“By the end of the 1930s, relations between the Soviet government and the Russian Orthodox Church had reached a critical point, a point where the word ‘relations’ lost all meaning.  As a social institution, the Orthodox Church in the USSR stood on the brink of total destruction.”
 Since the beginnings of the Communist Party, anti-Christian and atheistic ideals permeate the reconstruction endeavor of Soviet society. The forced closings, violence and propaganda intended to create chasms in the already fractured Russian Orthodox Church. “Our party’s premise in defining its attitude to religion was that religion is inimical to the interests of the working masses…and impedes the active struggle of the masses of the people for the transmutation of society.”
  Religion, it seems represented an anti-Communist, bourgeois, tradition that needed to be rooted out and destroyed.  In sharp contrast, the late Stalinist period— between the end of the Second World War and the initiation of Nikita Khrushchev as Party Leader—almost encouraged religious practice and accepted believers. The period represents a very interesting stage for the Orthodox Church, as it was unprecedented in Soviet history. In this time period, the violence and anti-religious overtones are absent from the primary documents.  In the mid-1950s, with Khrushchev at the helm, anti-religious propaganda and the publications of the government-run press were back in full force, as they had been in Stalin’s early years.
Background information is necessary to give the reader an idea of the extent to which religion was persecuted against.  Iosef Stalin took control of the Soviet Communists in 1917, founding an atheist state.  His ideological view of religion as a danger to the strength of the state, as well as the ultimate goal of Communism, stemmed from the teachings of Karl Marx and Vladimir Lenin.  Karl Marx had called religion the “opiate of the masses,” and although revolutionary factions did not take Marx literally, the Bolshevik faction, led by Vladimir Lenin, was suspicious of the church as a purveyor of spiritual values.
  During the first decade of Stalin’s reign, the state targeted all forms of religion; however, his main objective was to eradicate the popular and prestigious Russian Orthodox Church.  The Russian Orthodox Church held the largest group of followers out of any religion,
 and thus posed a threat to the goal of reprogramming the ‘unenlightened zealots’ into superior, diligent Communists.                            

The financial foundation of the Russian Orthodoxy was destroyed merely two years after the revolution.  The government confiscated all church property and capital, as it was nationalized, in 1918 by the decree, On the Separation of the Church from the State and Schools from the Church.
  This decree condemned the Church, financially crippling the institution, as well as putting the clergy and believers in danger.  Through the first five years of the Soviet Union, twenty-eight Russian Orthodox Bishops and over 1,200 priests were executed, all seminaries closed, and the publications of most religious texts was prohibited.
  Repression of the Russian Orthodox Church continued in the Soviet Union for the next decade during the infamous period of the Great Purges of the 1930s. In addition to governmental repression of the Church, radical anti-religious volunteer organizations sprang up. The most prominent of these organizations was the Society of the Militant Godless, formed in 1925.  This large group of Soviet workers, under the influence of Marxist and Leninist ideology, attacked religion with scientific and atheistic principles. The Godless Society and amassed a vast network of anti-religious fanatics, and published a newspaper, Bezbozhnik (Godless, Atheist), promulgating atheistic values.
 

Despite the oppressiveness of the government, and the harassment of fellow citizens, Orthodox groups attempted to hold together during the next decade.  In addition to the government’s active policy against the church, the Orthodoxy was experiencing problems from within.  In the Orthodox Church, there are four ranks of bishops, the Patriarch being the highest seat.
 In 1925, Patriarch Bellavin died, however the church was not allowed to elect a new patriarch. Also, the advanced theological studies program in Leningrad “voluntarily disbanded” causing the patriarchal church to lose the ability to train new clergy.
  These internal problems almost caused the total failure of the Russian Orthodoxy.  However, the church received encouragement from an unlikely source in the late 1930s, Iosef Stalin. 

Between 1939 and 1941 the threat of war with Nazi Germany seemed imminent to the Soviet people. Iosef Stalin sought to manipulate the Russian Orthodox Church to boost patriotism and support during the onset of the war.  In order to gain support of the religious believers in the Soviet Union, the Communist Party revived the Russian Orthodox Church.
 Stalin chose to reverse his anti-religious views, if only for a short while, to raise soldiers and moral support for the upcoming war effort.  From this, it is possible to conclude that despite the government’s best efforts to destroy the will and convictions of the Russian Christians, clandestine groups of believers retained relatively strong ties.

