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The primary global thrust of Catholic ecumenism is towards the Orthodox and other ancient Eastern Churches (Armenians, Copts, Ethiopians, Chaldeans etc), rather than towards the ecclesial bodies derived from the sixteenth century Protestant Reformation.


These Eastern Churches have preserved a valid episcopacy and priesthood and the seven sacraments. They venerate Our Lady and the Saints, they pray for their dead.

Our major disagreement is over the nature of papal jurisdiction. Other issues include the Filioque clause, the nature of the state of purification after death, the later Marian doctrines, the status of medieval church councils, and the remarriage of the divorced. Were there the will to resolve these dilemmas, we could rapidly find a way to do so – as indeed the re-union Council of Florence achieved in 1439. Sadly, Moscow and certain Greeks later repudiated the legitimate decisions of this General Council.

While relations between the Vatican and Patriarch Bartholomei of Constantinople, who ranks first in the Orthodox hierarchy, have generally been warm, relations with the Moscow Patriarchate have plunged back into a Siberian winter.

The recent creation of Roman Catholic dioceses in Russia, based on Moscow, Saratov, Novosibirsk and Irkutsk, for less than one million Catholics in Russia’s 140 million population, has provoked a reaction similar to the “Papal Aggression” hysteria of 1850 when Pope Pius IX restored the English Catholic hierarchy. Several foreign Catholic priests and one bishop have had their Russian visas cancelled, and been exiled from their parishes. 

On Jan.9th 2003 there was a report that the Holy See had refused a petition from the Russian Orthodox Patriarchate to remove Catholic Archbishop of Moscow, Tadeusz Kondrusiewicz, as a condition prior to renewing the ecumenical dialogue with Rome.

A report from the Department of External Church Relations of the Russian Orthodox Church on 25th June 2002 commented:

“With the erection of dioceses the Catholic Church in Russia has ceased to be a pastoral structure for national minorities, connected traditionally with Roman Catholicism, and has declared herself, as it were, a local church, with obligations and responsibilities of mission to the whole people, living on Russian territory. This step of Rome’s has not only put back any solution of the problem of proselytism, but has created a rival system in confrontation with Orthodoxy.

“The actions of Rome are perceived by the Orthodox as a throwback to the ecclesiology of the time of the Crusades, as a practical denial of the heritage of the Second Vatican Council, that is, of the epoch of dialogue and cooperation…..

“All this, without doubt, weakens the integrity and effectiveness of such witness, and, in this way works against the Christianisation and “enchurchment” of the people. Therefore the present politics of the Vatican in its relations with Russia are perceived by most of our compatriots as strongly inflicting serious damage upon the spiritual life of the Russian people.”

The international pronouncements of Alexei II – presently seriously ill - and his likely successor, Metropolitan Kirill of Smolensk, have been spiky enough with respect to alleged Catholic proselytism on the soil of Holy Russia. Russian language articles in the press are even more anti-Catholic:


“Along with the reforms in Russia, amidst the internal economic and political problems, there have appeared also spiritual problems which have come from abroad. The expansion of various types of sects, spread by internal enemies of the State, which openly seek the ruin of our people, has made it possible everywhere for different sect organisations to multiply. The most ruthless and aggressive of these, and at the same time hidden and secretive, are the Catholics. This is evoked by the traditional hostility to their presence in Russia by broad sectors of the population.


Moreover, this phenomenon is conditioned not merely by personal feeling, but as a reactive response to centuries-long Catholic enmity, which has forced the people of Russia to develop an immunity to their presence within the confines of our Fatherland, while the Latins, using God as a cover, occupy themselves more in the problems of a constructing a this-worldly organisation.“

This article, entitled “Spiritual Aggression” by Sergei Kotkalo, paints Catholicism as a foreign import into Russia. Only 19 out of 273 Catholic priests in Russia are Russian, only 19 out of 293 nuns have Russian citizenship. The fact that the majority of Catholic priests in Russia are Polish does not help. The national opera Boris Gudunoff is one example of how the Poles are traditionally portrayed as the historic enemies of Russia.

