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Abstract (150 words) 
 
The article analyses political mobilisation towards the establishment of an independent 
Ukrainian national church. Ukraine had three Orthodox churches, the largest of which is under 
the jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate, while the others lacked ecclesiastical legitimacy. 
On 11 October 2018, in a dramatic decision with geopolitical consequences, the Kyiv 
Patriarchate received ecclesiastical recognition from the Istanbul-based Ecumenical 
Patriarchate. Drawing on 16 interviews with key clergy, academics and policy practitioners 
working on church-state relations in Kyiv, a literature review, and online data from Bulgarian, 
Greek, Polish, Romanian, Russian, Serbian and Ukrainian sources, the article argues that the 
conflict in Donbas has been a key factor in the national and international mobilisation towards 
autocephaly. This article demonstrates that in Eastern Orthodoxy, churches perform state-like 
functions in three areas, namely establishing diplomatic channels of communication; 
mobilising the faithful at national and international levels; and advancing human security 
discourses on violence, survival and tolerance.   
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Introduction 
 
On 21 November 2016, in a ceremony at the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour in Moscow 
celebrating his 70th anniversary, Patriarch Kirill stated that ‘Our church will never leave 
Ukrainian brothers in trouble and will not abandon them. We will never agree to change the 
sacred canonical borders of the Church, because Kyiv is the spiritual cradle of holy Rus’, like 
Mtskheta for Georgia and Kosovo or for Serbia’.1 These passionate remarks, which led to 
applause from the audience and were witnessed by heads and representatives from fifteen 
churches, including Metropolitan Onufriy, Head of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church – Moscow 
Patriarchate, summarise one of the most contentious issues in contemporary Eastern Orthodox 
Christianity, namely the debates on Ukrainian autocephaly (independence) and Russia’s 
ecclesiastical links with the Orthodox faithful in Ukraine. Why do Orthodox churches need 
autocephaly? Eastern Orthodoxy, the third largest branch of Christianity, brings together 
around 300 million faithful divided along national lines (Angold, 2006; Demacopoulos and 
Papanikolaou, 2013; Leustean, 2014; Prodromou, 2004; Ramet, 1988; Roudometof, 2013). 
Institutionally, fourteen Orthodox churches are in communion with each other acknowledging 
the primus inter pares role of the Istanbul-based Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople.2 
As a general rule, Orthodox churches acquired autocephaly as part of their nation-building 
processes. Both church and state leaders appealed to the Ecumenical Patriarchate, the only 
church widely regarded by most hierarchs and theologians with the authority to enable new 
Churches to become an integral part of the Orthodox commonwealth. 
 The Ecumenical Patriarchate’s authority to bestow autocephaly has been disputed and 
regularly challenged by the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC). The Ecumenical Patriarchate 
dates back to the Christian Church established by Emperor Constantine (306-337) who moved 
the capital of the Roman Empire to Constantinople in 323. After the 1453 fall of Byzantium, 
the Patriarchate remained the centre of ecclesiastical and political power for the Christian 
faithful in the Ottoman Empire. Today, the Patriarchate looks after a small number of faithful 
in Turkey while a significant number of communities are under its jurisdiction in Western 
Europe, the United States and Canada. In contrast to national Orthodox churches, the 
Patriarchate is not linked to nation-building processes. Discrepancies in the number of faithful 
and state support characterise relations between the Ecumenical Patriarchate and the Russian 
Orthodox Church. The Moscow Patriarchate brings together not only the largest number of 
Orthodox faithful in the world but also exerts considerable geopolitical influence outside the 
country’s borders. 
 Among Orthodox churches, the Ukrainian case stands out. First, the Orthodox faithful 
have been divided among three churches, the largest of which is under the jurisdiction of the 
Russian Orthodox Church while large segments of Ukrainian diaspora, particularly in Canada, 
are under that of the Ecumenical Patriarchate. Second, Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the 
conflict in the Donbas region have led to unprecedented religious and political mobilisation 
towards obtaining autocephaly. The independence of the Ukrainian Church has been regularly 
presented by politicians as directly linked to state independence. Third, a unified and 
ecclesiastically recognised Ukrainian Church would represent not only a diminishing of 
Russia’s authority in Ukraine, but most importantly would lead to the formation of the second 
largest Orthodox Church in the world. Russia would continue to hold the largest number of 
Orthodox faithful with around 110 million, followed by Ukraine with 40 million and Romania 
with 18 million (Pew Research Centre, 2017). Hierarchs from other Orthodox churches have 
been asked to support either the Ecumenical Patriarchate or the Russian position 
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communicating directly with Ukrainian political authorities. For example, on 12 June 2017, 
the Bulgarian Orthodox Church sent a letter to President Poroshenko supporting the UOC-MP 
thus going beyond standard protocol which requires that diplomatic messages are transmitted 
through state bodies rather than religious channels.3  

The diplomacy adopted by Orthodox churches increased after the December 2013-
January 2014 Maidan Revolution, the post-March 2014 takeover of Crimea and the conflict in 
Donbas (Bertelsen, 2016; Denysenko, 2014; Dragneva and Wolczuk, 2015; Elliott, 2014; 
Fylypovych and Horkusha, 2015; Kozelsky, 2014; Krawchuk and Bremer, 2016; Mitrokhin, 
2010; Mearsheimer, 2014; Petro, 2017; Samokhvalov, 2015 and 2017; Simons, 2015; van der 
Laarse et al, 2015; Wilson, 2000 and 2014). While the exact figures remain disputed, 
international organisations estimate that over 10,000 people died in Donbas, 2,800 of which 
were civilians. Despite the Minsk Protocols which stopped belligerent forces, clashes, injuries 
and deaths occur every week in the buffer zone between Ukrainian military forces and pro-
separatists troops (Interviews 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 and 14). The Donbas conflict has been described as 
‘among the worst humanitarian crises in the world’ while ‘one-third of all Donbas medical 
facilities have been damaged’ affecting 6.6 million people living in the region, around 15% of 
Ukraine’s total population.4 The United Nations Refugee Agency has reported that Ukraine is 
the ninth largest country in the world with over 1.5 million internally displaced people 
(Crimean Human Rights Group, 2018; Mavelli and Wilson, 2017; Wood et al, 2016; 
Yekelchyk, 2015).5 

This article focuses on the ways in which religious and state diplomacy worked together 
towards the granting of Ukrainian autocephaly.. Drawing on 16 interviews with key academics, 
clergy and policy practitioners working on church-state relations in Kyiv conducted between 
March and October 2018, a literature review, and online data from Bulgarian, Greek, Polish, 
Romanian, Russian, Serbian and Ukrainian sources, it examines the political mobilisation of 
Orthodox churches towards the establishment of an independent Ukrainian national church. 
The nterviews were conducted with lower clergy (priests/deans), top clergy 
(bishops/metropolitans) and employees working in church bodies. As we interviewed church 
leaders from both UOC-KP and UOC-MP data from interviews has been collated to ensure 
participants’ anonymity. Each interview with church leaders lasted around one hour and 
followed a semi-structured approach. 

