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The Ukrainian Orthodox Church has a chance to be an outlier in a region otherwise inhospitable 
to religious diversity. Less than two years after gaining autonomy in the Orthodox community, signs 
are promising that church elites are neither frightened by religious choice or inclined toward state 
sponsorship. Such a posture would contrast glaringly with the ethos of its once overseer, the Russian 
Orthodox Church. I argue that, although the church’s development is still embryonic, several factors 
suggest a more tolerant attitude toward the operations of other nontraditional may prove durable. 
Hopefully, the approach is not simply a matter of the church conforming to pro-democracy sentiments in 
Kyiv, but rather is rooted in experience and deep-seeded beliefs. If this proves to be the case, religious 
pluralism and constructive church-state relations has the chance to be irrevocably engrained in the 
country. Such a development would dispel the notion that Eastern Orthodoxy and authoritarianism are 
somehow inextricably connected. Even more importantly for Ukraine’s future, a modern and transparent 
national church may help anchor Kyiv to its current democratizing orientation, preventing a cyclical 
return to autocracy.
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A New Birth of Freedom

Ukraine seems an unlikely candidate to be the standard bearer of religious freedoms in the 
region. It’s a country at war, divided linguistically and ethnically, with notorious corruption, 
the weak rule of law, and religious rifts that tear at the social fabric. Ukraine just endured 
religious upheaval of almost biblical proportions. In a matter of a few years, centuries-old 
canonical associations have been annulled, patriarchs retired or appointed, thousands of 
parishes compelled to choose sides, and the allegiance of millions of adherents still hanging 
in the balance. Yet, of the twelve post-Soviet republics that remain outside of the EU, Ukraine 
is the only country where religious groups operate largely unfettered and where conditions 
approximate the separation of church and state (Pew, 2019). Numerous factors certainly 
contribute to this outlier status, including the desire by many past Ukrainian governments 
to strike a posture counter to Russia. But one often overlooked contributing factor to 
ecumenicalism is the role of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. While certainly in open conflict 
with her Russian Orthodoxy counterpart, the church has been unexpectedly open to inter-faith 
dialogue and surprisingly indifferent to nontraditional religious groups operating in Ukraine. 
Things had not changed since the historic day of autonomy almost two years ago, and signs 
are promising that the church has the potential to heal recent and ancient wounds and to be a 
force for good in the religious sphere and beyond.  

In a remarkable turn of events, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church gained its self-governing 
status through an act of autocephaly by the Patriarchate of Constantinople in January of 
2019. It was a long time coming, as the church had been under the administrative thumb 
of Russian Orthodoxy since 1686. The breakup was not particularly amicable. The Kremlin 
employed an array of measures, including its well-tuned information warfare, to thwart 
the move (Kuzio, 2019: 487). These actions failed, along with coercive diplomacy by the 
Russian Orthodox Church to retain Ukraine in its ‘canonical territory.’ Incensed, the Russian 
church broke communion with the Ecumenical Patriarchate. This was no trivial move. For the 
Ukrainian church, life after independence has been no less tumultuous (Elsner, 2019: 9-13). 
Externally, the church must contend with thousands of parishes in Ukraine that remain loyal 
to the Moscow Patriarchate. Internally, the transfer of authority from a recalcitrant 91-year-old 
former Patriarch has been anything but smooth. Notwithstanding this turbulence, the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church is a fact of religious life in Ukraine. The state and public recognize it as such, 
and its reach grows by the month as parishes transfer into its fold (Goble, 2019).

Almost from the day of independence, there were auspicious signs that the church 
would chart a distinct course from the Russian Orthodox Church. Nowhere has that been 
more apparent than with its interfaith interactions. In January 2019, a group of likeminded 
laypersons and intellectuals presented new church leaders with ‘Ten Theses for the Orthodox 
Church of Ukraine’ a kind of Bill of Rights for the newly independent church. Among other 
progressive tenets, the articles of faith called for greater laity involvement, curtailing church 
involvement in politics, and fully embracing other Christian and non-Christian religions. The 
new Patriarch praised the principles and elevated several proponents to synodal bodies (Bey, 
2020: 1-3). A month later, at his enthronement, he vowed: “cooperation and dialogue with 
other churches and religious organizations” (Luxmoore, 2019: 287-314). Other hierarchs of 
the church have made similar declarations. Rhetoric became action with specific reconciliation 
steps toward the sizable Latin and Greek Catholic churches in Ukraine. Those entities have 
long endured hostile treatment by state and Orthodox authorities, to put it mildly. The new 
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church may very well turn a new page on troubled Orthodox-Catholic relations (Smytsnyuk, 
2019), as it promotes religious tolerance more broadly in Ukrainian society. 

