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INTRODUCTION
SOUL WARS: THE PROBLEM AND PROMISE OF

PROSELYTISM IN RUSSIA
by

John Witte, Jr.*

It is our obligation to battle for people's souls by all le-
gal means available, rather than allowing them to per-
ish. [We must] react to the continuing intensive prosely-
tising activity by some Catholic circles and various
Protestant groups . . . [and] to the growing activity of
sects, including those of a totalitarian nature . . . [for] it
is largely our own brothers and sisters who fall victim
to these sects.

— Patriarch Aleksii II, December 26, 1996

A new war for souls has broken out in Russia—a war to
reclaim the traditional spiritual and moral soul of the Rus-
sian people, and a war to retain adherence and adherents to
the Russian Orthodox Church. In part, this is a theological
war—as the Moscow Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox
Church has sought to reestablish itself as the spiritual
leader of the Russian people and as rival religious commu-
nities from Russia and abroad have begun actively to de-
fame and demonize each other. The ecumenical spirit of the
previous decades is giving way to sharp new forms of relig-

* Jonas Robitscher Professor of Law and Ethics; Director of Law and Religion
Program, Emory University. I wish to express my gratitude to Harold J. Berman, T.
Jeremy Gunn, and Joel Nichols for their criticisms of an earlier draft of this Article,
and to Matthew C. Miller of the Emory University School of Law for his able assis-
tance during the editing process of this Article.

This symposium issue is part and product of a three year project on "The Prob-
lem of Proselytism in the New World Order" undertaken by the Law and Religion
Program at Emory University, and underwritten by a generous grant from The Pew
Charitable Trusts, Inc. The project includes a series of conferences, workshops, and
volumes on proselytism in Russia, Eastern Europe, Subsaharan Africa, Southern
Africa, and Latin America as well as comparative studies of the theology and law of
human rights and missions. See <http://www.law.emory.edu> for more information.

Aleksii II, Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia, Address of the Patriarch to the
Councils of the Moscow Parishes at the Episcopal Gathering, December 12, 1996, in
6 TSERKOVNO-OBSCHESTVENNYIVESTNIK, Dec. 26, 1996, at 7.
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ious balkanization and rivalry in Russia. In part, this is a
legal war—as local and national legislatures have passed
laws severely restricting the rights of many religious per-
sons and peoples of Russia. Beneath its shiny constitu-
tional veneer of religious freedom and equality for all, Rus-
sia has developed a legal culture of blatant religious
favoritism for some and blatant religious oppression of oth-
ers.

This symposium provides a close analysis of these new
soul wars. Firuz Kazemzadeh and Harold Berman place
the current conflicts in long historical context—drawing
rather different lessons from the centuries-long symbiosis of
church and state, and of religion and culture, in Russian
history.2 Cole Durham, Jeremy Gunn, Lauren Homer, Jo-
han van der Vyver, and Lawrence Uzzell place the current
conflicts in more immediate context—providing first-hand
accounts of the machinations surrounding the passage and
execution of both provincial and national laws on religion in
the past five years. They also expose the many ambiguities
and anomalies in these recent laws and the calculated dis-
regard of their drafters for basic constitutional and human
rights values.3 Mark Elliott and Anita Deyneka recount the
plight of Protestant and other foreign missionaries under
these shifting laws.4 Donna Arzt details the legal treatment
of the burgeoning population of Russian Muslims.5 Natan

2 Harold J. Berman, Freedom of Religion in Russia: An Amicus Brief for the De-
fendant, 12 EMORY INT'L L. REV. 313 (1998); Firuz Kazemzadeh, Reflections on
Church and State in Russian History, 12 EMORY INT'L L. REV. 341 (1998).

3 W. Cole Durham & Lauren B. Homer, Russia's 1997 Law on Freedom of Con-
science and Religious Associations: An Analytical Appraisal, 12 EMORY INT'L L. REV.
101 (1998); T. Jeremy Gunn, Caesar's Sword: The 1997 Law of the Russian Federa-
tion on the Freedom of Conscience and Religious Associations, 12 EMORY INT'L L.
REV 43 (1998); Lauren B. Homer & Lawrence A. Uzzell, Federal and Provincial Re-
ligious Freedom Laws in Russia: A Struggle For and Against Federalism and the
Rule of Law, 12 EMORY INT'LL. REV. 247 (1998).