We argue that the conflict in Donbas has been a key factor in the national and 
international mobilisation towards autocephaly. While autocephaly was officially proclaimed 
by the Ecumenical Patriarchate on 6 January 2019, we demonstrate that the decision taken on 
11 October 2018 was the result of the ways in which churches engaged with violence in Donbas 
leading to a direct split among key churches in the Orthodox commonwealth. The article 
focuses on events leading to the 11 October decision and shows that in Eastern Orthodox 
Christianity, Orthodox churches project state-like functions in three key areas, namely 
establishing diplomatic channels of communication; mobilising the faithful at both national 
and international levels; and advancing human security discourses on violence, survival and 
tolerance.    

   
The Ukrainian Orthodoxy: Pro-Independence and Pro-Moscow Wings 
 
During the Soviet period, religious communities were harshly persecuted by the atheist state 
with the Greek Catholic Church, predominantly based in the western part of the country, 
abolished (Bociurkiw, 1996; Himka, 1999). When Ukraine gained state independence status in 
1991, religious and political elites not only recognised the Greek Catholic Church but also 
raised the question of the opportunity to establish an independent Ukrainian Church 
(Bociurkiw, 1990; Kazmina and Filippova, 2005; Plokhy and Sysyn, 2003). The proposal to 
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do so was put forward due to three factors. First, autocephaly has been linked to independent 
statehood as most predominantly Orthodox countries have their own national Church. Second, 
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church had historical grounds to claim independence. The Ukrainian 
lands, and Kyiv in particular, had been the centre of Slavonic Orthodoxy. The Medieval 
principality of the Kyivan Rus’ was the place where the Slavic tribes converted to the Eastern 
Orthodox Christianity of the Byzantine Empire. From the tenth until the seventeenth century, 
the Orthodox Church in Ukrainian territory had the status of a metropolis of the Ecumenical 
Patriarchate. The jurisdiction changed in 1686 when the Russian Empire exerted pressure on 
the Ecumenical Patriarchate and took control of the Kyiv metropolis. Third, as part of the 
Soviet Union, Kyiv was presented as the ‘cradle of the three fraternal Eastern Slavic nations’, 
namely the Russian, Ukrainian and Belarusian nations. Ukraine was one of the most populous 
Soviet republics with a high degree of religiosity, bringing together nearly half of the parishes 
for the whole Russian Orthodox Church. Despite religious persecution, Ukraine hosted a 
significant number of monastic communities, including the most famous and earliest monastic 
complex and pilgrimage destination, Pechersk Lavra, as well as educational establishments in 
Kyiv and Odessa, the latter one of the few centres allowed to operate under the Soviet atheist 
policy. Part of the challenge in assessing religious jurisdiction in Ukraine has been due to the 
fact that there has been no single agreed map that defines ‘Ukrainian territory’. Ukraine’s 
borders have constantly shifted throughout history (Fagan, 2013; Plokhy, 2015; Senyk, 1993 
and 2011; Wanner, 2012).  

When the Soviet Union collapsed, three key elements stood out in the secessionist drive 
of Ukrainian congregations from the jurisdiction of the Russian Orthodox Church, namely 
historical narrative, church size and institutional infrastructure. The most visible supporter of 
an independent Ukrainian Church was the local primate of the Russian Orthodox Church in 
Ukraine, Metropolitan Filaret (Denysenko). Metropolitan Filaret, who served for decades in 
the Russian Orthodox Church, started informal negotiations with Moscow on obtaining 
autonomy status for his Church in Ukraine. At first, Filaret seemed to appeal to both sides, by 
rejecting calls for independence. On 9 May 1989, when asked about his view of the emergence 
of the newly-formed Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church (UAOC), he stated that ‘And 
our Church, as is known from history, does everything for the union of peoples. Therefore, it 
is against autocephaly’ (Sysyn, 2003: 94). On 25-27 October 1990, Moscow granted the 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church self-governing rights (which implied a unique status as part of the 
Russian Orthodox Church, not ‘autonomy’ or ‘autocephaly’); however, a few months later, 
after Ukraine declared independence in August 1991, calls for religious independence 
increased. As discussions with Moscow brought no results, the pro-independence wing led by 
Filaret assembled an All-Ukrainian Spiritual Consistory composed of bishops, abbots of 
monasteries and theologians and proclaimed independence in June 1992.6 At the same time, 
the pro-Moscow wing of the Ukrainian Church held an alternative assembly in the eastern part 
of the country, in Kharkiv, proclaiming that the ‘independent’ group was heretical and 
repeating its loyalty to the Moscow Patriarchate (Wasyliw, 2014).  

The split resulted in two Churches in Ukraine, namely the Ukrainian Orthodox Church 
of Kyiv Patriarchate (UOC-KP) led by Patriarch Filaret and the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of 
Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP), the latter holding the status of the ROC eparchy, under the 
leadership of Metropolitan Volodymyr (Sabodan). The UOC-MP remained the canonical 
church officially recognized by the Ecumenical Patriarch and other Churches as the most 
important and widely recognised religious community in Ukraine. The emergence of the UOC-
KP was further weakened by the recognition of a third and much smaller church, namely the 
Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church (UAOC) in 1990. The UAOC allowed the Russian 
Orthodox Church to present the pro-independence groups as ambitious individuals in search of 
ecclesiastical power rather than a cohesive national-religious stance. Throughout the 1990s, 



5 
 

despite having the support of Leonid Kravchuk, the first President of Ukraine, the UOC-KP’s 
call for autocephaly was dismissed by the Ecumenical Patriarchate. However, in subsequent 
decades, the number of UOC-KP faithful grew steadily. 

The issue of autocephaly came into a new light during the 2004 Orange Revolution 
when President Viktor Yuschenko brought the idea of establishing an independent church back 
to the political agenda. Despite some initial progress in negotiations between Moscow and 
Constantinople, autocephaly did not materialise. The UOC-KP adopted a new tactic by 
considering the possibility of reunion with the UOC-MP which would have enabled 
ecclesiastical reform. Between 2009 and 2011, Patriarch Filaret and Metropolitan Volodymyr 
held negotiations on the reunification of their two churches (Interview 11). However, the 
election of President Viktor Yanukovych in 2010 added pressure to negotiations and the 
dialogue was halted. Tensions were evident when Metropolitan Volodymyr became ill and 
hospitalised and the Yanukovych government banned access to him for all of his close advisors.  

