virtually no protest against them, as the amendments were adopted by parlia-
ment following the attempt of members of the White Brotherhood to seize the
St. Sophia Cathedral in the autumn of 1993, which was widely featured in the
media.*

It was generally considered that the discriminatory changes in legislation
were directed against Russia, whence most of the “brothers” had come to
Ukraine, and they did not lead to any noticeable restrictions on the activity of
Western missionaries. As in the past, those missionaries could preach freely in
Ukraine and buy time on radio and television, competing only with the officially
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supported UOC-KP in terms of hours of air time. Since the last decades of the
nineteenth century, Ukraine has been part of the “Bible belt” first of the Russian
Empire and later of the USSR. Many Protestant organizations, including nu-
merous Baptist and Pentecostal communities active in the USSR, had their
origins in Ukrainian soil, and Ukrainian ministers played leading roles in all-
Union Protestant organizations prior to the collapse of the USSR.

The much deeper historical roots of Protestantism in Ukraine as compared
to Russia, as well as the larger percentage of adherents of Protestant teachings
among the population in general, the different makeup of the Ukrainian reli-
gious landscape, and the pro-Western orientation of many segments of Ukrai-
nian population all significantly contribute to the fact that Protestants in general
and Western missions in particular are viewed in Ukraine with less animosity
than in Russia. One of the major indicators of the sociological climate that
surrounds Protestants in Ukraine is the role of the “Protestant” factor in Ukrai-
nian politics in general and elections in particular. Significant interest dem-
onstrated by various political parties in the Protestant vote and the participation
of protestants in Ukrainian politics at the highest levels are evidence of general
tolerance of the Protestant churches in predominantly Orthodox Ukraine.**

IV. CONCLUSION: NATION-BUILDING AND
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

The current revival of religion in the former USSR cannot be explained only
by the end of the persecution of religion by the atheist state or by the ideological
vacuum left by the collapse of communist ideology. The religious revival in
the former Soviet republics should be viewed as the result of at least two im-
portant processes that are currently under way in the post-Soviet countries: first,
the dramatic social and economic changes caused by the collapse of the state-
run economy and the advance of capitalism, and second, the development of
nation-building projects.

The “first advent” of capitalism on the territory of the Russian Empire took
place in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It was so rapid and
dramatic in character that it undermined the imperial social system and even-
tually brought about the Russian Revolution. The “second advent,” which be-
gan in the late 1980s, has also resulted in the dramatic growth of social tensions.
It is also closely linked in the eyes of former Soviet citizens with the West, and
consequently with Western missionaries, the only Westerners whom the major-
ity of post-Soviets have ever seen.

The missionaries, who are bringing the “spirit of capitalism” to Russia along
with their teachings, are also perceived as a major threat to the traditional
churches, which remain very weak, unreformed, and unadapted to the new
circumstances after decades of communist control. The traditional churches



Russia and Ukraine 311

are unable to satisfy the spiritual needs of the post-Soviet public, which is largely
secularized, disoriented, and threatened by dramatic social change. As a rule,
the traditional churches refuse to reform, seek protection from the state, and
play the nationalist card to maintain their dominant position in the rapidly
changing society.

Nationalism and religion, as well as religious nationalism as a product of
their interaction, have become important factors in the search for a new identity
in the post-Soviet republics. Those republics that belong to the world of “Slavia
Orthodoxa” turned to the Orthodox tradition and its institutional embodiment,
the Orthodox Church, as an important factor in the creation of their new na-
tional identities. The missionary activity of Western Protestant groups has been
viewed in that context as a serious threat to the core element in the new nation-
building process, and the state in the countries of “Slavia Orthodoxa” has gen-
erally supported the traditional Orthodox churches, protecting them against
their Western rivals in return for Orthodox participation in the state’s nation-
building projects.

Government support for traditional Orthodox churches differs from one
country to another, and the cases of Russia and Ukraine well demonstrate the
nature of those differences. Why does Ukraine appear much more pluralistic
when it comes to religious policy than neighboring Russia? A number of an-
swers to this question are possible, although it is the conclusion of this author
that the weakness of Ukrainian ethnic nationalism, which has been recently
called “a minority faith,”** as well as the fragmentation of the Ukrainian reli-
gious community, has caused the Ukrainian elites to look beyond ethnic and
religious nationalism while searching for a new ideology to legitimize their rule.
Those factors have also made Ukrainian elites less receptive to the lobbying of
the dominant religious organizations. The Russian elites, on the contrary, while
depending on the moral and political support of the one national church, found
themselves extremely vulnerable to any pressure from its leadership and were
forced to enact a law that openly discriminates against minority religions and
new religious organizations.
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