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Abstract 
The article continues the series of research illustrating the formation of the idea of the “Russian 
world” in the religious discourse of Orthodox Russia. It pays special attention to the 
manipulations made by the Patriarch of Moscow, Kirill (Gundyaev), while preaching and 
giving public speeches. The study summarizes the idea of the “new martyrdom for Russia” 
recently promoted by the hierarch. The paper illustrates his support of Vladimir Putin’s invasion 
of Ukraine in 2022 by the formation of the social opinion by the spiritual leader. Kirill uses the 
images of different wars to draw historical parallels with Russia’s current war with Ukraine 
showing the “peacemaking intentions” of all its invasions. The patriarch repeatedly returns to 
the ideological concept of the blessed war, opposition to the West, and the struggle for 
“traditional values.”  
Key words: Russian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Kirill, “Russian world,” Russian-Ukrainian 
war, military narrative, propaganda. 
 

The question of interweaving the idea of war and the essence of faith invariably 

accompanies human civilization at all stages of its development. It finds various solutions in 

different historical conditions and in different socio-cultural realities. Religion often gives rise 

to diametrically opposed doctrines. Somewhere it provoked the idea of nonviolence, and in 

another place, it became the basis for waging “holy wars.” Lately, in Russia’s war with Ukraine 

(2014 onward), which escalated with the Russian Federation’s full-scale invasion of the borders 

of a sovereign European state on February 24, 2022, religion became one of the pillars of the 

occupational worldview. Moscow’s Orthodoxy gradually acquired features of ideology, priests 

began to resemble Soviet political agitators, and sermons turned into propaganda materials. The 

key figure in this eclectic political-religious show (otherwise it is difficult to characterize the 
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theatrical performances, often timed to significant dates) is the Patriarch of the Russian 

Orthodox Church Kirill (Gundyaev), who sets the tone for the general religious component in 

the ideology of the “Russian world.” 

 

The Military Power of the State and Russian Orthodoxy 

The war became a part of daily life in the messages of the First Hierarch of the Russian 

Orthodox Church, as he tried, and continues to try, to use this topic at every opportunity. There 

is a noticeable trend; he does not avoid the word “war” when it is necessary to motivate the 

masses, to blame the West, or to remind his followers about Russia's “global historical mission.” 

However, when the conversation turns to Ukraine, the Byzantine effect of the symphony of the 

state and the church activates; “war” becomes “special military operation” or “internecine 

confrontation.”   

The manipulation of terms is obvious: for Kirill, Russia’s war with Ukraine is sacred not 

so much in terms of the state and homeland, but in the direction of his imagined Christianity. 

He mixes together the concept of the military duty of a citizen and the martyrdom of a Christian 

for the sake of his own faith. The patriarch draws a clear parallel between loyalty to the state 

and the depth of personal connection with God. An idea is formed that the stronger the Christian 

faith, the more united and monolithic are the people who profess it (although here it is worth 

understanding not the faith, but the institution of the “Russian Orthodox Church,” which makes 

the multinational, multi-confessional people who support it with their donations more 

monolithic). This new heretical idea is the basis of the concept of a boundless “Russian world” 

designed to protect “its natives” wherever the eye of its spiritual and political leaders looks on 

the political map of the world. 

Such appeals by the Patriarch of Moscow to strengthen cooperation in the state-church-

society triangle turn into open campaigning even during meetings with the youth. Thus, in the 

sermon after the liturgy in the Church of the Great Martyr Varvara, in the city of Norilsk on 

September 18, 2022, Kirill (Gundyaev) emphasizes the attention of those present: 

My prayer is especially for the youth, the children, who have from our generation to 
accept the watch of service to the Motherland, but most importantly, the watch of 
preservation of the Orthodox faith. Because the power of the people is always connected 
with the power of faith. When the faith weakened, then the people also weakened.”1 
 

1 Патриаршая проповедь после Литургии в храме великомученицы Варвары г. Норильска 18 сентября 2022 
года. [Patriarchal Sermon after the Liturgy in the Church of the Great Martyr Varvara, Norilsk, September 18, 
2022]: http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5960552.html 
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The patriarch performs the role of “glue” in a divided society. The purpose of his sermons 

is to attract representatives of different social, age, and professional strata to support state power 

in terms of geopolitics. He deepens the conviction that Russia is the only country that is not 

subject to manipulation from the West, and its citizens are those who are able to resist the new 

collective enemy, both physically on the battlefield and in the supernatural world, through 

prayer. Thus, Kirill Gundyaev emphasizes:  

Independence even from the most powerful forces that practically rule the world today, 
but do not rule our country, and hence all the problems. And may the Lord understand all 
of us–the military, the people, the youth, the elderly, our intelligentsia, the workers, and 
those who work in the countryside–and help us realize what an important historical 
moment we are experiencing today, as we need our prayers and help our army, navy, all 
our armed forces. How we should all be together today–not threatening anyone, not 
attacking anyone, but absolutely ready to repel any aggression against our people and our 
country.” 2 
 

