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How Putin is exploiting Orthodox rivalries in Ukraine  

The Russian president says the government in Kiev is repressing the Ukrainian 

Orthodox Church, which is attached to the Moscow Patriarchate 

 

 
 

The Moscow Patriarchate wants to impose itself as the main force of Orthodoxy. (Photo 

by SADAK SOUICI / LE PICTORIUM/ MAXPPP) 

 

By Marguerite de Lasa  

 

La Croix International (23.02.2020) - https://bit.ly/33QXAPi - Russia's President Vladimir 

Putin has accused Ukraine's government of repressing the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, 

which is attached to the Patriarchate of Moscow. 

 

Putin added the religious tensions to the two countries' already explosive political 

situation on Monday during a televised address in which he acknowledged the 

independence of the pro-Russian separatist territories in Eastern Ukraine.  

 

"Kiev continues to prepare a crackdown against the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the 

Moscow Patriarchate," he claimed. 

https://bit.ly/33QXAPi
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" The Ukrainian authorities have cynically turned the tragedy of the split in the Church 

into an instrument of state policy," the 69-year-old strong-arm leader said. 

 

To support his indictment of Ukraine, Putin is exploiting Orthodox tensions in Ukraine, 

which pit hierarchs and common believers who wish to remain tethered to the Moscow 

Patriarchate and those who are part of autocephalous (independent) Church attached to 

the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople. 

 

Recognition of a church in Ukraine independent of Moscow 

 

The Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I granted autocephaly to the Ukrainian Orthodox 

Church in 2019, thereby officializing its independence from the Russian Orthodox Church. 

 

Up until then the 25 million Ukrainian Orthodox believers were canonically dependent on 

the Moscow Patriarchate. 

 

"Patriarch Bartholomew has thus allowed Ukrainians to be fully Orthodox and fully 

Ukrainian, without wondering what their link to Moscow is," said Jean-François Colosimo, 

an Orthodox theologian and editor. 

 

Faced with the autocephalous Church, the Patriarchate of Moscow wants to impose itself 

as the main force of Orthodoxy, relying on symbolic and material reasons. 

 

"Moscow does not intend to give up its hold on Kiev, which is the place of baptism for all 

the Russians," Colosimo pointed out. 

 

The first conversions to Orthodoxy from the Slavic world took place in Kiev in the 9th 

century. 

 

"Ukraine is also a large part of the resources of the Patriarchate of Moscow, in terms of 

geography, as well as the number of priests and faithful," the theologian said. 

 

"It is clear that in the current situation, the Kremlin considers the Patriarchate of Moscow 

as a diplomatic instrument," Colosimo noted. 

 

Jivko Panev, another Orthodox theologian and journalist, said these tensions between the 

two Churches are above all ecclesial in nature. 

 

"For the Ukrainian Church of the Patriarchate of Moscow, what is important is to remain 

in canonicality," said Panev, who is also the founder of the information website 

Orthodoxy.com. 

 

Orthodox who've remained faithful to Moscow, an element of destabilization 

 

The Ukrainian government favors the autocephalous Church and "tends to accuse the 

branch that has remained faithful to Moscow of being an element of destabilization for 

Ukraine," Colosimo said. 

 

A survey conducted last July by the International Institute of Sociology in Kiev found that 

58% of Ukrainians who are Orthodox say they belong to the autocephalous Church, while 

about 25% identify with the Church attached to the Patriarchate of Moscow. 

 

But that is not the whole story. 
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"It is possible that there are Ukrainian Orthodox faithful to Moscow, who at the same 

time feel very patriotic," claimed Colosimo. 

 

Such is the case with Bishop Victor Kotsaba of Barychivka who is currently the 

administrator of the Moscow-linked Eparchy of Kiev. 

 

"The Ukrainian Orthodox Church supports our government, our president and all the 

leaders who currently have a great responsibility," he said on February 16. 

 

He added that his Russian-affiliated Church was ready, "in case of a total war, to bless 

the people in the defense of (their) homeland" in Ukraine. 

 

Read more at: https://international.la-croix.com/news/religion/how-putin-is-exploiting-

orthodox-rivalries-in-ukraine/15685 

 

 

 

 

Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church: Putin is “destroying the 
basic principles of peace” 

 

Patriarch Sviatoslav Shevchuk calls the Russian actions “a new wave of armed 

aggression.” 

