! Some persons and

quotes are not identi-
fied because of ongo-
ing concerns for their

safety.
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“Peace Unto AllI”—When Peace
Becomes Controversial

Andrey Kordochkin

“Peace Unto All” (www.mir-vsem.
info) was established in Germany
in October 2023, when it became
clear that the persecution of anti-war
priests in Russia had become system-
atic. At the time, around ten priests
were sanctioned for refusing to recite
the prayer for the “Victory of Holy
Rus” and for publicly opposing the
so-called “holy war.” The founders,
Father Valerian Dunin-Barkovsky,
journalist Svetlana Neplikh-Thomas,
musician Pavel Fahritdinov, and this
writer, recognized the need for action.
Today, “Peace Unto All” provides
or coordinates direct assistance for
around thirty priests, most of whom
have been targeted for refusing to re-
cite the infamous prayer. Some priests
supported by the foundation have fled
Russia, while others remain, some un-
der anonymity, to protect themselves
and their families.

Repression’

Shortly after the full-scale invasion,
300 priests of the Russian Orthodox
clergy published an open letter ad-
dressed to those responsible for the
war on March 1, 2022, just after the
Sunday of the Last Judgment, and just
before Forgiveness Sunday.

We, priests and deacons of the
Russian Orthodox Church, each
on his own behalf, appeal to all on
whom the end of the fratricidal

war in Ukraine depends. We call
for reconciliation and an immedi-
ate ceasefire.

We make this appeal following
Sunday of the Last Judgment
and shortly before Forgiveness
Sunday.

The Last Judgment awaits every
person. Neither earthly authori-
ties nor doctors, nor guards will
protect anyone from this judge-
ment. Concerned about the salva-
tion of all who consider themself
children of the Russian Orthodox
Church, we do not want them to
appear at this judgment with the
heavy burden of mothers’ curses.
We remind those who give mur-
derous orders that the Blood of
Christ shed by the Savior for the
life of the world will be received
in the sacrament of Communion
not for life but for eternal
torment.

We mourn the trial that our broth-
ers and sisters in Ukraine have
been undeservedly subjected to.

We remind you that the life of ev-
eryone is a priceless and unique
gift of God, and therefore we
wish the return of all soldiers—
both Russian and Ukrainian—to
their homes and families, safe and
sound.



We are greatly saddened thinking
about the abyss that our children
and grandchildren in Russia and
Ukraine will have to overcome to
once again become friends with
each other, respect and love each
other.

We respect the God-given free-
dom of man and believe that the
people of Ukraine should make
their choice themselves, not at
gunpoint, without pressure from
the West or the East.

In anticipation of Forgiveness
Sunday, we remind you that the
gates of paradise are opened to
anyone, even grave sinners, if
they ask for forgiveness from
those whom they humiliat-
ed, insulted, despised, or from
those whom they killed or or-
dered to kill. There is no other
way but forgiveness and mutual
reconciliation.

“The voice of your brother’s blood
cries out to Me from the ground.
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So now you are cursed from
the earth, which has opened its
mouth to receive your brother’s
blood from your hand,” God said
to Cain, who envied his younger
brother. Woe to everyone who
realizes that these words are ad-
dressed to them personally.

Non-violent calls for peace and for
an end to the war should not be
forcibly suppressed and consid-
ered as a violation of the law, for
such is the divine commandment:
“Blessed are the peacemakers.”

We call on all warring parties to
dialogue —there is no other alter-
native to violence. Only the abili-
ty to hear the other can give hope
for escaping from the abyss into
which our countries were thrown
in just a few days.

Let yourself and all of us enter
Great Lent in the spirit of faith,

hope and love.

Stop the war.?

Founders of “Peace
Unto All” priests
Valerian Dunin-Bar-
kovsky and Andrey
Kordochkin, and
musician Pavel
Fahritdinov.

2 https:/ /belar-
us2020.churchby.
info/appeal-of-cler-
gy-of-the-russian-or-
thodox-church-for-
reconciliation-and-
ending-the-war/
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3 Discrediting love.
The path to preaching
about human strength
and the armed

forces. https:/ /
novyagazeta.ru/ar-
ticles/2022/03/09/
diskreditatsiia-liubvi.

