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THE SITUATION OF ORTHODOX AND ROMAN
CATHOLIC CLERGY IN THE SOVIET UKRAINE
IN THE 1920s — 1930s: SOURCE REVIEW

Summary. The purpose of the article is to analyze the source
base of the problem, classify the sources of the problem, find out their
informative value. The research methodology is based on the principles
of historicism, systematization, scientificity, objectivity, as well as the
use of general scientific (analysis, synthesis, generalization) and special-
historical (historical-typological, historical-systemic) methods. The
scientific novelty the results obtained are determined by the fact that for
the first time a generalized analysis of the source base of the situation of
the Christian clergy (Orthodox and Roman Catholic) in the Soviet
Ukraine in the 1920-30’s. Conclusions. Only written historical sources
have been studied. They in turn are divided into published and unpub-
lished (archival) materials. Among the studied published sources are
official and normative (act) documents, reference, statistical sources,
sources of personal origin, periodicals. Many published documents are
contained in collections of documents, in scientific works on various
problems of the history of Christianity and in other archeographic
publications. Representativeness of the source base on this problem is
provided by a set of archival documents of two central and several re-
gional state archives of Ukraine. This set of materials is diverse, colorful
with most of them being legislative, statistical, reference materials and
others. The source base of this problem is quite representative, all
groups of sources are characterized by high factual and scientific value.

Key words: orthodoxy; catholicism; church; historical sources;
repressions; clergy; discrimination.

Problem statement. The development of modern Ukrainian
society has largely actualized the problem of integration into the all-
Ukrainian context of its ethnic-confessional identities. The study of the
position of the Orthodox and Roman Catholic clergy as the most nu-
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merous in the interwar period in Soviet Ukraine provides an opportunity
to develop a more effective model of state-church relations. The topic
chosen for research has a considerable scientific interest. Although the
issue of socio-religious change in the 1920s and 1930s became the focus
of many scholars, the level of elaboration of the topic remains insuffi-
cient. Many aspects of this problem remain poorly studied, including
source studies. This publication is devoted to its analysis.

The analysis of sources and recent researches. There are many
works devoted to the analysis of the situation of the Orthodox and Ro-
man Catholic clergy on the territory of the Soviet Ukraine in the 1920s
and 1930s. But there are no generalized studies that would comprehen-
sively characterize the source base of the history of the Christian clergy
in Ukraine in the Soviet era in the interwar period.

The purpose of the research. In connection with the above, the
purpose of this publication is to study the source aspect of the situation
of the Christian clergy, namely Orthodox and Roman Catholic, in the
Soviet Ukraine in the 1920s and 1930s, to classify the studied set of
historical sources on this issue. Thus, the subject of this article is a set of
published and unpublished sources. Chronological boundaries of the
study — 1920-30s. The territorial boundaries of the study extend to the
territory of the Soviet Ukraine.

Statement of the basic material. All researched sources on this
problem are exclusively written. They, in turn, are divided into two
groups — published and unpublished (archival materials).

Taking into account the methodology of historical research, first
of all, the principles of Ukrainian source studies, we first pay attention to
published sources, which can be divided into the following groups —
official and normative (act) documents, reference, statistical sources,
sources of personal origin, periodicals.

Particular attention is drawn to the act documents, a fairly large
group, which includes decrees, regulations, resolutions contained in the
Collection of Laws and Orders of the Workers’ and Peasants’ Govern-
ment of the USSR (1-7), in particular the Decree on the Separation of
Church and State of January 22, 1919 (Sobranie, 1919), the Constitu-
tions of the USSR of 1919, 1929 (Zbirnyk zakoniv, 1929; Sobranie,
1919), and the Constitution of the USSR of 1937 (Zbirnyk zakoniv,
1937), resolutions of the All-Ukrainian Central Executive Committee
and the SNC on the suffrage of citizens and the procedure of elections of
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September 10, 1924 (Sobranie, 1924) and November 18, 1925 (Sobra-
nie, 1925), instructions on elections to councils and congresses of
councils of the USSR of October 13, 1934 (Zbirnyk zakoniv, 1934), which
contain information about the peculiarities of the legal status of the
clergy, discrimination against the rights of the clergy during the period
under study. For example, the Resolutions of the Central Executive
Committee "On Consumer Cooperation™ of April 13, 1921 (Sobranie,
1921) and the SNC "On the Procedure for Permitting Work to Religious
Worship™ of March 7, 1921 (Sobranie, 1921) allow us to determine the
nature of clergy participation in state and public institutions.

