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Patriarch Kirill's War

V.M.

READING ROOM

Stream of Consciousness

Patriarch Kirill’s recent-
ly published book, WAR: 
Beyond the Visible Causes and 
Consequences, summarizes 
much of what he has said 
and experienced in recent 
years and is, in essence, a 
document of church histo-
ry, a testimony to the state of 
the Russian Church.

***

The book begins with the words: “This 
is not about politics, but about some-
thing else, something far more im-
portant. It is about human salvation… 
We have entered into a struggle that 
has not a physical but a metaphysical 
significance.” 

And the rest of the book is devoted to 
this struggle in the past and present, 
while eternal salvation turns out to be 
linked not so much to faith in Christ 
(which, as we shall see, will even prove 
to be optional) as to sacrifice in the war 
for the Fatherland. 

***

The book is not a political manifes-
to, much less a Christian sermon—al-
though it contains quite a few refer-
ences to politics and Christianity. It is 
rather a recorded stream of thoughts 
and exhortations. The themes inter-
mingle, flow into one another, and are 

repeated in new words. They offer no 
justification, rely on no sources, inter-
pret some facts arbitrarily, and com-
pletely ignore others; to analyze their 
logic, one must examine the entire 
book as a whole.

“The Redemptive Significance of 
War”

The framework and leitmotif of the 
entire book is, of course, the Great 
Patriotic War. This theme appears in 
one form or another in every chapter 
and even on nearly every page. The 
war becomes the main, central event—
and all arguments are related to it in 
one way or another.

For Patriarch Kirill, the war is not a ca-
tastrophe, nor even a punishment from 
God (p. 218); it evolves into a spiritu-
al phenomenon that defines every as-
pect of human life. And since it was a 
war for the truth, and our people tri-
umphed through prayer and faith, it 
came to be called a holy war (see pp. 
92–93).

The war shaped the world map: “If it 
weren’t for the heroic deeds of our an-
cestors, there would be no Poland, no 
Czech Republic, and no Baltic states to-
day” (p. 229)—and any disagreement 
with this is equated with Nazi ideolo-
gy (see p. 231).

And although “the consequences of 
the war left a profound mark on the 
lives of our people” (p. 146), “the war 
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fundamentally changed our people’s 
sense of identity” (p. 135) and even: 
“The Great Patriotic War revealed to us 
God’s truth about ourselves” (p. 66).

***

The author’s most important prem-
ise is that the war has redemptive sig-
nificance. “Everyone knows what hap-
pened to our people after the bloody 
events of the early 20th century… How 
much injustice, evil, and human suf-
fering there was. But the Lord washed 
away this injustice and this evil with 
the blood of our fathers. . . And that is 
why we must be imbued with a special 
understanding of the redemptive sig-
nificance of the Great Patriotic War—
this is the religious understanding” (p. 
65). In other words, “the multitude of 
sacrifices of the Great Patriotic War be-
came a response to the sacrifices of in-
nocent people, to the temporary apos-
tasy of the majority of the people from 
the faith” (p. 110).

In one passage of the book, however, it 
is stated that “war has a sinful nature” 
(p. 214). Thus, it turns out that a) some-
thing redemptive is possible outside 
the sacrificial death of Christ the Savior 
on the Cross, b) people can redeem 
themselves (p. 219), and c) redemption 
can be accomplished by a means that is 
sinful by its very nature.

The Value System of War

In the book, the author introduces sev-
eral key concepts related to war that 
serve as means of achieving Victory.

One of the main concepts in 
Patriarch Cyril’s system of values 
is the Fatherland. Reverence for the 
Fatherland—patriotism—is religious 
in nature; the Fatherland takes on 
the character of a deity to whom sac-
rifices are offered. Sacrifices for the 

Fatherland “wash away all the sins a 
person has committed” (p. 41).

The concept of duty is of paramount 
importance. Duty is a moral sentiment 
that enables one to face death without 
fear (see p. 79).

Furthermore, it is confidence in the righ-
teousness of one’s cause (see p. 36). That 
is, there is no room here for analysis, 
dialogue, or doubt. All that is need-
ed is selfless devotion (see p. 170) and 
complete confidence in one’s own 
righteousness, in the fact that God is 
on our side (see p. 164).