* https:/ / kostro-
mamitropolia.ru/
news/12747/
?sphrase_id=10952.

Shttps:/ /www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=_
ubNHgajUQL

¢Vladimir Putin
speaking at the Valdai
Economic Forum,

18 October 2018,
https:/ /www.you-
tube.com /watch?v=I-
JchFG8bYFK.

Father Ioann Burdin.
Source: https:/ /
shaltnotkill.info/.
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This was not the first open letter
signed by the Russian clergy. Back in
2019, a group of clergy signed a let-
ter regarding the so-called “Moscow
case:” electoral violations were fol-
lowed by massive protests, which
were violently suppressed by the po-
lice. Many were detained, and some
were subjected to criminal prosecu-
tion. The clergy asked for peace and
justice. While some signatories of
the letter were subjected to pressure,
no serious consequences followed,
and the Chairman of the Synodal
Department for Church Relations
with Society and the Media, Vladimir
Legoyda, said that there would be no
repercussions.

In 2022, things were very different.
In March, new legislation was intro-
duced that defined any criticism of
the war as “discrediting the Russian
army.” Even the word “war” may
not be used in public: officially, it is
a “Special Military Operation,” not a
war. Many of those who signed the
letter were called by FSB officers and
their bishops, but those who went fur-
ther than signing have become true
confessors.

The first victim of repression was
Father Ioann Burdin, from the dio-
cese of Kostroma. He was denounced

by his own parishioners, and a dioc-
esan spiritual court condemned him
to a fine for a sermon on Forgiveness
Sunday in March 2022. He later said in
an interview:

I believe, feel, and know that
during the Liturgy I stand before
God. It's not that some kind of
fire descends upon me, I won't lie,
it doesn’t. But I believe that you
cannot deceive God. Pretending
that nothing has happened in the
world is a lie before God. And any
lie is obvious to Him. That is why
I said what I said. I revealed my-
self before God, who always asks
a person who he is. Just as the per-
son who reported me to the police
revealed himself. And no one can
be blamed for this; no one can be
denied the freedom that God has
given him. Yes, freedom can be a
tragedy, but that’s just how it is.?

He was later suspended from the
priesthood by the court, citing
Apostolic Canon 25. Allegedly, “blas-
phemy against the church” was found
in the materials he published on his
blog and deemed a violation of his
priestly vows.*

Shortly after, another priest, Father
Ioann Kurmoyarov, ended up in
prison, sentenced for three years. In
his videos dedicated to the war with
Ukraine, he criticized Russia’s aggres-
sion from the perspective of Christian
doctrine. A fragment where Father
Ioann says that Russian military per-
sonnel who had killed in Ukraine
would go to hell, not heaven, be-
came popular.® Challenging Vladimir
Putin’s claim that “we will die as
martyrs,”® Father Ioann said: “Blessed
peacemakers are the ones who will
end up in paradise—'peacemakers'—
do you see the problem? And those



who unleashed aggression, they will
not be in paradise.” He was freed
from prison on August 1, 2024. We
assisted his transfer to France using a
humanitarian visa.

More recently, Father Nikolay
Savchenko from St Petersburg was
arrested in his church on March 22,
2025, and was imprisoned for 14 days
for posting a photo with a Ukrainian
flag on social media in 2014, eleven
years earlier!

On September 27, 2022, the webpage
of the Moscow Patriarchate pub-
lished a “Prayer for the Holy Rus,”
the reading of which later became
compulsory at the Divine Liturgy in
all Russian churches. This infamous
prayer describes Russia and Ukraine
as “one nation”, implicitly deny-
ing Ukrainians’ right to a national
identity and sovereign state. It also
describes Russia, or Holy Rus, as a
victim of some external hostile force,
thus presenting Russia as a victim
rather than an aggressor. Finally, it
explicitly calls for Russian victory
rather than peace and reconciliation.
The case of Father loann Koval is a
stark example of church repression,
as he was defrocked for changing
the word “victory” to “peace” in this
prayer. When Vladimir Legoyda,
who offered forgiveness to signato-
ries of the 2019 open letter, was asked
in an interview about the persecution
of the priests who refuse to read this
prayer, he replied: “A priest, like a
military man, takes an oath. And if
he deviates from it, punishment is in-
evitable.”” It seems that the Moscow
Patriarchate today identifies itself in
terms of a paramilitary structure, in
which loyalty and obedience are the
main virtues. Shortly before this in-
terview, Legoyda’s 90-year-old fa-
ther was killed by a Russian soldier
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who, like many others, was liberated
from prison in exchange for joining
the army. Like all Russian soldiers,
Vladimir Putin declared him part
of Russia’s new elite, and Patriarch
Kyrill promised him forgiveness
for his sins should he die on the

battlefield.