The 2013 Euro-Maidan demonstrations changed the course of events in the Ukrainian 
Church. One of the most striking symbolic acts that turned both church and politics upside 
down was the role played by UOC-KP in the first days of the Euro-Maidan protests in 
November-December 2013 (Krawchuk and Bremer, 2016; Lunkin, 2014; Wanner, 2015). 
Apart from political support for the pro-European political course of Ukraine, the Kyiv 
Patriarchate was the most active publicly in providing direct support to demonstrators. When 
the Yanukovych government ordered the riot police to repress the protesting students, St 
Michael Monastery of the Kyiv Patriarchate opened its gates, sheltering the wounded and 
injured protesters. Its bell rang a sound which resonated with the residents as a signal of fire or 
foreign invasion. The bell alerted and mobilized thousands of Kyivans, who went to the 
Independence Square and protested against the regime. Similar scenes were repeated in other 
cities with hundreds of thousands demonstrating across the country. Over the following 
months, during the most dramatic phases of the revolution, the Monastery was both a hospital 
and a burial site for protestors. The UOC-KP’s position found support with the masses while 
the UOC-MP shifted between an openly pro-Russian and an introverted stance. By hosting 
Patriarch of Moscow Kirill, who often replicated Russia’s rhetoric on the decay of Western 
civilization, the UOC-MP became associated with strong anti-Europeanism. Furthermore, 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea in the aftermath of a local referendum which has been regarded 
internationally as constitutionally illegal and its military support for the conflict in Donbas 
greatly affected church-state relations in Ukraine.  

After Volodymyr died on 5 July 2014, the top UOC-MP clergy who favoured dialogue 
with the UOC-KP were replaced while the leadership became dominated by a group of pro-
Russian bishops from eastern and southern Ukraine (Interview 8). Publicly, the UOC-MP 
refused to take sides in the conflict in Donbas contrasting with the UOC-KP which expressed 
support for a united Ukrainian statehood. When President Petro Poroshenko took office in June 
2014, he tried to entice the Holy Synod of the UOC-MP to elect the pro-independence 
Metropolitan Symeon (Shostatskiy) of Vynnytsia and Mohyliv-Podilskyi as the new head of 
the Church.7 However, the UOC-MP elected Metropolitan Onufriy (Berezovsky) of Chernivtsi 
and Bukovyna, who was perceived as a highly spiritual person interested more in liturgy rather 
than church politics. The UOC-MP’s public stance strengthened the state authorities’ 
determination to encourage the course of an independent national church.  
 
Autocephaly, Violence and Political Mobilisation  
 
When Russia took over Crimea and the conflict in Donbas broke out, churches had to choose 
between two key questions: ‘Was Crimea a Russian or a Ukrainian territory? or ‘Was the 
conflict a civil war or evidence of Russia’s invasion of their country?’. These two questions 
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are key to understanding the actions of churches and their relations to human security 
discourses (Wellman and Lombardi, 2012), as would become evident in subsequent years, 
promoting either violence or reconciliation and tolerance. The UOC-KP unequivocally 
supported the integrity of Ukrainian statehood. In addition to public statements,8 a significant 
number of clergy enrolled in Ukrainian chaplaincy services. Many others provided support to 
those who returned from the front lines. The Moscow Patriarchate was hesitant in taking a 
stance on events taking place in Ukraine. However, in both Crimea and Donbas most priests 
openly showed their support for the Russian Orthodox Church and in many cases openly 
supported Kremlin’s rhetoric of the ‘Russian world’. The eastern region of Ukraine has 
traditionally been regarded as supporting Russia’s influence in the region. Most of its 
population are Russian speakers who regularly voted for pro-Russian politicians in Ukrainian 
national elections.  

After Russia’s takeover of Crimea, the Moscow Patriarchate significantly expanded its 
direct control over the Crimean eparchy. In June and July 2014, the UOC-MP asked Patriarch 
Kirill to re-register the Simferopol and Crimea Diocese with Russia’s Ministry of Justice. 
Under the new legislation, Orthodox parishes remained canonically under the UOC-MP; 
however, in practice Moscow held the veto over the appointment of bishops and decisions 
taken by the Diocesan Assembly. Most importantly, the Moscow Patriarchate became the main 
beneficiary of administering church properties using and disposing of them without permission 
from the UOC-MP.9 The UOC-MP leadership in Kyiv did not protest and the lack of public 
condemnation made the church hierarchs look complicit to a ‘land-grab’ position. On the other 
hand, the UOC-KP refused to re-register their parishes with the new authorities arguing that by 
doing so would recognise Russia’s occupation. As a result, clergy were unable to receive 
Russian citizenship. Most churches were unable to pay utility bills and thus were taken over 
by the state. In January 2018, only 9 parishes were still open compared to 52 in 2014 (Crimean 
Human Rights Group. 2018: 25). 

In Donbas, the UOC-KP stated loyalty to the Ukrainian state and was gradually forced 
out of the break-away regions. In autumn 2014, Metropolitan Serhiy (Gorobtsov) of Donetsk 
and Mariupol had to leave Donetsk and relocated to the government-controlled Mariupol.  By 
contrast, leading UOC-MP bishops reproduced Moscow’s narrative stating that the war in 
Donbas was a civil war between Ukrainian forces without Russia’s external intervention. 
During the conflict, all Orthodox churches were engaged in humanitarian programmes, at times 
transcending religious divides and working with the Greek Catholic and Protestant churches 
and Muslim communities (Interviews 5, 7, 10). Churches delivered and distributed water, food 
and clothing and provided pastoral support to internally displaced peoples not only in the 
occupied territories but also in other parts of Ukraine. 

While a large number of the UPC-KP clergy had to leave, the UOC-MP continued to 
maintain a significant network of parishes in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions. Metropolitan 
Illarion (Roman Shukalo) of Donetsk, Metropolitan Mitrofan (Yurchuk) of Luhansk and 
Alchevsk and Metropolitan Panteleimon of Rovenki (Luhansk region) interacted with and at 
times even openly supported the separatist authorities.10 In December 2017, after Patriarch 
Kirill met Alexander Zakharchenko and Leonid Pasechnik, the leaders of the Donetsk People’s 
Republic and Lugansk People’s Republic, the UOC-MP was involved in the exchange of 
prisoners with Ukraine releasing 306 prisoners in exchange of 74 people.11 The Donbas conflict 
led even to the emergence of a paramilitary group titled ‘the Russian Orthodox Army’, although 
not recognised by or linked to the Russian Orthodox Church, claiming its strong allegiance to 
Moscow.12 

The so-called ‘buffer zone’ between Ukrainian and break-away troops became not only 
a military area but also a place of religious contestation. The Church which had access to 
soldiers and the ‘buffer zone’ was performing a patriotic duty but, more importantly, also 
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became stronger at the national level. Church officials have referred to the ‘buffer zone’ 
(buferna zona) between military as a ‘grey zone’ (sira zona) endorsing the idea the area has 
been disputed not only militarily but also by religious communities (Interviews 9, 11 and 13).  

