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Putin and the Orthodox Church (ROC)

“Nowhere has Religion played a more prominent role – 
and perhaps nowhere has its importance been more 
unrecognized - than in its role in supporting the Russian 
state and Russia's current place in world affairs. … Putin's 
move in close coordination with the Russian Orthodox 
Church to sacralize the Russian national identity has been 
a key factor shaping the increasingly authoritarian bent of 
the Russian government”26

Paul Coyer - Contributor World Affairs - Forbes Magazine 
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St Vladimir
Patron Saint 
of the Russian 
Orthodox Church
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The Baptism of the Rus 

The baptism of ‘Kyivian Rus’ (a heritage/event claimed by 

Ukrainians and Russians alike) in 988, the history of 

Western aggression against the Christian East in the 

Fourth Crusade in 1202-1204 is experienced as a current 

event. 

The ‘past’ is ‘present’ in the Christian East in a way we 

Americans may find difficult to understand. 

LCDR Sean J. LaBat

The Baptism of Rus is the founding event of the formation 

of the Russian religious psyche, the Russian Orthodox 

church traces its origins back here. 11
The Baptism of Rus' refers to the seminal event of the mass baptism of the residents 

of Kiev in 988 as Grand Prince Vladimir accepted Orthodox Christianity as the religion 

of his lands.



Religious Issues in the Ukraine

• Everything in Crimea speaks of our shared history and pride. This 
is the location of ancient Khersones, where Prince Vladimir was 
baptized. His spiritual feat of adopting Orthodoxy predetermined 
the overall basis of the culture, civilization, and human values 
that unite the peoples of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus.

Putin using religious language to justify his actions in Crimea  
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Putin's Early 
Life 

8



Early Career 

• At Leningrad State University, Putin graduated from the law department in 
1975 but instead of entering the law field right out of school, Putin landed 
a job with the KGB, the only one in his class of one hundred to be chosen. 23

• Putin served 15 years as a foreign intelligence officer for the KGB including 
six years in Dresden, East Germany. 25 

• Returned to Russia to become prorector of Leningrad State University, 
became an adviser to Sobchak the mayor of St. Petersburg. He became 
known for his ability to get things done; by 1994 he had risen to the post of 
first deputy mayor. 25  

• In 1996 Putin moved to Moscow. Boris Yeltsin made Putin director of the 
Federal Security Service, and shortly thereafter he became secretary of the 
influential Security Council. Yeltsin, who was searching for an heir to 
assume his mantle, appointed Putin prime minister in 1999. 25

• Putin’s public-approval ratings soared when he launched a well-organized 
military operation against secessionist rebels in Chechnya. 25 
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Leader of Russia 

• On December 31, 1999, Yeltsin unexpectedly announced his resignation 
and named Putin acting president. 25 

• Promising to rebuild a weakened Russia, he easily won the March 2000 
elections with about 53 % of the vote. 25

• Putin quickly reasserted control over Russia’s 89 regions and republics, 
each headed by a representative appointed by the president. He also 
removed the right of regional governors to sit in the Federation 
Council. 25

• With a constitutional provision forcing Putin to step down in 2008, he 
chose Dmitry Medvedev as his successor. Medvedev nominated Putin as 
the country’s prime minister. Putin was still regarded as the main 
power within the Kremlin. 25

• On March 4, 2012, Putin was elected to a third term as Russia’s 
president. Putin’s first year back in office as president was 
characterized by a largely successful effort to stifle protest 
movements. Opposition leaders were jailed. 25 
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Putin and the Orthodox Church – Background 8

• During the days of the Czar, the Russian ruler was seen as God's 
chosen ruler. Today, a not dissimilar vision is once again 
encouraged both by Putin and by the Church, each of which sees 
the other as a valuable political ally and sees their respective 
missions as being interrelated.

• Foreign missionaries found fertile and receptive ground, causing 
the ROC to fear that its opportunity to rebuild its social influence. 
In response, the ROC successfully pushed the government to pass a 
law in 1997 that restricted the freedom of religious practice of 
faiths considered “foreign”.

• This marked the beginning of a trend of increasing restrictions on 
citizenship rights and the beginning of the slow death of Russia's 
fledgling democracy.
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Putin and the Orthodox Church - Benefits 

• This privileged status marked the beginning of a political 
alliance between the ROC and the Russian state that has grown 
increasingly close and formalized under Putin and which has 
been beneficial to both parties.

• Putin came to power he shrewdly noted the ROC's useful role in 
boosting nationalism and shared worldview.

• The Russian Duma passed a law returning all church property 
seized during the Soviet era (which act alone made the ROC one 
of the largest landholders in Russia. 

• Putin has ordered state-owned energy firms to contribute 
billions to the rebuilding of thousands of churches. 

• ROC has been given rights that have vastly increased its role in 
public life, including the right to teach religion in Russia's public 
schools and the right to review any legislation before the 
Russian Duma.
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Patriarch of Moscow 
and all Rus’ Kirill



• Kirill has given Putin his full spiritual and 
political backing, labelling him “a mericle of 
God.”

• In a sermon in early March, Kirill railed against 
the influences of the Western world – its 
"excess consumption" and "gay pride parades." 
He said of the Ukraine war: "We're talking 
about human salvation."
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Putin and the Orthodox Church  - Worldview 8  

• Putin and the ROC, hole a sacralized vision of Russian 
national identity and exceptionalism. Russia, according to 
this vision, is neither Western nor Asian, but rather a unique 
society representing a unique set of values which are 
believed to be divine.