 

 

By Massimo Introvigne 

 

Bitter Winter (24.02.2022) - https://bit.ly/3tqto6v - Yes, there are Roman Catholics in 

Ukraine. Quite a few of them. The Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church has some 5 million 

members in a country of 44 million, and may have more than eight million parishioners if 

one adds the Ukrainian diaspora throughout the world. It is in full communion with the 

Pope but follows a different rite (Byzantine). In fact, after the Latin Church, the Ukrainian 

Church is the second largest within the global Catholic communion. While there is a small 

percentage of Latin Catholics (around 400,000) in Ukraine, the Ukrainian Greek Catholic 

Church has traditionally been the voice of Catholicism in the country. 

The message of Patriarch Sviatoslav Shevchuk, the head of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic 

Church, released on February 22, 2022, accordingly, is the most authorized and official 

comment by the Ukrainian Roman Catholic authorities on the current events. Although 

released before the invasion, the statement already predicts it and spells out the Catholic 

answer to the aggression. 

The Patriarch writes that “The recognition of the self-proclaimed Luhansk and Donetsk 

‘People’s Republics’ as ‘independent and sovereign’ by the President of the Russian 

Federation seriously challenges and threatens the international community and 

international law. It inflicts irreparable damage to the very logic of interstate relations, 

https://international.la-croix.com/news/religion/how-putin-is-exploiting-orthodox-rivalries-in-ukraine/15685
https://international.la-croix.com/news/religion/how-putin-is-exploiting-orthodox-rivalries-in-ukraine/15685
https://bit.ly/3tqto6v
http://ugcc.ua/documents/zvernennya_blazhenn%D1%96shogo_svyatoslava_do_sin%D1%96v_%D1%96_dochok_ukrainskogo_narodu_v_ukrain%D1%96_ta_na_poselennyah_sushchih_ta_us%D1%96h_lyudey_dobroi_vol%D1%96_95755.html
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which are designed to ensure peace and a just society, the rule of law, accountability, 

protection of human beings, their lives, and natural rights.” The problem, Shevchuk says, 

does not concern Ukraine only. “Today, all humanity is in danger that the right of the 

strong will impose itself on everyone, ignoring the rule of law.” 

The Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church does not believe that both parties are to blame for 

what happened. There is a party that aggressed and one that was aggressed. “By their 

decision, the Patriarch writes, the authorities of the Russian Federation unilaterally 

withdrew from the long peace process.” Instead, a “Russian armed aggression” 

continued.  Indeed, the war started with the occupation of Crimea in 2014. “The war 

against our people, Shevchuk notes, in 2014 left deep wounds on the lives of many of 

our compatriots: thousands were killed, or left wounded and lonely.” 

But now, according to the Patriarch, something even worse happened. “Yesterday’s step 

by the President of the Russian Federation destroyed the basic principles of the long 

process of restoring peace in Ukraine, created opportunities for a new wave of armed 

aggression against our state, and opened the door to a full-scale military operation 

against the Ukrainian people.” 

Christianity is a religion of peace, the Patriarch explains, and the Church always tries to 

“prevent war,” but on the other hand Catholic moral theology allows for resistance 

against an unjust aggression. “Today, he writes, we consider the protection of our native 

land, our memory and hope, our God-given right to exist, to be a personal responsibility 

and a sacred duty of the citizens of Ukraine.  

Defending the Motherland is our natural right and our civic duty. We are strong when we 

are together. Now is the time to unite our efforts to defend the independence, territorial 

integrity, and sovereignty of the Ukrainian State.” “We are a people who love peace. And 

that is why we are ready to defend it and fight for it strenuously.” 

The crisis, the Patriarch believes, is international. “We are convinced, he writes, that the 

world cannot evolve and find answers to the challenges of our time by resorting to force 

and violence, neglecting universal values and Gospel truth. We call on all people of good 

will not to stand aside from the suffering of the Ukrainian people caused by the Russian 

military aggression.” 

The Church wants peace, Shevchuk writes, but it should be a “just peace.” When 

injustice is vested on the country, the Catholic Church is with the “defenders of Ukraine, 

who these days are an example of sacrificial love and devotional service to our 

people. May the merciful Lord protect them from all dangers and endow their efforts with 

the ultimate victory of truth and goodness,” the Patriarch prays. 

Photo: The Cathedral of St. George in Lviv, Ukraine, the mother church of the Ukrainian 

Greek Catholic Church. Credits. 
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