The contrast between how the UOC-KP and the UOC-MP chose to engage with the 
Donbas conflict and the decision of the Russian Orthodox Church to curtail even further the 
UOC-MP’s rights at a Synod held in Moscow in December 2017 produced dissatisfaction 
among Ukrainian clergy.13 At the same time, as the conflict in Donbas continued, in the winter 
of 2017, Ukrainian political authorities initiated negotiations between the two non-canonical 
churches, namely the UOC-KP and the UAOC. The process was met with fierce resistance 
from the pro-Russian wing. When Metropolitan Makarios (Maletych), head of the UAOC, 
agreed to start the process of reunification, some of the UAOC bishops met with Ukrainian 
oligarch Vadym Novynskyi, who moved from Russia to Ukraine in 2012 and was an active 
sponsor of the UOC-MP. Even though negotiations reached the stage when all UAOC bishops 
signed a reconciliation petition addressed to the Ecumenical Patriarchate, suddenly the whole 
process stopped. One interviewee mentioned that accusations were circulating in the corridors 
of power in Kyiv that the UOAC bishops were offered financial incentives in exchange for 
revoking their signatures (Interview 3).  

Unlike previous attempts, when religious and political elites failed to raise the topic of 
autocephaly with the Ecumenical Patriarchate, in 2018 the situation in the global Orthodox 
commonwealth was more favourable to Ukraine. There were two major reasons which led the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate to change its position towards autocephaly: namely, the 
unprecedented social and political support in Ukraine for an independent Church after 2014 
and relations between the Moscow and Constantinople patriarchates, which had deteriorated 
sharply. The two arguments are discussed in more detail below. 

First, the Orthodox Church,  and the Kyiv Patriarchate in particular, transformed itself 
into one of the most respected institutions in Ukrainian society with 56.7% of the population 
trusting the Church in 2017.14 The request for autocephaly was not only a matter expressed in 
ecclesiastical circles but also engaged the government and Parliament which officially showed 
their support. 

The Pan-Orthodox Council, a synod of bishops from all Orthodox churches, which has 
been in preparation since the 1920s and took place in Crete between 19 and 26 June 2016, 
proved to be not only a theological gathering but also an occasion of geopolitical influence 
(Leustean, 2018).15 Despite participating in previous meetings, at the last minute the Russian 
Orthodox Church cancelled its participation claiming that it did so due to the fact that the 
Bulgarian and Georgian Churches had decided not to attend the Council. Although it was not 
on the agenda, the Ukrainian case was informally present in the debates.  

Three days before the opening of the Pan-Orthodox Council, on 16 June 2016, the 
Ukrainian Parliament (Verkhovna Rada) passed a resolution by a majority of 245 votes asking 
the Ecumenical Patriarchate to grant autocephaly.16 The resolution stated that the Patriarchate 
should withdraw Moscow’s jurisdiction over Ukraine granted in 1686, to convene a council to 
unify all churches in Ukraine and to grant a Tomos recognising the independence of the 
Ukrainian national church. This was the Parliament’s first resolution on autocephaly; however, 
it received no response. The Parliament’s request which may seem at odds with the separation 
of state in church in Ukraine denoted political mobilisation in relation to the conflict in Donbas 
and the changes in Ukraine’s territorial integrity. After the Pan-Orthodox Council, the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate’s view of the religious situation in Ukraine changed by becoming 
more visibly engaged in condemning the violence in Ukraine. On 2 July 2017, Ecumenical 
Patriarch Bartholomew issued a message in which he deplored the conflict by stating that ‘We 
send our blessing, love and concern for each and every Ukrainian, without any exception. We 
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pray for the unity of the Ukrainian people. We pray for peace in Ukraine. Our hope is that 
fratricidal war will cease’.17  

The significant shift in the Ecumenical Patriarchate’s policy on Ukraine was followed 
up by Ukrainian political leaders. On 9 April 2018, President Petro Poroshenko went to Istanbul 
to meet his Turkish counterpart, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and discuss, in addition to economic 
cooperation, Turkey’s support for the release of Ukrainian political prisoners held in separatist-
controlled territories.18 In Istanbul, accompanied by Gennadiy Zubko, Vice-President of the 
Government of Ukraine, and Pavlo Klimkin, Minister of Foreign Affairs, Poroshenko held a 
long meeting with Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew at which he appealed for the recognition 
of an independent Ukrainian Church.19 The fact that President Poroshenko attended religious 
services as a parishioner of the UOC-MP showed to the Ecumenical Patriarchate that the quest 
for autocephaly was not merely an initiative of the UOC-KP, but rather a demand emerging 
from all segments of Orthodox churches in Ukraine, including those formally affiliated with 
the UOC-MP. On 17 April 2018, Poroshenko publicly reiterated his support for autocephaly 
and held meetings with representatives of all Orthodox Churches in Ukraine at which he 
declared that the new church would not be a ‘state church’ and that the government should 
fully respect freedom of religion.20 The next day, the bishops of the UOC-KP and the UAOC 
signed a joint petition addressed to Poroshenko in which they declared their intention to be 
under the jurisdiction of the Ecumenical Patriarchate. On 19 April 2018, following the 
President’s appeal, the Ukrainian Parliament passed a second resolution by a majority of 268 
votes, more than the minimum 226 votes needed, requesting autocephaly. The resolution was 
opposed by the Opposition Bloc, a political party which emerged in 2014 from President Viktor 
Yanukovych’s Party of Regions and criticised relations with the European Union. Poroshenko 
praised the resolution as ‘restoring historical justice’ and argued that this was necessary due to 
the fact that ‘the Kremlin regards the Russian [Orthodox] Church as one of the key tools of 
influence over Ukraine’.21 He hoped that a Tomos recognising independence would be issued 
by the Ecumenical Patriarchate before the 1030th anniversary of the Christianisation of the 
Kyivan Rus’ which was due to take place on 28 July. 

The resolution was discussed at the meeting of the Holy Synod of the Ecumenical 
Patriarchate on 22 April. The Communique acknowledged that the petition requesting 
autocephaly was communicated by both legal and civil authorities, which represented millions 
of Ukrainian Orthodox Christians and announced that a decision would be taken after 
consultation with the other Orthodox churches.22 The announcement made headlines with 
many commentators predicting an imminent autocephaly proclamation in July. The decision 
was unprecedented as it officially acknowledged that the Patriarchate was committed to a 
solution. To emphasise the necessity of reaching an urgent outcome, Patriarch Filaret of the 
UOC-MP attended a conference at the European Parliament on 3 May 2018 at which he made 
a passionate plea to stop the violence in Ukraine by stating that ‘The war is now there in 
Donbas, where is my homeland. My native village is occupied by Russia. I know how valuable 
peace is. And that is why I appeal again and again - the aggressor must be resisted. Because 
aggression is evil. And reconciliation with evil does not bring peace’.23         

The second reason that encouraged the Ecumenical Patriarchate to rethink the issue of 
autocephaly in Ukraine was its competition with the Russian Orthodox Church on canonical 
primacy in the Orthodox world. The dispute between the two churches was longstanding and 
became acute in the 1990s when the Ecumenical Patriarchate recognised the Estonian 
Apostolic Orthodox Church which during the Cold War period was in exile. As a result, the 
Russian Orthodox Church withdrew from a number of international religious organisations and 
refused to attend inter-confessional gatherings where the Estonian Church was present. The 
Moscow Patriarchate, which has been described as ‘Russia’s secret weapon’ (Van Herpen, 
2016) has enjoyed support from state authorities both at home and abroad (Curanović, 2012; 
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Garrard and Garrard, 2008; Morozova, 2009; Papkova, 2011). Putin has been a regular 
member, attending religious services. Recognition of his personal role in close church-state 
relations was visible during his visit to the monastic community of Mount Athos in May 2016 
when the religious ceremonial was comparable to that of welcoming a tsar.24 After the fall of 
communism, Russia has advanced the concept of ‘spiritual security’ in which church and state 
work together conveying both religious and political messages. Patriarch Kirill and 
Metropolitan Hillarion, Head of the Department of External Church Relations, have travelled 
abroad supporting Moscow’s geopolitical interests (Hug, 2015; Leustean, 2018; Marsh, 2013; 
Richters, 2013; Stoeckl, 2014).  
 
