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Eastern Orthodox War-Justification and Ecclesial Dilemmas Arising from the War 

in Ukraine 

                                                                                                          Yuri1 Stoyanov 

Abstract 

 

The escalation of ecclesial and religio-political conflicts since Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 

2014 and invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has further complicated the convoluted ecclesial situation 

in Ukraine and have been addressed in a series of sermons, formal statements and documents 

issued by senior Russian and Ukrainian ecclesiastical figures.  Their ideological and theological 

rhetoric demonstrates the active participation of senior Russian Orthodox clerics in the 

justification of the Russian military effort which represent some radical ruptures in Eastern 

Orthodox ecclesial involvement in war-making and mobilization. The Moscow Patriarchate’s 

war-legitimization stances and policies have major repercussions for the current debates on and 

reconceptions of the Christian just war tradition in the frameworks of just peace, peace-building 

and reconciliation, as well as the potential key role of Christian religious actors in these 

processes.  

Keywords: Eastern Orthodoxy, Church-State Relations, Christianity and Militarism, Just War, 

Pacifism and Peace-building, Just Peace, Russian Orthodox Church, Ukrainian Orthodoxy, 

Ecumenism and Inter-Church Relations 

 

The ecclesial and religio-political collisions and crises accompanying Russia’s 

annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the consequent armed conflict in Donbas have escalated since 
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Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. The outbreak of full-scale war has further 

complicated the already convoluted ecclesial situation in Ukraine and has also refocused 

attention on the modern relevance and resonances of historical and more recent Christian stances 

on war justification, especially in the cases of Eastern Orthodox cultures and their ecclesiastical 

elites. The theological and ecclesial dilemmas arising from the involvement of these clerical 

elites in religiously-framed war-justification strategies and contests for ecclesial legitimacy have 

important implications for church-state and church-military relations in Eastern Orthodox-

majority states. The struggle to find a balance between the inherited legacy of clerical 

pacific/non-violence attitudes and the martial necessities dictated from political and military 

leaderships have posed massive challenges to ecclesiastical structures in Russia and Ukraine as 

well as across the wider Eastern Orthodox world.   

 These challenges have been especially acute in the sphere of just war theory and conduct 

in which earlier and modern Eastern Orthodox stances have displayed some significant 

divergences from their Western Christian counterparts and have attracted much less historical 

and theological scrutiny than the latter.1 In modern East Slavonic Orthodox cultures the gradual 

evolution of the Muscovite religio-political ideology of ‘Moscow the Third Rome’ (adopted after 

the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453) was a contributing factor in the Russian 

Empire’s diplomatic and military interventionism in the late Ottoman empire and its self-

declared mandate as a protector of Eastern Orthodox communities under Ottoman rule.   

 
1 The state of evidence and debate on the just war traditions in medieval Byzantium and the Byzantine 

Commonwealth and their continuations during the early modern to modern periods remain outside the 

scope of this article. 
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The decades following the Crimean War (1853-1856) and leading to WW1 and the USSR 

establishment in 1922 were marked by intense debates in Russian Slavophile, Pan-Slav,  clerical 

and intellectual circles on pacifism, Tolstoyism and the justifiability and sanctification of 

warfare, which continued in Russian émigré circles in the 1920s/1930s. When the Russian 

Orthodox Church (ROC) was reinstated during WW2, after waves of anti-church measures in the 

Soviet Union, to marshal support for the ‘Great Patriotic War’, prominent Russian hierarchs 

blessed and eulogized the war effort as the ‘Holy War of Liberation’ with a global liberating 

mission and significance.1  

   Throughout the Cold War era the restored Patriarchate of Moscow and the national 

Eastern Orthodox churches became involved in a series of international peace initiatives and 

engagements which in the cases of the churches of the Eastern Bloc states were closely 

monitored by the respective Communist governments. During these long-term engagements the 

topics of Christian participation in armed conflicts and the viability of just war theories in 