Thus, the above group of documents characterizes the legal status
of the Orthodox and Roman Catholic clergy, the procedure for depriving
these priests of voting rights, the nature of their oppression by the Soviet
authorities, reproduces the process of curtailment of their activities.

An important role in the study of this problem is played by collec-
tions of documents on Soviet-Vatican relations, published by the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of the USSR at various times. These documents
reproduce the evolution of state-church relations, the repeated attempts
of the Apostolic See to regain its jurisdiction over the territory of the
USSR, including the territory of the Soviet Ukraine.

An employee of the Institute of Political and Ethnonational Stu-
dies of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine N. Rubleva pre-
pared for publication some articles on the situation of the Catholic clergy
in the studied period, which were published in different years in the
scientific documentary "From the archives of VUCHK-GPU-NKVD-
KGB" (Rublova, 1998, 1999, 2000). The author researched a set of do-
cumentary materials that had not been published before. For example,
for the first time some materials of the State Archives of the Security
Service of Ukraine were included in the scientific circulation, which
covers the policy of persecution, pressure from the Soviet authorities on
the Catholic clergy, contains numerous facts about criminal cases and
lawsuits against the Roman Catholic clergy.

One of the modern collections of documents "The First All-Ukrai-
nian Orthodox Church Council of the UAOC in 1921" attracts attention
(Mykhailichenko, Pyliavyts, & Prelovska, 1999).

The next group of published sources consists of reference mate-
rials from party and state bodies. Many such collections reveal this
problem in the regional aspect. Among these published materials, the

ISSN 2312-2595 (Print) 1SSN 2664-3715 (Online)



154 Natalia Shkoda, Alla Krylova

collection published by researcher S. Zhyliuk "Red Terror against the
Clergy and Believers in Eastern Volhynia (Zhytomyr oblast) in the 1920s
and 1930s" is important (Zhyliuk, 2003). Information reports of DPU
departments, reports of party committees of this collection were used.
These documents are important for analyzing the attitude of the Chris-
tian clergy to the socio-political events of the interwar period, to deter-
mine the importance of the pastoral activity of the clergy, the attitude of
the population, to identify the role of the clergy in public life.

The reference documents of the collection "Collectivization and
Peasant Resistance in Ukraine (November 1929 — March 1930)", prepared
by Vinnytsia researcher V. Vasiliev and Canadian scientist V. Viola
(Vasiliev & Viola, 1997), has a high scientific value. Most documents
directly cover the process of collectivization, the organized resistance of
peasants against the government, but many documents testify to the
mass demonstrations of peasants in defense of the Orthodox and Ca-
tholic clergy in Podolia. Among the documents of the summary of the
authorized district committees of the CP(b)U, information letters of the
secretaries of the district, district committees, and other materials that
reveal the real role of the clergy in the public life of the population of the
region.

It is worth focusing on the archeographic collection "Cherkasy
Past", which was published by researcher Yu. Marynovsky (Marynovskyi,
2001). This collection also contains materials on the situation of the
Christian clergy. For example, a circular dated August 27, 1921, of the
People’s Commissariat of Justice of the USSR to all provincial depart-
ments of justice and land departments on monastic and other labor coo-
peratives and collectives makes it possible to determine changes in the
legal and material position of the black Orthodox clergy.

Of particular value among the reference are the documents pub-
lished in the publication "Martyrology of Ukrainian Churches. Ukrainian
Orthodox Church" (Charnetskyi, 1987). The documents contained in this
collection reveal various aspects of the activities of the Orthodox clergy
during this period. For example, the minutes of the meetings of the All-
Ukrainian Orthodox Church Council (VOCR) placed in the collection
characterize the relations between the clergy of the Ukrainian Auto-
cephalous Orthodox Church and the faithful.

Valuable publication about the destruction of the Roman Catholic
Church in the USSR, including the Soviet Ukraine, contain documents
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from a collection compiled by B. Chaplytsky and I. Osipova "Book of
Memory. Martyrologist of the Catholic Church in the USSR™ (Chap-
litskiy & Osipova, 2000).