Autocephaly, Diplomacy and Social Mobilisation 
 
The success of President Poroshenko’s appeal to the Ecumenical Patriarchate in April 2018 
was due to the coordination between religious and state diplomacy. During his visits to other 
predominantly Orthodox countries Poroshenko met local hierarchs and emphasised his support 
for an independent Church.25 In addition to state diplomacy, the government sent unofficial 
envoys to the Ecumenical Patriarchate preparing the ground ahead of official declarations. One 
interviewee mentioned that, between September 2014 and April 2018, Poroshenko’s closest 
advisers travelled twelve times to Istanbul and conducted negotiations behind closed doors 
(Interview 15). 

After the Ecumenical Patriarchate agreed to ‘communicate and coordinate’ with the 
other Orthodox Churches regarding the Ukrainian request, the pro-Moscow religious and 
political bodies launched a significant move against autocephaly via media campaigns, 
diplomatic channels, public demonstrations and pressure upon clergy. One of the main 
Ukrainian industrialists, Vadym Novynskyi, used his media resources to present the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate as an authoritarian structure claiming that the quest for autocephaly 
was divisive and schismatic.26 Novynskyi sought to mobilize congregations in order to 
demonstrate opposition to autocephaly. On 28 April, the UOC-MP circulated thousands of pre-
filled petition letters addressed to the Ecumenical Patriarchate which asked ‘not to legalize the 
schism and effectively protested against the creation of an independent national church on the 
basis of the apostates of the UOC-KP and UAOC,’ suggesting that the Church could easily 
provide one or two million signatures against autocephaly.27 On average, around 1,500-2,000 
forms were distributed to deaneries and each eparchy received around 20,000 forms. Deaneries 
were ordered to ensure that parishioners filled in the forms following a standard format. 
Together with the forms, parishioners received leaflets stating that the autocephaly was a 
violation of their constitutional rights. As many parishioners failed to sign the letters, the UOC-
MP extended the campaign until 13 May, re-launching its public visibility. For example, a 
number of churches in Donbas allowed parishioners to sign multiple letters,28 but the Church 
still fell short of reaching the intended number of signatures.   

Even though the campaign was officially orchestrated from Kyiv, there has been no 
evidence that the campaign had the blessing of Metropolitan Onuphriy, the head of the UOC-
MP. What became clear was that, instead, opposition to autocephaly represented a faction 
within the UOC-MP rather than a unitary voice. After meeting President Poroshenko on 17 
April, Metropolitan Onufriy refrained from speaking publicly on the anticipated events in the 
Parliament and at the Ecumenical Patriarchate, a fact which was interpreted as opening his 
leadership to contestation. The campaign against autocephaly was initiated by one of the most 
vocal pro-Moscow supporters in Ukraine, Metropolitan Luka (Kovalenko) of Zaporozhe and 
Melitopol. The day after the Ukrainian Parliament adopted the resolution, the website of the 
eparchy of Zaporozhe published an ‘Alternative Petition to Patriarch Bartholomew’ asking not 
to bestow autocephaly on ‘the apostates of the Kyiv Patriarchate’.29 Metropolitan Luka was 
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one of the most intransigent clerics of the UOC-MP who even refused to provide burial services 
to people who were previously baptized by clergy from the Kyiv Patriarchate. Within days, the 
Eparchy of Zaporozhe reported that 10,000 parishioners signed the petition. However, this 
number contrasted to the eparchies of Vinnitsa, Khmelnitsk, Kamianets-Podilsk in central 
Ukraine and Ternopil in the west which openly refused to support the campaign.    

In a number of cases, public disputes emerged between lower and higher clergy. For 
example, in the eparchy of Sumy in eastern Ukraine, Metropolitan Evlogiy (Gutchenko) 
entered into conflict with Nikolay Smakouz, Dean of Sumy, a supporter of autocephaly. Similar 
situations occurred in other eparchies suggesting that the Moscow Patriarchate relied on 
informal networks rather than on the ecclesiastical hierarchy. In some Transcarpathian 
eparchies, priests wrote an open letter to President Poroshenko complaining that they were 
forced by metropolitans to sign letters of protests against autocephaly ‘under the pressure and 
threats of disobedience and excommunication from the Church’.30 This situation pushed the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate to respond. Acknowledging cases of intimidation, the Ecumenical 
Patriarchate openly challenged Moscow’s statements that Ukraine was its canonical territory. 
The Patriarchate emphasised that it had only ‘conditionally’ ceded the right to elect the 
metropolitan of Kyiv to Moscow in the seventeenth century. In an interview in Kyiv, Father 
Cyril Hovorun even claimed that the Patriarchate already made a decision on autocephaly and 
that the text had been written by church canonists as early as May 2018.31 

Another pressure on the Ecumenical Patriarchate was the attempt of the pro-Moscow 
wing to organize public protest visits involving journalists and parishioners in Istanbul. In July 
2017, a protest took place at the headquarters of the Patriarchate in Istanbul which was widely 
covered by the Russian mass media as an example of Ukrainian dissatisfaction with 
autocephaly. In May 2018, the UOC-MP tried to organize a similar event. Officially, the event 
would have brought together representatives of the Odessa business community to attend an 
international conference on the topic on the future of Black Sea ports. However, when the real 
goal of the conference was leaked to the government and the Ecumenical Patriarchate, the event 
did not take place.32  

Representatives of the ROC and the UOC-MP visited the capitals of other Orthodox 
countries trying to persuade local hierarchs not to recognize autocephaly when it would 
officially be granted. On 4 May, Vadym Novynskyi together with Archbishop Antoniy 
(Pakanych), Chancellor of the UOC-MP, and Nikolay Danilevich, Deputy Head of the 
Department for Foreign Relations of the UOC-MP, visited Archbishop Savva of Warsaw, Head 
of the Polish Autocephalous Orthodox Church. Savva refused to take sides and his Church 
made a cautious statement on 9 May 2018. On return, the UOC-MP interpreted Savva’s 
statement as supporting the Moscow Patriarchate. However, Savva retracted and issued another 
statement which indicated that a decision would be made only in observance of church 
canons.33   