4 Mark Elliott & Anita Deyneka, Protestant Missionaries in the Former Soviet
Union, 12 EMORY INT'L L. REV. 361 (1998).

5 Donna E. Arzt, Historical Heritage or Ethno-National Threat? Proselytizing
and the Muslim Umma of Russia, 12 EMORY INT'L L. REV. 413 (1998).
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Lerner's overview of international human rights norms on
proselytism and change of religion and Joel Nichols' over-
view of Christian theologies of mission provide comparative
criteria for assessing the new laws of the Russian state and
the traditional missiology of the Russian Orthodox Church.6
The Appendix includes several of the key legal texts under
dispute, kindly furnished in English translation by Keston
Institute, Oxford.

This Introduction provides a brief overview of the main
themes that emerge from these articles. Part I summarizes
the remarkable transformation of Russia in the past dec-
ade—from a 1990 regime that guaranteed religious liberty
for all to a 1998 regime that grants full religious rights and
privileges only to the Russian Orthodox Church. Part II
explores some of the "ontological differences" between Rus-
sia Orthodoxy and Western Christianity that lie at the
heart both of this new war for souls and of any attempted
assuagement of it.

I. FROM GLASNOST TO SOUL WARS

A. The Golden Age of Religious Liberty

Less than a decade ago, Russia embraced religious liberty
for all. President Mikhail Gorbachev's revolutionary ideals
of glasnost and perestroika broke the harsh establishment
of Marxist-Leninist atheism and awakened the traditional
faiths of Russia. The late 1980s saw the revival not only of
Russian Orthodoxy, but also of an array of traditional Ad-
ventist, Armenian Apostolic, Baptist, Buddhist, Georgian
Orthodox, Greek (Ukrainian) Catholic, Jewish, Lutheran,

6 Natan Lerner, Proselytism, Change of Religion, and International Human
Rights, 12 EMORY INT'L L. REV. 477 (1998); Joel A. Nichols, Mission, Evangelism,
and Proselytism in Christianity: Mainline Conceptions as Reflected in Church
Documents, 12 EMORY INT'LL. REV. 563 (1998).
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Muslim, Roman Catholic, Ukrainian Autocephalous Ortho-
dox, and other groups.7 Many of these religious groups had
been driven underground by Communist purges and repri-
sals and kept alive through countless sacrifices and mar-
tyrdoms of four generations of the faithful. Gorbachev es-
tablished an ambitious campaign of restitution for those
religious groups, particularly the Orthodox, that had suf-
fered massive losses of clergy, property, literature, and art
since the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. Foreign religious
groups—particularly Protestants and Catholics from
Europe and North America, as well as Shi'ite and Sunni
Muslims from Turkey and the Middle East—began to re-
ceive visas to enter Russia, to reconvene with their
co-religionists, and to spread their faiths. Russian Jews,
Christians, and Muslims, in turn, were granted visas to
travel to holy sites in Jerusalem, Rome, Mecca, and else-
where.8

These favorable policies toward religion were soon trans-
lated into strong legal terms. On October 1, 1990, Gor-
bachev signed a comprehensive new law "On Freedom of
Conscience and On Religious Organizations" for the Union
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).9 On October 25, 1990,
the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR)
passed its own law on "Freedom of Worship," which re-
peated and strengthened many of the provisions of the
USSR law, and survived the breakup of the USSR in De-

7 See IGOR TROYANOVKSY, RELIGION IN THE SOVIET REPUBLICS: A GUIDE TO
CHRISTIANITY, JUDAISM, ISLAM, BUDDHISM, AND OTHER RELIGIONS (1991), with
demographic updates in Aleksandr Shchipkov, Inter-religious relations in Russia
after 1917 in the light of religious statistics, in SOUL WARS IN RUSSIA (Michael Bour-
deaux & John Witte, Jr. eds., forthcoming). Shchipkov reports that just before the
1917 Revolution, the Russian Empire was 65% Orthodox, 10% Old (Orthodox) Be-
lievers, 8% Catholic, 6% Muslim, 4.5% Protestant, and 4% Jewish. Shchipkov, su-
pra, at 7. Just after the 1990 law was passed, the USSR was 22% Orthodox, 0.8%
Old Believers, 5.5% Catholic, 3% Protestant, 18.5% Muslim, and 0.2% Jewish. Id.

