A Holy War?
The Religious Dimension of Russian Military Ideology

ANDREY KORDOCHKIN*

This paper deals with the concepts contributing to the description of the full-scale
invasion of Russia into Ukraine as Holy War, namely the Russian World and
Katechon. Special attention is dedicated to the role of the Moscow Patriarchate in
sacralising those concepts. The paper also considers the notions of heroism and sanctity,
which are increasingly understood with a near-identical meaning. It analyses the
effects of the cult surrounding soldiers and officers killed in action, who are presented
as martyrs and saints by both secular and religious authorities in Russia. Finally, the
paper shows how this concept contributes to legitimizing the present political regime
in Russia.
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The history of wars is as long as human history. However, not all wars
have been considered holy by their participants or by historians. What is
a holy war? It has been defined, for example, as sanctified violence in ser-
vice to a deity or religious ideology.! The authors of the study “Sanctified
Violence. Holy War in World History” suggest five criteria to define a war
as holy. Firstly, it is a war fought for religious reasons, whereas a war is
called “just for a mixture of moral and political reasons. Secondly, while
a just war is authorized by a political authority, a holy war claims to be
justified by a deity, acting through a political authority. Thirdly, partici-
pants in a holy war perceive it as a struggle between a saintly army and a
demonic one. Fourthly, the mood of holy warriors is one of religious zeal,
in which they fulfil the will of a deity, rather than choosing the lesser of
two evils, which is the case with a just war. Fifthly, the holy warrior ex-
pects a spiritual reward or even claims martyrdom if he dies in the battle.”

We are going to show that the Russo-Ukrainian war seems to corre-
spond to all five criteria. Its ideological architects have no difficulties in
defining it as a Holy or Sacred War (cBSILleHHAs! BOWHA, sviashchénnaia
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voind). While the support of the Moscow Patriarchate is fundamental,
describing this war as holy may be an obvious thing to do. However, if
we face the question to what extent the ideology behind the war is purely
religious, the answer may not be so simple.

Do the Russian authorities demonstrate themselves as the instru-
ments of God in the Russo-Ukrainian war? Indeed, they do. “It was the
will of the Lord” to begin the invasion, said Vladimir Putin.? According
to Dmitry Medvedev, the Deputy Chairman of the Security Council of
the Russian Federation and the former President of the country, today
Russia confronts “the supreme ruler of hell, no matter what name he uses
— Satan, Lucifer or Iblis.”* A curious insight into the minds of the political
elite is provided by the article “The Antichrist as Technology” by Andrei
Ilnitskiy, then a member of the Council on Foreign and Defence Policy
and advisor to the Russian Minister of Defence. The article, published
in the official media of the Federation Council, discusses a conspiracy by
globalists who, with the help of the Pope, seck to bring the Antichrist to
power over the world. Russia is the “chosen people” and is now defending
the Almighty, who is one for both Christians and Muslims.’ In a different
sense, the invasion of Ukraine is a religious cause, as it allegedly aims to
liberate the Ukrainian Orthodox Church — formerly a part of the Moscow
Patriarchate — from the persecution by the Ukrainian state. The Russian
states people see themselves in a position to determine, which jurisdiction
in Ukraine is a canonical one, and which one is not.° It is also common to

> “llepemonus HarpaxaeHus I'epoeB Poccum [Ceremonija nagrazhdenija Geroev
Rossii],” kremlin.ru/events/president/news/76322, accessed December 1, 2025.

4 Omurpuii Mensenes [Dmitriy Medvedev], ITouemy namre geso npaBoe. OTBeTsI Ha
HPOCTBIE BONPOCH! B JIeHb HapogHOro ennHCTBa [Pochemu nashe delo pravoe. Otvety
na prostye voprosy v Den’ narodnogo edinstva],” Telegram posting Nov 4, 2022, t.me/
medvedev_telegram/206, accessed June 19, 2024.

> Angpeii Mnpaunkuid [Andrey [I'nitskiy], “AnTixpuct kak texxonmorus [Antihrist
kak tehnologija],” (2024), pnp.ru/politics/antikhrist-kak-tekhnologiya.html, accessed
March 25, 2024.

¢ E.g. “Kommenrapuii odpunuansHoro npexcrasurens MU Poccun M.B.3axapoBoit
00 ouepeTHOM BUTKE TOHEHH Ha YKpanHe Ha CBAIICHHOCIYKUTeNeH KaHOHINYECKOM
VkpauHckoit mpaBociiaBHoil nepksu [Kommentarij oficial’ nogo predstavitelja MID
Rossii M. V. Zaharovoj ob ocherednom vitke gonenij na Ukraine na svjashhennoslu-
zhitelej kanonicheskoj Ukrainskoj pravoslavnoj cerkvi],” August 17, 2024, mid.ru/ru/
foreign_policy/news/1965856/, accessed September 10, 2024.
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describe the Russian army as “Christ-loving”” while the Ukrainian army is
described as consisting of pagans and neo-Nazis,® being a demonic force.

Looking at the expanded and codified declarations of Holy War,
we may turn to the Hakas (nakaz) of the VRNS — 7he World Russian
Peoples Council (Becemuprsiit Pycckuit Haponustit Co6op, Vsemirny Russkii
Narodny Sobor) — published on 27 March 2024. The Council is pre-
sided by Patriarch Kyrill, who was its founder in 1993, Metropolitan
of Smolensk and Kaliningrad and Chairman of the Russian Orthodox
Church’s Department for External Church Relations at that time.
Although VRNS is not a church body, there is a significant number of
bishops and priests among its members, and the vast majority of its lay
members and participants, including the political and military elite, iden-
tify as Orthodox. One could say, that the Council aims to represent the
Church in a broader sense, rather than merely the Moscow Patriarchate
as an institution. The document says:

From a spiritual and moral point of view, a special military operation
is a holy war, in which Russia and its people, defending the unified
spiritual space of Holy Russia, fulfils the mission of “the one who re-
strains,” protecting the world from the onslaught of globalism and the
victory of the West, which has fallen into Satanism.’

According to the same document, Russia is “the creator, supporter and
protector of the Russian World”:

The Russian World includes all those for whom the Russian tradition,
the holy shrines of the Russian civilization and great Russian culture
are paramount and represent the meaning of their life. The highest
purpose of existence of Russia and the Russian World created by it —
their spiritual mission — is to be the world’s “Restrainer,” protecting
the world from evil."

7 E.g. “B Mockse mpommu TopskecTBa 1o caydato Mneuna gust [V Moskve proshli
torzhestva po sluchaju II'ina dnja],” patriarchia.ru/article/111110, accessed September
20, 2024.

8 E.g. “CaraHucTOB U SA3bIYHHUKOB 3aMeTiian B 30He CBO [Satanistov i jazychnikov
zametili v zone SVO],” news.ru/europe/satanistov-i-yazychnikov-zametili-v-zone-svo,
accessed December 15, 2025.

? “Haka3z XXV BcemupHOoro pycckoro Hapoaaoro cobopa «Hacrosimee u Oymytiee
Pycckoro mupa» [Nakaz XXV Vsemirnogo Rasskogo Narédnogo Sobéra «Nastoidshchee
i budushchee Russkogo Mira»],” March 27, 2024, patriarchia.ru/article/105523, ac-

cessed September 2, 2024. Translation by the author.
10 Tbidem.
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Apart from the description of the war as “holy,” there are two important
concepts here, which we are going to look at more closely. The first one
is the notion of the so-called Russian World (Pycckuit Mup, Russkii Mir),
further referred to as the RM), and the second one is the concept of the
Restrainer (Ynepxusatowuit, Uderzhyvaiushchii). We are going to analyze
briefly how these two themes contribute to the sacralization of the war
before moving forward.