On 23 June, four metropolitans from the UOC-MP (Metropolitans Agathangelos of 
Odessa and Izmail, Metropolitan Theodoros of Kamianets-Podilsky and Gorodok, 
Metropolitan Mitrofanis Luhansk and Alcevsk, Metropolitan Antonios Boryspol and Brovary) 
accompanied by Vadym Novynskyi visited the Ecumenical Patriarchate presenting their view 
that the Ukrainian church should stay under Moscow’s jurisdiction.34 Instead, Ecumenical 
Patriarch Bartholomew re-emphasised that Constantinople never ceded its jurisdiction.35 One 
of his advisors, Bishop Elpidophoros (Lambriniadis), in an interview with the Russian press 
agency, described the atmosphere of discussion in the Patriarchate as tense by adding that ‘the 
Moscow Patriarchate is not a mother, but only a daughter of the Ukrainian Church’.36  

On 25 June, leading bishops of the UOC-MP met at Pechersk Lavra and issued a signed 
statement that the whole UOC-MP faithful asked the Ecumenical Patriarch not to bestow 
autocephaly which ‘will not cure, but only deepen the split in Ukrainian Orthodoxy, and in 
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Ukrainian society as a whole’.37 The statement, however, took some bishops by surprise as they 
did not participate in discussions in Kyiv and did not sign the documents. As a response, a pro-
autocephaly faction within the UOC-MP published an open letter to the Ecumenical 
Patriarchate which decried Russia’s involvement in Donbas stating that ‘The Moscow 
Patriarchate seems to be a Church based in an aggressor state that attacked Ukraine and caused 
the death of thousands of Ukrainians. The leadership of the UOC-MP is in no way separated 
from Moscow’s religious policy’.38 The counter-letter showed that by June 2018, the UOC-MP 
was split between those who supported the Ecumenical Patriarchate and those who supported 
Moscow.39 At the same time, this internal clash within the UOC-MP benefited the Kyiv 
Patriarchate.   

When it became clear that the Ecumenical Patriarchate was strongly committed to 
bestowing autocephaly, the Russian Orthodox Church and the UOC-MP sought to block the 
next stage of negotiations, namely the ‘reception’ by other national Orthodox churches. 
Moscow claimed that the Ecumenical Patriarchate could only bestow autocephaly ‘in 
coordination with other sister churches’. Metropolitan Hilarion conducted a series of visits to 
the leaders of Orthodox Churches in Cyprus (Archbishop Chrysostomos), Egypt (Patriarch 
Theodoros), Jerusalem (Patriarch Theofilos), Lebanon (Patriarch Ioannis), Romania (Patriarch 
Daniel) and Poland (Metropolitan Savva). In addition, the ROC requested that bishops located 
in European capitals run activities in support of Russia’s jurisdiction in Ukraine and portray 
the oppression of the Ukrainian Church by political authorities. The Church’s diplomacy was 
supported by state authorities in those countries. On 18 May 2018, Archbishop Antoniy 
(Sevryuk) of Vienna and Budapest met Metropolitan Presow of Czech and Slovak Lands to 
discuss the religious and political situation in Ukraine. On 8 June, Sergei Gavrilov, Head of the 
Russian Parliament’s Committee for the Development of Civil Society and Religious 
Communities, together with several Russian businessmen went to Athens and took part in the 
Holy Synod of the Orthodox Church of Greece.40 In July 2018, Patriarch of Moscow Kirill and 
two more delegations met leaders of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, Bulgarian and Albanian 
Orthodox Churches and asked for their support.41 At this stage the competition between 
Moscow and Constantinople was visible even in sermons. After a religious service anointing a 
new bishop in Switzerland, Patriarch Bartholomew directly criticised the Russian Orthodox 
Church stating that Russia’s diplomacy was not beneficial and that ‘formerly atheist powers 
are trying to slander the Ecumenical Patriarchate’.42 

In addition to Russian diplomacy, Ukrainian authorities made efforts to secure the 
support of other Orthodox churches. From April to August 2018, Ukrainian ambassadors in 
Poland, Cyprus, Serbia and Greece met local hierarchs; on 26 and 29 May, Andrei Parubiy, 
Speaker of the Ukrainian Parliament, visited the Georgian Orthodox Church and the Jerusalem 
Patriarchate; on 29 May, Pavlo Klimkin, Ukraine’s Foreign Minister visited Patriarch Theofil 
III in Jerusalem; on 30 May, former Presidents Leonid Kravchuk and Leonid Kuchma visited 
Metropolitan Rastislav of the Czech and Slovak lands; and on 15 June, Rostyslav Pavlenko, 
Deputy Head of the Presidential Administration, visited Patriarch Neofit of the Bulgarian 
Orthodox Church.43  

Most Orthodox churches supported Ukraine’s intention to create its own national 
Church with the Polish and Greek Orthodox Churches openly supporting the Ecumenical 
Patriarch as the ‘mother church’ of Ukraine. The only exception was the Serbian Orthodox 
Church which reproduced Moscow’s narrative calling the UOC-MP a ‘martyr church’ which 
suffered due to the Kyiv political regime.44 Belgrade’s support for Moscow was anticipated 
due to their long-standing relations. In February 2018, the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergei 
Lavrov and Metropolitan Hilarion, together with Serbian religious and political leaders 
unveiled a mosaic in the dome of the Church of Saint Sava in Belgrade, one of the largest 
Orthodox churches in Europe. The mosaic was a gift from Gazprom, Russia’s largest energy 
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company. The Serbian Orthodox Church has faced its own internal disputes on the autocephaly 
of the Macedonian Orthodox Church, a dispute dating back to the 1960s. On 23 May 2018, as 
a sign of gratitude for his stance in the Orthodox commonwealth, the Patriarch of Serbia was 
awarded the Prize for Outstanding Services to the Unity of Orthodox People at a ceremony 
held in Moscow.45 In addition, the Patriarchate of Antioch explicitly supported Moscow 
following Russia’s involvement in the Syrian conflict.46 Other churches have either openly 
supported autocephaly or refrained from taking sides, a gesture which was interpreted as tacitly 
approving the Ecumenical Patriarchate. In a number of cases national hierarchies have been 
split. For example, while the leadership of the Georgian Orthodox Church has formally kept 
silence, a few bishops have supported Ukraine by issuing their own individual statements.   