See Elliott & Deyneka, supra note 4; Arzt, supra note 5.
9 Translated in TROYANOVSKY, supra note 7, at 23 ["1990 USSR Law"] and

critically analyzed in Berman, supra note 2.
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cember 1991.10 Both the USSR and RSFSR laws set forth
sweeping guarantees of liberty of conscience and freedom of
exercise for all citizens. Both laws included strong prohibi-
tions against religious discrimination, stigmatization,
abuse, and coercion.11 The RSFSR law insisted that
"freedom of worship is an inalienable right of the citizens of
the RSFSR, guaranteed by the Russian constitution and in-
ternational obligations of the RSRSR" and includes "the
right to select and hold religious beliefs and to freely
change them."12

The 1990 laws guaranteed the religious liberty not only of
individuals but also of properly registered groups.13 "All re-
ligions and denominations shall be equal before the law,"
reads the USSR law. "The institution of any form of privi-
leges or restrictions for one religion or denomination in
comparison to others shall be prohibited."14 Both 1990 laws
insisted that state and religious organizations remain as
separate as possible. Religious groups were not to finance,
staff, or interfere in state elections, secular public educa-
tion, or other political affairs. The state, in turn, was not to
finance, tax, control, or interfere in the worship, order, fes-
tivals, discipline, education, or charity of religious groups.
The RSFSR law included within the "inalienable right to
freedom of worship" the right to "establish and maintain in-
ternational communication and direct contacts" with co-

10 Translated in TROYANOVKSY, supra note 7, at 31 ["1990 RSFSR Law"] and
analyzed critically, along with pending amendments, in W. Cole Durham et al., The
Future of Religious Liberty in Russia: Report of the De Burght Conference on Pending
Russian Legislation Restricting Religious Liberty, 8 EMORY INT'L L. REV. 1 (1994)
["1994 De Burght Report"].

11 1990 USSR Law, supra note 9, arts. 1-4; 1990 RSFSR Law, supra note 10,
arts. 1-7, 17, 22, 25, 29.

12 1990 RSFSR Law, supra note 10, Preamble, and elaborated in Articles 3-5, 13,
16.

For criticisms of some of the registration provisions that persisted, see Harold
J. Berman et al., Draft USSR Law on Freedom of Conscience, With Commentary, 3
HARV. HUM. RTS. J. 137 (1990).

14 1990 USSR Law, supra note 9, Art. 5; see also parallels in 1990 RSFSR Law,
supra note 10, Arts. 8-10, 16-19, 23-25.
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religionists outside Russia.15 It also included the "right to
promotion of a faith," defined as the right to "dissemination
of one's beliefs in society directly or via the mass media,
missionary work, acts of compassion and charity, religious
instruction and education. . . ,"16

These statutory guarantees of religious liberty were con-
firmed by the Russian Constitution of 1993." Article 14 of
the Constitution provides: "1. The Russian Federation shall
be a secular state. No religion may be instituted as [a]
state-sponsored or mandatory religion. 2. Religious asso-
ciations shall be separated from the state, and shall be
equal before the law." Article 19 states that "[a]ll people
shall be equal before the law and in the court of law" and
further that "[t]he state shall guarantee the equality of
rights and liberties regardless o f . . . [a person's] attitude to
religion [or] convictions . . . ." Article 28 provides: "Everyone
shall be guaranteed the right to freedom of conscience, to
freedom of religious worship, including the right to profess,
individually or jointly with others, any religion, or to pro-
fess no religion, to freely choose, possess and disseminate
religious or other beliefs, and to act in conformity with
them." Russia had incorporated some of the most advanced
international human rights norms governing religious lib-
erty, proselytism, and change of religion.18

15 1990 RSFSR Law, supra note 10, art. 25.
16 Id. art. 17. See also 1990 USSR Law, supra note 9, art. 23 ("Societies, broth-

erhoods, and other associations of citizens may be established under the auspices of
religious organizations to engage in charity, the study and distribution of religious
literature, and other educational and proselytizing activities.").

17 Translated in ALBERT P. BLAUSTEIN, CONSTITUTIONS OF THE COUNTRIES OF
THE WORLD: THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION SUPPLEMENT (Albert P. Blaustein & Gisbert
H. Flanz eds., 1993). See also generally analysis in Gunn, supra note 3; Homer &
Uzzell, supra note 3.