The consequence of duty and confi-
dence in one’s cause is strength of spirit 
(see p. 73). Strength of spirit, in turn, 
gives the will to win. “Without the will 
to win, a soccer team cannot win” (p. 
59). But from victory in soccer, the au-
thor then moves on to “national vic-
tory” (p. 61). And this leads to a heroic 
deed. A heroic deed is viewed as a con-
sequence of moral law and is defined 
as self-sacrifice. It is asserted that 
“great achievements are attained only 
through heroic deeds” (p. 46).

A heroic deed implies self-sacrifice, a 
willingness to make a sacrifice. Sacrifice 
is considered an essential condition for 
victory—the sacrifice of one’s own life. 
“We must ask ourselves: Is there really 
anything worth giving our lives for?” 
(p. 20).

At the same time, the value of life it-
self turns out to be insignificant. “The 
weakness of modern people lies in their 
pampering by the fruits of civilization. 
It is precisely among such people that 
the idea takes root that life is the most 
important thing and that there are no 
values higher than life” (p. 30).

The sacrifice made to achieve Victory 
is offered for the sake of the Fatherland. 
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“The Fatherland was perceived as a 
great sanctuary, and therefore peo-
ple were ready to give their lives for 
it.” (p. 19) “From a religious perspec-
tive, a life given for the Fatherland—
for that very spiritual core—and the 
feat of the new martyrs are united in 
a great sacrifice to God, offered for the 
salvation of our Fatherland” (p. 22). 
At the same time, the Gospel’s words 
about eternal life fully apply to those 
who have made sacrifices for the 
Fatherland (see p. 25). To give one’s 
life for the Fatherland is “the most 
vivid testimony that a person is im-
mortal” (p. 26). Immortality, in turn, 
is understood precisely as the contin-
uation of life “beyond the grave” (see 
p. 19).

As a result, “anyone who now ‘dies in 
the line of duty’ is undoubtedly per-
forming an act equivalent to a sacrifice. 
He sacrifices himself for others. And 
therefore we believe that this sacrifice 
washes away all the sins a person has 
committed” (p. 41).

It is repeatedly stated that “there are 
no atheists in war” (pp. 68, 141, 219)—
which means that all those who have 
died in war are already believers. Of 
course, it is acknowledged that “any 
use of armed forces for aggressive pur-
poses is a sin,” but since the Christ-
loving army fights exclusively against 
evil, even if the members of this army 
are not Christians, it does not cease to 
be Christ-loving (see p. 91).

As we can see, faith in Christ and His 
sacrifice on the Cross is not among the 
fundamental concepts, and in such a 
value system, a person doesn’t need to 
renounce their sins.

Enemies All Around

One of the book’s most important 
themes, justifying the continuation of 

war in modern life, is that the Fatherland 
is surrounded by enemies—both in the 
past and today.

“Mighty forces rise up against Holy 
Russia; time and again they seek to de-
stroy and enslave its people” (p. 50). 
“Once again, the enemy is rallying 
against Holy Russia. By the grace of 
God, Russia has become a mighty, tru-
ly invincible military power, but there 
are still those beyond Russia’s borders 
who seek to seize our country by force” 
(p. 164). “In Europe, a neo-Nazi ideolo-
gy is resurging and being imposed…” 
(p. 100). “Our Motherland has once 
again faced an evil that threatens, at 
the very least, the Russian world” (p. 
128). “Why do Russia, Ukraine, and 
Belarus seem to be a thorn in the side 
of the Western world? The answer is 
simple: it all comes down to the values 
we uphold, which form the foundation 
of our spiritual and cultural identity” 
(p. 198).

Western values seek to infiltrate and 
subjugate Russia, depriving it of its 
most precious asset—sovereignty. 
After all, this makes it easier to con-
vince people that going to war is 
necessary.

Sometimes the desire to portray the 
entire world as hostile leads to absur-
dities. For example, the significance 
of the anti-Hitler coalition is denied. 
“Wouldn’t we have won anyway? 
Undoubtedly, we would have” (p. 77). 
“This was not a war against Germany; 
it was a war against all of Europe, 
which found itself under the heel of 
German fascism” (p. 95). However, 
when the author needs to point out 
that Stalinism, though bad, was better 
than Nazism, he offers the following 
argument: “After all, the West entered 
into a coalition with Stalin against 
Hitler, not with Hitler against Stalin” 
(p. 102)—which means that when it 
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suits his purpose, he is quite willing to 
mention the anti-Hitler coalition.