As a vivid illustration of the fact that Kirill Gundyaev easily crosses the borders of 

religions to manipulate consciousness, we will cite his speech on the day of memory for the 

Great Martyr George the Victorious after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Savior on 

May 6, 2022. Then the patriarch, in his usual manner, morally prepared the flock not only for a 

united confrontation with the external enemy, but also for the beginning of the purges inside 

the country—which, despite official statements, was certainly not so monolithic in supporting 

the war with Ukraine:  

We must ask that the Lord to show His mercy to our country, protect it from external and, 
moreover, internal enemies. Today is a time of special consolidation of all our people. 
We must all be together, we must realize that we are going through a difficult, dangerous 
and in some sense fateful period of our history.3 
 
In addition, the Moscow patriarch ambiguously hinted that the prayers of Christians 

should also be for new “brothers in faith”– pious followers of Islam. Such a statement is quite 

understandable given the role of the Chechen armed forces in conducting the offensive in 

Ukraine, as well as in their performance of such “law enforcement functions” in the rear areas 

of the captured Ukrainian territory:  

 

2 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в Неделю 3-ю по Пасхе после Литургии в главном храме 
Вооруженных сил РФ 08 мая 2022 года [Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 3rd Sunday after Easter 
after the Liturgy in the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, May 8, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html 
3 Патриаршая проповедь в день памяти великомученика Георгия Победоносца после Литургии в Храме 
Христа Спасителя 06 мая 2022 года [Patriarchal Sermon on the Day of Remembrance of the Great Martyr 
George the Victorious after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Savior on May 6, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5923691.html 
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And we will pray to St. George the Victorious, to all the saints who brightened in the land 
of Russia, to preserve our country free, independent in the full sense of the word from all 
kinds of world power centers, because only in this way can a large Orthodox country 
exist, with a large number of also pious Islamic population, who proved their loyalty to 
Russia with their lives and sacrifices.4 
 

Therefore, the patriarch formulates his personal role and the mission of his religious 

organization simply: the consolidation of all possible forces against an external enemy that 

seeks to destroy “Holy Rus.” Moreover, this accumulation of socio-political resources is 

intended to convince others of the exclusively peaceful progress of an economically and 

intellectually complete, and technologically advanced, Russia. According to the Patriarch of 

Moscow, it is simply fighting for its place under the sun and in no way violates the rights and 

freedoms of citizens of other countries. Kirill promotes the idea of the inviolability of the 

country’s borders, which in his sermons acquire sanctity not only in a metaphorical sense, but 

also in a very real sacredness for a believer. In the spirit of Soviet propaganda, the patriarch 

forms the idea of a bipolar world, where there is “us” (holy Russia, righteous Russians) and 

“them” (the “evil West,” dark centers of influence, which he repeatedly calls “spirits of 

heavenly malice,” which rebelled against the church and the Russian state5). Thus, Patriarch 

Kirill convinces:  

Russia does not wish harm on anyone, does not want to seize and occupy anyone, does 
not want to drain resources from anyone, as most rich and powerful countries of the world 
do, economically occupying weak and helpless countries. We do not need all this, we are 
self-sufficient, but we need only one thing–our true freedom, our independence from 
these world centers of power, which today, unfortunately, are becoming hostile to Russia. 
We must consolidate all our forces, both spiritual and material, so that no one dares to 
encroach on the sacred borders of our Motherland.6 
 

The War with Ukraine and the New Concept of Martyrdom 

Patriarch Kirill’s proposed thesis about the necessity of faith for the steadfast fulfillment 

of one’s military duty becomes radical for Christianity with its idea of turning the other cheek 

to those who insult you. This is the latest resuscitation of the Russian imperial officer’s code of 

honor from the 19th century, according to which the soul belongs to God, the heart belongs to 

4 Ibid. 
5 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в Неделю 6-ю по Пасхе после Литургии в Храме Христа 
Спасителя 29 мая 2022 года. [Speech of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 6th Sunday after Easter after the 
Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Savior on May 29, 2022]: http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5931598.html 
6 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в Неделю 3-ю по Пасхе после Литургии в главном храме 
Вооруженных сил РФ 08 мая 2022 года. [Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 3rd Sunday after Easter 
after the Liturgy in the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, May 8, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html 
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a woman, debt belongs to the Motherland, and honor belongs to no one. True, in the 21st 

century, the emphasis shifted from the need for dignified service to the need for decisive death 

on command. This idea of “redemptive sacrifice” of Russian soldiers on the battlefield has 

already been dubbed “Orthodox shaheed martyrdom,” in which a Muslim soldier, having died 

in a war with “infidels,” automatically goes to heaven as a sinless person. 