Eastern Orthodoxy remained a constant focus of attention in the intra-Orthodox dialogue and 

exchanges. Post-Cold War geopolitical shifts and cataclysms like the Wars of Yugoslav 

Succession in the 1990s (with the ensuing challenges to modern warfare ethics: inter-religious 

violence, ethnic cleansing, humanitarian intervention, etc.) were addressed in a new series of 

Orthodox meetings and appeals, with the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople 

continuously reaffirming the Eastern Orthodox patristic and clerical pacific stances (Patriarch 

Bartholomew I 2003).  Concurrently, while reconceiving and rectifying its interrelations with the 

post-Soviet Russian state and military institutions, in 2000 the ROC issued an important 

statement of faith2 with a section on ‘War and Peace’.  The section re-emphasizes the traditional 

Eastern Orthodox tenets on war as categorically evil but also allows for cases in which war, 
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though unwished-for, might be necessary.  The statement reflects the ROC’s deepening 

interaction with the military establishment, highlighting its particular responsibilities for the 

Christian education of the military and the military chaplains’ duties. While declaring ROC’s 

obligations to foster international peace-making, the document adapts some of the Western 

Christian just war theory jus ad bellum and jus in bello norms. A vaguely-worded statement 

stresses the ‘difficulty’ of differentiating between an aggressive and defensive war, sketching the 

cases in which war could become necessary: national defence, defence of neighbours and 

‘restoration of trampled justice’, with its obvious potential for broader applications of war 

justification (Stoyanov 2009: 206-207; Coman 2023: 344-346). 

   With the ROC growing politicisation since the 1990s its structures had begun to play an 

increasing role in state-building processes, confessional identity formation, foreign policy 

strategies and religious diplomacy (Knox, 2005; Papkova 2011; Knox and Mitrofanova 2014; 

Chawryło 2015; Stoeckl 2020).  The ROC main wings (traditional, fundamentalist and liberal - 

with various sub-currents) interfaced with revived and novel religious, philosophical and 

geopolitical trends.  The interaction between the ROC’s traditionalist and fundamentalist factions 

with the rejuvenated and popular Neo-Slavophile and Neo-Eurasianist streams led to various 

blends of chauvinistic, anti-Occidental and neo-conservative concepts and rhetoric, variously 

redefining modern versions of Russian exceptionalism and messianism (Engström 2014; 

Curanović 2019; Lewis 2020; Curanović 2024; Suslov 2024).  Pre-Soviet and Soviet-era 

subterranean apocalyptically-oriented currents of Russian religious messianism (Duncan 

1999:87-88) came to the surface to acquire influence and mainstream acceptance (Shnirelman 

2019; Østbø 2018: 181-223; Engström 2014: 363-370; Suslov 2024: 90-96).  
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 These cross-fertilizations  was also impacted by the process of the securitization of 

Russian religious policies which started in the early 2000s (Bacon 2002, Admiral 2009: 204-

206), as a succession of legal ‘National Security’ documents (issued first in 2000, then updated 

in 2009, 2015 and 2021) and the amended Russian Constitution of 2020 highlighted what they 

describe as the inseparable link between national security and traditional ‘spiritual-moral values’.  

The concept of  ‘spiritual security’ entered official Russian political, clerical and public 

discourse (Stoeckl 2022), increasingly endorsed in relation to the ‘Russian World’ (‘Russkiy 

Mir’) ideology formally adopted by the Kremlin establishment in 2006-2007 and enthusiastically 

upheld by Patriarch Kirill (elected to the patriarchal throne in 2009). According to Patriarch 

Kirill’s religio-political formulation the ‘Russian World’ denotes a unique common civilizational 

and multi-national community and sphere with a shared historical memory arising from the 

Orthodox heritage of the East Slavonic Christian civilisation of medieval Kievan/Kyivan Rus’.3 

With its nucleus represented by Russia, Belarus and Ukraine, it can also include other countries 

of the ‘historical space of Russia’. As the ‘Russian World’’s religious and spiritual pillar, ROC’s 

canonical territory transcends current state borders and can facilitate integration processes within 

this broader transnational sphere. This enhanced religious dimension of the ‘Russian World’ 

ideology reinforced ROC’s position as a major social, cultural, and political actor on the 

domestic and international scene, including its growing role in cultural and religious diplomacy 

(Blitt 2011; Petro 2015; Payne 2010; Hovorun 2022:  5-7). 