Even the Orthodox Church of Greece, which has traditionally had good relations with 
Moscow and ‘fraternal competition’ with Constantinople, has been frustrated by Russia’s 
method of conducting foreign policy in the Balkans. In July 2018, Greece finally reached a 
solution for the long-standing dispute over the name of its neighbouring country, the Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, which could open the door to NATO membership. Russia 
sought to prevent these developments and tried to bribe Macedonian nationalists to stop the 
deal.47 As a result, Greece announced as persona non-grata two Russian diplomats and two 
other Russian officials associated with the Imperial Orthodox Palestine Society (IOPS). In 
addition, the number of visas issued to Russian clergy traveling to Greece and Mountain Athos 
was limited while the cash-flow from Russia to Athos monasteries came under investigation.48 
In a harsh tone, the Foreign Ministry’s statement on 10 August 2018 pointed out that Russia 
tried ‘to impose the presence of the “Imperial Orthodox Palestine Society” in Greece, an 
organization created by the Czars’ secret services in the 19th century with a view to de-
Hellenize the patriarchates of the Middle East’.49 The IOPS was re-established by the Russian 
Parliament in 1992 and currently has fourteen offices in the Middle East and Europe, including 
Greece since 2016.50 The IOPS has been an active promoter of Russia’s foreign policy since 
2007 when Sergei Stepashin, former Prime Minister and the first Head of the Federal Security 
Service and Federal Counter-Intelligence, was appointed its president.51  

In Ukraine, in order to increase its own visibility, the pro-Russian wing organised public 
processions under slogans of church unity. With Ukraine preparing to celebrate the 1030th 
anniversary of its conversion to Christianity, on 27 July, the UOC-MP brought to Kyiv 
parishioners and clergy by buses hired or owned by businesses affiliated with Vadym 
Novynskiy. Demonstrators walked through the centre of Kyiv to express their loyalty and 
spiritual bond with the Moscow Patriarchate. The procession was led by Metropolitan Onufriy, 
who had kept a low profile until then. The Ministry of Internal Affairs stated that around 20,000 
people attended the demonstration, contrasting with the UOC-MP’s figure of around 200,000. 
The pro-autocephaly church wing headed by President Poroshenko and Patriarch Filaret of the 
UOC-KP organized an alternative procession the following day, with official figures at around 
65,000 people.52  

When all efforts to prevent the autocephaly process failed, on 28-29 August, Patriarch 
Kirill and Metropolitan Hilarion travelled to the Ecumenical Patriarchate in Istanbul. After two 
hours of meetings behind closed doors, Kiril returned to Moscow without issuing an official 
statement. Instead, Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew reiterated his positive attitude towards 
Ukrainian autocephaly. Two days later, on 1 September 2018, at a meeting of the senior bishops 
of the Ecumenical Patriarchate (Synaxis), Bartholomew presented a detailed report on the 
church situation in Ukraine. The report was the most explicit document to challenge Moscow’s 
position that it had continuous jurisdiction over Ukraine by referring back to the fourteenth 
century and stating that, 
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‘Already from the early 14th century, when the see of the Kyivan Metropolis was moved 
without the canonical permission of the Mother Church to Moscow, there have been 
tireless efforts on the part of our Kyivan brothers for independence from ecclesiastical 
control by the Moscow centre. Indeed, the obstinacy of the Patriarchate of Moscow was 
instrumental in occasionally creating repeated mergers and restorations of ecclesiastical 
eparchies, uncanonical elections of Bishops as well as schisms, which still afflict the 
pious Ukrainian people. 

However, beyond all this, a study of the matter in the light of the sacred canons 
does not justify any intervention whatsoever by the Church of Russia. The Tome 
proclaiming Moscow as a Patriarchate does not include the region of today’s Metropolis 
of Kyiv in the jurisdiction of Moscow. Moreover, after the well-known manner of 
proclamation of Moscow as a Patriarchate by Ecumenical Patriarch Jeremiah II 
(Tranos), the canonical dependence of Kyiv to the Mother Church of Constantinople 
remained constant and uninterrupted. In the year 1686, our predecessor, the late 
Patriarch Dionysios IV, following great political pressure from the harrowing 
circumstances and for peace in the local Church, was obliged to issue a letter granting 
Moscow the license to ordain the Metropolitan of Kyiv on the inviolable condition that 
every Metropolitan of Kyiv would commemorate the name of the Ecumenical Patriarch 
as his ecclesiastical superior and authority, but also to demonstrate the canonical 
jurisdiction of Constantinople over this Metropolis’. 53 

 
The report created a legal justification for bestowing autocephaly by stating that the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate was able to do so without approval from any other Churches. This 
position ensured that Moscow’s attempt to mobilize other Churches against its decision became 
more difficult (Interview 16).  

Two days after the Synaxis, Bartholomew appointed two Exarchs (representatives) 
from the Ecumenical Patriarchate to Ukraine, namely Archbishop Daniel (Zelinsky) of 
Pamphilon from the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the United States and Bishop Hilarion 
(Rudnyk) of Edmonton from the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Canada. Both of them were 
ethnic Ukrainians, born in the western part of the country, who were engaged in the first 
negotiations between Ukrainian churches. The very fact of their appointment seemed to suggest 
official recognition of the independence of the Ukrainian Church. In the announcement, the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate mentioned that the appointments took place in the framework of the 
‘already decided bestowal of autocephaly’ (apofaseistheisa autokefalaia). The Moscow 
Patriarchate called an emergency meeting of its Holy Synod and deplored the decision as an 
invasion to its canonical territory. Moscow accused the Ecumenical Patriarchate of falsifying 
historical facts54 and criticised Constantinople for trying to re-shape the Orthodox community 
following the Catholic model in which final authority resides in Rome.55 As a result, on 14 
September, Moscow interrupted Eucharistic communion with the Ecumenical Patriarchate, 
refused to attend ‘inter-orthodox episcopal assemblies, inter-Christian theological dialogues 
and other commissions or structures chaired by representatives of the Ecumenical Patriarchate’ 
and declared that the Ecumenical Patriarchate’s decision was anti-canonical.  

A few weeks later, the Ecumenical Patriarchate’s stance became clearer. Three days 
after another Synaxis of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, on 11 October, Metropolitan Emmanuel 
of France stood on the steps of the Patriarchal Palace and read the decision of the Holy Synod. 
The statement was divided into five points, namely that 1) ‘To renew the decision already made 
that the Ecumenical Patriarchate proceed to the granting of Autocephaly to the Church of 
Ukraine’, 2) to re-establish its presence and jurisdiction (Stavropegion) in Kyiv, 3) to recognise 
the hierarchs of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church – Kyiv Patriarchate and the Ukrainian 
Autocephalous Orthodox Church in communion with the wider Orthodox commonwealth, 4) 
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‘To revoke the legal binding of the Synodal Letter of the year 1686, issued for the 
circumstances of that time, which granted the right through oikonomia to the Patriarch of 
Moscow to ordain the Metropolitan of Kyiv’ and 5) ‘To appeal to all sides involved that they 
avoid appropriation of Churches, Monasteries and other properties, as well as every other act 
of violence and retaliation’.56   