On relevant international human rights norms, see Lerner, supra note 6. Ar-
ticle 15(4) of the Russian constitution explicitly incorporates by reference many of
these international human rights laws: "If an international treaty of the Russian
Federation stipulates other rules than those stipulated by the law, the rules of the
international treaty shall apply." KONSTITUTSIIA RF [Constitution] [KONST. RF] art.
15(4) (Russian Federation).
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These strong legal guarantees helped to usher in what
Mikhail Gorbachev proudly proclaimed to be "a golden age
of religious liberty" in Russia.19 Various indigenous Ortho-
dox, Catholic, and Protestant churches, seminaries, schools,
and charities were restored or rebuilt—sometimes with the
material support of local political leaders. Jewish syna-
gogues, Muslim mosques, and Buddhist temples also began
to be restored, along with a few schools, charities, and pub-
lishing houses. Religious literature, artwork, icons, can-
dles, vestments, and other materials for worship were im-
ported en masse and, later, produced locally. A host of long
dormant Russian animist groups, goddess religions, per-
sonality cults, and occultist groups began to revive, espe-
cially outside the main cities. More startling was the rapid
growth of several exotic and well-organized indigenous re-
ligions such as the Great White Brotherhood, the Center of
the Mother of God, and the Church of the Last Testament.20

This religious awakening came not only from within Rus-
sia, but also from without. Particularly after passage of the
1990 laws, foreign religious groups came to Russia and
other former Soviet republics in unprecedented numbers.
From the West, these included various Evangelicals, Pente-
costals, mainline Protestants, Roman Catholics, Mormons,
Unification Church Members, Scientologists, and others.
From the Middle East, they included Shi'ite, Sunni, and
Sufi Muslims, together with some Bah'ais. From the East,
they included Presbyterians and Methodists from Korea;
Hindus, Hare Krishnas, Rastafarians, and Buddhists from
the Indian sub-continent; members of the Aum Association,
Shri Chinmoy, the Rerikh Movement, and other groups
from Japan. Many of these groups preached their beliefs

Commencement Address, Emory University, May 11, 1992. See also generally
MICHAEL BOURDEAUX, GORBACHEV, GLASNOST, AND GOSPEL (1990).

20 See TROYANOVKSY, supra note 7; Shchipkov, supra note 7; Sergei Filatov,
Cults, New Religious Movements and the Socio-Religious Situation in Post Soviet
Russia, in SOUL WARS IN RUSSIA, supra note 7; Sergei Filatov & Aleksandr Shchip-
kov, Udmurtia: Orthodoxy, Paganism, Authority, 25 RELIGION, STATE & SOCIETY
177 (1997).
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and activities on the streets and door-to-door as well as
through distribution of sermons, pamphlets, and texts.
Other groups organized crusades, tent meetings, billboard
advertising, and mass media events, or rented out stadi-
ums, theaters, and community halls for religious festivals.
Many of these groups also established schools, hospitals,
charities, youth groups, old age homes, and other social
services.21

The few reliable demographic studies available suggest
that these foreign religious groups made rather modest
gains against indigenous Russian groups. Seasoned Rus-
sian missiologists, Mark Elliott and Anita Deyneka, for ex-
ample, show that in 1997, the Protestant missionary force
in the entire former Soviet Union of over 280 million per-
sons stood at 5,606 persons divided among 561 groups.22 To
be sure, registered Russian Protestant churches, indigenous
and foreign, more than doubled in number—from a total of
1002 in 1993 to 2280 in 1996. But indigenous Orthodox and
Catholic Churches in Russia experienced nearly comparable
growth, and their absolute numbers dwarf those of Protes-
tants—from a total of 4815 registered groups in 1993 to
7666 in 1996.23 Indeed, in 1996, there were more registered
Muslim groups in Russia (2494) than all Protestant groups
combined (2280).24

21 See all sources supra note 20.
22 Elliott & Deyneka, supra note 4.
23 Shchipkov, supra note 7, at 8-10. Shchipkov's list is drawn from 26 of "the

most active" of 54 registered religious groups in Russia. For Protestants, broadly
conceived, he lists the number of registered groups for 1993/1996 respectively: Lu-
therans (75/141); Methodists (14/48); Union of Evangelical Christians—Baptists of
the Russian Federation (433/677); Council of Churches of Evangelical Christians—
Baptists, 'Initsiativniki' (11/32); Union of Evangelical Christian Churches (37/248);
Pentecostals (114/351); Evangelical Apostolic Churches (12/22); Seventh Day Ad-
ventists (114/222); Presbyterians (30/129); Non-Denominational Protestant Mission
Oganizations (86/213); Charismatic Churches (52/136); New Apostolic Church
(24/61). For traditional Russian Orthodox and Catholic groups, he lists: ROC Mos-
cow Patriarchate (4566/7195); Old Believers (108/164); Russian Free Orthodox
Church (57/98); Roman Catholic Church (73/183). Id. at 9.