The Russian World

The doctrine as such was born in the 1990s as a response to the political
and social realities, following the disintegration of the USSR." According
to Ivan Timofeev, the Director General of the Russian International Af-
fairs Council, at that time “the Russian citizen has lost himself, has turned
into a marginalized person, even if he was among the wealthy minority”:

He was taken out of the Soviet context and at the same time under-
stood that he was unlikely to become part of the West. He found him-
self an outcast both abroad and in his own country. His life in political
society turned out to be meaningless. There was no energy behind him
drifting into Western structures. He was not an ardent nationalist, as
many former compatriots in neighbouring republics became. He even
lost an enemy who could be demonized and blamed for his failures. At
the same time, he himself turned into a scapegoat.'?

The RM was a platform for Russia and its people, wherever they lived,
that provided an alternative to feelings of shame and despair. In 1999
Piotr Shchedrovitskii, one of the architects of the doctrine, spoke about
the RM and its impact beyond Russia’s political borders:

Over the course of the twentieth century, following tectonic histor-
ical shifts, world wars and revolutions, a Russian World was created
on Earth — a network of small and large communities thinking and
speaking in Russian. It is no secret that only half of this Russian world
is within the territory of the Russian Federation."

' See, for example, Marlene Laruelle, 7he “Russian World”. Russias Soft Power and
Geopolitical Imagination. (Center on Global Interests, 2015), Ch. 2.

12 MBan TumogeeB [Ivan Timofeev], “Poccuiickast uaentuunoctb. OT Bonblioit
Espomsr x Bombmio#t EBpasum [Rossiyskaya identichnost’. Ot Bol'shoy Yevropy k
Bol'shoy Yevrazii],” accessed March 12, 2024, russiancouncil.ru/analytics-and-com-
ments/analytics/rossiyskaya-identichnost-ot-bolshoy-evropy-k-bolshoy-evrazii/,
Translation by the author.

B IIérp UlempoBuukuii [Pyotr Shchedrovitsky], “Poccmst: crpana, xoropoi
He ObuT0” [Rossiia: strana, kotoroi ne bylo], saved copy, https://web.archive.org/
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A year later, in 2000, he said that the RM is “a network structure of
large and small communities that think and speak Russian.”' Initially,
the term RM was adopted by the Kremlin, reflecting this broader, global
concept of the Russian community. For example, in 2001 addressing the
World Congress of Compatriots Living Abroad, Vladimir Putin said that
“from the dawn of time the concept of the Russian world extended far
from Russia’s geographical borders and even far from the borders of the
Russian ethnicity.”"® He used the term again in 2006, declaring that “the
RM can and should unite all those for whom the Russian language and
culture is dear [...] Use this term, Russian World, more often.”!¢

The Russian Spring (Pycckas BecHa, Russkaia vesna) — a pro-Rus-
sian unrest in the East of Ukraine in 2014 — gave a new meaning to the
term. Vladislav Surkov, responsible for the policy of Russia in the East of
Ukraine, said that the task the government had to confront, making use
of the RM, was declaring its intention to expand.'” A year later, he wrote
that sticking to the boundaries established by the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk
— which resulted in the loss of control over the Baltic states, Ukraine, and
other territories — was “boring and uncomfortable.”® The annexation of

web/20101027082254/http://archipelag.ru/ru_mir/history/history99-00/she-
drovicky-possia-no, accessed February 12, 2024. English translation by the author.

4 Idem, “Pycckuii MUp ¥ TpaHCHAI[MOHAIBHOE pycckoe [Russkii mir i transnatsion-
al'noe russkoe],” saved copy: web.archive.org/web/20101030063959/http://archipelag.
ru/ru_mir/history/history99-00/shedrovicky-transnatio, accessed February 12, 2024.
Translation by the author.

5 Baagumup Ilytus [Vladimir Putin], “Beictyrnenne nHa otkpsitun Konrpecca
cooTedecTBeHHHKOB [Vystupleniye na otkrytii Kongressa sootechestvennikov],” krem-
lin.ru/events/president/transcripts/2135, accessed March 10, 2024, Translation by the
author.

¢ Idem, “Pycckuii MUp MOXET M JOJDKEH OOBEIMHHUTH BCEX, KOMY JOPOT0 PyCCKOe
CIIOBO | PyCCKasl KyIbTypa, re Obl OHM HH JKiIH, B Pocchu mim 3a ee mpenesamu.
[Touanie ynorpe0isiiite 310 croBocodeTanue — «Pycckuit Mup» [Russkiy mir mozhet
i dolzhen ob“yedinit’ vsekh, komu dorogo russkoye slovo i russkaya kul’tura, gde by oni
ni zhili, v Rossii ili za yeye predelami. Pochashche upotreblyayte eto slovosochetaniye —
“Russkiy mir”],” Poccuiickas ®eneparus ceronns [Rossiyskaya Federatsiya Segodnyal,
No 4. (2007): 158-59.

17 'The interview was deleted from YouTube but may still be found here: Bragnucnas
CypkoB [Vladislav Surkov], “UBK Ileros. CypkoB u bopomaii o Oymxymem JITTHP,
Vxpanne, bounre, baiinene n unnosankax [ChVK Pegov. Surkov i Borodai o budush-
chem LDNR, Ukraine, Boinge, Baidene i chinovnikakh],” interview by Cemén Ileros
[Semion Pegov], WarGonzo, June 12, 2021, dzen.ru/video/watch/60c4a78ffec57a5bead
2166e?sid=624953609180144046, accessed March 10, 2024.

18 Bragucinas CypkoB [Vladislav Surkov], “Tymannoe Oymyiiee moxaGHOro mupa
[Tumannoe budushchee pokhabnogo mira],” Actualcomment.ru (February 2022), actu-
alcomment.ru/tumannoe-budushchee-pokhabnogo-mira-2202150925.html, accessed
September 25, 2024. Translation by the author.
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Crimea and the breakaway Ukrainian republics, as well as the full-scale in-
vasion of Ukraine, shows that Russia’s official borders have indeed become
relative — but not in the way the doctrine’s original creators envisioned.
The Moscow Patriarchate played a vital role in sacralizing the RM,
mainly through its identification with the Holy Rus. The nucleus of
the RM today are Russia, Ukraine and Belarus, and Saint Lawrence of
Chernigov expressed this idea with his famous saying “Russia, Ukraine
and Belarus are the Holy Rus,” said Patriarch Kirill in 2009." At a rock
concert in Kyiv a year before, he exclaimed: “Russia, Ukraine, Belarus —
this is Holy Rus. Holy Rus’ is beauty! Holy Rus’ is strength! And we are all
with you — one Holy Rus'”?° He describes the RM not just as a national
community, but as a mystical one, born sacramentally in the Kyivan bap-
tismal font.?! It is morally superior to the other communities because,
unlike the West, it preserved “traditional values,” which have divine su-
pernatural origin.”> Moreover, the trinitarian dogmatic language is used to
describe the RM as “triune.” The RM forum of the VRNS in Sebastopol
in July 2024 adopted a resolution that the doctrine of the triune Russian
nation should be legally secured, and its discreditation should be consid-
ered a criminal offence.” Bishop Pitirim (Tvorogov) said that facing the
image of the Holy Trinity the three brotherly nations should unite before
engaging in the global confrontation with the united satanic forces.* The

¥ “Bpicryruienne Cesreiimero [Tarpuapxa Kupuiia Ha TOp»KeCTBEHHOM OTKPBITHH
III Accambnen Pycckoro mupa [Vystupleniye Svyateyshego Patriarkha Kirilla na
torzhestvennom otkrytii Il Assamblei Russkogo mira],” (November 2009), patriarchia.
ru/article/96616, accessed March 20, 2024. Translation by the author.

