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Russia’s Orthodox Church said on Friday it would no longer participate in structures chaired
by the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, deepening a row in Orthodox Christianity
over the Ukrainian Church’s bid to break away from Moscow’s orbit.

Related article: Russian Hackers Targeted Top Orthodox Church Officials, Media Reports

The Russian Orthodox Church’s Holy Synod ruling body convened on Friday to consider how
to respond as the Ukrainian Orthodox Church has courted Constantinople to formally make it
a self-governing body independent of Moscow.

Ukraine’s pro-Western political leaders have sought step by step to take the former Soviet
republic out of Moscow’s orbit after Russia annexed the Crimean peninsula in 2014 and a
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Moscow-backed insurgency broke out in eastern Ukraine.

Vladimir Legoida, a Russian Church spokesman, said the Holy Synod had decided to suspend
its participation in all structures chaired or co-chaired by representatives of the Patriarchate
of Constantinople.

It is also suspending all services with top priests of the Patriarchate of Constantinople and will
not commemorate the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I in its services, Legoida wrote on
social media, summarizing the outcome of the meeting.

“Essentially this is a breakdown of relations. To take an example from secular life, the
decision is roughly equivalent to cutting diplomatic ties,” the Russian Church’s Metropolitan
Ilarion was quoted by RIA news agency as saying.

Related article: The Rising Tide of Orthodox Christian Politics (Op-ed)

Rival churches

The Moscow Patriarchate is part of the Russian Orthodox Church and has a sizeable following
in Ukraine.

Kiev considers it a tool for the Kremlin to wield influence, while the Moscow Patriarchate sees
itself as the only legitimate Orthodox Church in Ukraine.

The Kremlin said it was following the situation closely and opposed any split in Orthodoxy,
adding that the state should not intervene in church matters.

“Of course for Moscow and indeed for the entire Orthodox world the single preferable
scenario is the preservation of unity of this Orthodox world,” Kremlin spokesman Dmitry
Peskov told reporters on a conference call.

The Moscow Patriarchate vies for influence in Ukraine with the Kiev Patriarchate - a branch of
the Orthodox Church that broke away from Moscow in 1992 after the fall of the Soviet Union –
and with other Orthodox and Catholic denominations.

Related article: Russian Orthodox Nationalists Hope for Tsar's Return

The Kiev Patriarchate’s leader has been sharply critical of Russian President Vladimir Putin
and in 2014 suggested he was possessed by Satan.

The Ecumenical Patriarch does not wield the power enjoyed by the Pope in the Roman
Catholic Church but is traditionally regarded as the ‘first among equals’ among the patriarchs
of the self-governing Orthodox churches and also as the spiritual leader of the roughly 300
million Orthodox Christians worldwide.

The Ecumenical Patriarch, currently Bartholomew, also holds the title of Archbishop of
Constantinople, the old Greek name for Istanbul, Turkey’s largest city. The city fell to the
Muslim Turks in 1453 but has remained the historic seat of Orthodoxy. 
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However Russia has long been home to the world’s largest Orthodox Christian Church.
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