In order to achieve such parallels with the idea of this Islamic belief, Patriarch Kirill easily 

replaces the foundations of his creed. Thus, in the Holy Scriptures, the idea that the absence of 

fear towards death is put forward due to the assimilation to Christ in his life and ministry. The 

Moscow Orthodox ideologist calls on the faithful to get rid of the fear of death to become free 

and invincible on the battlefield with Ukrainians for the sake of Russia’s victory—parallel to 

being on the battlefield with their own sins for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven. Death on 

the battlefield for a Russian Orthodox soldier can now be interpreted as receiving a direct ticket 

to heaven–a so-so Orthodox interpretation of the Scandinavian myth of Valhalla. In his speech 

after the liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Savior on the feast of the Assumption of the 

Mother of God on August 28, 2022, Kirill Gundyaev speaks about this frankly:  

Fear of death paralyzes a person. The absence of fear of death makes a person invincible. 
That is why the Orthodox faith very often helps those who are on the battlefield, who 
have to go on the attack, who realize that they may not be able to get out of this attack on 
their own two feet, but they have to go to defend the Motherland. And if a person at this 
moment is guided by his deep religious feelings and his faith, then he boldly goes on the 
attack, realizing that with the termination of his physical existence, life does not stop–it 
continues.7 
 
In fact, this concept of the Russian Orthodox martyr coincides with the Islamic idea 

supported by the 13th-century scholar and theologian An-Nawawi about death in battle of the 

“righteous” who were given the title of “witnesses” from then on.8 By replacing Muslim 

terminology and synthesizing the appeals scattered in the patriarch’s sermons, the idea is 

formed that God guarantees a place in paradise for those who died in the war with Ukraine, and 

the blood and life they shed on the battlefield is clear evidence of the true Orthodox faith. This 

“testimony of God” is explained by Kirill through the seeming fulfillment on the battlefield as 

one of Christ’s commandments: “There is no greater love than this, if someone lays down his 

life for his friends” (Jn. 15: 13):  

7 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в праздник Успения Божией Матери после Литургии в Храме 
Христа Спасителя 28 августа 2022 года. [Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the Feast of the Assumption 
of the Mother of God after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Savior on August 28, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5954819.html 
8 Абдул-керим Али оглы Али-заде. Шахид. Исламский энциклопедический словарь. [Abdul-kerim Ali oghly 
Ali-zadeh. Shaheed. Islamic encyclopedic dictionary] (Moscow: Ansar, 2007), p.312. 
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Remember, brothers, that on how you carry out your military duty, on how much you are 
able to protect the Motherland and even, I am not afraid of these words, to lay down your 
soul for your friend, according to the commandment of God, the freedom, independence, 
independence of our Motherland will depend.” 9 
 

Note that this is not the first appeal to this topic. In 2021, the patriarch openly formulates 

the idea of heaven’s retribution for death for Russia after the Liturgy on the occasion on the 

first anniversary of the consecration of the main temple of the Armed Forces of the Russian 

Federation on June 13, 2021. He calls on the soldiers:  

Go bravely to fulfill your military duty and remember that if you laid down your life for 
the Motherland, for your friend, as the Holy Scriptures say, then you will be with God in 
His Kingdom, in His glory, in His eternal life.10 
 

In the course of his preaching during the war with Ukraine, the patriarch shows the 

activity of Russian soldiers as the fulfillment of a sacred mission, as one that is not subject to 

confession for the sin of murder and the carrying of church penance, according to the 13th rule 

of St. Basil the Great. The saint of the ancient church noted:  

Our fathers did not consider killing in war as murder, excusing, as I think, the defenders 
of chastity and piety. But it might be good to advise them, as those with unclean hands, 
to refrain from partaking only of the Holy Mysteries for three years/ 11  
 

In view of this, we assume that the patriarch quite consciously attributes the atrocities of 

the Russian army in Ukraine to the category of actions as champions of chastity known only to 

him, and piety understood only to him. And, probably, he acts in the spirit of the “Slavic Helm 

Book,” according to which, murders in war are not murder. 

So, according to the Christian concepts of Patriarch Kirill, the duty of an Orthodox soldier 

is to kill, so to speak, “on conscience, as for God.” The patriarch calls it his own term–as “divine 

motivation.” Kirill suggests distinguishing between true and false motivations for a feat. True 

motivation, according to his concept, leads to sacrifice and truly works only when the soldier 

knows and believes that a cardiac arrest does not end a human life. Moreover, the patriarch 

9 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в Неделю 3-ю по Пасхе после Литургии в главном храме 
Вооруженных сил РФ 08 мая 2022 года. [Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 3rd Sunday after Easter 
after the Liturgy in the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, May 8, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html 
10 Патриаршее слово после Литургии по случаю первой годовщины освящения главного храма 
Вооруженных сил РФ 13 июня 2021 года. [Patriarchal word after the Liturgy on the occasion of the first 
anniversary of the consecration of the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation on June 13, 
2021]: http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5819726.html 
11 Правила свт. Василия Великого. Правило 13 [Rules of St. Basil the Great. Rule 13]: 
https://azbyka.ru/pravo/vasiliya-velikogo-13/ 
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resorts to parallels that play on the magical worldview of man. He notes that it is not for nothing 

that the main temple of the Russian Armed Forces is named in honor of the Resurrection of 