20 “Mutpononut Kupnmn Ha xoHnepre B Kuee mpusBan kK TyXOBHOMY €IHHCTBY
[Mitropolit Kirill na kontserte v Kiyeve prizval k dukhovnomu yedinstvu],” (July 2008),
ria.ru/20080727/114995505.html, accessed March 9, 2024. Translation by the author.
21 “Caareiimmit [arpuapx Kupuin: Pycckuii Mup — oco0ast IMBHIIN3AIIHST, KOTOPYIO
HeoOxoxanumo coepeus [Svyateyshiy Patriarkh Kirill: Russkiy mir — osobaya tsivilizatsiya,
kotoruyu neobkhodimo sberech’],” (September 2014), patriarchia.ru/db/text/3730705.
heml, accessed July 6, 2024.

22 “Ilarpuapx Kupmut: orcyrcrBue odmmx nenHocred y PO u 3anaga npusesno
K BOGHHOMY cTOJKHOBeHHIO [Patriarkh Kirill: otsutstviye obshchikh tsennostey u RF
i Zapada privelo k voyennomu stolknoveniyu],” (April 9, 2023), gazeta.ru/social/
news/2023/04/09/20174887 .shtml?utm_auth=false&updated, accessed May 15, 2024.
# Bceemupnsiii Pycckuit Hapomustit Cobop (BPHC) [Vsemirnyi Russkii Narodnyi
Sobor (VRNS)], ed., “Ha popyme BPHC «Pycckuii Mup» B CeBacTonosne npeioKuiIn
MPUHATH 3aKOH O TpueauHCTBe pycckoro Hapona [Na forume VRNS “Russkii mir®
v Sevastopole predlozhili priniat’ zakon o triedinstve russkogo narodal,” July 29,
2024, see vrns.ru/news/na-forume-vrns-v-sevastopole-v-sevastopole-predlozhili-prin-
yat-zakon-o-triedinstve-russkogo-naroda/, accessed August 18, 2024.

* Enuckon ITutupum (TBoporos) [Episkop Pitirim (Tvorogov)], “TIpomosens
enuckona [lutupuma (TBoporosa) B nenb mpazguuka Cesaroit Tpowunsl. 04.06.23
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icon of the Holy Trinity, painted by Andrey Rublyov, was transferred
from the Tretyakov gallery to the Lavra of St Sergius on July 16, 2024.
As it has never before been an object of popular religious devotion, this
move, authorized by Vladimir Putin, is clearly a political one: the triune
God from now onwards is in the spiritual center of the triune RM.

The Katechon

The origin of the concept of Katechon (The Restrainer) is the Pauline epis-
tle (2 Thess. 2:6-8): “And you know, too, what is still holding him back
from appearing before his appointed time. The mystery of wickedness is
already at work, but let him who is restraining it (xatéywv, katechon) once
be removed, and the wicked One will appear openly.”® It is a common-
place in contemporary Russia to present the current war as a war against
the Antichrist.?® The notion of the katechon provides a biblical reference
to the doctrine.

The concept of the “Russian” katechon has been around at least from
the beginning of the XX century. Sergey Nilus, a Russian spiritual and
mystical writer, mostly famous for publishing the so-called “Protocols of
the Elders of Zion” in 1903, wrote that once the three great European mon-
archies - German, Austrian and Russian — which upheld the Orthodox,
Catholic and Protestant churches, have fallen, there is nothing that can
stop the global Jewish-masonic plot to bring Antichrist to the dominion
over the world.” This vision of the monarchy as the katechon had been
expressed in a similar way by John of Kroshtadt.?® After the revolution
this outlook was preserved in the Russian emigration, mainly within the
ROCOR. The political regime in the USSR was defined as Satanocracy

[Propoved’ episkopa Pitirima (Tvorogova) v den’ prazdnika Sviatoi Troitsy],” posted
June 4, 2023, by Cronunckas enapxust [Skopinskaia eparkhiia], YouTube, youtu.be/
gMWnQChdmiQ?si=13i2Yk4alU_XpYPU, accessed October 1, 2024.

» The New Jerusalem Bible translation.

2 Augppeit Koppoukun [Andrey Kordochkin], “Bor Boiius! n gemonsl. Kak uaeonorn
npugymanu 6utBy Poccuu ¢ AutuxpuctoM [Bog voyny i demony. Kak ideologi pridu-
mali bitvu Rossii s Antikhristom],” novayagazeta.ru/articles/2024/06/10/bog-voiny-i-
demony, accessed June 20, 2024.

7 Cepreit Hunyc [Sergey Nilus], Hoanoe cobpanue couunenuti ¢ wecmu momax
[Polnoye sobraniye sochineniy v shesti tomakh) (Moscow: Palomnik), 2005, Vol. 5, 576.
8 [lonnoe cobpanie couuneniti nHacmoamens Kpowwmaomckazo Anopeedckazo
cobopa Ilpomoiepes o. loanna HUnvuua Cepeiesa [Polnoye sobranie sochineniy nas-
toyatelya Kronshtadtskago Andreyevskago sobora Protoiereya o. Ioanna Il'icha Sergieval,
(Kronshtadt: Tipografiya gazety «Kotlin», 1903), 47.
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(caraHOKparus, satanokoratiia),”” communism was seen as the central
manifestation of global apostasy,® while the Moscow Patriarchate was
an “obedient instrument [...] totally enslaved to the godless communist
power and serving the tasks and goals of the latter.” Stalin himself was
called “the greatest persecutor of the Church of Christ and promoter
of godless communism” by the bishop’s council of the ROCOR.*" Any
attempt to see the Russian communist state as a successor to the old
Moscow, the so-called Third Rome, was considered scandalous.??

Today things look very different, Sergei Kurginyan, an influential
political thinker and the leader of the movement 7he Essence of Time
(Sutvremeni), in 2013 declared that the world was doomed to collapse if
Russia — the katechon — ceased to exist. His New Year wish was “See you
in the USSR” — and he was certain that this would happen.®® In 2017 he
said:

The Russians stood in the way of the beast, and in this sense Russia
is the katechon of the XXI century. We also must recognize that the
Soviet Union was also the katechon during the war against fascism.
We are waiting for this recognition also on the part of the official
Orthodox circles.?

By using the collective “we” (possibly referring to the authorities), this
influential political thinker sends a clear message to the hierarchy of the
Moscow Patriarchate, emphasizing the subordination of the church to

¥ Apxumanaput Koncrantun (3aiies) [Arkhimandrit Konstantin (Zaitsev)], Yy0o
pyeckoti ucmopuu [Chudo russkoi istorii] (Jordanville: Holy Trinity Publications, 1970),
173.

3 Jdem, “JlyXOBHOE COCTOSTHHE COBPEMEHHOT0 MUpa M 3a1a4u Pycckoit 3apyOexHoit
LepxBu [Dukhovnoe sostoi’anie sovremennogo mira i Russkaia Zarubezhnaia
Tserkov'],” IlpaBocnasHast Pyce [Pravoslavnaia Rus), no. 11 (1962): 5.

31 ROCOR, ed., “Omnpenenenust Apxuepeiickoro Codopa Pycckoit [IpaBociaBHoi
Hepxsu 3arpanmmeii [Opredeleniia Arkhiereiskogo Sobora Russkoi Pravoslavnoi
Tserkvi Zagranitsei, Determinations of the Bishops’ Council of the Russian Orthodox
Church Outside Russial,” IJepxosnas sicusns [Tserkovnaia zhizn’], no. 9-12 (1953):
55. Translation by the author.

32 Baiines (Zaitsev), “JlyxoBHoe cocrosiuue [Dukhovnoe sostoianie],” 7.

3 Cepreit Kyprunsa [Sergei Kurginyan], “HoBoronnee oopamenne C.E.Kyprumsaa
k wieHaM nsmkeHns CyTs BpemeHu [Novogodnee obrashchenie S. E. Kurginyana k
chlenam dvizheniia “Sut’ vremeni”],“ (December 2012), eot.su/node/14280, accessed
Aug 7, 2024.

