
The Christian ecumenism process that AVİM has drawn attention to in its various articles
[1] has come under the risk of being disrupted due to a recent important development; 
there is the possibility that the Ukrainian Orthodox Church - Kiev Patriarchate may attain 
autocephaly (the status of a church being administratively independent from other 
churches) and this possibility has caused a confrontation between two Eastern Orthodox 
churches   ጀ  the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul (Constantinople) and the Moscow 
Patriarchate. While this development may at first glance seem solely a religious issue, it in 
fact has political dimensions as well. However, before delving into such matters, it would 
be beneficial to remind the reader what ecumenism means in the context of the 
Christianity.

One of the three Abrahamic religions, Christianity has, in the course of time, separated 
into three main branches due to theological disputes and political conflicts: Catholicism, 
Orthodoxy, and Protestantism. While Catholic Christianity is represented by a single 
church institution (the Roman Catholic Church), Orthodox and Protestant Christianity are 
represented by different churches as a reflection of different religious movements and 
political formations. Despite all their disagreements and differences, these various 
churches endeavor to emphasize their commonalities and seek to maintain cooperation 
amongst each other. This partnership and cooperation process, which has no centralized 
management, is known as ecumenism. A more detailed explanation for ecumenism is as 
follows:

  ☀  To put it briefly, we use this term [ecumenism] in the way it was used in the 
Second Vatican Council and by those who officially brought it to use in Catholic 
theology, within solely a Christian context, and in a solely theological meaning. 
Ecumenism  ☀  for us only means unitatis redintegratio (the re-establishment of 
unity); in other words, the re-constitution of the unity that originates between Jesus 
Christ and those who have been baptized, but which has become endangered or 

Analysis No : 2018 / 26

24.09.2018

IS ECUMENISM BEING DISRUPTED IN THE CHRISTIAN 
WORLD? 

Mehmet Oğuzhan TULUN

Analyst

AVİM Avrasya İncelemeleri Merkezi
Center for Eurasian Studies 1



broken down within the course of time. Therefore, ecumenism is neither solely 
peaceableness, dialogue, nor meeting, and furthermore, neither is it tolerance 
(rather, the term tolerance carrying a negative quality takes on a positive quality 
[inversely] proportional to the sternness of the human heart); while ecumenism 
contains all of these, it rests upon the mystical truth of Christianity and, for this 
reason, it is defined through the fundamental connection that Christians establish 
with the mystique of Jesus Christ.

While the propensity for unitatis redintegratio defines ecumenism through its 
teleology and the tension it creates within the body of the church, overcoming the 
apparent different orientations to reach the underlying unity, this main principle, 
may be evaluated as the fundamental methodology of being ecumenical.[2]

Different examples can be given for activities meant to further ecumenism in the Christian 
world: a) the activities carried within the structure of the World Council of Churches (the 
largest Christian organization in the world),[3] b) the relations between the World Council 
of Churches and the Roman Catholic Church (the largest church in the world), c) the 
organization of a new Holy and Great Council (despite the lack of full attendance) in 2016 
in Crete by Eastern Orthodox Churches 1200 years after the previous one,[4] d) the 
meeting held between Pope Francis (the spiritual leader of the Roman Catholic Church) 
and Patriarch Kirill (the spiritual leader of the Russian Orthodox Church/Moscow 
Patriarchate, the largest Orthodox church in the world) in 2016 in Cuba,[5] e) as an 
example of interest to Turkey: the unquestioned support shown in the past by the World 
Council of Churches and Pope Francis towards the Armenian genocide narrative.[6]

Leaving aside these developments that may be deemed positive for the Christian world, 
disagreements that go on to spark crises occur as well between various churches. The 
most important crisis in the agenda right now is the one between the Greek Patriarchate 
of Istanbul (Constantinople) and the Moscow Patriarchate over the issue of Ukraine. It will 
beneficial to introduce both churches before proceeding to the details of the crisis.