On June 22, 1941, Metropolitan Stragorodskii stated the position of the Russian Orthodox Church on the war effort in his letter, “To Pastors and Parishioners of the Orthodox Church of Christ”:

This is not the first time that the Russian people have endured suffering.  And on this occasion, with God’s help, they will grind the hostile forces of fascism into dust . . . Our native land is being defended by the forces of arms, by the common heroism of its people, and by a general willingness to serve our country in this difficult trial.  The Church of Christ confers its blessing on all Orthodox believers in their defense of the holy borders of our Motherland.

This letter may have been one of the most important statements made by the Russian Orthodoxy in modern times.  The patriotism and support for the war showed by the church strongly impacted Stalin’s view of religion.  The church no longer seemed useless or weak to the Soviet regime.  Instead, they earned a degree of respect and the Russian Orthodox Church officially became recognized by the state.  In October 1943, the government proposed a new policy indoctrinating the “Council for Russian Orthodox Church Affairs,” promoting church-state relations up until the mid-1950s.


After the Second World War, religious groups across the USSR prospered, and none more than the Russian Orthodoxy.  In his essay, “Religion,” Michael Bordeaux described the flowering of the Russian Orthodox Church. 

The Renaissance of the church under Stalin had included the reopening of theological seminaries for the first time since the revolution, the establishment of a regular church administration, both central and diocesan, the reopening of thousands of churches, and the beginning of a monthly publication, “The Journal of the Moscow Patriache.”

This change of events marks an unprecedented view of religion by the Soviet regime.  According to Bordeaux, no laws were passed granting the churches amnesty, however, there was a considerable amount of toleration being expressed by the government.  Religious leaders and believers began to feel as if the worst of the persecution was over.  In 1956, publication of the Bible was permitted for the first time since 1917 and the Moscow Patriarchate produced a book pronouncing its own freedom from restriction.
 The Journal of the Moscow Patriarchate began publishing articles attempting to reach believers and proclaim the revival of the Church.  Over the next five years, the Russian Orthodoxy attempted to increase their political power and grow in numbers. Later, in 1948, the Journal of the Moscow Patriarchate published an article with the objective of unification within the Christian churches of the Soviet Union, in hopes of strengthening its numbers.  In the article from the newly liberated Journal of the Moscow Patriarchate, Professor S. V. Troitsky stated,
The path is a return to the teachings of the ancient indivisible church and the farther and more successfully the western faiths travel along this road, the nearer they will be to the Orthodox Church and the more easily we will restore the unity within it.

The publications of the Journal were designed to unify and regain the prestige that the Russian Orthodoxy had once held in the pre-Soviet state.  They were calling for all Christians to come together for a common goal, rebuilding of the church.  The time was right for reconstruction; for the church had more freedoms now then they had in the previous two decades.  
There has been much deliberation about Stalin’s motivation for allowing the Russian Orthodoxy to rebuild.  Stalin obtained what he needed from the church; they had provided support and patriotism for the war effort, and he had won. The normalization of relations between church and state and aid by the government in refinancing the Orthodox Church were just two of the sharp policy shifts imposed by Stalin. After the war, however, the Communist Party had no further need for the Russian Orthodoxy.  So why did Stalin have such an extreme change in policy?  Historian D. V. Popielovsky proposed that Stalin “dared not frighten off Russian churches or incite them against him.”
  In other words, Stalin had come to fear, or at least recognize, the power of the Russian Orthodoxy.  By supporting the Communist cause and siding with the government, rather then turning their backs on the war effort, the Russian Orthodox Church demonstrated their value to the Soviets.  

This period, between the end of the Second World War and the takeover of the Communist Party by Nikita Khrushchev, marked the pinnacle of religious influence by the Russian Orthodox Church in the Soviet Union. Stalin’s death in 1953, understandably, caused anxiety amongst the Council for Russian Orthodox Church Affairs and the Moscow Patriarchate.  Georgy Malenkov’s brief takeover of the Party in 1953 brought the fear of being forgotten to the minds of the Patriarchate and the elite members of the clergy.  The leaders of the Council and the Orthodox Church wondered how the transfer of power would affect the Church-State relationship they had worked so hard to establish.  Patriarch Alexei expressed significant trepidation involving this relationship.  He stated, “Will the Council for Russian Orthodox Church Affairs exist in the future? What will its status be? […] Will there be a change in existing regulations on communication between the church and the state?”
 Patriarch Alexei’s anxiety was well founded. With the new Party members, so came fresh beliefs that the State was better off without the Church. The Council for Russian Orthodox Church Affairs encountered an indifferent attitude from the new Party.  Two years quickly passed with little or no communication between the Soviet government and the leaders of the Church.
  