As the formal and public pronouncements of the Moscow Patriarchate’s higher echelons 

increasingly focused on and extolled traditional patriotic and Christian values to underpin its 

declared mission as the principle vehicle of moral renewal, the ROC assumed a major place in 

the transnational neo-Conservative Christian arena, engaging actively in the global culture wars 
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(Curanović 2015; Stoeckl 2016; Stoeckl.2020a: 47–59; Uzlaner and Stoeckl. 2022) and 

facilitating Kremlin’s soft power and religious diplomacy initiatives and gambits (Payne 2010; 

Curanović 2012; McGlynn 2021; Curanović 2021). While official Russian government 

documents portray the Russian Federation as a multi-ethnic and multi-confessional state 

established in consonance with a harmonious inter-ethnic and inter-faith entente, in the 2010s the 

ROC attained a virtually hegemonist and advantaged position in the socio-religious and cultural 

realms through which state and church essentially mutually legitimized their raisons d'être. 

  The deepening post-Soviet links between the ROC and the military was incipiently 

conditioned by the church’s reaffirmation of the nexus between ancestral patriotic values and 

faith (Garrard and Garrard 2008: 207-242). These intensifying links found expression in the 

reintroduction of military chaplains, church-building on military bases, the renewal of the 

controversial practice of the clerical blessing of weaponry, growing clerical penetration of 

military structures and the formation of the Moscow Patriarchate’s Synodal Department for 

Cooperation with the Armed Forces and Security Organs. The intensity of the ensuing 

ecclesiastical-military collaborations and partnerships was particularly striking in the 

progressively close association between the church and the nuclear weapons corps 

conceptualized as ‘Russian Nuclear Orthodoxy’ (Adamsky 2019), arguably leading to a process 

of  ‘military theocratization’ (Adamsky 2019: 6, 234-35).   

The initial post-Soviet military conflicts like the First and Second Chechen Wars (resp. 

1994-1996 and 1999-2000) and the Russo-Georgian War of 2008 showed that there existed and 

contended divergent views in the ROC on the interfaces between military and religious values.  

However, following Russia’s ‘conservative turn’ of 2011/2012, militarization intensified in 

various currents and milieux of Russian Orthodox culture (Knorre 2016; Knorre and Zygmont 
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2020; Kurki 2024) and the ROC actively promoted on all levels the creation of an ‘updated’ 

military-religious ideology.   

  The 2010s demonstrated that the ROC could provide convenient narratives and 

frameworks for justifications of Russian military campaigns which also variously reflect 

principal notions of post-Soviet chauvinist, messianic, neo-Slavophile and neo-Eurasianist 

discourses. The vague concepts of ‘spiritual security’ and the ‘Russian World’ could be 

effectively used for a religious legitimization of military operations across the so-called ROC 

extended ‘canonical territory’ (in Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, etc.), unifying thus the stated and 

implicit strategic goals of Russian political, military and ecclesiastic authorities (Stoeckl 2022).    

In 2015 Patriarch Kirill legitimized the Russian military intervention in Syria as a 

defensive and just campaign to protect genocide-threatened Syrian Christians and civilians,4 

echoing the imperial-era Russian self-understanding as a champion of Eastern Christian 

communities.  When the then chairman of the Moscow Patriarchate’s Synodal Department for 

the Cooperation of Church and Society, Vsevolod Chaplin, controversially declared that the 

battle against terrorism in Syria was ‘a moral and holy fight’,5  he was soon released from his 

duties. The ‘Chaplin’ episode thus indicated that at that time the Moscow Patriarchate was still 

keen to stick to traditional Christian just war legimitization and avoid ‘holy fight’ rhetoric, at 

least in the Middle East engagements.   