There are 14 autocephalous (administratively independent) Eastern Orthodox churches in 
the world. By Orthodox tradition, the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul is considered to be 
first among equals (primus inter pares), however, what this means for the Eastern 
Orthodox world and what kind of relations Eastern Orthodox churches should establish 
with churches of other Christian denominations are matters of discussion. Apart from 
being considered the center of the Eastern Orthodox world, within the context of the 
verbal agreement reached during the Lausanne Peace Conference (the agreement was 
recorded in the proceedings of the Conference) that shaped the 1923 Lausanne Peace 
Treaty, the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul is a Turkish institution.[7] Even though the 
Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul introduces itself as the Ecumenical (Universal) Patriarchate, 
Turkey has never recognized this title due to national interest considerations, since the 
recognition of such a title would turn the Patriarchate to a state within a state (as is the 
case in the example of the Roman Catholic Church   ጀ  Italy). The Patriarchate functions 
within the administration of the District Governorship of Eyüp/Istanbul and serves the 
religious needs of the Greek community of Turkey. Greek Patriarchs of Istanbul (currently, 
Bartholomew I) are elected from amongst Turkish citizens. Finally, we must bring to 
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attention a rather odd omission: the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul, considered to be a 
Turkish institution, lacks a Turkish-language official website despite having Greek, English, 
and French versions of its website.[8]

Meanwhile, the Moscow Patriarchate is the largest Orthodox church in the world based on 
the congregation falling under its religious jurisdiction. The Moscow Patriarchate has 
always seen the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul as its rival. While the Moscow Patriarchate 
recognizes the first among equals status of the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul, it argues 
that this status is merely an honorary title. And throughout history, indicating that the first 
Rome (Rome  ጀ the Roman Catholic Church) had become degenerate and that the second 
Rome (Istanbul/Constantinople   ጀ  the conquest of Istanbul and the collapse of the 
Byzantium Empire, the vanguard of Christianity, after its against the Ottoman Empire ) 
had fallen, the Moscow Patriarchate argued Moscow was the third and last Rome and that 
it was the savior of Christianity.[9] Having suffered from systematic state oppression 
during the Soviet Union period and having been forced to defend Soviet ideology, the 
Moscow Patriarchate has now established a symbiotic relationship with the state of the 
Russian Federation;[10] the Russian state makes use of the moral support provided by the 
Moscow Patriarchate in its domestic and foreign policies, while the Moscow Patriarchate 
(utilizing the the power of the Russian state) increases its sphere of influence in Russian 
society and Slav societies and prevents the spread of foreign-based churches (such as the 
Protestant churches founded by American Mormon or Jehovahs Witnesses missionaries) 
operating in Russia.

Judging by the discourse put forth today by the Moscow Patriarchate, it could be said that 
the third Rome mentality continues onto present day and that some of the activities of the 
Patriarchate are geared towards damaging the status of the Greek Patriarchate of 
Istanbul. For example, Moscow Patriarch Kirill, during his meeting with Pope Francis in 
2016 in Cuba, gave the impression he was the leader of the Eastern Orthodox world.[11]
However, the religious official whose status and power most closely resembles Pope 
Francis is the Greek Patriarch of Istanbul. To give another example, the Moscow 
Patriarchate, at the last moment, decided not to attend the Holy and Great Council of 
2016 that was gathering in Crete under the chairmanship of the Greek Patriarch of 
Istanbul (three other churches also chose not to attend the Council). In this way, the pan-
Orthodox and even more so the ecumenical/universal attribute of the Council was called 
into question.[12]

On 7 September 2018, the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul made a decision that will place 
the Moscow Patriarchate under difficulty; the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul announced 
that it was preparing to grant autocephaly to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church   ጀ  Kiev 
Patriarchate.[13] For the completion of the process of granting autocephaly, the Greek 
Patriarchate of Istanbul appointed two of its religious officials (exarchs) to Kiev in a 
capacity similar to that of ambassadors.

There are three separate Orthodox churches in Ukraine: the Ukrainian Orthodox Church 
that is affiliated with the Moscow Patriarchate and adopts a pro-Russian discourse, the 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church   ጀ  Kiev Patriarchate (Kiev Patriarchate for short) that was 
established by Ukrainian patriots, and the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church -
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which is another church established by Ukrainian patriots. These three Orthodox churches 
are the same in terms of religious teachings and rituals, but different in terms of their 
stance on the issue Ukrainian Orthodox Churchs independence.[14] The Eastern Orthodox 
world officially recognizes only the Ukrainian Orthodox Church that is affiliated with the 
Moscow Patriarchate. With the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul approving the Kiev 
Patriarchates autocephaly, this church will start to be considered separate from the 
Moscow Patriarchate in the Eastern Orthodox world. As can be understood from the news, 
with this decision, Kiev Patriarchate and the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church 
will unite and become a single independent Ukrainian Orthodox Church. It has been stated 
that the Ukrainian Orthodox Church affiliated with the Moscow Patriarchate will naturally 
be left out of this process and it is being predicted that this churchs congregation will 
have to start referring to itself as the Russian Orthodox Church in Ukraine.[15] If an 
independent Ukrainian Orthodox Church is established in this way, the Moscow 
Patriarchate will lose the majority of its congregation and properties (and revenue) in 
Ukraine and, as a result, will lose its title as the worlds largest Orthodox church.[16]

