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In a joint statement, Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill of Moscow gave thanks to God 
for their meeting, “the first in history.” (§1) The meeting of the Bishop of Rome and 
the head of the Russian Orthodox Church on February 12 of this year, in Cuba, was 
indeed a historic moment. If nothing else, because first times tend to go down in 
history as such. But contrary to some comments, it was not the first time that a 
Patriarch of Moscow met with a Pope of Rome after a wait of a millennium. The reason 
is simple: there was no Patriarchate of Moscow a thousand years ago. The Russian 
Orthodox Church has only existed as an autocephalous Church, independent from the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, since the middle of the 15th century, and 
as a Patriarchate since 1589. 
 
This encounter was made possible by a complex geopolitical and religious equation. 
Russia is currently trying all possible avenues to escape its international isolation, 
including using the inter-Christian ecumenical relations to underline its willingness to 
cooperate with the West through Catholicism. It also aims to exert its influence on the 
diplomatic scene by reaffirming the Kremlin’s political and military commitment in 
the Middle East despite the sanctions imposed due to the Ukrainian crisis and the 
annexation of Crimea.  
 
The Ukrainian crisis 
 
The Ukrainian crisis, which began at the end of 2013, has a strong confessional 
dimension. Not only does it oppose the Greek Catholics, often called "Uniates" by the 
Orthodox because of their union with Rome, who are mainly present in the west of the 
country and the heavily Orthodox population to the east, it also reflects internal 
fractures within Orthodoxy which further complicate the local geopolitical landscape. 
 
Ukraine represents a double challenge for the Kremlin and the Patriarchate of 
Moscow. According to the Pew Research Institute, the Orthodox population of 
Ukraine is 34.85 million, equivalent to nearly a third of the total Orthodox Christian 
population of Russia. Ukraine also occupies a strong symbolic role in the history of the 
Slavic world, because it was in Kiev that the Russian people received Orthodoxy from 
Byzantium in 988. According to Jean-François Colosimo, a professor at the Saint-Serge 
Institute of Orthodox Theology in Paris, the Baptism of the Rus incarnated "a faith 
through which baptism also becomes a cultural birth."  
 
The Holy See seems paralyzed by its neutrality in the conflict. For Pope Francis, this 
delicate balancing act means attempting to maintain good relations with Russia while 
supporting the 5.5 million Greek Catholics in Ukraine. During the Second Vatican 
Council (1962-1965), Greek Catholics were already threatened with being sacrificed on 
the altar of Catholic-Orthodox reconciliation. Rome’s current relatively soft position in 
this regard partially explains the fact that Patriarch Kirill agreed to meet with Pope 
Francis, when until recently the resolution of the issue of Uniatism was the sine qua non 
for a meeting. This shift is likely minimize the Ukrainian issue in favor of Russia’s 
influence in the Middle East. 
 
 
 



Russian realpolitik for Christians in the Middle East 
 
When it comes to Syria, the opinions of the Holy See and Russia converge, in 
opposition to the consensus of the international community. In 2013, for instance, Pope 
Francis and Vladimir Putin both opposed the proposal of a military intervention in 
Syria by the US-led coalition.  
 
The Vatican’s policy in the region allows Russia to develop its influence in the eastern 
Mediterranean through the Middle Eastern Christian communities, especially the 
Orthodox community in Syria, the Russian Church’s ecumenical relations, and the 
country’s proximity to the Shi'ite world, in opposition to the regional hegemony of the 
United States and its allies. The Russian Church is heavily involved in strengthening 
the Kremlin’s diplomacy. This alliance with the Holy See to protect Middle Eastern 
Christians allows the Kremlin to justify its strategy in the region and to establish itself 
as a key international player.  
 
Moral Front Against Secularization 
 
Last week’s meeting also comes at a crucial moment in terms of the secularization of 
Western societies. This exclusion of religion, which Moscow fiercely opposes both 
because of the decades of persecution experienced under the USSR and for reasons of 
identity, has long been its key argument for resisting the West. The development of 
an "Orthodox civilization" within the borders of the Russkiy Mir (Russian World) by 
religious authorities has created opposition to both anti-religious Western civilization 
and the Catholic Church, seen as the negatives of Russia’s spiritual tradition.  
 
However, the secularization of the West has marginalized the Catholic Church itself, 
especially on ethical, moral and family issues. In other words, a new confessional 
alliance has grown up in response to cultural liberalism. The Catholic Church became 
the enemy of secularization, and thus simultaneously the ally of the highly 
conservative Russian Church.  
 
Will the Pope visit Russia? 
 
What is the next step after this meeting? Does it mean that the Pope will soon visit 
Russia? Personally, I doubt it. The invitation would have to come from the Patriarch 
of Moscow himself and the fact that last week’s encounter happened in Cuba –outside 
of the canonical territory of any Orthodox Church – suggests that this is unlikely.  
 
For the Patriarchate of Moscow, its relationship with the Catholic Church is primarily 
part of its diplomatic agenda. Less than 1% of the Russian population is Catholic, and 
the Catholic Church remains very poorly integrated in the country. This raises the 
question of the contradiction’s in the Patriarchate’s own policy. Its rejection of 
dialogue with the Catholic Church within its canonical area of influence is inversely 
proportional to its openness and its desire for cooperation beyond its borders, 
especially in the diaspora. 
 
This ecumenical sequence signals Moscow political and religious power. Just a few 
months before the Pan-Orthodox Council, it reaffirms the leadership of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, whose power derives from the significant number of its believers 
and its symbiotic links with the Kremlin.  
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