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Abstract: This paper examines the contemporary phenomenon of the re-
emergence of the Orthodox Church not only as the leading religious
institution of post-Soviet Russia, but also as a core marker of identity. The
disappearance of the Soviet Union has produced a profound crisis of identity
in Russia. Traditional markers of identity, particularly the Orthodox Church,
have assumed an importance hardly anticipated before the collapse of the
USSR.

The demise of the Soviet Union was one of the cataclysmic events of the late
twentieth century. Hardly predicted even a few years before it occurred, it ushered in a new
chapter in the long and turbulent history of Russia.' But the new sovereign state that emerged
as the Russian Federation (Rossiiskaia federatsiia) remains an enigma for many observers: it
appears to share significant characteristics of Western countries while displaying unexpected
and prominent features that set it apart. One of these distinguishing features is a widespread

devotion to religion that finds its expression in the Orthodox Church. In the paper that

" The same can be said mutatis mutandis of the other independent states that appeared on the territory of
the former Soviet Union afier the collapse of the USSR, There is no suggestion that Russia and the Soviet Union
should be considered coterminous.
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follows we shall examine the phenomenon of contemporary Orthodoxy and the reasons for its
re-emergence an important marker of Russian identity in the post-Soviet period.

Axiomatic to our argument is the understanding of religious doctrine enunciated by
the American Lutheran theologian George Lindbeck. Doctrines, he says, function primarily
‘not as expressive symbols or truth claims, but as communally authoritative rules of
discourse, attitude and action’.” Religion is thus to be understood as a cultural-linguistic
phenomenon, and ‘like a culture or language it is a communal phenomenon that shapes the
subjectivities of individuals rather than being primarily a manifestation of these
subjectivities”* There is thus an intuitive sense of how to be religious that is learned in the
way children learn their own mother tongue. To learn this as an adult requires learning the
doctrinal ‘grammar’, and the practice is never quite as natural and unstudied as the practice of
the child or the one who has learnt as a child. The Orthodox Church in contemporary Russia
has three or four generations to catechise who have not leamnt their own doctrinal language in
this immediate and artless way. It would be a mistake for western observers to underestimate
the difficulty of this task, or to presume to assess or judge the Russian Orthodox Church
without some attempt themselves to enter this intuitive dimension of what is or is not
appropriate speech or behaviour, Lindbeck was thus able to foresee the present catechetical
task of the Russian Orthodox Church in the post-Soviet context in which large numbers of
people seek something to fill the ‘moral vacuum™ of post-Soviet Russia: ‘to become
religious... is to interiorize a set of skills by practice and training.... The primary knowledge
i5 not about the religion, nor that the religion teaches such and such, but rather how to be

religious in such and such ways’ .’

The Place of Orthodox Christianity in Russian Culture
The current prominence of the Orthodox Church is not entirely new. The church has
long held a special place in the religious and cultural life of Russia. It has been a rich source

of spirituality and has had a deep influence on creativity of all kinds: literature, music, art,

*George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: religion and theology in a postliberal age (Philadelphia ;
Westminster Press, 1984), 18,

? Lindbeck, 33.

* Leslie Holmes, Pose-Communism: an introduction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997) 5. For the effects of
this moral vacuum, see S. Handelman, Comrade Criminal: The Theft of the Second Russian Revedution (London:
Michael loseph, 1994); and M. Breezinski, Casino Moscow: A Tale of Greed and Adventure on Capitalism's Wildese
Frontier{(Mew York: Free Press, 2001).

* Lindbeck, 35.
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