The period of tolerance quickly faded with Khrushchev’s announcement that he would be succeeding Malenkov as the head of the Communist Party. In many ways, Khrushchev matched, or surpassed, the tenacity of his predecessor, Stalin. Between 1959 and 1964, Khrushchev initiated his own campaign against the Russian Orthodox Church, forcing over 12,000 churches to close.
  “Khrushchev was one of the greatest persecutors of the Church that Christian history has even known.”
 Although Khrushchev imposed strict anti-religious regulations, the Communist Party feared that the relative laxness of the “Religious Renaissance” had allowed devout factions to separate themselves from the control of the government. Atheist lecturer G. Kelt vocally criticized the Khrushchev regime’s handling of the religious problem in an article published in the Komsomol’skaya Pravada, 
The closing of a parish does not make atheists out of believers.  On the contrary, it attracts people all the more to religion, and in addition embitters their hearts.  Insults, violence and forcible closing down of churches not only fail to reduce the number of believers, but they actually tend to increase their number, to make clandestine religious groups more widespread and to antagonize believers against the state.

Her analysis of the anti-religious campaign demonstrates the undeniable will of the Orthodox Church and their ability to remain constant during the years of severe persecution. According to Kelt, the anti-religious campaigns against the Christians seemed to strengthen the resolve of the dissidents and force them into surreptitious groups, concealed from the surveillance of the Soviet government. 

Although the violence and forcible closings of churches largely failed to deter the Russian Orthodox Church, the Soviet government utilized the press to attack religion on a different front. In the mid-1950s, Khrushchev brought back the popular Soviet tactic of propaganda to combat the newly strengthened Russian Church.  “Propaganda and enlightenment alone can assist believers in emancipating themselves from the religious narcosis.”
  No longer was the government able to justify violent repression of religion as they had in the early Stalinist era.  The policies of Khrushchev denounced the forced labor camps and executions that had been so terrifying during the Great Purges of the 1930s. The new approach of anti-religious and scientific propaganda, promulgated through the publications of the Communist press, designed to combat religion from an intellectual basis. Khrushchev glorified the abolition of religion under the pretenses that it was detrimental to the final goal of the Communist Society, and this theory caught on with much of the civilian population.  
His anti-religious policy eventually became synonymous with the scientific community’s beliefs that science and religion cannot coexist.  The scientific and atheistic propaganda published by Soviet scientists meant to sway the believer, dispelling the possibility of a higher being, through the discoveries of the laboratory.  

In the late 1950’s Soviet publications involving scientific propaganda versus “religious delusions” becomes much more apparent.  Instead of harassing and violating believers, the state approached the subject from a new standpoint.  In the Komsomolskaya Pravada, a young member of the Youth Communist League sent a letter to the editor, asking if he could be married with a religious ceremony.  He wrote, 

The statutes of the Young Communist League say members must fight against the survivals of religious superstitions.  I intend to marry a girl, not a Y.C.L. member, who wants a church wedding.  I would like to know whether or not I can go through with this ceremony.

When analyzing his question, it seems apparent that the young man in question truly wants to impress the higher ranking Party members, as well as be true to the code of the Young Communist League. More interesting, however, is the response the editor gives in the article.  He states,
It seems to us, Comrade M., that you have not given the matter deep enough thought.  The Communist Party has never been indifferent to religion.  The Bolsheviks stand for science, while religion is opposed to science.  That is why the Party has always spread scientific knowledge directed against all kinds of religious superstitions.  Religion is deeply alien to our philosophy [. . .] You might object that you are perfectly aware of this, that you are a convinced atheist and entirely subscribe to the statutes of the Y.C.L. But yet you think that if you marry in a church it will not be a betrayal of your convictions or a serious breach of Y.C.L. regulations. No, Comrade M., that is not so! [. . .] We must resolutely conduct patient and explanatory work among these young people [. . .] and convince them of the absurdity and harmfulness of superstitions and prejudices [. . .] Have you thought of the social significance of such an act? One’s attitude toward religion is not a “private” matter to a Young Communist. What would the other young people think of you when they discover that you have not only failed to change you fiancée’s opinions and to explain to her where she errs, but you yourself have compromised your principles by going off to a church? Do you know what young people will say to you? They will say that you are not a true Young Communist.