Peace Unto All has also exposed the
mechanisms of repression within
the Moscow Patriarchate. When one
priest was called before the diocesan
disciplinary commission for refusing
to recite the “Prayer for Holy Rus,”
we published the recorded proceed-
ings, revealing how canon law is be-
ing used as a tool of political control.

Father Ioann Kurmo-
yarov.

Father Ioann Koval

7 Vladimir Legoyda
on defrocking for
refusing to pray for
victory: it is inevitable.
https:/ /regnum.ru/
article/3907087.
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Father Nikolay
Savchenko in a
photo from 2014 for
which he was arrest-
ed and imprisoned.

8“What kind of
commission is this,
Creator?” How a
priest who refus-

es to read a prayer
for the “Victory of
Holy Russia” is being
judged.https:/ /www.
mir-vsem.info/ post/
YTO-3a-KOMYCCHSI-
cosaaTeanb
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Here is a part of the interrogation to
which the priest was subjected:®

“The text doesn’t say that anyone
has to kill anyone. Have you con-
sidered that perhaps you misun-
derstood those words?

Do you still persist in these be-
liefs? Do you find the text of this
prayer unacceptable? Do you re-
alize, yes, that you have thereby
violated the priestly oath you had
signed before ordination?

Divide and conquer has been a
principle since ancient Rome.
Now it’s to divide the Church
into those who read prayer and
those who don’t read prayer. We
really don’t have enough cler-
ics. And if everyone is suspend-
ed, you know. . . So, maybe you
should look at this prayer in a
different way?

Europe is now Sodom and
Gomorrah—do you understand
that? Even their bishops are mak-
ing colored crosses for themselves,
in LGBT colors!

His Holiness blessed this prayer.
He and others must have thought
about the text, not just sent it. If
people start interpreting some

points in their own way, we can
only throw up our hands. In fact,
the prayeris good . .. And there is
a thing called Church Discipline”. It
is a very good thing, so that the
Church does not turn into a com-
munity of people who do not un-
derstand who is to the right, who
is to the left . . . All the same, now
we—priests, laymen —can help
only with prayers. And I think
this dissent is only harmful.

Do you oppose yourself to the
whole Church, which reads this
prayer? Do you think that your
opinion is correct here, and the
others are wrong? If the whole
Church prays and you do not,
then you think that everyone else
is wrong?”

“My opinion is that I cannot join
in that,” replies the priest.

Those who take this position accept the
consequences. Here are their voices.

“I remember the [day after the
war started] very well. My fa-
ther’s birthday was 25 February.
It was the last day we saw each
other. For more than two years
now, I haven’t spoken to my fa-
ther and brother. For them, I am
a traitor. I did not realize then
that [the invasion] would lead
to hundreds of thousands of
deaths, but I already understood
that I would be required to bless
soldiers to go to a criminal fratri-
cidal war. That’s when I realized
that the dictator had finally gone
insane, and it was time to get a
passport. So, I did.”

Shortly after, the priest recorded a
video where he said: “Take care of
yourself, your family, it will not be



easier for anyone if you are fined or
imprisoned. Run away, God is no lon-
ger here”. Soon, he received a phone
call from acquaintances from the fac-
tory that sponsored his church and
was told that the management was
preparing some kind of action, after
which the bishop would suspend him.
He fled to Armenia. Threats followed,
so he went to Montenegro and then to
France, which granted him a human-
itarian visa.