% “Kyprunsin: Poccusi Bo Bce BpeMeHa — KaTexoH Ha myTtd 3Bepst’ [Kurginyan:
Rossiia vo vse vremena — katekhon na puti zveria], “UA4 “Kpacnaa éecna” [1A Krasnaia
viesna],“ (March 2017), rossaprimavera.ru/news/kurginyan-pravoslavnye-dolzhny-
priznat-chto-sssr-uderzhal-mir-ot-konca, accessed August 17, 2024. Translation by the
author.
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the state. The Stalin’s regime, once described as satanocratic, is now of-
ten described in katechonic terms by the Moscow Patriarchate speakers
and ideologists. Metropolitan Mitrofan (Badanin) of Murmansk, a former
navy captain, wrote a book with the intriguing title “The Mystery of the
Great War” (“Taiina Bemuxoit BoHbI”, “Taina Velikoi voiny”) where he
affirms that it was Stalin who assumed this messianic role of the katechon
in WWIL.* While the intellectual leaders of the VRNS do not explicitly
equate Stalin’s rule with the katechon, both Aleksandr Dugin and Kon-
stantin Malofeev — prominent figures in the VRNS — continue to glorify
him. Dugin asserts that Stalin “secretly lives” within each of us,* while
Malofeev argues that true justice for ordinary people is only possible under
autocracy, as was the case with the country under Stalin.?” “Orthodox Sta-
linism” has been preached by some clergy, like Fr Aleksandr Shumskii,*®
while the figure of Stalin has also been praised by Bishop Augustin (Ani-
simov) of Gorodets.” On the Victory Day of 2024, Patriarch Kirill said:

Surprisingly, Russia, in a sense, today is a factor that keeps the whole
world, the whole modern civilization from a terrible degradation,
which could lead to the end of human history. Russia has always had
a special responsibility for the world, for the existence of people, for
the existence of the world. And this responsibility our country so val-
iantly realized during the Great Patriotic War, playing a decisive role

in the defeat of fascism and in the liberation of Europe and the entire
world.®

3 Munrpononur Murpodan (baganuu) [Mitropolit Mitrofan (Badanin)], Taiina
senuxoil eotinbl [Taina velikoi voiny] (Murmansk: W3parensctBo MypMaHcKoit
enapxun [Izdatel'stvo Murmanskoi Eparkhii], 2020), 135, 140, 143.

3 Anexcannp Jyrun [Aleksandr Dugin], “Bemuxoe «[a» [Velikoie «Da»],“ (Dec
1997), zavtra.ru/blogs/1997-12-1643, accessed September 4, 2024.

% Koucrautud Manodees [Konstantin Malofeev], “Koncrantun Masodees: «Jls
MPOCTOTO HAPO/Ia CIIPABEUTUBOCTH BO3MOKHA TOJIBKO C aBTOKPATOPOM, Kak CTanm
[Konstantin Malofeev: «Dlia prostogo naroda spravedlivost‘ vozmozhna tol’ko s avtokra-
torom, kak Stalin»],” Interview by Anton Yulaev, Business Gazeta [Business Gazeta],
January 28, 2022, business-gazeta.ru/article/537583, accessed August 9, 2024.

# Anekcangp Iymckwuii, cBsmeHHuK [Aleksandr Shumskii, sviaschchiennik],
“Hactynut i smoxa «1pocBemEHHoro cranuamsma»? [Nastupit li epokha «prosve-
shchionnogo stalinizma»?],” (December 16, 2013), ruskline.ru/news_rl/2013/12/16/
nastupit_li_epoha_prosvewennogo_stalinizma/, accessed September 28, 2024.

% Emmckon AsryctuH (AnmcuMmoB) [Episckop Avgustin (Anisimov)], “Enmckon
ABryctuH: Poccus JOMKHAa MPEIUIOKUTH — ANBTEPHATHBY — KAallUTAIM3MYy U
amepukaHckoMy Tobanusmy [Episkop Avgustin: Rossiia dolzhna predlozhit® al'terna-
tivu kapitalizmu i amerikanskomu globalizmul],” braeooamueiii oeons [Blagodatnyi
ogon‘], (Jan 2017), blagogon.ru/news/484/, accessed September 13, 2024.

4 TIpecc-cmyxb6a ITarprapxa MockoBckoro u Bcest Pycu [Press-sluzhba Patriarkha
Moskovskogo i vseia Rusi], ed., “B xanyn Just [To6enst Caretimmuit [Tarprapx Kupumn
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Although he does not use the word katechon on this particular occasion,
the concept is implied. On other occasions he explicitly describes Russia
as the katechon, saying the country defends the values which withhold
apostasy, that is, the movement towards the end of the world under the
power of Antichrist.” At the second year of the war Patriarch Kyrill has
spoken openly about the Russian state as “the last bulwark” and the 4az-
echon,* and a year later, in January 2024 he said, addressing the Russian
Federation council, that the country must lead the battle against the An-
tichrist.” On July 9, 2024 he repeated his message that Russia has be-
come the katechon in the era, which began already in the XIX century.*
Having been applied to WWII or the present war, the katechon doc-
trine is being shaped as a unifying force for society, devoid of Christian
connotations — the language of confronting the Antichrist is being used
by the Muslim leaders together with the Christian ones,” and Medvedev’s
reference to “Iblis” is not accidental. It no longer exclusively represents
Orthodox monarchy but instead embodies Russian autocracy and dicta-
torship in a broader sense. I have earlier attempted to show that the cred-
it for this secularised version of the katechon goes the German political

BO3JIOXKHJI BeHOK K Moruiie Henssectroro conaara y Kpemnésckoii crensl [V kanun
Dnia Pobedy Sviateishii Patriarkh Kirill vozlozhil venok k mogile Neizvestnogo soldata
u Kremlevskoi steny],” patriarchia.ru/db/text/6127021.html, accessed September 13,
2024. Translation by the author.

4 “Cesreimmii [Tatpuapx Kupwmr: Ot Gymymiero Hamrero OtedecTBa M Hariei
LlepkBH 3aBHCHT, B [TOJHOM CMBICIIE CJIOBa, Oymyiiee mupa [Svyateyshiy Patriarkh
Kirill: Ot budushchego nashego Otechestva i nashey Tserkvi zavisit, v polnom smysle
slova, budushcheye mira],” (November 2022), patriarchia.ru/db/text/5978803.html,
accessed February 10, 2024.

42 “Cesreiimmii [Tarpuapx Kupuima coBepmini ocBsimeHHe AHIPECBCKOTO Xpama
OTHOMMEHHOTO cKHTa Bamaamckoro MoHacTeIps [Svjatejshij Patriarh Kirill sovershil
osvjashhenie Andreevskogo hrama odnoimennogo skita Valaamskogo monastyrja],”
(July 2023), patriarchia.ru/article/82121, accessed January 13, 2024.
 “Bpicrymenne Cesreiiniero IMarpuapxa Kupmwwoia wa XII PokmecTBeHCKHX
IMapnamentckux Berpeuax B Cosere Denepauun PO [Vystuplenie Svjatejshego
Patriarha Kirilla na XII Rozhdestvenskih Parlamentskih vstrechah v Sovete Federacii
RF],” patriarchia.ru/article/105298, accessed Jan 20, 2024.

“ “Cesrevimmit Ilarpuapx Kupwmur: Ham HyXHO WMeETh MyXECTBO, CHIY H
Ziep3HOBEHHE Bo3BemaTh boxwmio mpaBny [Svjatejshij Patriarh Kirill: Nam nuzhno
imet’ muzhestvo, silu i derznovenie vozveshhat Bozhiju pravdu],” patriarchia.ru/db/
text/6142972.html, accessed March 5, 2024.