Christ. According to the patriarch, it should become a symbol of the eternal life of soldiers who 

died on the battlefield. The leader of the Russian Orthodox Church declares:  

  The very name of this church is addressed to all military personnel: “Christ is Risen,” 
 and we will all rise together with Him, and life is eternal. Therefore, may God grant that 
 the Divine motivation, which comes from the words of God Himself, helps every 
 serviceman to become even stronger in the conviction that the fulfillment of the oath 
 and military duty is a sacred act before the Motherland, before people, and before 
 God.12 

 

This concept of the sanctity of the armed forces is developed in other liturgical speeches 

by the arch pastor of the Russian Orthodox Church. He forms the idea of an invincible spiritual 

power of the army dependent on the Orthodox faith. "Army spirituality" should become a 

driving force that leads troops forward when they lose the physical energy for battle. The 

patriarch updates the system of incentives for the offensive in a sermon after the Liturgy in the 

church of Equal-to-the-Apostles Prince Volodymyr in Balashykha near Moscow on November 

6, 2022, introducing the Orthodox concept of the intangible “spirit.” As before, he explains the 

effectiveness of this mechanism by the mandatory reward in the form of a posthumous month 

in paradise after death in battle “for his friends”:  

  We believe that a person has not only a material, physical body, but also an immortal 
 spirit, in which and all this moral force lives, capable of prompting a person to lay down 
 his soul for his neighbors. This power is not in the brains, nor in the liver, nor in the 
 lungs, nor in anything else—it is in the human spirit.13 

 

“Peacemaking Mission” of Russia and Moscow Orthodoxy 

Patriarch Kirill’s sermons from the church pulpit are more reminiscent of a diplomat’s 

speech at an international meeting aimed towards promoting a positive image of his own 

country, rather than a pastor’s address to believers who are waiting for guidance in spiritual 

life. The thesis that one should render to Cæsar the things that are Cæsar’s, and to God the 

things that are God’s (Mark 12:17), does not work well when it comes to protecting the spiritual 

borders of the “Russian world.” In order to fulfill the “diplomatic mission” of the church on the 

12 Патриаршее слово после Литургии по случаю первой годовщины освящения главного храма 
Вооруженных сил РФ 13 июня 2021 года. [Patriarchal word after the Liturgy on the occasion of the first 
anniversary of the consecration of the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation on June 13, 
2021]: http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5819726.html 
13 Патриаршая проповедь после Литургии в храме равноапостольного князя Владимира в подмосковной 
Балашихе 6 ноября 2022 года [Patriarchal Sermon after the Liturgy at the Church of Equal-to-the-Apostles Prince 
Volodymyr in Balashykha near Moscow, November 6, 2022]: http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5974368.html 
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international arena, the patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church continues to juggle facts, and 

his speeches often contradict historical logic. However, the information presented through a 

“spiritual prism” looks quite convincing for an ordinary Russian parishioner unfamiliar with 

diplomacy. The patriarch himself appears as an intellectual of the highest quality, capable of 

conducting polemics on any socio-cultural or political-economic topic. 

Among such theses from Kirill is the constant assertion that Russia has never waged a 

war of conquest. In the course of his argumentation, scattered over various sermons, it becomes 

clear that Russia has never attacked anyone in the 500 years of its existence, whether at the 

hands of Moscow’s tsars, St. Petersburg’s emperors, the Kremlin’s general secretaries, and 

federal presidents–almost all of them were invaders according to their foreign policy. Through 

the prism of the patriarchal assessment, 14 wars with the Crimean Khanate were for the 

protection of the southern frontiers, 13 wars with Poland were for the defense on the western 

front, and 12 wars with Turkey and 10 with Sweden can be interpreted as “special operations” 

against infidels and Christ-sellers. Seven wars in the east with Persia, and the same number 

with the Khanate of Kazan, and each of the six campaigns against Lithuania were a kind of 

“demilitarization.” Five more Russo-French and Russo-Japanese wars were “forcing to peace” 

along with “the pacification” of local tribes during the expansion of the borders to the Pacific 

Ocean. The three wars each with Germany, England, Livonia, and Hungary were the 

“denazification” or “liberation” from Western influence in the usual sense for the Putin regime. 