Kotkalo outlines the activities of Dominicans and Jesuits in the major cities, and lists all the other religious congregations active in Russia. Alarmingly, he continues:

“The one-time fascist agent Wojytla, now fulfilling the responsibilities of the Roman Pope John Paul II, “for the purpose of strengthening pastoral activity” raised the Apostolic Administrations for Latin–rite Catholics in Russia to the dignity of dioceses. At the same time the new dioceses were united in one church province (Metropolitanate)”

“The purposeful work of the Vatican in spreading its presence through Russia has led at the present time to a many-branched net of structures (Catholic parishes, societies, charitable organisations and funds, teaching institutions, printing presses etc) operating in our midst. This permits not only the realisation of a very wide range of objectives – e.g. monitoring the socio-political and economic conditions in our country - but also facilitates attempts, as opportunity arises, at influencing the internal and external politics of the State, by the creation of positions within the organs of power and government at various levels, and using the well-established links with a series of international non-governmental (also financial) organisations.

Elsewhere, at government level, on 30th October 2002, a working group of the Presidium of the State Council of the Russian Federation published a document entitled: “On the improvement of the activity of state and social institutes in combatting the manifestation of religious extremism in the Russian Federation.” The text states:

“Political and religious extremism is becoming one of the key factors weakening the Russian State and causing growing instability in society. 

“The tendency towards growing extremism on the religious level is on the whole conditioned by the existing contradictions in reciprocal relationships - as much between confessions as within them – produced by increasing religious expansion on the part of other states.

“Recently the Roman Catholic Church has increased its missionary activity within the traditionally Orthodox territories of the Russian Federation. Tensions in relations between the Moscow Patriarchate and the Vatican have increased following the decision of the Roman Pope John Paul II to raise the status of the four administrative structures of the RC Church to the level of eparchies, and the declaration of the territory of Russia as an ecclesiastical province headed by a Metropolitan.  

“Work is being actively pursued to strengthen the parish structure, increase its numbers, win the favour of certain priests and leaders of the Russian Orthodox Church, with the aim of their conversion to Catholicism. As a result there is a sharpened confrontation with the Russian Orthodox Church. 

“The creation of such a church in Russia in fact signifies the challenge thrown down to Orthodoxy, itself rooted in the territory of our nation for many centuries. Such a thing has never before taken place in the history of our country.”

“Catholicism’s expansionism and proselytism appears as nothing other than a corrosive activity in the relations of traditional confessional life of our historical State

“This terrorism in the province of the spirit, this aggression directly aimed and expressed against Orthodoxy, corresponds exactly to the political directives of the State Department of the USA, and the fierce ideologue behind it, the pathological Russophobe Zbigniew Brzeżinski”

“Throughout the country waves of spontaneous meetings have begun and continued to grow, issuing appeals to the authorities “to stop Catholic expansion on Russian territory.” Our people, as in former times, will not accept insult. It pertains to the leaders of state authority to work strenuously, according to the proverb: “The pike is there so that the carp don’t doze off,” and remembering the legacy of our ancestors: “We have no need of what is foreign, and we won’t surrender what is our own.”  

Here we witness a regression to the mentality of Soviet or Tsarist times. The Tsars allowed Catholic churches to be built for Polish and German immigrants, but for a Russian Orthodox to convert to Catholicism was a criminal offence. Unfortunately Orthodoxy in general suffers from this nationalistic tendency to fall back for support upon the State, when it feels threatened by foreign influences.

In Britain, the Russian Orthodox Diocese of Sourozh has three bishops resident. Britain is hardly the canonical territory of the Russian Orthodox Church, yet we do not object to their presence. Additionally there are six Orthodox bishops of the Constantinople Patriarchate in the UK. Personally, I appreciate their witness in our midst to an ancient and beautiful tradition.

Throughout Russia, thousands of Protestant prayer houses of multitudinous sects have opened. The Orthodox hierarchy, with their 19,000 parishes, seem more upset about the 200 Catholic parishes. Meanwhile Moscow continues its propaganda war against the eastern-rite Catholics in Ukraine. This is a sad situation. During this Octave of Prayer for Christian Unity let us pray for a deeper will for unity in the East, as well as in ourselves. 