Signs of Durability

There are counter-arguments to such optimism. The progressive posture might simply be 
a knee-jerk reaction to the perceived tyranny of the Russian Orthodox Church or momentary 
pragmatism in the face of pro-democracy inclinations within the population and corridors of 
power.  When these variables change, so too will the church’s policy towards other religions. 
Four points suggest otherwise.

1. Tolerance is already ingrained in church culture. Independence did not begin in 
2019; it was merely codified and consolidated into a single church. Two of the three Orthodox 
churches that vied for influence in Ukraine since 1991 joined together. One struggled against 
the machinations of the Russian Orthodox Church for 100 years; the other for 30 years. Both 
are democratized as a result. The Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church (UAOC) spent 
decades underground and in the diaspora, diffusing authority to laity and cooperating with 
other religions (Denysenko, 2018). The Ukrainian Orthodox Church — Kyiv Patriarchate 
(UOC-KP) spent three decades building bridges with the community and with other faiths 
to achieve status. The two churches are now one, but their individual histories of interfaith 
dialogue endure.     

2. Ecumenicalism has already been tried and tested. During the pro-Russian reign of 
Leonid Kuchma, and precisely when post-Soviet countries began backsliding on religious 
liberties, the UOC-KP created the most meaningful interfaith council in the region. Unlike 
more ceremonial councils in neighboring states, the All-Ukrainian Council of Religious 
Organizations has, among its seventeen members, many nontraditional entities such as 
Adventists and Pentecostals. The council is based on egalitarian principles with a rotating 
chairmanship. 

3. The new Patriarch is cut from a different clothe. The aforementioned council came 
to be under the now retired Patriarch Filaret — a deeply conservative hierarch with autocratic 
proclivities.  The effort, and ecumenical activities in general, are likely to flourish even more 
under the new, 41-year-old Patriarch Epiphany. Trained in Greece and not Russia, he was 
unique among candidates for Patriarch for having never had any connection with the Russian 
Orthodox Church. He openly espouses the more tolerant Greek tradition while disavowing the 
Russian mentality (RISU, 2019a). In 2019, he was given a human rights award in New York 
City in recognition of his work on promoting religious freedoms (RISU, 2019b). This is the 
man that may very well lead the church for the next half-century. 

4. Ukraine is not a religiously homogeneous society. In contrast to most other majority 
Orthodox countries, Ukraine has a sizable non-Orthodox population — with over 10% 
claiming allegiance to Catholic churches and more than 2% to Protestant churches. The 
diversity is even greater when looking at actual parishioners. Half of all registered parishes 
in Ukraine are either Catholic or Protestant. And even within Orthodoxy, there is not one 
institutionalized church (Druzenko, 2011: 720). This diversity contributes to a particularly 
vibrant religious marketplace (Brik & Korolkov, 2019; Pew 2019) and impedes a single church 
from monopolizing that market through repression. 
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Authoritarianism and Eastern Orthodoxy

If the Ukrainian Orthodox Church holds its present course, it would certainly be bucking 
a trend in the region, not to mention within its own confession. One would be forgiven for 
conflating Orthodoxy with authoritarianism in light of recent developments in Russia. 
Collaboration between the Kremlin and the Russian Orthodox Church, always a historical 
reality, reached unparalleled levels after the 2014 seizure of Crimea. Concurrently, and likely 
not all together unrelated, religious pluralism has been drastically curtailed. Groups labelled 
‘nontraditional’ have effectively been under lock and key since the Duma passed ‘anti-
extremist’ measures in the summer of 2016. The situation in the Orthodox nations of Georgia 
and Belarus is no less disconcerting. 

There is undeniably a tendency towards intolerance within many of the various self-
governing churches of the Orthodox community. Apart from examples already cited in 
Russia, Orthodox representatives across the confessional landscape have long been the most 
intransigent members of global ecumenical organizations. The impulse is to to ascribe all this 
intolerance to Eastern Orthodoxy tradition, especially as the Russian church alone accounts 
for half of all believers. Indeed, the authoritative line on Orthodoxy for years has been that it is 
inherently anti-individualist, and therefore antithetical to human rights as well as ecumenicism 
(Pollis, 1993). This has been challenged of late by many inside the church advocating a more 
inclusive approach within wider Orthodox thought (Yannoulatos, 2003, Khodr 1971) and by 
outside academics cautioning against casual inference related to theology and totalitarianism 
(Stoeckl, 2009: 16; Stoeckl, 2020). 

Socio-historical factors likely have greater explanatory value for intolerance within Eastern 
Orthodoxy than does an appeal to theology. For instance, doctrinal differences between 
Orthodoxy and Catholicism are not so significant as to explain why the latter has found it 
easier to operate in multifaith environments. Orthodoxy’s historic isolation and introversion 
(Makrides, 2020), compared to Catholicism, may account for Orthodox churches being less 
inclined to engage comfortably with others. 