 The declaration that the Moscow Patriarchate’s jurisdiction over Kyiv had been 
revoked represented a major rupture between the Russian Orthodox Church and the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate. On 15 October, Kirill organised a Synod in Minsk which reiterated 
that Moscow and Constantinople were no longer in communion. By choosing to hold it in 
Minsk rather than Moscow, the Russian Orthodox Church presented the image that the other 
Orthodox communities under its jurisdiction remained united, particularly in countries and 
territories where Orthodox churches may also aspire to become independent, such as in 
Belarus, Moldova and South Ossetia. The Orthodox Churches in the former Soviet states of 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan also stated their intention to severe ties with 
Constantinople.57 Failure to stop the Ecumenical Patriarchate’s decision was seen immediately. 
Moscow shuffled some of his hierarchs abroad by asking Bishop John (Roshchin) in charge of 
parishes under Moscow’s jurisdiction in the United States to administer the Russian faithful in 
Italy, while Bishop Matthew of Sourozh from the Russian Orthodox Church’s diocese in Great 
Britain and Ireland took over his role in the United States. At the same time, Archbishop 
Antonius of Vienna and Budapest was removed from his post with no statement made 
regarding his new position.58 In Istanbul, after the 11 October declaration, the Ecumenical 
Patriarchate turned again towards Donbas. That the issue of violence has continued to remain 
at the core of the Ecumenical Patriarchate’s decision to support autocephaly was symbolically 
present, when, on 18 October 2018, Bartholomew welcomed to his Patriarchal Palace some 
children of Ukrainian military who died in Donbas.59 A few months later, in a symbolic 
ceremony at the headquarters of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, on 6 January 2019, Bartholomew 
offered the Tomos of autocephaly to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.  

 
Conclusion 
 
The quest for religious independence pursued by Ukraine has indicated several trends in 
church-state relations in Eastern Europe. First of all, in most predominantly Orthodox 
countries, an independent church has a strong symbolic value with state independence being 
presented as unaccomplished without autocephaly. Second, the Ukrainian autocephaly debate 
has demonstrated that institutions, either religious or political, have adapted to social trends. 
Although the UOC-KP was a non-recognized church with marginal access to religious sites 
and public spaces, its congregations increased steadily. Despite its uncertain status, the 
engagement of the UOC-KP faithful and clergy in condemning acts of violence during the 
Euro-Maidan protests and the conflict in Donbas increased its legitimacy both for ordinary 
people and political leaders. Patriarch Filaret’s statements on the European Union and 
condemning the violence in Donbas added to his Church’s engagement with the masses. 
Another example of discontinuity between formal institutions and social trends is the fact that 
while many members of the Ukrainian political elite are parishioners of the UOC-MP, they 
have not hesitated to show their support for autocephaly. The UOC-KP came to be regarded as 
providing support to state territoriality, namely Ukraine’s right as an independent subject and 
not as part of the wider Russian world. Third, the change in the Ecumenical Patriarchate’s 
position towards Ukraine has been attributed to the close engagement of religion and politics 
during Putin’s regime. Moscow has claimed leadership of the Eastern Orthodox world by 
relying on the size of its population, the notion of spiritual security and church-state relations. 
The Ecumenical Patriarchate was prepared to escalate tensions with the Moscow Patriarchate, 
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suggesting that, from his perspective, the case of Ukraine was geopolitically strategic for the 
future of Eastern Orthodoxy. Moscow’s fears that other Orthodox communities under its 
jurisdiction, such as in Belarus, Moldova or South Ossetia, could follow suit and declare their 
independence, was key to the ways in which churches behaved in international affairs.  

While welcomed by many clergy and faithful, the autocephaly debate has also brought 
unease in Ukraine. We argue that two final conclusions remain open for future debates. First, 
President Poroshenko’s close involvement in the autocephaly debates has been perceived as an 
electoral tool mobilizing the masses ahead of the 2019 elections. While autocephaly was a 
fundamental step to strengthening of the Ukrainian statehood, as Nicolai N. Petro has shown, 
Poroshenko’s attempt to instrumentalize this achievement was counterproductive.60 
Metropolitan Epiphany’s close support of Poroshenko, who adopted a mixture of religious and 
war narratives in his electoral slogan (‘Language, Faith, Army’), undermined the public 
legitimacy of the newly-created Church. Corruption scandals surrounding Poroshenko’s 
associates and the presence of controversial business figures in Epiphany’s entourage reduced 
Poroshenko’s chances of success. Internal disputes between top hierarchs regarding the day-
to-day management of the Church further increased his negative image. Archbishop Clement 
of Simferopol and Crimea even issued a public statement asking Patriarch Filaret to meet 
Metropolitan Epiphany to alleviate the situation, stating that ‘the President of Ukraine, people's 
deputies, members of the government, officials of different levels [should] stop interfering in 
the internal church life’. His words came in contrast to the human security crisis which led to 
the nascent of the new Church, namely the conflict in eastern Ukraine which affected thousands 
of people. Clement deplored the fact that since the Tomos was issued in January state authorities 
were no longer interested in the fate of his community.61  

Unsurprisingly, the political instrumentalisation of religion and church tensions led to 
public mockery which was capitalised by comedian Volodymyr Zelensky, who distanced from 
the other candidates and became Poroshenko’s main contender in the presidential race. Holding 
the religious card enabled Poroshenko to reach the second round, however; it was not enough 
to stop Zelensky who attracted 73.22% of the votes. In his first speech congratulating the new 
president, Patriarch Filaret made reference to the role played by the Church in supporting the 
state pointing out that the Church’s aim was ‘to consolidate pro-Ukrainian and state forces in 
Ukraine’.62  

Lastly, and most importantly, autocephaly has led to the politicization of Orthodoxy 
along ethnic lines in Ukraine, as evident when the Ukrainian Parliament demanded that the 
UOC-MP re-register under a new name, ‘the Russian Orthodox Church in Ukraine’. What is 
Russian? What is Ukrainian? Could the ‘Russian Orthodox Church in Ukraine’ be completely 
removed from Ukrainian identity and the state-building process? These questions remain 
highly debated and particularly poignant as the majority of the UOC-MP’s flock is not 
ethnically Russian and see their religious affiliation closely connected with Ukrainian state 
integrity.  

The continued politicisation of religion could support ‘low-intensity conflicts’ as 
recently suggested by Malyarenko and Wolff (2018). At times, clergy from the Kyiv 
Patriarchate, in both eastern and western parts of the country, have used a similar type of 
divisive rhetoric to those from the Moscow Patriarchate. Some clergy demanded the transfer 
of church property from the UOC-MP to the UOC-KP. Even if the government has repeatedly 
rejected the repartition of properties, a number of bishops and clergy took the matter in their 
own hands and appropriated churches and parishes. Efforts to identify the exact number of 
people and parishes which take one side or the other have remained unreliable and vary widely, 
with each Church producing its own figures. The issue of violence continues to haunt the 
political spectrum, as already indicated in the Ecumenical Patriarchate’s statement on 11 
October 2018.63 The government has planned to conduct a series of roundtable and media 
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campaigns informing the faithful on church matters and to organise a preliminary assembly of 
bishops which should draft a concordat on the independent national church and church-state 
relations.  

The autocephaly debate in Ukraine will continue in the years to come, most 
likelyleading to discordant statements from church and political leaders across Eastern Europe 
and the former Soviet states. It will also most likely advance the geopolitical polarisation of 
Eastern Christianity with some Orthodox Churches siding with the Ecumenical Patriarchate 
and others with Moscow.  
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