These were only the long-lasting and repeated conflicts, not to mention military campaigns 

against Georgia, Finland, Moldavia, Latvia, Estonia, and others.14 

The patriarch especially focuses on two moments–the First and Second World Wars, 

drawing parallels with the current war in Ukraine, as if hinting that Russia is now in the state 

of the Third World War. The path of sacrifice and the messianic mission of Russia comes to 

the fore, as illustrated by the example of military operations in the Balkans in 1912-1914. Kirill 

convinces:  

Our army did not go to the Balkans in order to expand the space of its country, not in 
order to enrich the country with rich loot, not in order to conquer other peoples, but to 
save the Bulgarian people from five hundred years of slavery. And name another country 
that sacrificed thousands and thousands of its sons to help another country the way we 
helped the Bulgarians!15 

14 Олександр Лук’яненко, Сто днів до будення: Важкі кроки російсько-української війни. Реаліті-есе. 
[Oleksandr Lukyanenko, One hundred days to mundaneness: The heavy steps of the Russian-Ukrainian war. 
Reality essays] (Poltava: Publishing House Astraya, 2022), p.205. 
15 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в Неделю 3-ю по Пасхе после Литургии в главном храме 
Вооруженных сил РФ 08 мая 2022 года. [Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 3rd Sunday after Easter 
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Actually, Russia’s participation in the First Balkan War of 1912-1913 was not as 

profitless and selfless as the Russian First Hierarch claims. The entry of tsarist Russia into the 

war became part of a long foreign policy game. This is according to which the Eurasian empire 

of the Romanovs, under the guise of a struggle for the unity of the Orthodox peoples from the 

Balkans, sought to realize the dream of full control over the Bosporus and Dardanelles straits 

between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean, and at the maximum, to become the master of 

Istanbul (reviving it as Orthodox Constantinople).16  

This “rescue from 500 years of slavery” at the cost of thousands of Russian lives, about 

which the patriarch speaks, actually had its economic price: Russia sought to control 

communications on the Lower Danube and in the Vardar Valley. The cynicism of the 

patriarch’s statements about the desire to protect the unity of the Orthodox world due to 

Moscow’s intervention in the Balkan wars is also clear. It was with the support of the Russian 

emperors, and under the influence of the Slavophile movement, that the Turkish Sultan issued 

a decree on the Bulgarian exarchate in 1870. This, in fact, led to a new schism in the Ecumenical 

Orthodoxy, which lasted until 1945.17  These events should have reminded Patriarch Kirill of 

the ambiguity surrounding his promotion of the idea of a “Russian world” as Patriarch 

Anthimus VI of Constantinople convened a local council in connection with the Bulgarian 

question. This meeting on September 18, 1872, with the signatures of 32 patriarchs and 

metropolitan archbishops, declared the Bulgarians to be schismatics, accusing them of the 

heresy of ethnophyletism. They were condemned at the same council for, according to which, 

being Christians and members of the one Church of Christ, people want, based only on tribal 

differences, to  forming their own special folk churches.18 

Similar maxims about the use of Russian weapons in the world, and the “sacred mission” 

to preserve Orthodoxy, are expressed by Patriarch Kirill regarding the events of the First World 

War:  

 

after the Liturgy in the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, May 8, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html 
16 Oleh Mashevskyi, Russian imperialism in the Balkans during the First Balkan War of 1912–1913. 
Східноєвропейський історичний вісник [East European Historical Bulletin], 2022, issue 24, pp.75-89. 
17 Терзич Славенко, Россия и первая Балканская война. Слово.ру: Балтийский акцент [Terzic Slavenko, 
Russia and the First Balkan War. Slovo.ru: Baltic accent], 2014, no. 3-4, pp. 95-104. 
18 А. Галушко, Греко-болгарский церковный вопрос: интересы России между греками и болгарами. 
Вестник Московского государственного лингвистического университета. Общественные науки, [A. 
Galushko, Greek-Bulgarian church question: interests of Russia between Greeks and Bulgarians. Bulletin of the 
Moscow State Linguistic University. Social sciences], 2015, issue 26, pp.38-50. 
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Serbs became the main goal and target of Western forces. And this well-known 
provocation in Sarajevo — everything was aimed at making Serbia, an Orthodox country 
close to Russia in spirit, but which lived surrounded by Western countries, cease to 
exist.19 
 

The plot of events before the First World War was too saturated; and of course, the role 

of the religious issue, which the Patriarch of Moscow emphasizes, should not be avoided in it. 

However, in addition to the trump cards regarding the protection of the Orthodox population, 

the geopolitical consequences of the Balkan Wars, the shaking of the checks and balances 

system in the structure of the two military blocs of the Entente and the Triple Alliance, as well 

as the fragility of the so-called Balkan diplomatic subsystem were added. Though, most 

importantly, there was a completely open conflict between Russia and Germany, which pushed 

the Moscow emperors to war, rather than the desire to protect the Serbs, united in spirit and 

faith, which they used as a pretext for war. As researchers of international relations testify, if 

Germany and Russia opposed each other only through their allies–Serbia and Austria-Hungary, 

their interests now collided directly. Berlin’s steps towards the economic and political 

subjugation of Turkey were categorically unacceptable to Russia. After the establishment of 