• This has provided the ideological justification for Putin's 
crackdown on dissent, and the rationale behind the Church's 
cooperation with the Kremlin in the repression of civil 
society groups or other religious groups which have 
dissenting political views.

• Russia's mission is to expand its influence and authority until 
it dominates the Eurasian landmass, by means of a strong 
central Russian state controlling this vast territory and 
aligned with the ROC as the arm of the Russian nation 
exercising its cultural influence.

• This vision of Russian exceptionalism has met with broad 
resonance within Russia. Putin has successfully been able to 
transfer to himself the social trust placed in the ROC and to 
posture himself as a patron saint of Russia. The “messianic” 
sense of national identity is deeply rooted.

• Putin has cast himself as the true defender of Christians 
throughout the world, the leader of the Third Rome. 

“A man whom fate and the Lord sent to Russia.”

Putin’s Deputy Prime Minister
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The Myth of 
Saint  Vladimir Putin 



Russia’s Military Cathedral
Cathedral of guns and glory symbolizes Putin’s Russia



Macho 

Putin





Putin’s Motorcycle Gang 

22

Putin has his own motorcycle gang.  They run around 

eastern Europe, to project intimidation in areas where 

Putin feels it would be to Russia’s advantage to do so.  

Putin is close friends with the leader of the gang, and 

sometimes rides with them, mostly for photo ops to 

project his macho image, which most Russians love. 



View of the West 

• For church and state, the idea of “Russian World” encompasses a mission of making 
Russia a spiritual, cultural and political center of civilization to counter the liberal, 
secular ideology of the West. This vision has been used to justify policies at home 
and abroad.22

• According to Patriarch Kirill, Russia invaded Ukraine because of gay parades.27

• It has been useful for Putin to portray himself as the champion of a Russian nation 
beset by a hostile West. The West's goal, says the Kremlin, is to spread liberal 
Western values within Russia and so dilute the Russian national character 26

• Putin has set himself up as a defender of traditional morality—for instance, by 
opposing homosexuality, penalizing divorce, and supporting the “traditional family.” 26

• Pew Research notes that in the nine former Soviet nations that are majority-
Orthodox—except for Ukraine—more than half of those surveyed agree that “a strong 
Russia is necessary to balance the influence of the West.”27
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Values War
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Religious Issues in the Ukraine

• October of 2018 the Ukrainian church announced that after 332 years, it was 
splitting with the Patriarchate of Moscow in an attempt to gain independence from 
Russia. This split was  approved by the head of the Orthodox Church, the 
Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, based in Turkey.

• Putin blamed Ukrainian politicians for the church split. He then positioned Russia 
as the defender of religious freedom, saying, “We reserve the right to react and do 
everything to protect human rights, including the freedom of worship.”

• Putin responded by cutting ties with Constantinople, Making Moscow a rival to the 
traditional center of the Orthodox Church and stealing Orthodox Churches away 
form Constantinople. 10

• Orthodox Churches tied to Moscow Built Russian Cultural Centers all over Eastern 
Europe. 

• Putin is seeking to tighten his grip on Ukraine and Belarus, as well as expand 
Russian influence further into Eastern and Central Europe. He will undoubtedly 
continue to promote Orthodoxy in the process. This is simply an attempt to seduce 
former Soviet republics back under the sway of Russia. 
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Patriarch Filaret 

→ August 1991, a national sobor of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church unanimously passed a resolution stating that henceforth the UOC 

would operate as an autocephalous church. 

. The UOC-KP was not 

recognized by other Orthodox churches and was considered schismatic. ROC officials stated that the anathematization of Filaret was 

"recognized by all the Local Orthodox Churches including the Church of Constantinople“

→ On 11 October 2018



Patriarch Filaret 



The Orthodox Church in Ukraine (OCU)



Metropolitan Onufriy 
is the Metropolitan of 
Kyiv primate of the 
Ukrainian Orthodox 
Church (Moscow 
Patriarchate) 



UOC formally separated itself 
from Moscow 



Metropolitan Pavel 
Pavel is the abbot of the Kyiv-
Pechersk Lavra monastery, 
Ukraine’s most revered 
Orthodox site. 



Rabbi Shlomo Dov Pinchas Lazar



Ukrainian Catholic 
Church



2021 Religious Demographics 

US State Department Religious 



Impact on Religious Freedom 
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Questions ?
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Pope Francis Involvement 

“If my requests are heeded, Russia will be 

converted, and there will be peace. If not, 

she will spread her errors throughout the 

world, causing wars and persecutions of the 

Church. The good will be martyred, the Holy 

Father will have much to suffer, and several 

nations will be annihilated.”



Patriarch Filaret 



What do commanders’ need to know

• Putin has framed his expansion of territory as a divine mission. Where 
Russia is the arm of God protector of Christian Orthodoxy against liberal 
Western values.

• Putin is strongly allied with the Russian Orthodox Church and has 
reached saintly status in the eyes of many Russians. 

• In 2018 the Ukrainian Orthodox Church spilt from the Moscow Orthodox 
Church and allied with Constantinople. Putin responded by pressuring 
churches allied with Constantinople to ally with Moscow creating a 
competitive riff within the Orthodox world. 

• Orthodox Churches allied with Moscow set up cultural centers all over 
Eastern Europe that promote Putin’s political agenda. Putin in actively 
pressuring Orthodox Churches in Eastern Europe to switch alliance from 
Constantople to Moscow.   
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