# E.g. “Deshaitanization, desatanization, and the Satan’s ball. The Russian religious
leaders’ involvement in propaganda,” (December 2022), imi.org.ua/en/monitorings/
deshaitanization-desatanization-and-the-satan-s-ball-the-russian-religious-leaders-in-
volvement-in-i49420, accessed March 21, 2023.
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theorist Karl Schmitt through Aleksandr Dugin, who has been a reader
of Schmitt since the early 1990s.%

Biblical Justification

The Bible is an important tool for presenting the war as holy. According
to Archbishop Savva (Tutunov), one of the most outspoken supporters
of the war among the Russian hierarchs, in the Old Testament, the com-
mandment “That shall not kill” may be found together with the com-
mandment of Samuel to Saul: “Go and crush Amalek; put him under
the curse of destruction with all that he possesses. Do not spare him, but
kill man and woman, babe and suckling” (1 Sam. 15,3). He also recalls
the words of Ps. 137,8-9: “Daughter of Babel, doomed to destruction, a
blessing on anyone who treats you as you treated us, a blessing on anyone
who seizes your babies and shatters them against a rock!” The words of
the apostle Paul “It is not for nothing that the symbol of authority is the
sword: it is there to serve God, too, as his avenger, to bring retribution to
wrongdoers” (Rom. 13,4) are also used to justify military force.”

The federal Orthodox TV channel Spas presented a film “The war and
the Bible,” consisting of 16 parts, which altogether lasts about 8 hours.
The purpose of the film was to show that the war is not contrary to the
Bible, but, the opposite: it is sanctioned by God. In one of the episodes,
entitled “Why God Sentenced Biblical Cities to Death,” we see the TV
presenter Boris Korchevnikov and the rector of the church at MGIMO,
the principal diplomatic school of Russia, Archpriest Igor Fomin. They
talk in Volnovakha, a city occupied by the Russian troops in the Donetsk
region, which was almost completely destroyed in the spring of 2022
during the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Explosions are heard periodi-
cally and a tank drives by during the interview. At the beginning of the
film, Korchevnikov claims that the causes of all wars are “unholy life in
times of peace, when man rebels against God” and recalls that in the
Old Testament, God commands the Jewish people to slaughter the seven
nations that were living in the Promised Land. The archpriest agrees that

“ TIporouepeit Annpeii Kopmoukuu [Protoierej Andrej Kordochkin], “Bor Boiitbl
u pemonbl. Kak naeonoru npugymanu 6utBy Poccuu ¢ AntuxpucroMm [Bog vojny
i demony. Kak ideologi pridumali bitvu Rossii s Antihristom],” novayagazeta.ru/arti-
cles/2024/06/10/bog-voiny-i-demony, accessed August 21, 2024.

47 Apxuenuckon Cassa (TyryHoB) [Arhiepiskop Savva Tutunov], “Pycckas Teosorus
BoiHBI. Punocodekuit Cobop, mocBiAmEHHBIN maMmatu Brnamnena Tarapckoro
[Russkaia teologiia voiny. Filosofskii Sobor, posviashchennyi pamiati Vladlena
Tatarskogo],” min 50:00, posted April 17, 2023 by Connrne Ceepa [Solntse Severa],
YouTube, youtube.com/live/, accessed August 16, 2024.
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“God gives a direct command to the Jewish people to cleanse the land of
these peoples.” Against the background of footage of the ruins of ancient
cities, which are replaced by footage of burnt down houses in Ukraine,
Father Igor Fomin argues that these entire “nations are disappearing into
oblivion, and other nations are being installed in their place.”

If there is one biblical quote which is most frequently used by the apol-
ogists of the war, it is “Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s
life for one’s friends” (Jn. 15:13). It had no military connotations until
the 9th century, where it appeared in this context in the “Life Constantine
the Philosopher, the First Preceptor of the Slavic People.”® These words of
the Lord are continually referred to not only by the Orthodox, but also by
the Protestant leaders in Russia, for example, by Sergey Ryakhovsky, the
Chief Bishop of the Union of Christians of the Evangelical Faith, causing
a debate among his faithful.*® They were also quoted by Vladimir Putin
himself at a mass rally dedicated to the anniversary of the annexation of
Crimea,”' and repeatedly referred to Patriarch Kyrill in the context of the
war.>?

Mobilized Saints

The saints are mobilized to fight this war alongside the living, to bol-
ster the narrative of the holy war. Of course, the first ones among them
are those who were warriors themselves — St George™ or St Alexander

4 SPAS TV, ed., “3a uto Bor npuroBopuit k cMeptu oubneiickue ropoxa? (5 cepust)
[Za chto Bog prigovoril k smerti bibleiskie goroda? (5 seriia)],” RuTube video, posted
Nov 28, 2022, runtime ca. 02:00, rutube.ru/video/0f225bbb5fa998d009d6e17448b0f-
c22/?r=wd, accessed August 5, 2024. Translation by the author.

# Marvin Kantor, Medieval Slavic Lives of Saints and Princes (The University of
Michigan: Ann Arbor, 1983), 39.

% Invictory, ed., “Enuckon Cepreii PaxoBckuii ony0iankoBai Buzieo, rae o0bsIcHIET
cBou cioBa Ha Kpyriom ctoie B l'ocmyme PO [Invictory. Episkop Siergei Riahovskii
opublikoval vidieo, gde obiasniaiet svoi slova na kruglom stolie v Gosdumie RF],”(April
2022), invictory.org/news/church/32164-episkop-sergej-ryahovskij-opublikoval-video-
gde-obyasnyaet-svoi-slova-na-kruglom-stole-v-gosdume-rf, accessed August 7, 2024.

1 Nmurpuit Epycanumckuit [Dmitrii lerusalimskii], “ITytun nporutaposan bubmuro
B JlyxHukax, ropopst o Jlonbacce [Putin protsitiroval Bibliiu v Luzhnikakh, govo-
ria o Donbasse],” (March 2022), mk.ru/politics/2022/03/18/putin-procitiroval-bibli-
yu-v-luzhnikakh-govorya-o-donbasse.html, accessed September 13, 2024.

>2 E.g. “Cnoo Casreitmiero Ilarpuapxa Kupmta Ha Becrpede ¢ aktiuBoM Komurera
cemeit BonHOB OTeuecta [Slovo Svjatejshego Patriarha Kirilla na vstreche s aktivom
Komiteta semej voinov Otechestva],” (December 2023), patriarchia.ru/article/105153,
accessed March 20, 2024.

% “B Yure OoiirioB CBO mo3Banu Ha KPECTHBIA X0 ¢ Momamu [eoprus
ITobenonocia [V Chite boitsov SVO pozvali na krestnyi khod s moshchami Georgiia
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Nevsky.”* However, other saints may also be pressganged into becoming
patrons of the war, for example St Sergius of Radonezh.”> Allegedly, he
gave his blessing to Dmitry Donskoy and delegated two monks — Peresvet
and Osliabia — to take part in the battle on the Kulikovo field. It has been
shown by the scholars they were most likely not monks, and the meeting
between St Sergius and Dmitry Donskoy probably took place on another
occasion.’® However, historical accuracy is not a priority in this case.

Even completely non-militant saints such as St Seraphim of Sarov
have been assigned an important role in the war machine. Aleksandr
Prokhanov, the leader of the Izborsk Club (N360pckuii kiy6) and one of
the leading Russian conservative ideologists, awarded a first class order of
Saint Alexander Nevsky by Patriarch Kirill and a highest state award by
Vladimir Putin, wrote:

Russia is a sacred, restraining country. It kept the world from perish-
ing then, in the post-war years, when nuclear laboratories sprang up
on the ruins of the Seraphim of Sarov monastery. Saint Seraphim,
without leaving his defeated monastery, invisibly inspired the self-sac-
rificing scientists, hurried them, and they had time to create Soviet

Pobedonostsa),” 14 “Kpacnas eecna“ [IA “Krasnaia viesna“], (June 2023), rossapri-
mavera.ru/news/41bb3aac, accessed Sept 20, 2024.