German control over the Bosporus following the mission of the German general in 

Constantinople, Otto Liman von Sanders, the German and Ottoman governments signed a 

secret treaty on a military alliance moved Russia to action.20 

Kirill’s statement about the absence of mercantile, material, political, or geopolitical 

interests, about the messianic role of Russia, which “exhausted itself, ... sacrificed itself in order 

to help others,” intends to justify the century-long military expansion of the Russian Empire, 

which was preceded by cultural and religious attacks:  

The West did not want to have among its peoples this courageous Orthodox folk who 
loved Russia and provoked the First World War. And Russia entered this war not in order 
to acquire land, not in order to get rich, not in order to gain power over others, but in order 
to save a brotherly people. 21 
 

19 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в Неделю 3-ю по Пасхе после Литургии в главном храме 
Вооруженных сил РФ 08 мая 2022 года. [Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 3rd Sunday after Easter 
after the Liturgy in the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, May 8, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html 
20 Александр Сагомонян, Российская империя и Балканы в преддверии Первой мировой войны. Вестник 
Московского университета. Серия 27. Глобалистика и геополитика [Aleksandr Sagomonyan, Russian 
Empire, and the Balkans on the eve of the First World War. Bulletin of Moscow University. Series 27. Global 
studies and geopolitics], no. 2, 2018, pp. 21-27. 
21 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в Неделю 3-ю по Пасхе после Литургии в главном храме 
Вооруженных сил РФ 08 мая 2022 года. [Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 3rd Sunday after Easter 
after the Liturgy in the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, May 8, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html 
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 Patriarch Kirill’s address, in which he forms the religious concept of Russia’s 

participation in wars, was delivered on the 3rd Week after Easter—after the Liturgy in the main 

church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation on May 8, 2022, which is on the eve of 

the ideological holiday of Victory Day in the Second World War (the Great Patriotic War in 

the ideology of the Soviet worldview and in the current concept of the “Russian world”). 

Addressing the present servicemembers, and through them the entire Russian army, the 

patriarch only indirectly touches on the issue of war in history. In fact, the conclusion he offers 

to listeners is generated by the resonance in the international arena caused by the atrocities of 

the Russian army in the Ukrainian cities of Bucha,22 Irpin,23 and Borodyanka.24 Claims that the 

civilian population was not harmed during the so-called “special military operation” were 

debunked by journalistic reports from places of torture and graves left by the occupiers in the 

liberated regions of Ukraine. Therefore, the need to create the image of the army that saves and 

rescues by means of religious propaganda was obvious. After all, this is embodied in the image 

of a Russian in a foreign land as a soldier of Christ: “This is why we call the army Christ-loving 

– because what power, apart from inner spiritual power, can explain the great feat of our soldiers 

in those two wars!”25 

The idea of Russia as a peacekeeper is gaining increasing elaboration with the duration 

of the Russian-Ukrainian war, the atrocities of the Russian occupying armed forces in the East, 

and the decisions of international institutions to condemn the policies of autocratic Russia. In 

November 2022, the Patriarch once again tried to show that his state, as the only ideal and 

morally perfect country, is on the front line of confrontation with the “entirely corrupt” Western 

world. Moreover, he declares that geopolitical changes in any part of the world may, at first 

glance, not affect the lives of Russians, but in fact, all of them will be nothing more than 

attempts to harm Putin’s new empire:  

 

22 Masha Froliak, Yousur Al-Hlou and Haley Willis. Aliza Aufrichtig and Rebecca Lieberman. “Their Final 
Moments: Victims of a Russian Atrocity in Bucha.” The New York Times. December 21, 2022: 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/12/21/world/europe/bucha-ukraine-massacre-victims.html 
23 Zhanna Bezpiatchuk. “Irpin: Russia's reign of terror in a quiet neighborhood near Kyiv.” BBC News. 8 June 
2022 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-61667500 
 Sinéad Baker. “Ukraine says Russian atrocities in Borodyanka, another town near Kyiv, are likely worse than in 
Bucha.” Business Insider. Apr 5, 2022: https://www.businessinsider.com/ukraine-says-russia-killings-
borodyanka-likely-worse-bucha-2022-4 
25 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в Неделю 3-ю по Пасхе после Литургии в главном храме 
Вооруженных сил РФ 08 мая 2022 года. [Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 3rd Sunday after Easter 
after the Liturgy in the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, May 8, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html 
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Of course, a special responsibility rests on those who are given the duty to protect the 
borders of our Motherland, because others can aim anywhere, but will hit Russia. It is 
today a pillar and confirmation of the truth (see 1 Tim. 3:15).26 
 

It is noteworthy that the patriarch interprets all armed conflicts provoked by the Russians 

exclusively as the fulfillment of God’s will on the eve of the Apocalypse. For him, waging wars 

by Russia is the same as following the path drawn by the Lord’s right hand. Accordingly, the 

goal of all military campaigns is noble–to save the world from destruction.  