Another priest that we are helping
says, “God calls for love, but the
Church calls for war.” He recalls that
in his childhood—in the late Soviet
years—everything was saturated with
books, films, and stories about the vic-
tory in the Great Patriotic War. “And
whether we want to or not, we still per-
ceive everything through these films,”
he believes. “When we were a coun-
try under attack, I could understand
that we prayed for victory. But when
we are the attackers . . . Whatever the
problems are, to solve them in this
way, I think it's not Christian.” He
is convinced that Christian faith and
morality limit our methods of achiev-
ing even the most just things. “You
know, there is a meme: ‘Dad, what if
we kill all the bad people, will there be
only good people left?” ‘No, son, there
will only be murderers left.” At least
that's how I read the Gospel.”

When another priest refused to
read the prayer, he was suspended.
Finding a secular job was not easy: in
a small town, everyone knows every-
one, and no one wants to show dis-
loyalty. He says, “Sometimes, people
I don’t know greet me on the street.
When parishioners see me, they lower
their eyes or pretend not to notice ”

Feelingostracizediscommon. “Iwould
come to the cathedral, and no one

Tuae WHEEL 41-42 | Summer-Fall 2025

would look me in the eyes, everyone
would avoid me, would not greet me,
would not talk to me,” says another
priest.

How do we help?

The war has revealed a crisis with-
in not only the Moscow Patriarchate
but the global Orthodox communi-
ty. A defrocked priest may appeal to
the Ecumenical Patriarchate to be re-
stored to the sacred orders. However,
this process is difficult if no bish-
op is ready to accept him, and there
has been no sign of solidarity for
repressed priests from other local
Orthodox Churches. Sergey Chapnin,
Director of Communications at the
Orthodox Christian Studies Centre
of Fordham University, addressed
the All-American Council of the
Orthodox Church in America with
an open letter’, asking for solidarity,
understanding, and aid for the perse-
cuted. The OCA bishops ignored the
letter and would not permit Chapnin
to present his report “The Persecution
of Clergy in Russia since 2022.”

At present, “Peace Unto All” is the
main channel allowing the Orthodox
faithful to offer financial aid to these
contemporary confessors. But “Peace
Unto All” has never been only about
money. We provide these courageous
priests with a sense of solidarity—es-
pecially those in remote regions, cut
off from their peers. We also give them
a platform to make their voices heard.
Through our Telegram channel and
video sermons featured on NO Media,
run by Nobel Prize-winning newspa-
per “Novaya Gazeta,” these priests
speak to thousands, amplifying the
voices of those who are silenced.

When the Manifesto of the “World
Russian People’s Council” came out,

° https:/ / sobornost.
cc/ ?fbclid=IwY2xjaw-
NOYaJleHRuA2FI-
bQIXMABicmIkET-
FAUDMwUzBxaVVn-
MmVISVZEAR7D-

MyqpgFHiVfa_

tloZ1xBr1174vwU-

wAsCSz1DFx-
Cr1D5zuoRC-

4c4y AlTAmMgQ_aem_

hwJ68hOE3rZN-
Za8Hq5ZpSQ
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10 Priests from the
“Peace Unto All”
project comment on
the “Instruction of
the Russian People’s
Council”. https:/ /
www.mir-vsem.info /
post/ cBsimeHHNKN-
[IPOEKTa-MUp-BCeM-
KOMMEHTUPYIOT-
HaKa3-pyccKOro-
HapoAHOro-cobopa

" https:/ /t.me/
lantratovaDO-
BRO/9117.
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three priests affiliated with “Peace
Unto All” spoke out, subjecting it to
severe criticism."

Through these efforts, we have shown
the world that the Russian Orthodox
Church is not a monolith that whol-
ly supports Putinism and the War.
Priests like Father Vadim Perminov
have become heroes, with documen-
taries like “The Suspended” reaching
hundreds of thousands of viewers.
The narrative of Russian priests re-
sisting the war has gained attention,
and every major Russian-speaking
opposition media organization has
covered their stories.

This support is crucial for anti-war
Russians,  especially  Orthodox
Christians, many of whom have
stopped attending church or partici-
pating in public worship. Letters and
comments on our videos show that
for many of them, “Peace Unto All”
is their only remaining connection to
the Church.