With the outbreak of hostilities in Donbas, however, the Moscow Patriarchate began to 

issue statements portraying the hostilities as a war on Orthodoxy, its churches and Orthodox 

Christians in the region6 which were repudiated as war propaganda by the Ukrainian Orthodox 

Church-Kyiv Patriarchate (UOC-KP).7  The conflict inevitably affected the complex post-Soviet 

Ukrainian ecclesial configuration comprising the UOC-KP, the Ukrainian Autocephalous 
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Orthodox Church (UAOC) and the Ukrainian Orthodox Church-Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-

MP), alongside smaller Orthodox churches and the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church-UGCC. 

The completion of the process of an establishment of an autocephalous Orthodox Church of 

Ukraine (OCU) in 2018-2019 (largely based on the unification of the first two churches) under 

the jurisdiction of the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople triggered a schism between the 

Moscow and Constantinople Patriarchates, setting the stage for further ecclesial antagonisms in 

Ukraine. 

  On the eve of the invasion of Ukraine Patriarch Kirill addressed the Russian military 

with some standard just war rhetoric on the military vocation’s importance in defending the 

Russian people and the “sacred borders” of the realm8; while on the day the of the incursion 

advocated prayers for the prompt restoration of peace.9 However, two weeks after the war’s start 

Patriarch Kirill explicitly set the strategic and military goals of the Russian military attack in a 

broader religious and ‘metaphysical’ context.10  The sermon associates the Russian military 

campaign with themes from the global culture wars, being waged in defence of traditional 

Christian norms in a ‘struggle’ that has not a physical, but a metaphysical significance and which 

is not limited to the sphere of international relations and politics, but bears on human salvation.  

  In anticipation of the Russian invasion, the Primate of the newly established 

autocephalous OCU, Metropolitan Epifanii, called for a united resistance to the Kremlin 

aggression in a fight for Ukrainian statehood until victory and a just peace.11 The head of the 

UOC-MP appealed for the defence of Ukraine’s sovereignty and integrity, imploring the Kremlin 

to halt the fratricidal war, which he strongly denounced as a ‘repetition of Cain’s sin’, a war 

which cannot have ‘justification from either God or man’.12  
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 Patriarch Kirill blamed the conflict on ‘diabolical attacks and provocations’ and evil, 

dark and hostile external forces and enemies who have always strived to destroy the unity of 

Rus’ (described as the land which now includes ‘Russia and Ukraine and Belarus and other tribes 

and peoples’).13  In Ukraine Metropolitan Epifanii denounced the Russian political and 

‘discredited’ clerical leaderships, praised the heroic resistance and ‘invincible spirit’ of the 

Ukrainian military,14 while framing the armed conflict in another set of metaphysical polarities 

as a ‘struggle of darkness against light, death with life, slavery against freedom’ in which Russia 

has become ‘the personification of darkness, the empire of evil, the tyranny of slavery’.15 

 Disapproval and critique of the invasion was voiced early in the ROC’s domestic and 

international dioceses. In March 2022, nearly 300 Russian Orthodox priests and deacons from 

around the world signed an open letter appealing for an immediate cessation of the fratricidal 

war and the military pressure on Ukraine.16 In early April 2022 hundreds of clergymen of the 

UOC-MP backed an appeal and petition, stated that they could not remain in canonical 

subordination to the Moscow Patriarchate. The appeal charged Patriarch Kirill with committing 

moral crimes, blessing Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine in violation of Christian moral 

norms and the ROC’s own regulatory documents.17 It also called for the establishment of an 

