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Section 4 (moderated by Hans Burger) 

 

9:00 – 9:30, David Kulke, Imperial Teleology and Ecclesial Subjectivity: The Heritage of 

the Kyivan Rus’ between Russian Imperial Appropriation and Ukrainian Self-Assertion 

 

The heritage of the Kyivan Rusʹ stands at the centre of one of the most consequential ecclesial 

disputes in Europe. Only since the end of the seventeenth century did Russian imperial 

historiography begin to incorporate the baptism of 988 and the broader legacy of the Kyivan 

Rusʹ into a teleological narrative culminating in Moscow, thereby absorbing the ecclesial 

history of Ukraine into an “all-Russian” continuum. In this framework, the Kyivan tradition is 

deprived of theological agency and reduced to the prologue of an imperial ecclesiology. Yet 

this imperial paradigm has not remained confined to its original context. It has too often been 

adopted and reproduced in Western scholarship. Decades-old publications — which 

unfortunately remain standard reference works to this day — still speak of the “Baptism of 

Russia” and present Ukrainian Christianity as a regional variant of a larger Russian whole, often 

without critical reflection on the historiographical presuppositions involved. 

This paper argues that imperial church historiography functions as a colonizing practice 

precisely through such transnational adoption and reproduction. Decolonizing church history 

thus entails not only exposing Russian imperial appropriations of the Kyivan heritage but also 

confronting the epistemic responsibility of academia in the West. The modern Ukrainian effort 

to reframe its ecclesial past — frequently dismissed as “nationalization” — must therefore be 

understood as an act of epistemic restoration and ecclesial self-assertion. Focusing on the 

Kyivan Rusʹ as the crystallization point of competing origin narratives, the paper proposes 

criteria for a decolonized church historiography. In times of polarization, academic and 

theological integrity does not consist in false neutrality, but in critically interrogating inherited 

imperial teleologies and restoring suppressed ecclesial subjectivity. 

 

9:30 – 10:00, Anni-Maria Hannunen, Biblical Justification of Kirill’s War Rhetoric 

 

The leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Kirill, has supported Russia’s military 

actions in Ukraine by declaring that the war is part of a broader metaphysical struggle between 

Russia and the West. In this narrative, Russia represents a divine force tasked with resisting the 

sinful Western way of life, the Antichrist, and the end of the world. 

I examine which biblical passages Kirill employs in his statements and what functions they 

serve in his argumentation. I analyze the statements using Stephen Toulmin’s modern model of 

argumentation, which offers a controlled and effective method for uncovering the implicit 

assumptions embedded within the argument, enabling their critical evaluation. I then analyze 

the biblical references in their own context, examining their original meaning and function. 

This makes it possible to critically evaluate the hermeneutical principles Kirill applies. 

Preliminary findings indicate that Kirill primarily draws on the New Testament, emphasizing 

Christ’s sacrificial love and Christian love of one’s neighbour. Although the use of biblical 

references is relatively limited, they play a significant role in the argumentation, as they 

function mainly as backing that strengthens the warrant, thereby enhancing the credibility of 

Kirill’s claims. 

 

10:00 – 10:30, Heta Hurskainen, In the shadows of the Russian (Orthodox) world: Small 

churches operating under the radar 

 

Among scholars, there is broad agreement on the Russian Orthodox Church’s active role in 

creating and supporting the “Russian World” ideology, both within Russia and in the context 
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of Russia’s war against Ukraine. Differences in emphasis remain, particularly concerning the 

extent to which the Russian Orthodox Church operates independently of the state in its 

promotion of this ideology. However, a clear research gap exists regarding the role of “small 

churches” in Russia and how they may support or align with Russian World ideology. The 

Russian World is therefore not solely an Orthodox issue, even if it is most prominently 

expressed within the Russian Orthodox Church. 

In this presentation, I aim to provide analytical tools for distinguishing the specifically 

“Orthodox” dimensions of the Russian World ideology and to examine the role of Protestant 

churches operating in Russia—specifically, whether and how they remain under the radar, and 

from whose perspective, in discussions of the Russian World. 

I will unpack three concepts associated with the Russian World ideology – “negative Western 

influence,” “the national,” and “traditional values”– and explore how their interconnections 

have shaped the experiences of Protestant churches in Russia from the 1990s to the present. I 

will also examine how the position of these churches is linked to the evolving relationship 

between the Russian Orthodox Church and the state. 