Criticism from Russian officials and
the Moscow Patriarchate

The activity of our fund was not well
received by the Russian state or the
Moscow Patriarchate. Some of the
attacks in the media made us smile.
For example, one headline read, “A
Stranglehold for Priests, *“Peace Unto
All”" is a Recruitment Structure of the
CIA.” Among other things, the article
declares:

“The emissaries of the project
find priests who are inclined to
betrayal (unbelieving liberals,
sodomites, fornicators, treasury
thieves, etc.) and make them an
‘offer that cannot be refused.’
They promise to restore them to
priestly ranks, offer them money

and a parish in Europe, when they
transfer to the Patriarchate of
Constantinople and the Orthodox
Church of Ukraine . . . On their
bases, Washington is trying to
form an ‘alternative Russian
church’ that denies Orthodox
dogma, is tolerant of LGBT (rec-
ognized as an extremist commu-
nity in the Russian Federation),
and stands on positions of radical
Russophobia.”

However, some more serious steps
have been taken. On April 24, 2025,
Yana Lantratova, Chairman of the
State  Duma Committee for the
Development of Civil Society, Public
and Religious Associations, pub-
lished a post on her Telegram channel
called Spiritual Sabotage.’ in which
she says, The Russian Orthodox
Church has always been and remains
the spiritual bulwark of our state . . .
“Peace Unto All” is trying to break
the priests’ faith in their country and
impose alien values.”

Attached was a 6-page petition, ad-
dressed to the chief prosecutor of the
Moscow region, accusing “Peace Unto
All” of certain activities that are con-
sidered subversive, such as claiming
that Russia is an aggressor in the cur-
rent war, publishing criticisms of the
Russian penal system, and questioning
the legitimacy of Russian elections.

“Taking into account of the
above”, she writes, “it appears
that the activities of the organiza-
tion “Peace Unto All” are clearly
anti-Russian in nature . . . a threat
to the foundations of the con-
stitutional order and security of
Russia.”

Lantratova calls for “Peace Unto
All” to be declared an “undesired



organization,” to have its founders
declared “foreign agents,” to block its
website, and “to take other prosecu-
torial response measures.” Although
“undesired” seems to be a mild expres-
sion, in fact, it puts us close to terrorists
and extremists: all forms of donation
and collaboration become illegal, and
the governing members of the group
are subject to criminal liability.

Her initiative was immediately sup-
ported by Vakhtang Kipshidze, the
assistant to Vladimir Legoyda, men-
tioned earlier. In his turn, he expressed
solidarity with Yana Lantratova, call-
ing “Peace Unto All” a “maggot’ of a
structure, which seeks to become an
alternative Russian church.”

On August 15, 2025 “Peace Unto All”
was declared an “undesired orga-
nization” by the State Office of the
Attorney General.

Why resist?

When people ask me about “Peace
Unto All,” I often think about Germany,
and the difficult history of its church in
the twentieth century.

In 1934, the German Church signed
the Barmen declaration, claiming that
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it was being thwarted and infiltrated
by Nazi ideology. I believe that this
declaration gave the otherwise mor-
ally compromised Church the right
to repent for its complicity and speak
again after the end of the war.

If this is true, does the letter demanding
an immediate ceasefire, which came
out on March 1, 2022, and was signed
by some 300 priests, leave a door open
for the Russian Church to speak out in
the future? “Peace Unto All” continues
this letter’s one-time message as an on-
going proclamation, resisting the doc-
trine of the “Holy War.”

One day, Putinism and the war will
end. What will happen then? The
Russian Church, like Russian soci-
ety, will have to take responsibility
for its future. The history of post-war
Germany shows us that the voice of
a persecuted minority can serve as
a guiding light for a nation—and a
Church—seeking redemption after
the fall of a dictatorship. Just as the
Confessing Church played a key role
in resisting Nazi ideology and lat-
er helped shape Germany’s moral
rebirth, the voices of the persecuted
Russian clergy could serve as a foun-
dation for renewal and healing with-
in the Russian Orthodox Church. &

Rev. Andrey Kordochkin is a cleric of the Archdiocese
of Belgium and Exarchate of the Netherlands and Lux-
embourg (Ecumenical Patriarchate), and co-founder
of Peace to All (Mir Vsem) Foundation.
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