 

May the Lord help us not to deviate from the historical path drawn for our people and our 
country, which today is a great force that undoubtedly keeps the world, according to the 
apostle, from a terrible and harmful godless civilizational development.27 
 

Based on these thoughts, the patriarch builds a hierarchy of so-called traditional values, 

which Russia is trying to protect with its offensive in Ukraine. Among them,  for some reason, 

the values of the family, as opposed to the values of the LGBTQ community, are called the 

most important reason for the start of an armed conflict. The rights of the latter are defined by 

the patriarch as “apocalyptic.” From this follows a logical conclusion to his mind about the 

impossibility of ending the fight against evil, which Russia is waging on all fronts. The patriarch 

formulates it as follows:  

Our struggle for moral principles, our struggle for the preservation of faith is a struggle 
for the future of all humanity, for the life of the world, not a little, not a lot. We fight for 
the life of the world. We are fighting to keep human civilization viable. And as long as 
this deed and this faith are preserved, hope for the future will also be preserved. In this 
sense, of course, our country has a special role. Because today Russia is really becoming 
a spiritually strong community, and the more negative pressure is put on us, the stronger 
we become.28 
 

Soviet Military Past and Russian Orthodoxy 

The patriarch pays special attention to the Soviet period. However, he does not look for 

the source of the Church’s pain and troubles in those days, he does not focus on the destructive 

26 Патриаршая проповедь после Литургии в храме равноапостольного князя Владимира в подмосковной 
Балашихе 6 ноября 2022 года [Patriarchal sermon after the Liturgy in the Church of Equal-to-the-Apostles Prince 
Volodymyr in Balashykha near Moscow on November 6, 2022]: http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5974368.html 
27 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в Неделю 3-ю по Пасхе после Литургии в главном храме 
Вооруженных сил РФ 08 мая 2022 года. [Word of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 3rd Sunday after Easter 
after the Liturgy in the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, May 8, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html 
28 Рождественское интервью Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла телеканалу «Россия 1» 7 января 2023 года 
[Christmas interview of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the TV channel “Russia 1” on January 7, 2023]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5992951.html 
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role of Soviet ideology and political pressure, or on the destruction of churches and people. 

Instead, the patriarch is trying to convince new generations of the immortality of faith, which, 

according to him, supported the USSR during troubles despite the general atheistic casing. On 

the one hand, the idea is quite logical as the country was able to carry Christianity through the 

years of godless power, along with a multitude of newly declared martyrs. On the other hand, 

it would be correct to call the church created by Stalin the Soviet Orthodox Church, not the 

Russian Orthodox Church, taking into account the involvement of hierarchs in the structures of 

the NKVD-KGB (security agencies), in the network of spies and informants, and being a part 

of the nomenclature system, etc. In his speeches, the patriarch mentions first the military 

experience of the USSR as an object of admiration and imitation. For him, the Soviet Union 

wars are an incentive to strengthen the Christian worldview:  

As many of those who fought on the front lines of the war told me, there are no atheists 
in the trenches. And when I asked how it was, in Soviet times, there were party members 
among the officers and soldiers, the answer was this: there are no atheists in the trenches 
on the front lines, especially before the command “Attack!” is sounded in a few minutes. 
Everyone stands before eternity, before God. This inner deep faith of our people helped 
then, during the difficult years of the war, and is able to help us today in difficult 
circumstances of life.29 
 

One should note that such statements are not said impulsively or by chance, but consistent 

with the Russian state policy of justifying mobilization in the war against Ukraine. The religious 

component of consciousness is used as an additional tool to encourage people to view the 

military commissariat with a sense of loyalty to civic duty and faith. 

The patriarch himself does not hide the purposeful use of the military theme in his 

sermons. For him, it is: 

The joint efforts of the Russian Orthodox Church and the state authorities, aimed, among 
other things, at preserving the historical memory of the people, which will continue to 
contribute to the patriotic and moral education of the younger generation, and the 
establishment of the norms of traditional morality in the life of society.30 
 

Here, in various formats, the theme of the fight against “fascism” is continuously used, a 

term that since the time of the Soviet Union has become a designation of “everything evil” 

29 Патриаршая проповедь после Литургии в храме великомученицы Варвары г. Норильска 18 сентября 
2022 года. [Patriarchal Sermon after the Liturgy in the Church of the Great Martyr Varvara, Norilsk, September 
18, 2022]: http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5960552.html 
30 Поздравление Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла по случаю 80-летия разгрома советскими войсками 
немецко-фашистских войск в Сталинградской битве 2 февраля 2023 года [Congratulation of His Holiness 
Patriarch Kirill on the occasion of the 80th anniversary of the defeat by Soviet troops of Nazi troops in the Battle 
of Stalingrad on February 2, 2023]: http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/6001004.html 
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rather than for the ideology of Nazism. Accordingly, in the realities of today, or in the 

imagination of Patriarch Kirill, Russia continues an unfinished (or better to say, endless) war 

with the enemy’s doctrine. Moreover, the Russian Federation is depicted as the only country in 

the world capable of stopping the West’s irreversible fall into the worldview abyss:  