The source base of this problem is supplemented by published
statistical sources — data from the census conducted on December 17,
1926, which contain important and fairly accurate information about the
number of Orthodox and Catholic clergy and clergy in different regions
of the Soviet Ukraine (Vsesoyuznaya perepis naseleniya, 1929; Vse-
soyuznaya perepis naseleniya, 1930). This information allows to find out
the confessional composition of the population; to trace changes in the
socio-demographic composition of the population, the dynamics of the
number of Orthodox and Roman Catholics in different regions; deter-
mine the ratio of rural and urban clergy, compare the average number of
members of different parishes in different regions of Ukraine and many
other aspects of life and work of Christian clergy in the study period.

An important component of the array of published sources is
sources of personal origin, which are represented by autobiographies and
questionnaires of priests, diaries, memoirs, personal correspondence of
eyewitnesses of those events, including the Bishop of Tiraspol Diocese
J. Kessler (Kessler, 1930).

The work of Metropolitan of the Ukrainian Autocephalous Or-
thodox Church Vasyl Lypkivsky "Renaissance of the Church in Ukraine
1917-1930" attracts attention (Komunist, 1921-1940). In it, the Metro-
politan considers the pastoral activity of the UAOC clergy, aimed at
reviving church life.

V. Potienko, the head of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, left
memoirs, in which he described the work of establishing the training of
the UAOC clergy and many other issues of church life (Charnetskyi,
1987). For example, the wife of the Kharkiv priest V. Kohn left memoirs,
which were published in the collection "Martyrology of Ukrainian Chur-
ches. Ukrainian Orthodox Church" (Charnetskyi, 1987). They highlight
the true attitude of believers to the clergy, characterize the role of the
clergy in public life.

The book "Priest Alexander Glagolev. Kupina neopalimaya" con-
tains memoirs of the granddaughter of the priest of one of the Kyiv chur-
ches Oleksandr Glagolev (Glagolev, 2002). The woman emphasizes the
legal disenfranchisement of the clergy, the material exile of its represen-
tatives.
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It is worth noting that the vast majority of sources of personal
origin, covering the life of the Roman Catholic clergy, in contrast to
similar sources on the history of the Orthodox faith, are unprocessed and
difficult to study. Among the published sources it is worth noting the
work of the Bishop of Tiraspol J. Kessler "Geschichte der Dioezese Ti-
raspol” (Kessler, 1930).

Of particular importance are memoirs, which highlight the attitude
of ordinary citizens to Christian churches and priests, events in church
life, memories of the destruction of Orthodox churches, repression
against the clergy and believers, the situation of churches and parishio-
ners during the Holodomor of 1921-1922 and 1932-1933 (Boiko &
Plokhii, 2005). Memoirs of peasants help to determine the degree of
influence of the clergy on the general life of the village in the 1920s
(Boiko & Plokhii, 2005). These documents are contained in the collec-
tions of documents.

A specific group of published sources is the periodicals of the
time. During the interwar period, many anti-religious publications con-
tained columns in many newspapers and magazines at various levels. As
a rule, the secular Soviet press of the period under study first of all ma-
kes it possible to assess the enormous scale of atheistic propaganda by
the Soviet authorities, ideological and psychological pressure on Chris-
tian priests, their families and believers, outright discrimination against
the clergy, and discrediting the church itself.

Articles of anti-church content were systematically published in
the newspapers of the Central Committee of the CP(B)U — "Soviet
Thought" (Kyiv) (Radianska Dumka, 1927), "Communist" (Kyiv) (Ko-
munist, 1921-1940). Systematic anti-religious propaganda was carried
out by the newspaper of the highest authority of the USSR — "Visti
VUTSVK" (Visti VUTsVK, 1921-1939). Special atheistic publications
were published — the magazine "Bezvirnyk", the newspaper "Bezbozh-
nyk" (Bezbozhnyk, 1937-1940; Bezvirnyk, 1925-1935). These publi-
cations had openly anti-religious articles, as well as publications by
theorists of scientific atheism.