24 Shchipkov, supra note 7, at 8-10; Arzt, supra note 5 (indicating that from 1990
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The rate of growth of new religious groups in Russia in
this same period was more impressive, but their absolute
numbers remained very small. For example, Keston Insti-
tute recently commissioned a study, inter alia, of the Unifi-
cation Church in Russia. According to the Keston study,
the Unification Church had already begun secretly to enter
the Soviet Union in the early 1980s, using tourist and busi-
ness visas. It was among the first foreign groups to begin
actively proselytizing in Russia in the mid-1980s. After the
Rev. Moon met with President Gorbachev in 1990, the Uni-
fication Church sponsored an aggressive campaign of con-
ferences, seminars, textbook distribution, study trips, and
the like, aimed especially at political leaders and at lower
school and university students and their teachers. "Tens of
thousands" of Russians participated in these activities, and
by 1994, more than 2,000 state schools used the "moral
textbooks" furnished gratis by the Unification Church. De-
spite this massive effort and expense, the Unification
Church in Russia at its peak in 1994 attracted only 5,000
members; by late 1997, the movement claimed fewer than
3,000 members.25 Indeed, the three largest "totalitarian
cults" (as they are called in Russia)—the Moonies, the Hare
Krishnas, and the Jehovah's Witnesses—collectively had
248 registered groups in all of Russia in 1996.26

B. Storm Signals

Whatever their real numbers and growth rates, the noisy
arrival of these foreign religious groups eventually bred
considerable resentment in Russia. Indigenous Protestant
and Catholic groups began to resent the linguistic deficien-
cies and the fiscal leveraging of some of their Western and
Korean co-religionists. Even more, these Russian Chris-

to early 1996, Muslim registered congregations tripled from 870 to 2,349).
25 Filatov, supra note 20, at 2-4.

Shchipkov, supra note 7, at 8-10 (listing Moonies with seven, Jehovah's Wit-
nesses with 129, and Hare Krishnas with 112 registered groups).
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tians resented the criticisms from afar of the doctrinal, li-
turgical, and ecclesiological innovations that they had in-
troduced during their decades of isolation.27 Russian Mus-
lim leaders, as well as political officials, expressed
increasing concern about the politicization of some Muslim
groups inspired by "the Ayatollah Khomeni's Iranian mes-
sianism and Afghan mujaheddin agitation and propa-
ganda."28 A number of clashes also broke out between com-
peting schools of jurisprudence within and among Shi'ite,
Sunni, and Sufi groups—tensions sometimes exacerbated
by the great ethnic, racial, and linguistic diversity within
the Russian Muslim population.29

By far the greatest expressions of concern, however, came
from the Moscow Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox
Church. Already in 1991, Moscow Patriarch Aleksii II ex-
pressed dismay at the "massive influx" of foreign mission-
aries, both religious and economic, that competed for souls
in "the new marketplace" of religious ideas in Russia.30 Ini-
tially, his resentment was focused on missionary mavericks.
These were culturally and linguistically inept missionaries,
inclined toward "a wild West, free spirit, lone ranger ap-
proach to ministry" that resulted in "hit and run evangel-
ism, with its neglect of disciplining for new believers and its
inattention to respectful partnerships with existing
churches."31 At the same time, officials within the Moscow
Patriarchate singled out for special criticism the
"totalitarian sects," charging that these groups used
"illegitimate material inducements" to win new converts

See Elliott & Deyneka, supra note 4.
See Aizt, supra note 5.
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See Elliott & Deyneka, supra note 3; Miroslav Volf, Fishing in the Neighbor's
Pond: Mission and Proselytism in Eastern Europe, 20 INT'L BULL. MISSIONARY RES.
26 (1996).

See Elliott & Deyneka, supra note 4.