***

Of course, the word “values” is used 
many times throughout various arti-
cles. It is precisely the defense of “spir-
itual and moral national values” and 
ideals that essentially serves as the jus-
tification for war. In other words, the 
struggle for ideas turns out to be a jus-
tification for killing people.

At the same time, when it would seem 
appropriate to explain exactly which 
values are being referred to, the only 
examples given are opposition to ho-
mosexuality and a ban on gender 
transition.

***

At times, the author conveys emotion.  
“How many of our brothers perished, 
charging headlong into a wall of fire!” 
(p. 49) “How we must cherish the 
heroic deeds of a single generation! 
How we must revere this blood!” (p. 
66) “We emerged victorious; we saved 
the Fatherland; we saved the world” 
(p. 80).

At other times, he proclaims, as if at a 
military parade: “In order for our de-
velopment to be steady, we must keep 
the gunpowder dry in our powder 
flasks. The armed forces must always 
live up to their calling. And in addition 
to the necessary technical equipment, it 
is important that the spirit of our sol-
diers always remain unbreakable and 
strong…” (p. 148).

Myths About Russia

A separate theme of the book is the 
propagation of various myths about 
Russia and the USSR. They can be cit-
ed even without comment.

The most well-known is “Our country 
has practically never waged wars of ag-
gression” (p. 117). Not even World War 
I and the Balkan Wars are exceptions.

Furthermore, the author denies the 
existence of NKVD blocking detach-
ments, citing the heroic deeds of par-
tisans and underground fighters as ev-
idence (pp. 57–58). Or—at the time of 
the invasion, Germany was far, many 
times stronger than the USSR by all 
measures (see pp. 67, 74, 76, 79, 222). 
And furthermore—although people in 
the USSR did not believe in God, they 
did not reject the moral principles laid 
down in the Gospel (see p. 99). During 
the Great Patriotic War, persecution of 
the Church was suspended (see p. 135). 
Interestingly, Khrushchev is called a 
mad ruler (p. 145), while Stalin is not 
described as such.

Finally, the words “God is not in pow-
er, but in truth” are attributed to St. 
Alexander Nevsky. Although these are 
merely lines from a 1938 film, written 
by the screenwriter.

“How can we explain such a high lev-
el of religiosity among our people?” 
(p. 78). 

Russia is described in the book as a 
“stronghold of traditional moral val-
ues” (p. 204), an “island of freedom” 
(pp. 164, 208)—which, given its lead-
ing position in divorce rates, the lack of 
judicial independence, the existence of 
political prisoners, the suppression of 
freedom of the press, and many other 
factors, seems absurd.

And in general—there’s no need to 
search for anything; Russia has al-
ready found everything: “It’s amazing: 
at a time when other countries are still 
searching, we have nothing to look for. 
I am deeply convinced: we have found 
everything, and not in the books of 



64

foreign philosophers, but in the very 
history of our people…” (p. 33)

“Russia stands on the side of light. 
And this can be easily proven, because 
Russia does not seek to become richer, 
does not seek to conquer other coun-
tries, and does not seek to subjugate 
anyone. Russia simply seeks to pre-
serve its identity, its faith, and its sys-
tem of values.” (pp. 179–180). Do these 
statements even need commentary? 
We can see exactly what kind of identi-
ty is being referred to by looking at the 
events that have unfolded since 2014.

But what about the biblical command-
ment “Thou shalt not kill”? The book 
provides an answer to this as well: 
“When evil takes people’s lives, it is 
precisely inaction that is unacceptable” 
(p. 213). In other words, the command-
ment has effectively been abolished. 
And what constitutes “evil” is entirely 
up to the authorities.

“Russia wishes no harm upon any-
one; it does not want to seize or occu-
py anyone…” (p. 118)—as they say, no 
comment.

On Unity

A separate and interesting topic is 
the Patriarch’s view of the unity of 
the Church. “The unity of the Church 
is unity in prayer. Unity is when ev-
eryone prays for the Patriarch; when 
everyone prays for Russia, for the 
President, for the armed forces; when 
everyone understands that they have 
their own place in this struggle for the 
freedom of our Fatherland” (p. 174).

