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Contributors to this series are asked to consider both the historical significance of recent developments in Ukraine, but 
also the practical implications for religious communities of the latest developments. What is the role religious 
communities can play in seeking to bring an end to the conflict and secure fundamental rights and freedoms, including 
religious freedom within a healthy denominationalism? What steps should policy makers take to promote peace and 
advance fundamental rights and freedoms for all in Ukraine.  
 
This series builds on a joint RFI-USIP event hosted on October 31, 2018.  
 
To read all posts in this series visit: Considering the Religious Dimensions of the Conflict in 
Ukraine 
 
The current conflict that embroils Russia and Ukraine is one which has brought untold suffering in 
Ukraine’s Donbas region and in the Russian-annexed Crimean Peninsula. It has also brought into 
sharp focus the existential reality of Ukraine in terms of its sovereignty, its political stability, and its 
economy. And, in a way perhaps unlike any other European conflict since the 1648 Treaty of 
Westphalia, it is a conflict that has had a direct impact on the religious character of the country and 
its people. 
 
Sadly, this is a conflict that has been largely forgotten by western elites and media, who have 
frequently mistaken it as some sort of civil war within Ukraine between the Russian-speaking and 
largely Orthodox east and south of the country and the largely Ukrainian-speaking and more 
religiously pluralist west. It is decidedly not a civil war. To maintain this fiction is an exercise in the 
most fantastical geopolitical myth-making. Indeed, according to the Council of Foreign Relations, 
since the beginning of the Russian incursion into the Donbas region in April 2014, the conflict 
between the Ukrainian army and Russian-backed separatists has led to 10,300 deaths and 24,000 
injured. In addition, it is estimated that 1.5 million Ukrainian civilians are now internally displaced. 
These figures have resulted from Ukrainian forces fighting a defensive campaign wholly within 
Ukraine’s sovereign territory against an external aggressor and its proxies within eastern Ukraine. It 
is worth recalling that the territorial integrity of post-Soviet Ukraine is a matter of international law, 
affirmed in the 1994 Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurances in which the Russian 
Federation, the United Kingdom, France, and the United States confirmed the borders of Ukraine as 
a Soviet successor state. Russia has consistently justified its violation of the memorandum by arguing 
that the U.S. breached the memorandum when it instigated what Russia considers a U.S.-inspired 
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coup —the Euromaidan revolution of January 2014—and additionally that this revolution therefore 
changed the nature of the Ukrainian state. It is a fine example of Vladimir Putin’s highly creative 
realpolitik and has had the desired effects: 1) the conflict has dropped out of European and North 
American consciousness, 2) the conflict has de-escalated into a frozen conflict, much like others in 
Russia’s near abroad, all to the benefit of Putin’s control-through-chaos Eurasian strategy, and 3) the 
conflict continues to destabilize the Ukrainian economy. 
 
The 4-year-long conflict has brought with it a deterioration in the religious freedom of Ukrainians 
living in Crimea and the Donbas. The illegal Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 was soon 
accompanied by vandalism, intimidation, and suppression by the occupying authorities against the 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Kyiv Patriarchate (UOC-KP) and its clergy along with the clergy 
of the Ukrainian Greco-Catholic Church (UGCC). Russian restrictions on all religious groups other 
than the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate (UOC- MP) rendered UOC-KP 
and UGCC leaders as strangers in their own land. Similarly, Crimean Tatars were met with attacks 
and the forced dissolution of their legitimate representative body, the mejlis, and the exile of their 
leaders. As recounted in its 2018 report on religious freedom in Russia, the United States 
Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) details that in the Donbas the early days 
of occupation brought with them kidnappings, torture, and robberies of members of non-UOC-MP 
religious communities. Russian-backed insurgents seized and continue to hold more than 50 church 
buildings belonging to the-then UOC-KP, the UGCC, and other minority churches were seized and 
remain in insurgent hands. In the present frozen conflict, those members of minority religious 
communities remaining in occupied areas are subject to regular intimidation, arrest, fines, and are 
subject to official slander for their beliefs.The insurgents in control of the Luhansk and Donetsk 
People’s Republics evince a deep suspicion of all those who are not affiliated with the UOC-MP.  
 
Geopolitically-speaking, it is indeed a gloomy picture. However, in the midst of such a period of 
instability, a significant historical development has emerged, which betokens a healing within the 
Ukrainian nation. If we look back to the days of the Maidan revolution, christened by many the 
Revolution of (Human) Dignity (in Ukrainian Революція гідності, or revolyutsiya hidnosti), it was 
characterized above all by almost continual public prayer led by the majority of Ukraine’s faith 
communities. This strong religious character of Ukraine has been present throughout the conflict. In 
the face of Russian aggression and the explicit support of the UOC-MP for Russian actions, the 
Ukrainian Orthodox faithful and clergy have been exercising a degree of ecclesial choice and 
freedom not seen since the 1990s and have been leaving the UOC-MP. For many this departure left 
them without a legitimate spiritual home as the UOC-KP and Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox 
Church (UAOC) did not enjoy valid canonical status within global Orthodoxy, despite it having 
been their desire to rectify this through various appeals over the years. The granting of canonical 
status to these two churches in October 2018 by the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, who 
enjoys primatial status among Orthodox and may exercise canonical authority in the interest of the 
faithful and to advance unity, resolved this matter. His action responded to the wishes of those 
Orthodox faithful and clergy in Ukraine who sought a legitimate home outside the UOC-MP. The 
much-heralded unification of the UOC-KP and the UAOC in December 2018 into the new 
Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU), the first truly national autocephalous Orthodox church in 
Ukraine, has healed a fracture within the church of Kyivan-Rus’. The response of the Moscow 
Patriarchate in breaking off communion with Constantinople raised a significant hue and cry, but to 
the most astute observers it was an entirely predictable act. 
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What then are we to glean from this new unity amidst chaos? There are three important 
observations that can be made, all of which bear considering as we advance into 2019. Firstly, the 
Russian government and President Putin have gravely miscalculated in employing the Moscow 
Patriarchate as an apologist for their actions in Ukraine. The MP has hitherto been a fairly effective 
instrument of Kremlin soft power, especially in its relations with the Holy See and its involvement in 
Syria and the Middle East where it has claimed the mantle of a defender of persecuted Christians. It 
is a threadbare mantle though, which reveals Russia’s leaders’ persecution of their fellow Christians 
in their own backyard. In Ukraine, the MP has emerged as a potent symbol to many of Russian hard 
power and resurgent Muscovite imperialism, and they are rejecting it. Secondly, the schism between 
Moscow and Constantinople has to-date proven a paper tiger as the other autocephalous Orthodox 
churches, including Moscow’s allies in Serbia and Antioch, have failed to tow the MP line and have 
maintained communion with the Mother See of Constantinople. Finally, the presence of the OCU 
can emerge as a strong unifying force in Ukraine. Ukraine, unlike Russia, has always embraced a 
greater religious pluralism with many different churches, Protestant ecclesial communities, and non-
Christian communities, especially the revived Jewish community, living with one another and largely 
free, at least in the modern period, from any grave molestation. The Ukrainian government must 
now live up to and re- embrace that pluralism and keep its word that those of its citizens who are 
members of the UOC-MP will be able to exercise full religious freedom, which is an indispensable 
such a mark of a truly pluralist democracy that embraces human dignity. 
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