> Eprennii Llon [Evgenii Tsots], “HoBbelii moxom Ha Pyck: 4to CBsi3bIBaeT
cnenonepanuio 1 Hesckyto 6utBy [Novyi pokhod na Rus’: chto sviazyvaet spetsoper-
atsiiu i Nevskaia bitva],” (July 2022), regnum.ru/article/3647690, accessed September
20, 2024.

5 Anekcanap OpunioB [Aleksandr Odintsov], “Ilpn. Cepruii u ocBoOoXIeHHE
Pycu: BepxoBHBIN TIIaBHOKOMAHAYIOIINH, TYXOBHBIH cTparer M MOOSTOHOCHBIH
TakTHK [Prp. Sergii i osvobozhdenie Rusi: Verkhovnyi glavnokomanduiushchii, duk-
hovnyi strateg i pobedonosnyi taktik],” (October 2024), topwar.ru/252571-prp-
sergij-i-osvobozhdenie-rusi-verhovnyj-glavnokomandujuschij-duhovnyj-strateg-i-pobe-
donosnyj-taktik.html/, accessed September 20, 2024.

¢ Buagumup A. Kyukwun [Vladimir A. Kuchkin], “Imurpuii J{onckoit u Cepruii
Panonexckuit B kanyH KymukoBckoi 6utBeI [Dmitrii Donskoi i Sergii Radonezhkii
v kanun Kulikovskoi bitvy],” in L]epxosw, obwecmeso u cocydapcmeo & ¢peodanvhoii
Poccuu [Tserkov’, obshchestvo i gosudarstvo v feodal’'noi Rossii], mox pen. Anekcanap
U. Kne6anos [pod red. Aleksandr I. Klebanov] (MockBa [Moskva]: Hayka [Nauka],
1990), 103-22; JIugus B. Coxonosa [Lidiia V. Sokolova], “Kak ckiagsiBamocs
nuTepatypHoe mnpenanue o OmarocnmoBeHum Cepruem Pajgonexckum JIMutpus
Honckoro na Kymukosckyio 6utBy [Kak skladyvalo’literaturnoe predanie o bla-
goslovenii Sergiem Radonezhskim Dmitriia Donskogo na Kulikovskuiu bitvu],” in ZX
Umenus no ucmopuu u xyromype pesueii u Hosoti Poccuu: Mamepuanvl nayunou
kongepenyuu [IX Chteniia po istorii i kulture Drevnei i Novoi Rossii: Materialy
nauchnoi konferentsii] (SIpociasins [Yaroslavl’], (25-27 centsiopst 2014), ed. Jlapuca
B. VxoBa [ed. Larisa V. Ukhova] (SIpocnarib [Yaroslavl]: SIpocimaBckuii uCT.-
APXUTEKTYpHBI My3ei-3amoBeqHuK |[Yaroslavskii Istoriko-Arkhitekcurnyi Muziei-
Zapovednik], 2016), 63-90.
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nuclear weapons, prevented its appearance of the outbreak of the last
hour. This restraining role of Russia and the restraining role of Sarov
are tangible even now. The axis of the world passes through Sarov,
around which continents, peoples, historical epochs revolve. Russia
even today does not let humanity extinguish in its striving for good,
triumph, eternal beauty.”

The idea that the atomic weapons were created under the spiritual pa-
tronage of St Seraphim “by the inexpressible Divine providence” was later
repeated by Patriarch Kirill himself,”® and the concept of the “nuclear
orthodoxy” has become the subject of an excellent study.*® The list of mo-
bilized saints is a long one. Thus, the Prophet Elijah, for example, is ap-
pointed a patron of the Aerospace and Airborne Forces, St Barbara is put
in charge of the Strategic Missile Forces, St Ilia of Murom patron of the
Border Guard Service of the Federal Security Service,* while St Pimen of
Ugresha was assigned to the penitentiary system, which hosts an impor-
tant number of anti-war activists.®' St Andrey Bogolyubsky was appoint-

7 Anekcanap IlpoxaHoB [Aleksandr Prokhanov], “Poccus — «Ymeprkuarormasn»
[Rossiia — «Uderzhivaiushchaia»],” (June 2019), zavtra.ru/blogs/rossiya_uderzhivayu-
shaya, accessed September 26, 2024. Translation by the author.

58 TIpecc-ciyxo0a Iarpuapxa MockoBckoro u Bcest Pycu [Press-sluzhba Patriarkha
Moskovskogo i vseia Rusi], ed., “B nenb mamsaTn cpatuTeneit MOCKOBCKHX
IIpencroarens Pycckoii IlpaBocnaBhoit LlepkBu cosepuimn Jlutypruto B Xpame
Xpucra CriacuTens ¥ BO3IIIaBIII XUPOTOHHIO apxuManapuTa Hukaunpa (ITnnwmmsa)
Bo enrckona Hapo-®omuHckoro» [V den’ pamyati sviatitelei Moskovskikh Predstoiatel’
Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi sovershil Liturgiiu v Khrame Khrista Spasitelia i vozglavil
khirotoniiu arkhimandrita Nikandra (Pilishina) vo episkopa Naro-Fominskogo]”,
(October 2023), patriarchia.ru/db/text/6068625.html, accessed September 27, 2024.
> Dmitry Adamsky, Russian Nuclear Orthodoxy: Religion, Politics, and Strategy (Stanford:
University Press, 2019).

6 TmaBupiii Xpam Boopyxennsix Cun Poccuiickoit @enepaunn [Glavnyi Khram
Vooruzhennykh Sil Rossiiskoi Federatsii], “HebGecHble NOKpOBHUTENN PpyCcCKOTO
BomHCTBA [Nebesnye pokroviteli russkogo voinstval,” ghvs.ru/temple/patrons, accessed
Sept 10, 2024. Also Buxrop bonrukos [Viktor Boltikov], “HebecHble mokpoBuTemm»
[Nebesnye pokroviteli],” Topwar, topwar.ru/5379-nebesnye-pokroviteli.html, accessed
September 10, 2024.

1 MenmepanbHas ChOy)k0a HWCIONHEHWs Hakasanuidi Poccuiickoit ®Deneparmn
[Federal'naya sluzhba ispolneniia nakazanii Rossiiskoi Federatsii], “Careiimmit
ITarprapx MockoBckuit u Bcest Pycu Kupuiun G:rarocimoBuil onpeieiuTh HeOeCHBIM
MMOKPOBHUTEJICM PAOOTHUKOB YTOJIOBHO-HCIIOJHUTEIBHON CHCTEMbI Poccuiickoit
Ddenepanuu npernogodHoro [Tumena Yrperickoro [Sviateishii Patriarkh Moskovskii i
vseia Rusi Kirill blagoslovil opredelit’ nebesnym pokrovitelem rabotnikov ugolovno-is-
polnitel’'noi sistemy Rossiiskoi Federatsii prepodobnogo Pimena Ugreshskogo], fsin.
gov.ru/news/, accessed September 10, 2024.
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ed patron of radiation, chemical and biological protection troops,®* while
St Joseph of Volotsk was appointed patron of logistic troops. According
to Bishop Stephan of Klin, at the time serving as the head of Synodal De-
partment for Cooperation with the Armed Forces and Law Enforcement,