Many anti-clerical articles were published on the pages of regio-
nal party and Soviet periodicals — "Red Zaporizhzhia" (Chervone Zapo-
rizhzhia, 1923-1929), "Red Nikolaev" (Chervonyi Mykolaiv, 1921-1929),
and others.
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Thus, the Soviet government carried out the process of separation
of church and state, and the state press of the interwar period, res-
pectively, in the church issue instead of peaceful coexistence with
church institutions, the position of a neutral observer of the state course
pursued a policy of confrontation.

A valuable source is the church periodicals of the 1920s, in par-
ticular the UAOC’s printed organ, The Church and Life (Tserkva y zhyttia,
1928). The publications cover the events of the current church life, the
work of the VPTSR meeting, which allows determining the degree of
influence of the autocephalous clergy in parish life, the content of cul-
tural activities of the clergy, the level of national consciousness of the cult.

The printed organ of the Synodal Church, the Ukrainian Orthodox
Evangelist, attracts attention (Ukrainskyi Pravoslavnyi Blahovisnyk,
1925-1926). The publications of this publication provide an opportunity
to analyze the educational level of the clergy, the cultural activities of the
synodal clergy, and many other issues.

The representativeness of the source base on this problem is
provided by a set of unpublished materials — archival documents of the
central and regional state archives of Ukraine, in particular the Central
State Archive of Supreme Authorities of Ukraine (TSDAVO Ukrainy),
the Central State Archive of Public Associations of Ukraine (TSDAHO
Ukrainy) and state regional archives of Ukraine. Documents of the follo-
wing regional archives (mainly of the southern region) — the State archive
of the Kherson ablast (DAKhQ), the State archive of the Zaporizhzhia
oblast (DAZO), the State archive of the Mykolaiv oblast (DAMO), the
State archive of the Odesa oblast (DAOOQ) and the State archive of the
Kharkiv oblast were processed, It should be noted that many documents
on this issue are stored in other state regional archives of Ukraine.

The researched archival sources are mainly legislative and admi-
nistrative documents of state and local authorities, religious associations,
etc. Many such documents are stored in the funds of the Central Executive
Committee of Ukraine: "All-Ukrainian Central Executive Committee™
(TsDAVO Ukrainy, F. 1), "Council of People’s Commissars of the
USSR" (TsDAVO Ukrainy, F.2), "People’s Commissariat of Internal
Affairs of the USSR" (TsDAVO Ukrainy, F. 5), "People’s Commissariat
of Justice" USSR" (TsDAVO Ukrainy, F. 8).

Materials of the fund "All-Ukrainian Central Executive Commi-
ttee” (TsDAVO Ukrainy, F. 1) are minutes of meetings, resolutions;
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analytical articles and reports on the socio-political situation in the
regions of Ukraine after the establishment of Soviet power; correspon-
dence to clarify legal issues related to the separation of church and state;
reports on the activities of local Soviet authorities; appeals by represen-
tatives of religious communities with complaints and requests regarding
discrimination of their rights (TSDAVO Ukrainy, F. 1).

An important source on the history of Roman Catholic commu-
nities in Ukraine is the correspondence of the All-Ukrainian Central
Executive Committee with the administrative departments of district
executive committees on registration, registration of religious commu-
nities, believers, closing of churches, and houses of worship, complaints
of believers about local government actions. These documents reproduce
the picture of state-church relations in the USSR, allow us to trace the
process of interaction between central and local authorities in the im-
plementation of anti-religious policy, to clarify the attitude of the Soviet
government to the RCC and its believers compared to other denomi-
nations.

Materials of the fund "Council of People’s Commissars of the
USSR" (TsDAVO Ukrainy, F. 2) provide an opportunity to clarify the
legal status of ministers of worship, manifestations of restrictions on
political, civil, and social rights of this category of the population
(TsDAVO Ukrainy, F. 2).

Some important facts are contained in the cases of the fund of the
"People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs of the USSR" (TsDAVO
Ukrainy, F.5) for 1923-1930. The fund consists of act materials
characterizing the course of anti-church policy of the authorities during
the 1920s (TsDAVO Ukrainy, F. 5). The scientific value is represented
by materials on the work of the liquidation department (since 1924 — the
department of cults at the NKVD) and its vertical on the ground, reports
on religious and anti-religious movements, the number and composition
of the clergy and the faithful.