In other words, unity of faith and unity 
in keeping God’s commandments are 
no longer required.

The moral law of the human race is 
“love for one’s neighbor, love for one’s 

country, love for one’s people,” but 
“our true independence is founded on 
the might of our Fatherland’s Armed 
Forces” (p. 149). 

If it is not based on love for God and 
neighbor or on the observance of 
God’s commandments, but on military 
might—then one can consecrate weap-
ons and strengthen defense capabili-
ties. Since we have that might—why 
remember God?

The War Continues

At the end of the book, its key idea is 
expressed: “The events in Ukraine… 
are a continuation of that unfinished war 
in which we achieved the Great Victory 
in the spring of 1945, but failed to com-
pletely eradicate the evil of Nazism” 
(p. 231).—that is, although the Great 
Victory did take place, the war contin-
ues—the very same war. 

The causes of war? “When it became 
clear that there was nothing in com-
mon anymore, all of this led to mili-
tary confrontation” (p. 179). But after 
all, one can always declare that there is 
nothing in common anymore—if one 
so desires.

“We pray for peace and an end to all 
strife” (p. 178)—but only on the con-
dition of victory (see p. 183), which is 
why those who pray for peace are sub-
jected to punishment and persecution.
“The masks have been torn off; the 
false diplomacy of détente is gone” 
(p. 179)—one could say that the masks 
have indeed been torn off. The mask 
of peacemaking is gone. Beneath it lies 
the face of a propagandist for war. And 
not just any war, but a spiritual one: 
“Fateful battles are being waged on the 
spiritual front” (p. 186).
 
“Russia faces the task of emerging vic-
torious from the struggle unleashed 
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against us by the forces of evil” (p. 
183)—yes, that is why a full-scale war 
is being waged on foreign territory, 
with the seizure of foreign land. “Even 
the birth of children is tied to sending 
them off to war” (p. 234).

What Is Missing from the Book

First and foremost, the book lacks the 
individual—the small, far from om-
nipotent person, with his or her single 
life, love, and hopes. For such a per-
son, after all, war is not a feat but a ca-
lamity. The book features the people, 
the Fatherland, duty, struggle, feats of 
valor, sacrifices, and victories—but it 
lacks a human face. It also lacks sim-
ple human compassion for those who 
often found themselves unwittingly 
drawn into the hell of war.

As a result, there is no analysis of war 
as a phenomenon. The book describes 
war as seen from an office. But it com-
pletely overlooks the blood, sweat, 
mud, injustice, bitterness, unjusti-
fied sacrifices, destroyed cities, and 
the many thousands of lives cut short 
or shattered. “If only there were no 
war”—the author does not recall these 
words—and it is already too late.

Furthermore, the book sidesteps many 
difficult aspects of secular and church 
history that influence both the his-
tory of that war and the present day. 
Not a word about the Winter War, the 
Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, the alliance 
with Hitler, or the occupation of the 
western regions. There is a rejection of 

Nazism and nationalism, but there is 
nothing about the deportation of peo-
ples in the USSR, which resulted in nu-
merous casualties. There is also noth-
ing about the reopening of churches 
in territories occupied by the German 
army. Finally, there is no mention of 
the wars in Afghanistan, Chechnya, 
Georgia, and elsewhere—yet these, 
too, were wars waged by the USSR and 
the Russian Federation. Without exam-
ining them, an analysis of the phenom-
enon of war is impossible.

Finally, Christ is absent from the book. 
There are quotes from the Bible, but 
there is no mention of the living and 
meek God-man who preached the 
nearness of the Kingdom of God. It is 
written there in the Book: “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit,” “Blessed are the 
meek,” “Blessed are the peacemakers.” 
Here, however, what is needed are 
those who are strong in spirit, resolute, 
and confident in the righteousness of 
their cause.

***

The book contains many pages of il-
lustrations—icons of the Savior, the 
Mother of God, numerous saints, 
and the Butovo New Martyrs, along 
with historical paintings on military 
themes from various years. But the 
book concludes with a painting ti-
tled “DPR Militiamen” featuring the 
“legendary battalion commanders” 
Givi, Motorola, and others. In fact, 
the book’s logic leads precisely to this 
conclusion. 

We are withholding the author’s identity due to his 
residence in Russia and the threat of his persecution 
for this publication.—The Editors
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