Joseph of Volotsk cared that the spiritual should come through the
material. His monastery and associates understood that a person must
be fed, watered, and warmed. This charitable function of the Russian
Orthodox Church was considered a true spiritual cause for his mon-
astery. The Logistics Troops are the main structure in the Ministry of
Defense that provides servicemen with everything they need.*

Not only the saints are turned into soldiers, but also soldiers are turned
into saints. The ongoing war is marked by a radical shift in the under-
standing of holiness. Patriarch Kirill himself said:

If someone, driven by a sense of duty, the need to fulfil his oath, re-
mains true to his calling and dies in the line of military duty, then he
undoubtedly commits an act that is tantamount to a sacrifice. He sac-
rifices himself for others. And, therefore, we believe that this sacrifice
washes away all the sins that person has committed.*

According to the title of the conference “Holy War — Transfiguration of
Russia” (“Cesinennas BoitHa — [IpeoOpakenue Poccun”, “Sviashchen-
naia voina — Preobrazhenie Rossii”), held in Moscow in January 2024, it is
through the war that the Transfiguration is achieved. In a homily, given
at the feast of Transfiguration in a frontline blindage chapel, a priest said
that just as the apostles did not want to leave the Mount of Transfigura-
tion, one does not want to leave the war zone because the souls of the sol-
diers who kill the Ukrainians are being transfigured on the battlefield and

2 “Boiicka PXb 3auurel 06penu HebecHoro mokposurens [Voiska RKhB zashch-
ity obreli nebesnogo pokrovitelia],” function.mil.ru/news_page/country/more.ht-
m?id=12300016@egNews, accessed September 10, 2024.

6 “TIpenomobubiii Mocud Bomoukuit cran HeOECHBIM MOKPOBHUTEIEM BOWCK
MaTepHaNbHO-TeXHHIecKoro obecnedeHus [Prepodobnyi losif Volotskii stal nebesnym
pokrovitelem voisk material’no-tekhnicheskogo obespecheniial,” (October 2019), z.mil.
ru/spec_mil_oper/news/more.htm?id=12259837@egNews, accessed September 10,
2024. Translation by the author.

4 Casreimmii [larpuapx MockoBckuit Kupuin [Sviateishii Patriarkh Moskovskii
Kirill], “ITarpuapmias mpomoBens B Hemenmto 15-t0 mo IlarupecstHuiie mocie
Jlutypruu B Anexcannpo-Hesckom ckuty [Patriarshaia propoved’ v Nedeliu 15-iu
po Piatiidesiatnitse posle Liturgii v Aleksandro-Nevskom skitu],” (September 2022),
patriarchia.ru/db/text/5962628.html, accessed September 4, 2024. Translation by the
author.
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achieve the likeness of Our Lord in their sacrifice.®> There is no longer any
difference between a hero and a saint. Saints turn into heroes, and heroes
turn into saints. A homily by a Valamo monk, published on the webpage
of the monastery, affirms that the sacrifice in warfare is regarded as a
form of martyrdom by the Church.®® According to Archbishop Pitirim
of Syktyvkar: “For the Orthodox it is so clear that to die for the faith and
the fatherland is a holy duty and a holy obligation. Warriors so killed are
saints [...] in Syria, in Afghanistan, or in Ukraine doesnt matter — they
are all saints if they act accordingly to military regulations and military
science.”” Metropolitan Mitrofan of Murmansk said in a homily that
the sacrifice on the battlefield is the highest possible summit of human
existence, which provides the family with a heavenly intercessor.®® Metro-
politan Matthew of Pskov said in a homily:

With faith our soldiers go into battle kissing their icon and keeping it
in their pockets. With prayer on their lips, rising from the trenches,
they go on combat missions, and the Lord and the Mother of God
keep them safe. And if they perish, they end up in paradise as martyrs
who gave their lives for their friends.*

Once again, we see a kind of militaristic ecumenism where the Muslims
and the Russian Orthodox speak with one voice. Literally on the same
day Apti Alaudinov, a commander of the Chechen unit “Akhmat,” ad-

% TIporomepeit Ilerp TIpumenko [Protoierei Piotr Gritsenko], “TIpasmaux
IMpeoGpaxenust TocmonHss B caMoM GOJIBIIOM 10 [UIOIMIAIH OIHHIAXKHOM XpaMe B
3oHe nposezieHuss CBO [Prazdnik Preobrazheniia Gospodnia v samom bol'shom po
ploshchadi blindazhnom khrame v zone provedeniia SVO],” min 01:01, posted by
Military Department of the Moscow Patriarchate, Telegram t.me/voennyotdel/6319/,
posted and accessed August 19, 2024.

% Uepomonax dasun (Jlereiina) [leromonakh David (Legeida)], “Her Gonbime Toi
JIF00BH, aIlle KTO MOJIOKHUT AYIITy CBOIO 3a apyru cBosi» (MH. 15:13) [Net bol'she toi
liubvi, ashche kto polozhit dushu svoiu za drugi svoia (Jn. 15,13)],” valaam.ru/publish-
ing/11125/, accessed August 22, 2024.,

¢ Bmansika [Tutupum [Vladyka Pitirim], “Live,” Occasion and place, min 21:58, post-
ed March, 21 2022, VK Video, vk.com/pitirim1961, accessed September 16, 2024.
Translation by the author.

% MypmaHckass 1 Monueropckass Emapxus [Murmanskaia i Monchegorskaia
Eparkhiia], “O raitre cmepti [O taine smerti],” Occasion and place, min 08:02, posted
Oct 12, 2023, youtu.be/IlzZVhA5QX30, accessed September 7, 2024.

¢ Mutpononur IlckoBckuit u IlopxoBckuit Mardeit [Mitropolit Pskovskii i
Porkhovskii Matfei], “CrioBo mutpononuta IlckoBckoro u I[TopxoBckoro Mardest Ha
npuHeceHue dynorBopHoro Kazanckoro obpasza Ilpecsstoii boropoauisl Bo rpas
INckoB [Slovo mitropolita Pskovskogo i Porkhovskogo Matfeia na prinesenie chudotvor-
nogo Kazanskogo obraza Presviatoi Bogoroditsy vo grad Pskov],” August 16, 2024, psk-
ov-eparhia.ru/archives/, accessed September 7, 2024, pskov-eparhia.ru/archives/65980,
accessed September 7, 2024. Translation by the author.
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dressed some Russian mothers, who feared that their 18-years-old sons,
conscripted to the army, may be killed: “No one will die who is not des-
tined to die. If you die defending your motherland, your faith in God,
you will enter paradise, and what may be better for a man, than paradise
on the way of the Almighty?””°

Taken together, these comments form a certain narrative that seems
coherent in its own way. According to Aleksandr Dugin, who from being
a fringe thinker became one of the most outspoken ideologists of the war,
if the war against Satan is a holy, sacred war, therefore martyrs and heroes
of this war are saints in the absolute sense of the word.”!

The meaning of this cult is greater than only having a mobilizing
effect. It has been said that “the appropriation of the war dead and their
commemoration in rituals of national mourning and through the crea-
tion of memorials during and after the war has the effect of establishing
social unity.””* However, this unity is established not only by forming
a community which venerates the martyrs, but also by identifying the
communities which refuse to take part in their veneration. It has been
said, that “martyrologies [...] function as a means of creating group iden-
tity, through sympathy or rejection of particular martyrs; martyrology de-
mands people take sides.”””> Once the sides have been taken, cleansing the
society form the “traitors” becomes an easier task. Moreover, it becomes
a sacred duty: if “our boys” are saints, dissent becomes sacrilege. It is no
coincidence that Vyacheslav Volodin, the Chairman of the State Duma,
said that the effect of the war is the consolidation of the nation around the
President.”* Cementing the dictatorship through repressions and political
terror becomes the goal of the war, rather than being its consequence.