This article speaks volumes about the common conception of religion amongst the propagandists and Communists in the Party. Communist philosophy, based on what can be seen by the eyes, does not equate with the religious faith in that which is unseen.  Science represents the new religion in post-war Soviet culture.  For the past twenty five years—with the brief exception of the final years of the Stalinist era—religion had been denounced as a superstition that needed to be destroyed. Scientific atheism characterized the new weapon against the Russian Orthodox Church.

Also, the editor all but condemns getting married in a church, as it is considered to be a breach of true Communist values and principles.  A member of the Y.C.L. probably aspires at initiation into the Communist Party, and a wedding in a church would likely dash the hope of accomplishing this. Societal pressure of one’s peers and the powerful influence of conformity contest the resolve of the Christian faith.  The young man is advised not only stay away from the church, but to convince his fiancée that she is wrong to follow a religious belief.  It is possible to deduce from this article that discrimination and prejudice against openly religious persons allowed the greatest chance of counteracting the Christian belief, and promulgating atheism.
On July 7, 1954, Pravada published a resolution of the Central Committee entitled, “Serious Shortcomings in Scientific-Atheistic Propaganda and Measures for Improving It.”*
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The document passed as a resolution by the Central Committee and it was a complete surprise to the Russian Orthodox Church.  The possibility of approving this document was only possible after the death of Stalin in March 1953.
 This resolution opened a flood-gate of publications on scientific-atheistic propaganda. 

In another propagandist publication, On Scientific-Atheist Propaganda in Schools,
 L. Volkova professed his belief that the best way to limit the spread of religion revolves around the teacher to pupil relationship.  He stated that it was very important for the teacher to be experienced, also that they needed to understand the necessity of scientific-atheist propaganda.  In teaching the children, at a young age, that every aspect of life can be explained through science, there would be no room for Christianity, or any other religion. Lectures with titles such as, “There Are No Miracles” meant to imprint upon the volatile minds of children a scientific outlook on the world.
 In closing, Volkova states,
The instructions of the Party Central Committee are that the struggle against religious prejudices at the present time should be regarded as the ideological struggle of a scientific, materialistic world outlook against an antiscientific, religious one.  It is the duty of the Ministry of Education, its local agencies, school directors and all teachers to develop extensively the propagation of scientific-atheist and natural scientific knowledge among school children and their parents.

Articles such as these began to be printed with increasing fervor.  The anti-religious strategies of the Khrushchev regime involved curbing the inquisitiveness of young children; forcing them to follow the path of science, rather than Christian philosophy or faith.  This technique seemed to be very successful, due to the amount of scientific propaganda published between the passing of the resolution and the end of the Khrushchev era.  
* (1958) Gov. more successful at affecting ROC. RESEARCH


World War II marked the salvation of the Russian Orthodox Church in the Soviet Union.  Prior to the war, the Soviet government terrorized the Orthodoxy with death and destruction during the Great Purges.  As the inevitable war with the Nazis approached, Stalin turned to the Russian Orthodox Church to aid in the obtainment of support and patriotism.  After the fascists were defeated, Stalin showed respect to, and quite possibly, fear of, the Church.  In the window between the Second World War and the initiation of Khrushchev as Party leader, the Orthodoxy experienced unparalleled growth and influence in the State.  

For the first time in the history of the Soviet Union, the church brought faith and Christianity to the people, in a true time of need.  With over twenty-six million deaths and families devastated by the Great Purges war, the Russian Orthodox Church represented a candle, illuminating the darkness of the time. This religious renaissance, however, was short-lived.  With Stalin’s death the rules changed, and the faith and respect for the Church was forgotten.  Khrushchev brought with him a malicious new weapon to attack religion once again.  Scientific-atheistic propaganda came back, revamped, and aimed to wipe out religion through intellectual means.  

Through all this, the Soviet government failed.  The Russian Orthodox Church, in 1988, celebrated its millennial anniversary.
 Despite every attempt to rid the Soviet Society of the Russian Orthodoxy, it managed to remain constant.  Through decades of hardship and oppression, the believers kept the faith.  Attitudes towards the Russian Orthodox Church went back and forth between indifference and opportunism to hostility and repression.  Nonetheless, one thing did remain constant throughout all these years, belief.
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