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union and Ukraine gaining its independence, Ukrainian 
state officials and patriots have been involved in activities to create a Ukrainian national 
identity distinct from Russian identity. Up until now, however, these activities had not 
produced tangible results; Ukrainian people did not or could not perceive themselves as 
being that different from Russian people. However, after the domestic turmoil that began 
in Ukraine in 2014 and due to Crimeas annexation by Russia and the eruption of the 
separatist movement in eastern Ukraine with Russias support, there have been significant 
changes in Ukraines public opinion and a Ukrainian identity distinct from Russian identity 
has begun to become prominent.

The establishment of an Ukrainian Orthodox Church independent from the Moscow 
Patriarchate that has recognition in the Eastern Orthodox world come to mean Ukraines 
moral disengagement from Russia (it should be noted that Ukraine has great strategic, 
political, historical, and cultural importance for Russia). Ukrainian Orthodox people had 
already begun slowly disengaging from the pro-Russian Ukrainian Orthodox Church and 
becoming followers of the Kiev Patriarchate due to the conflict in Ukraine.[17] It is being 
predicted that the Kiev Patriarchate obtaining recognition in the Eastern Orthodox world 
will convince the Ukrainian Orthodox people hesitating to make a choice and speed up 
their shift towards the Kiev Patriarchate.[18] Taking all of these into consideration, 
Ukraine has made attempts in the previous years towards the Greek Patriarchate of 
Istanbul on both a governmental and a parliamentary level. During a speech this April, the 
Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko summarized Ukraines stance on this matter with the 
following words; this isnt a religious matter. It isnt simply a matter of state either. Its a 
historic event, when Ukraines own church will return home after hundreds of years.[19]
Apart from Ukrainian politicians, this issue is also important for Ukrainian public opinion, 
because even for the Ukrainians who do not describe themselves as being as religious, 
Orthodoxy is an important part of Ukrainian national identity and, in this respect, it has 
become a necessity to have a Ukrainian Orthodox Church independent of a Russia that is 
beginning to be perceived as a rival (and sometimes as an enemy). Terms such as 
autocephaly and tomos (religious decree  ጀ  in this regard, the declaration of the granting 
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of autocephaly) have become commonly used in Ukrainian press and amongst Ukrainian 
people.[20]

However, despite all these efforts, no positive reply had been received from the Greek 
Patriarchate of Istanbul regarding this subject up until this year. For example, despite 
Ukraines attempts, this subject was not put on the agenda during the Holy and Great 
Council organized in 2016. It seems that Ukrainian officials attempts of this year have 
borne positive results. However, it is not known why the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul 
has made such a decision this year and not during the previous years. According to one 
commentary, the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul has become disturbed by the Moscow 
Patriarchates continuing attempts to obtain more power in the Orthodox world and as 
such wishes to weaken the Moscow Patriarchates power.[21] It is being indicated that the 
process of granting autocephaly to the Kiev Patriarchate may be completed this October.
[22]

In response to these developments, the Moscow Patriarchates Chairman of the 
Department for External Church Relations Metropolitan Hilarion of Volokolamsk issued 
several statements and the Patriarchates Holy Synod held an extraordinary session. 
Considering the statements of Metropolitan Hilarion[23] and the documents regarding the 
Holy Synod session,[24] it is understood that the Moscow Patriarchate is discussing the 
inner functioning and historical development of the church system in the Eastern 
Orthodox world and is scrutinizing its relations with the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul.