This is how the lot fell on our Motherland. At one time, it was Russia that saved the world 
from the terrible plague of fascism, and victory was achieved primarily thanks to the 
victims of Russia. Perhaps today the Lord, without calling us to such terrible sacrifices, 
calls us to help the world find salvation with our spiritual life, our faith, the connection 
of faith with knowledge, the penetration of faith into all spheres of social life, just like it 
did when they defeated fascism.31 
 

Patriarch Kirill, with his arch pastoral voice, sanctifies Moscow’s ideological usurpation 

of victory in the Second World War, at the same time hinting that Russia is the country to which 

the world owes its peaceful existence without the Third Reich and the doctrine of National 

Socialism as the dominant worldview. Kirill places special emphasis on the constant readiness 

of the citizens of the Russian Federation to start military operations against anyone from whom 

they feel the slightest threat.  

I am starting from the history of our people, from the history of our Armed Forces. After 
all, we broke the spine of fascism, which would undoubtedly have defeated the world if 
it were not for Russia, if it were not for the feat of our people. May the Lord help us even 
today, so that we, being peaceful, peace-loving, and humble people, are at the same time 
ready–always and under any circumstances–to protect our native home.32 
 

This, in fact, is the recipe for “Russian Orthodox pacifism”–pride in a single-handedly 

appropriated heroic past, and as the leaven of intimidation and terror for the purpose of a 

preemptive strike. 

It is noteworthy that in the newest pantheon of heroes, who are supposed to symbolize 

Russia’s spiritual struggle with enemies around the world, the same chaos reigns in the very 

system of spiritual substantiation of the foundations of the “Russian world.” Thus, medieval 

feudal rulers recognized as saints (Alexander Nevsky and Dimitry Donskoy), believing Russian 

imperial military commanders (Aleksandr Suvorov, Mikhail Kutuzov, Pavel Nakhimov, 

Mikhail Skobelev), and representatives of the atheistic Soviet government (Georgiy Zhukov) 

31 Патриаршая проповедь в Неделю 29-ю по Пятидесятнице после Литургии в кафедральном соборе 
великомученика Георгия Победоносца в г. Одинцово Московской области 1 января 2023 года [Patriarchal 
Sermon on the 29th Sunday after Pentecost after the Liturgy in the Cathedral of the Great Martyr George the 
Victorious in Odintsovo, Moscow Region, January 1, 2023]: http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5991880.html 
32 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в Неделю 4-ю Великого поста после Литургии в главном храме 
Вооруженных сил РФ  03 апреля 2022 года [Speech of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 4th Sunday of Great 
Lent after the Liturgy in the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, April 3, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5914188.html 
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stand in the same row. In their name, the Patriarch inspires Russian soldiers to combat feats for 

the “denazification and demilitarization” of Ukraine in 2022.  

May the feat and example of our great commanders—Saints Aleksandr Nevsky and 
Dimitry Donskoy, wonderful military leaders Suvorov, Kutuzov, Nakhimov, Skobelev, 
Marshal Zhukov and all of the brilliant Pleiad of Soviet marshals, who in many respects 
ensured victory over fascist Germany, and are still inspiring today.33  
 

Conclusions 

Therefore, the codes and the language of war are an integral part of the new concept of 

Russian Orthodoxy, which is called to serve as a support for the ideology of the “Russian 

world.” Patriarch Kirill acts as the main mediator of Putin’s messages, hiding them under the 

veil of the sacred. Deliberately manipulating Gospel quotations that are taken out of context, 

and twisting their meaning and content, the Moscow Patriarch formulates a doctrine about the 

“redemptive sacrifice” of the Russian military. This is unacceptable to the dogmatics of 

Orthodoxy, promising them that in the case of death one can have an indulgence from all the 

sins that a person has committed during his life. For the sake of fueling war hysteria in Russian 

society and supporting Putin’s autocratic rule, the patriarch distorts the idea of Christian 

sacrifice. It resembles the radical ideas of Islamic fundamentalism. The “sacred” justification 

of the aggression of the Russian Federation against Ukraine is based on frequent appeals to the 

military experience of the Soviet Union, fueling nostalgia for the totalitarian past and forming 

a sanctified hybrid pantheon of military leaders of all eras. A special place is occupied by the 

resuscitation of Soviet ideology through the prism of the struggle for “traditional Christian 

morality.” Patriarch Kirill actually exploits the ideas of Nazism in creating the image of “ideal 

Russia,” about “the united Russian world,” which monolithically opposes the “collective West” 

in spiritual and armed combat. 

33 Слово Святейшего Патриарха Кирилла в Неделю 3-ю по Пасхе после Литургии в главном храме 
Вооруженных сил РФ 08 мая 2022 года. [Speech of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill on the 3rd Sunday after Easter 
after the Liturgy in the main church of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation on May 8, 2022]: 
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5924172.html 
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