The documents of the fund of the People’s Commissariat of Jus-
tice of the USSR (TsDAVO Ukrainy, F. 8), which contain materials on
the organizational structure of Christian churches in the 1920s and 1930s,
are of important informational value. and the reaction to these changes in
government structures (TsDAVO Ukrainy, F. 8). The documents reveal
the role of the state during the mass closure of churches, characterize the
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foreign policy levers that influenced the anti-religious campaign in the
period under study.

Sources of public origin are of great informational value, in par-
ticular the documents of the Communist Party, concentrated in the funds
of the Central State Archive of Public Associations of Ukraine (TSDAHO
Ukrainy) and state regional archives. These sources are crucial for
understanding the scale, nature, and depth of the party’s intervention in
the church processes of Ukraine in the interwar period. For example, the
documents of the fund of the "Central Committee of the CPU" (TSDAHO
Ukrainy, F. 1) reveal the content, forms, and methods of the religious
policy of the ruling party, confirm the existence of a consistent and
dynamic anti-church line of higher authorities (TSDAHO Ukrainy, F. 1).
At the same time, these documents highlight the internal contradictions
of the government’s religious policy, changes in its levers depending on
the foreign policy situation in the period under study.

Materials of local authorities and administration, concentrated in
the regional archives of Ukraine, are a significant addition to the group
of state documentary sources. In particular, the following materials of
the State Archives of Kherson oblast — "Kherson District Executive
Committee of the Council of Workers’, Peasants’ and Red Army
Deputies" (DAKhO, F. R-2), "Administrative Department of the District
Executive Committee of the Council of Workers’, Peasants’ and Red
Army Deputies of Kherson district" (DAKhO, F. R-455) and "Kherson
department of the executive committee of county councils of workers’,
peasants’ and Red Army deputies" (DAKHO, F. R-1887).

Factually valuable are the documents of the Odessa oblast, stored
in the state archives of this region — "Odessa Provincial Executive Co-
mmittee of the Council of Workers’, Peasants’ and Red Army Deputies"
(DAQOO, F. R-99), "Odessa District Department of the Executive Co-
mmittee of the Workers’ Council, peasant and Red Army deputies”
(DAQO, F. R-3865).

Materials of the Mykolaiv oblast are noteworthy — "Administra-
tive department of the Nikolaev district executive committee of Council
of workers, peasant and Red Army deputies" (DAMO, F. R-118) and
Nikolaev district executive committee of Council of workers, peasants
and Red Army deputies” (DAMO, F. R-161).

Documents of the regional archive of the Zaporizhzhia oblast
were examined — "Administrative Department of the Zaporizhzhia Dis-
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trict Executive Committee of the Council of Workers’, Peasants’ and Red
Army Deputies” (DAZO, F.316), "Luxembourg District Executive
Committee of the Council of Workers’, Peasants’ and Red Army De-
puties" (DAZO, F. 1212), "Melitopol District State Bureau under the
District Executive Committee of the Council of Workers’, Peasants’ and
Red Army Deputies” (DAZO, F. 3756), "Fund of Suspended Cases"
(DAZO, F. 5747).

The documents of the Kharkiv oblast attract attention — "Kharkiv
District Executive Committee of the Council of Workers’, Peasants’ and
Red Army Deputies” (DAKhrO, F. R-845).

Among the researched archival materials there is a lot of reference
documentation of local party organizations. Among them are reported on
the progress of anti-religious activities in some districts of Ukraine,
which reveal the strength of the physical pressure of the authorities on
priests. The materials involved help to clarify the role of the clergy in
shaping public opinion, the attitude of the clergy to the Soviet govern-
ment, and socio-economic campaigns.

A separate group of important archival materials consists of
church sources that determine the socio-political position of Christian
churches, the institutional status of church structures, the legal status of
religious communities. Constituent and statutory documents, minutes of
meetings, reporting documentation of parishes, business correspondence
of clergy are representative. A significant array of these documents as
part of the records of state and local administrative structures and is
reflected in the archives of the above VUTSVK, the Council of People’s
Commissars of the USSR, the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs
of the USSR, the People’s Commissariat of Justice of the USSR and
others.