As it can be guessed, the Moscow Patriarchate is vehemently opposed to the Greek 
Patriarchate of Istanbuls decision regarding autocephaly. The Moscow Patriarchate has 
stated that the Ukrainian Orthodox Church has not made a request for such a decision,[25]
that Ukraine is within the Moscow Patriarchates religious (canonical) jurisdiction, and that 
thus the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul does not have the authority to make such a 
decision. At the same time, the Moscow Patriarchate has stated that if the Greek 
Patriarchate of Istanbul insists on finalizing its decision, the Moscow Patriarchate will have 
no other choice but to completely sever the relations between the two churches.[26]
Hence, in the latest statement made by the Moscow Patriarchate, it has been expressed 
that diplomatic options have been depleted in this dispute and for this reason it has been 
decided to freeze the Moscow Patriarchates relations with the Greek Patriarchate of 
Istanbul. The Moscow Patriarchate has stated that the Greek Patriarch of Istanbul 
Bartholomew I will no longer be prayed for during Moscow Patriarchates religious 
ceremonies and that no attendance will be made to meetings organized by the Greek 
Patriarchate of Istanbul.[27] Moreover, the Patriarchate has implied that it is now 
questioning the validity of the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbuls status as the first among 
the equals.[28] Finally, the Patriarchate has argued that if a diplomatic reconciliation 
cannot be achieved with the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul in this process, it may lead to 
consequences similar to that of the inter-church Great Schism of 1054.[29]

The Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul has responded to the Moscow Patriarchates criticisms 
and elaborated on its autocephaly decision through a recently published newspaper 
interview. Concerning this issue, the Patriarchate stated:
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  ☀  It is, therefore, within the duties of the Ecumenical Patriarchate to determine 
when it is time for a Church to become autocephalous. In this determination, our 
Patriarchate always maintains the same criteria: The Church must be based in an 
independent state, while the petition for autocephaly must be made by that church 
and state. In the case of Ukraine, our Patriarchate is doing exactly the same as it 
has done in all other cases. Consequently, the reaction of the Moscow Patriarchate 
cannot be interpreted with ecclesiastical criteria…[30]

The Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul continued by stating that the Moscow Patriarchate acts 
in concert with the Russian state, and thus accused the Moscow Patriarchate of carrying 
out policies based on worldly considerations instead of spiritual and ecclesiastical criteria. 
Finally, the Patriarchate accused the Moscow Patriarchate of behaving in way that 
threatens to break the unity amongst Eastern Orthodox churches.  It seems that, based on 
their conflicting perspectives and goals, the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul and the 
Moscow Patriarchate are accusing each other of the same thing; of being the party 
responsible for jeopardizing the Eastern Orthodox worlds unity.

The Russian government has not reacted like the Moscow Patriarchate regarding this 
situation, however, there is no doubt that it is closely following the situation. As it has 
been stated before, the moral support of the Moscow Patriarchate is important for Russias 
domestic and foreign policies. Any change in the power and prestige of the Moscow 
Patriarchate will have reflections on Russia. Moreover, Russia has been suspicious of the 
Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul throughout history. During the Cold War period, the Greek 
Patriarchate of Istanbul was seen by the Western bloc countries as a sort of fortress 
providing defense against the policies and ideology espoused by the Soviet Union. Indeed, 
the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul, through its discourse, did take a stance against the 
Soviet Union. In a time when Russia is experiencing various disputes with Western 
countries, according to comments in the international media, the Greek Patriarch of 
Istanbul Bartholomew I is absolutely Western-oriented, pro-American and at the same 
time pro-Turkish in the eyes of the Russian government.[31] It can be speculated that the 
recent support shown by the United States for the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbuls 
autocephaly decision and Western media outlets already beginning to comment that this 
decision signifies a major blow to Russias power will intensify Russias negative stance 
towards the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul. For now, it is not known what Russias 
response will be to this development.

While religious doctrine arguments rage on about the issue of the establishment of a 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church independent from the Moscow Patriarchate, as it can be 
understood from what has been explained above, this situation also has political 
dimensions. Even though the Greek Patriarchate of Istanbuls activities in the Orthodox 
world regarding religious matters do not directly concern Turkey, the political 
consequences that these activities may create will concern Turkey. Therefore, it will be 
beneficial for Turkish officials and public to follow this matter closely so that Turkey will be 
better prepared for the political developments that may occur as a result of this matter.
[32]
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* Photograph: http://www.pappaspost.com (the Greek Patriarch of Istanbul Bartholomew I 
on the left, the Moscow Patriarch Kirill on the right)
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