International Ecclesiastical Tribunal to denounce Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine, 

to scripturally and theologically assess Patriarch Kirill’s public statements on the war and 

depending on the review, to bring him to justice and ‘deprive him of the right to hold the 

patriarchal throne’.  The appeal also called for a pan-Orthodox doctrinal assessment of the 

‘Russian World’ ideology which concurrently was rejected as non-Orthodox in an international 

declaration signed by more than 1500 Orthodox clerics and theologians, who defined it as a 

‘form of Orthodox ethno-phyletist religious fundamentalism, totalitarian in character’, 
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underpinning support for the war against Ukraine among significant part of the Moscow 

Patriarchate’s hierarchy.18   

  In May 2022 a council of the UOC-MP declared its complete independence and 

autonomy from the Moscow Patriarchate, generally in protest of the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine, and specifically, in response to Patriarch Kirill’s support for the aggression, with the 

council’s resolutions explicitly stating its condemnation of the war and disapproval of patriarch’s 

pro-war stance.19  The council marked a new phase in Ukraine’s ecclesial crisis whose other 

symptoms included the shifting ecclesiastical jurisdictions in the Russian-occupied areas of the 

country. As doubts continued to surround the loyalties of the newly self-announced 

autocephalous church clergy, a series of enacted and proposed Ukrainian government legislative 

measures targeted individual clergymen and the ecclesial body as a whole, deepening further the 

dilemmas and polemics regarding religious freedom and securitization in war-time Ukraine. 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine may have received high-profile clerical support from 

Metropolitan Korniliy, Primate of the Russian Orthodox Old-Rite Church20 but clergymen who 

vocally opposed the military incursion have been subjected to intimidation, prosecution and 

defrocking (Jenkins 2022; Katamadze 2023). In the Moscow Patriarchate-aligned dioceses 

outside Russia, critiques of the Moscow Patriarchate’s pro-war stance were articulated in open 

letters and statements such as the those of Metropolitan John of Dubna (Archbishop of the 

Orthodox Churches of Russian Tradition in Western Europe)21 and Metropolitan Mark of Berlin 

and Germany of the Russian Orthodox Church Outside Russia (Cleven 2022).  A Russian 

Orthodox parish in Amsterdam was the first to announce its departure from the patriarchate (over 

its promotion of the invasion of Ukraine) to affiliate with the Ecumenical Patriarchate of 

Constantinople (Heneghan 2022). The head of the Lithuanian Orthodox Church, Archbishop 
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Innokentiy, similarly strongly condemned Russia’s war on Ukraine and announced that his 

ecclesial body was determined to seek more independence from the Moscow Patriarchate22 (a 

Lithuanian Orthodox exarchate under the Ecumenical Patriarchate was established in February 

2024.23  Despite condemning the invasion of Ukraine and voicing disagreements with some of 

Patriarch Kirill’s war-related statements24, the Primate of the Estonian Orthodox Church-

Moscow Patriarchate, Metropolitan Eugene, was still eventually ordered to leave the country, 

accused of consistent vindication and support of the Russian military aggression.25 

  Critique and denunciations of the Moscow Patriarchate’s advocacy of militarism was also 

growing in the wider Orthodox ecclesiastical sphere, as manifested, among others, by the public 

pronouncement of the then Archbishop Chrysostomos II of the autocephalous Orthodox Church 

of Cyprus.26 The formal statement of the bishops of the Orthodox Church of Finland (an 

autonomous archdiocese of the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople), headed by 

Archbishop Leo, similarly forcefully denounced the invasion of Ukraine.27 The Ecumenical 

Patriarch of Constantinople, Bartholomew, denounced the invasion on theological and ecclesial 

grounds, while addressing also the ideological and historical notions exploited to justify the 