These documents reproduce the structural organization of the
church, the interaction between its central and local structural units,
reveals the most important issues of development and life of Christian
parishes, reflect the reaction of believers to the restriction of their reli-
gious rights; study the social activities of Christian churches.

The Soviet government closely monitored the activities of each
religious community, so each community systematically reported on its
activities. This group of documents (questionnaires of religious commu-
nities, reports and minutes of meetings, estimates, lists of parishioners,
statements and complaints of communities to administrative depart-
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ments, etc.) allows to study the socio-demographic composition of the
clergy and worshipers, to clarify the role of priests in parish life to the
Christian clergy.

The registration cards of clergymen trace the way of priests’ life,
their social and property status, level of education, etc. The materials of
church origin include reports of parish priests, reports of bishops and
spiritual boards, correspondence of clergy, which contain a lot of inte-
resting and important information on this issue.

We draw your attention to the fact that in the conditions of the
mass closure of churches and the cessation of religious institutions
during the 1920s and 1930s, a huge number of church archives were
lost; a lot of church materials were lost during the Second World War,
during the nazi occupation regime.

Among the archival materials, there are many statistical sources
on the researched issues, which are presented by information and tables
compiled by the church and secular authorities, which contain infor-
mation about the number of religious communities, church buildings,
clergy, and believers of the RCC. These materials allow us to trace the
dynamics of the number of religious communities in the study period, to
analyze the property and social composition of their members.

The factual value is represented by the materials of the provincial
and district statistical bureaus, which add an idea of the confessional
situation in the districts (DAZO, F. 316, op. 3). Local commissions for
national minorities also periodically researched the ethnic-confessional
composition of their regions (DAZO, F. 316, op. 3). These documents
are important primarily for clarifying the number of Christian commu-
nities in certain regions of the Soviet Ukraine.

Archival and investigative cases of repressed clergy and believers
significantly supplement the source base of this problem. Search reports,
arrest warrants, questionnaires, interrogation reports, convictions, and
extracts cover the fate of many Roman Catholic and Orthodox priests
and ordinary believers who suffered from persecution by the Soviets.
These documents provide an opportunity to study the ethnic compo-
sition, social origin, professional affiliation, age, educational level of
those arrested, which is important to determine the social composition of
the Christian clergy in the study period.

Of great scientific value are the court cases of the 1930s against
the Roman Catholic clergy and believers, fabricated for crimes against
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the collective farm system, receiving foreign aid during the famine of
1932-1933, espionage in favour of foreign states, and anti-Soviet agi-
tation, as their materials reveal the real the causes of repression against
the clergy and the faithful. The value of these materials is that they help
to understand the consequences of the anti-religious policy of the Soviet
government, to understand the scale of human, material, and spiritual
losses suffered by the Roman Catholic Church.

Noteworthy are theses, directives, reviews, reports of local party
bodies on the situation of religious organizations and anti-church pro-
paganda among ethnic groups, materials on the activities of the admi-
nistrative bodies of the USSR to conduct religious policy on the ground.

Secret correspondence of district party committees allows recon-
structing the directions of work of state and party bodies on anti-
religious propaganda, the introduction of forms of ideological dictate in
social, cultural-educational, the economic life of the population in the
southern Ukraine and, especially, to reveal the whole arsenal of dis-
criminatory methods, including economic terror and political clergy and
believers.

The materials of the former party archives stored in the state re-
gional archives significantly expand the idea of the implementation of
anti-religious policy and methods of gradual ousting of Christian chur-
ches from the public life of the population of Ukraine. For example, the
documents of the P-3 Fund "Odesa Provincial Committee of the CP(b)U"
of the State Archives of the Odesa region (DAQOO, F. P-3), the P-1 Fund
"Mykolayiv District Committee of the CP(b)U" of the State Archives of
the Mykolaiv oblast were studied (DAMO, F. P-1).

Conclusions. Thus, it should be noted that there are significant
types of written (published and unpublished) sources of printed and
handwritten nature, generally sufficient to determine the position of the
Christian clergy in Soviet Ukraine during the 1920s and 1930s. These
are normative (act) documents, references, statistical sources, sources of
personal origin, periodicals. Many of these materials are contained in
collections of documents, scientific papers or stored in the state archives
of Ukraine. Documentary complexes of library institutions, archives of
museum institutions require careful research.
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