Yet even within Eastern Orthodoxy, variation in approach among churches (Prodromou, 
2004) further attest to development, not theology, as the common denominator. The few 
churches in the confessional found outside of Eastern and Central Europe have travelled 
different developmental paths that have led to greater openness. Ukraine’s history is likewise 
unique as the connection between religion and national identity — so inextricably linked 
in nations like Russia, Georgia, and Greece — never ossified in Ukraine. The diversity of 
religious affiliation has resulted in Ukraine long lacking a ‘national church’ (Ishchuk & Sagan, 
2020: 1). Choice, and in particular the option by adherents of disaffiliating from the majority 
church (Berger, 2005: 439), has been more historically present in Ukraine than most other 
Orthodox nations — certainly Russia. This, in turn, has produced a less dogmatic-canonical 
approach toward the activities of nontraditional religious entities. While there is little doubt 
that Orthodoxy, particularly in the post-Soviet space, struggles with modernity and religious 
tolerance, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church may yet prove that a viable alternative course is 
possible. At the very least, the example of the church suggests that the intellectual tradition of 
Eastern Orthodoxy is not homogenous or deducible to generalization.
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The Allure of State Sponsorship

Unfortunately, generalizations are a bit more apt when discussing Orthodoxy and 
church-state relations. Here the Ukrainian Orthodox Church may find it harder to resist 
the temptation to curry favor with authorities. Orthodox churches have a long tradition of 
‘symphonia’ with the state in which they enjoy privileged access and benefits unavailable 
to other churches (Jianu, 2005). This is evident today, even in the EU, where four of 
the five nations with majority orthodox believers are having difficulty abandoning the 
‘symphonic’ model of church-state interactions (Olteanu & de Neve, 2013: 180). Nowhere 
is this more evident than in Russia, where the church is now a fully assimilated cog in the 
Kremlin’s whole-of-government approach to perpetuating domestic control and achieving 
its foreign policy objectives (Flake & Lamoreaux, 2018: 1).  

Yet even with this seemly intractable dynamic, there is cause for hope regarding 
Ukraine. The country starts with a favorable baseline since prior to 2019, there was no 
clearly defined church with which the state could collude. Consequently, the level of state 
favoritism in the region to the dominant religion was measured highest in Russia and 
lowest in Ukraine (Pew, 2019). Religious demographics helps here as well. Unlike in 
Russia, where three-fourths of the populace nominally claim allegiance to the Russian 
Orthodox Church, in Ukraine, only a third identify with the Ukrainian Orthodox Church 
(Radio Free Europe, 2020). That is hardly a mandate for national church status. History 
also helped in de-politicizing church hierarchs. The church’s subordination to the Moscow 
Patriarchate reduced its role in the political domain for centuries. The leader of the Greek 
Catholics in Ukraine, Sviatoslav Shevchuk, opined in 2019 that, “The Kyiv church was 
never a hostage to the political interests of state power and never served the mighty 
of this world — it remained the soul and conscience of its people” (Luxmoore, 2019). 
Furthermore, the clergy of the former UAOC — the smaller of the two churches that 
merged last year — are likely averse to collusion with authorities since they suffered 
under unholy alliances for years. Finally, there is self-awareness. After his appointment, 
Patriarch Epifaniy acknowledged that his church is not immune to temptations such as 
‘symponia,’ and called for widespread reforms to rid the church of “Russian imperial 
traditions” (RISU, 2019a: 1). 

Favorable Portents for Ukraine

Such rhetoric is reassuring, especially as it has thus far been backed with action. The 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church does not appear to view other religions, be they traditional 
or new entrant evangelicals, as competitive threats requiring remedial actions such as 
petitioning the state for restrictions. This is something to celebrate and affirm. The sanguine 
assessment carries corollaries beyond the religious domain. In particularly, it bodes well 
for Ukraine’s hitherto rollercoaster experiment with democracy. Civil society, in which 
religious institutions factor, has proven a fairly good barometer for the ideological course 
of a country. Inclinations in civil society can strengthen the political and social direction 
of a nation (Requena, 2019: 249-266). The more influential the institution, the greater 
the pull. Orthodoxy is a significant force in Ukrainian society, and a tolerant, transparent 
course set by the new autocephalous church could prove beneficial for the nation as a 
whole. Incidentally, the same could be said for Russia — but in the reverse. The totalitarian 
appropriation of almost every non-governmental institution in Russia, most recently 
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Russian Orthodoxy, all but ensures that Putinism will outlive Putin. In Ukraine, Patriarch 
Epifaniy and his band of reformers may very well have much to do with determining an 
entirely different arch for their country’s future.
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