Russian military campaigns in Ukraine as a ‘blatant violation of any notion of international law 

and legality’28 The patriarch asserted that a war between Orthodox Christians is ‘absolutely 

unacceptable’29, emphasizing that the Russian state and church ‘cooperated in the crime of 

aggression and shared the responsibility for the resulting crimes’, hence inter-religious dialogue 

needs to focus on ways to ‘neutralize the capacity of leadership of the Moscow Patriarchate to 

undermine unity and to theologically legitimize criminal behaviour.’30 Patriarch Bartholomew 

highlighted the role of the ROC-promoted ‘Russian World’ ideology as a vital “instrument of 
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legitimization  of Russian expansionism’ in which the church’s alliance with the state, made faith 

‘the backbone of the ideology’ of Kremlin’s regime.31 

The Moscow Patriarchate’s endorsement of the Russian military campaigns in Ukraine     

became the center of attention and enquiry also in the framework of the ecumenical movement, 

international relations and diplomacy. Early after the invasion the then acting general secretary 

of the World Council of Churches (WCC), Fr Ioan Sauca, implored Patriarch Kirill to intervene 

with the Russian authorities to halt the war32  but patriarch responded that the military 

confrontation was triggered by NATO’s eastward expansion and Western ‘large-scale 

geopolitical strategy’ to weaken Russia and provoke Russian-Ukrainian animosity.33 Amid calls 

to suspend ROC WCC membership over its legitimization of the war on Ukraine, at the 11th 

WCC General Assembly in June 2022 its Central Committee issued a formal statement which 

deplored ‘the illegal and unjustifiable war inflicted on the people and sovereign state of 

Ukraine’, rejected ‘any misuse of religious language and authority to justify armed aggression’ 

and urged ‘dialogue and negotiations to secure a sustainable peace’.34 Concurrently the United 

Kingdom (later followed by some other countries) sanctioned Patriarch Kirill over his public 

support for the invasion of Ukraine.35 

 During a WCC delegation meeting with Patriarch Kirill in Moscow in October 202236  

he claimed that his war-justification pronouncements have been used selectively and out of 

context. The patriarch agreed with the WCC delegation that war cannot be holy but maintained 

that self-defence and self-sacrifice for the lives of the others need to be regarded as a different 

issue. He affirmed the peace-making and dialogue-oriented role of the church in avoiding 

conflict and violence; indeed in earlier wartime sermons he had invoked the peace-bringing and -

sustaining role of a unified Orthodox church in internecine war-beset Ukraine.37  However, in 
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another sermon he clarified that this peace-and justice-bringing process could be achieved only 

through spiritual unification in the ‘Russian World’, while those who are not striving after such 

unity in Holy Russia will need to be persuaded by God’s power.38 The principal message of the 

patriarch’s homilies and public statements was thus not implicitly or explicitly pacific; their clear 

intention was to formulate a new religio-military ideology suited to the ongoing Russian 

incursion and occupation of Ukrainian territories.  

This intention is evident in sermons from the time of the ideological build-up to the 

invasion like the one in which, replicating earlier attempted formulations of Orthodox positions 

on just war and military martyrdom on the basis of John 15:13 (Stoyanov 2014: 186-187, 214, 221),  

Patriarch Kirill employs the gospel text to conceptualize a Christian military piety focused on the 

‘holy feat’ of self-sacrifice on the battlefield.39 But he developed the concept of John 15:13-

based Orthodox military ethos further, exhorting soldiers to bravely fulfil their fighting duties, 

conscious of the scriptural promise that if they gave their life for the motherland and their 

friends, they ‘will be with God in His Kingdom, His glory, His eternal life’.  In another war-time 

sermon the patriarch declared in another sermon that when soldiers pursuing their vocation fulfil 

their oath and duty, sacrifice themselves for others, they will have accomplished an act 

equivalent to sacrifice which ‘washes away all the sins’ they may have committed beforehand.40 

These statements display some continuities but also some drastic ruptures from earlier 

versions of attempts to formulate scripturally-based Eastern Orthodox warfare ideologies. They 

combine the notions of military battlefield martyrdom (which was largely rejected by the 