7 Antn AnaymuHoB [Apti Alaudinov] «AXMAT CUJIA — POCCHUS MOILb —
AJUTAX BEJIMK!» [AKHMAT SILA — ROSSIIA MOSHCH’ — ALLAKH VELIK!],
min 03:15, posted August 18, 2024, Telegram, t.me/AptiAlaudinovAKHMAT/5337,
accessed September 20, 2024. Translation by the author.

"t Anexcanap Jlyrun [Aleksandr Dugin], Pycckas Teomorus Boiiusl. dumocodekmnit
Cobop, moceaménnelii mamatn Bmamnena Tartapckoro [Russkaia teologiia voiny.
Filosofskii Sobor, posviashchennyi pamiati Vladlena Tatarskogo],” min 34:20, posted
April 17, 2023 by Conuue Cesepa [Solntse Severa], YouTube, youtube.com/live/5de-
OuaAL2k, accessed August 16, 2024.

72 Sibylle Scheipers, ed., Heroism and the Changing Character of War (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2014), 5.

73 Paul Middleton, “What is martyrdom?,” Mortality. Promoting the interdisciplinary
study of death and dying Vol. 19 (2, 2014): 128.

74 “BsiyecnaB Bomoaun: cosmanne 3 QEeKTUBHON U YCTONYMBON SKOHOMHKH CTAJIO0
orBeToM Bammurrony m Bproccenro Ha maBinenue u cakuuH [Vjacheslav Volodin:
sozdanie jeffektivnoj I ustojchivoj jekonomiki stalo otvetom Vashingtonu I Brjusselju na
davlenie I sankcii],” July 26, 2003, duma.gov.ru/news/57666, accessed April 30, 2024.
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Conclusion

We can clearly see how the narrative of the Holy War is being constructed.
The Russian authorities are fulfilling God’s will, leading the saintly army;,
which confronts the demonic hosts. Those who die in this war are more
than heroes, but are venetrated as martyrs. However, there is an important
aspect which is easy to miss for a Western observer. While in the West the
expression Holy War brings associations with the crusades or with the ji-
had in the Islamic tradition, in Russia the designation of the war as “holy”
brings direct memories of the song “Holy War” (“Csiuennas BoiiHa”),
also known as “Arise, Mighty Country” (“Bcrasaii, crpana orpomHas”),
which is probably the most well-known song from the time of the WWII.
Thus, it is a powerful tool to represent the current war as the continua-
tion of the Great Patriotic War, the legitimacy of which is hardly doubted
in contemporary Russia. It is the victory in this war that has been chosen
as the focus of the new ideology, as the meeting point between what is
Orthodox and what is Soviet. The Victory Day has become a “Civil East-
er,” the event from the life of an atheist state has become a biblical drama.
Even Stalin has begun to be seen as a faithful Christian — at least in the
post-war period. There is no longer antagonism between Orthodoxy and
the Soviet ideology, as it was the same God, who was acting through the
Russian authorities and army then and now.”

For example, at the recent conference in Moscow “Holy War.
Transfiguration of Russia,” Metropolitan Kyrill of Stavropol, the head of
Synodal Department for Cooperation with the Armed Forces and Law
Enforcement, said that according to the state-wide census of 1937, the
vast majority of the country considered itself to be Orthodox Christians.
Marshal Zhukov took his daughter to the Lavra of St Sergius during the
persecutions of the Khrushchev era, Marshal Chuykov had a prayer folded
into his Communist party membership card after the battle of Stalingrad.
While the General Staff was under the charge of Aleksandr Vasilevsky — a
former seminarian and son of a priest, Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya, an icon-
ic partisan war hero was a granddaughter of a priest. General Karbyshev

75 See mpotonepeit Annpeit Koprmoukus [protoierej Andrej Kordochkin], “/pyroit
oroHb. I’ pasknanckas peanrus B Poccnn kak mpomykT ToTanutapmsma [Drugoj ogon’.
Grazhdanskaja religija v Rossii kak produkt totalitarizma],” April 9, 2025, novayag-
azeta.ru/articles/2025/04/09/drugoi-ogon, accessed May 15, 2025, also mpoTouepeit
Angpeii Kopnouxun [protoierej Andrej Kordochkin], “IToka TbI Ha Oproxe 1momis, Mbl
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5, 2025.
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helped to save the Lavra of St Sergius from closure in the 1930s.7° In a
homily pronounced in May 2016 Patriarch Kyrill described the Soviet
Army in the 1940’s as “Christ-loving” (xpucTomo06usslii) — but not be-
ing aware of it:

The Christ-loving army always fights for truth, against evil, and even
if the members of this army do not fully recognise themselves as
Christians, the nature of the Christ-loving army does not change be-
cause of this [...]. And therefore our army, even if there were no priests
in it and there was no common prayer (although personal, private
prayer was performed by almost every soldier), can safely be called a
Christ-loving army.”

This curious presentation of the Red Army as “anonymous Christians” is
visibly present in the “church of the armed forces.”

The world consists of a visible part and an invisible part. The visible
part is us, human beings, who perform labours and feats. But above us
there are heavenly patrons who help invisibly, even when we are not
aware of it. Those who are depicted below are not even aware of the
fact that the heavenly host is above them, which makes them a truly
invincible earthly army,

says archpriest Leonid Kalinin, the head of the artistic council for its
construction.”®

In 2015, the Minister of Culture, Vladimir Medinsky, said that the
Soviet war heroes should be treated as saints, and their lives should be
treated as pieces of hagiography, while those who show any doubt in them
will burn in hell.” Speaking about a partisan, Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya,
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he said that the house in which she spent the night before her execution
was a Golgotha, and “one can only treat her life as a life of saints.”® When
asked “who is the most important hero of the Great Patriotic War?” he
answered: “It is impossible to choose the most important hero here —
just as it is impossible to choose the most important saint among the
saints!”®" A “saint” is not a metaphor. While there is no public discussion
of canonizing Marshal Georgy Zhukov, the Foma magazine published a
hagiography-like article, presenting him as a faithful Orthodox Christian
throughout his life.*> He is portrayed in a similar way by his daughter,
who compares him to Suvorov in an interview published by the online
portal Pravoslavie back in 2004, when the resource was run by Fr Tikhon
Shevkunov, now Metropolitan of Crimea and the author of the book
“Unholy Saints” (“HecBsitbie cBstble,” “Nesviatye sviatye”)® Danilov
monastery in Moscow, which houses the Patriarchate headquarters, pub-
lished an article dedicated to him, called “The Warrior of Christ” (“Boun
Xpuctos,” “Voin Khristov”), which compares him riding a white horse
during the victory parade in Moscow in 1945 with the icon of St George,
his patron saint, on a horse defeating the dragon.®* A Bulgarian scholar
Milena Benovska-Subkova, exploring the veneration of the dead — the war
heroes and the saints — in the region of Tula, notes:

What is specific to the post-socialist context is the intensity and wide-
spread nature of the (political) veneration of the dead. It follows that
the political cult of the dead is not a Russian peculiarity, but there is
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still reason to believe that its large-scale character and specific tem-
poral and spatial context give it a certain Russian characteristic [...]
What is specific to the country is the strategy of reconciling seemingly
irreconcilable historical legacies [...] The monuments to communist
leaders are intact and coexist peacefully with the temples being rebuilt
or under construction and new sites of memory in general.¥

“Reconciling the irreconcilable” is a good expression to characterize the
ideology of the Holy War. Not only does this ideology express a political
myth as “a shared narrative shared by members of the political commu-
nity, simplified and emotionally coloured narratives that reduce complex
and contradictory historical processes to reduced and easy-to-understand
schemes,” but it also functions as a powerful legitimation tool. If the
Russian President leads a Holy War, this raises his status from being a civil
servant to that of a Divine agent, providing him not only with moral
legitimacy, but sacralising his regime.
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