Byzantine Orthodox Church) and remission of sins granted in exchange for military service, a 

concept and practice not accepted or attested in historical Eastern Orthodox cultures (texts and 

commentaries in Stoyanov 2014: 178-180, 183-187).  Forcing another ‘innovation’, Patriarch 
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Kirill has made a ‘Prayer for Holy Rus’ (beseeching God to grant war victory) mandatory at 

church services and priests who have refused to read it or have used ‘peace’ instead of ‘victory’ 

have faced punishment, defrocking and court proceedings.41   

In still another radical move, Patriarch Kirill employed the notion of katechon 

(restraining force) in the framework of the Russian ongoing military campaign in explicitly 

apocalyptic terms, first, in a reference to the historic Roman Empire and/or the Church42 and 

then to present-day Russia.43 Patriarch Kirill’s second oration called upon the ROC  hierarchs to 

act as the core of the spiritual resistance to the powers of the Antichrist, inspire the military and 

mobilize to join the fight against the global evil, the ‘Antichrist movement’, in a  struggle which 

would decide the future of the world. The apocalyptic rhetoric furnishes further evidence of the 

Moscow Patriarchate’s alignment with the fundamentalist, apocalyptic trends in Russian 

Orthodoxy, while advancing a justification of the invasion of Ukraine as a self-defence military 

operation (Perrie 2023). 

The Moscow Patriarchate’s religious justification of Russian military campaigns in 

Ukraine, the anti-war clerical protests and initiatives across the ROC canonical territory, the 

deepening ecclesial crises in Ukraine, the defensive just war rhetoric and appeals by the newly 

autocephalous OCU44 have had serious repercussions beyond the Eastern Orthodox world, 

especially regarding the ongoing just war and just peace reappraisals in Protestant and Catholic 

thinking. Symptomatically, in an early peace initiative Pope Francis communicated to Patriarch 

Kirill his views on the need for new Christian approaches to current military conflicts and the 

applicability of inherited just war criteria.45 Disputes are bound to continue whether Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine represents the first religious war of the 21st century (Leustan, 2023) or 

whether religion was largely employed as a rhetorical device for the war-justification and 
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sacralization of the new ‘Russian imperial project’ (Voyk 2022). The roles of the Moscow 

Patriarchate and Patriarch Kirill in providing the theological and ideological war-justification 

continue to be scrutinized and further appeals have demanded a comprehensive church document 

condemning the war in Ukraine and the ROC’s sanctioning and bestowal of ‘divine approval 

upon violence, war and aggression’.46    

 This unfolding polemic and the ongoing ecclesial crises across the ‘canonical territories’ 

of the ROC and Ukrainian Orthodoxy represent the current most serious challenge to Eastern 

Orthodox traditional and modern stances on war and peace. The newly published Orthodox 

social doctrine document (commissioned and coordinated by the Ecumenical Patriarchate- Hart 

and Chryssavgis 2020), with its chapter on war and violence, offers a timely and important 

corrective to the ideologies of warfare and militarism evolving in post-Soviet Russian 

Orthodoxy. Other recent new perspectives on the problematic in the context of the theology of 

just peace (Semegnish, Chehadeh and Simion 2012), just peace-making and Christian realism 

(Hamalis 2018) and Orthodox social ethics and just peace-making (LeMasters 2010) similarly 

provide a possible blueprint for the involvement of the Eastern Orthodox churches and clerics in 

peace negotiations, peace-building and reconciliation in Ukraine. The longue-durée Eastern 

Orthodox experience in generating and sustaining diverse Christian patterns of peace-making 

(Stoyanov 2019; Smytsnyuk 2023) certainly could be mobilized in such possible conflict-

resolution endeavours or in the frameworks of the shifting variables of evolving post-secular 

conflicts ((Uzlaner and Stoeckl 2020). 
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