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BETWEEN GOD AND CAESAR:  
THE CLANDESTINE UKRAINIAN GREEK 

CATHOLIC CLERGY IN THE SOVIET STATE 
(1946–1989)

The Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church1 (hereafter UGCC),  a Church of 
Byzantine tradition with ties to Rome, united almost the entire Ukrainian 
population of Eastern Galicia in the interwar Second Polish Republic.2 
During the Second World War Eastern Galicia underwent a triple (Soviet, 
German, and again Soviet) occupation and since 1944 it became a part 
of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (hereafter the Ukrainian SSR). 

 Considered by the Soviet regime as a satellite of Vatican and a spiritual 
basis of the anti‑Soviet nationalist armed resistance, the UGCC was 
attacked soon after the Soviet reoccupation of Galicia. 

In the article “With a cross or with a knife”, which appeared in the 
newspaper Free Ukraine on April 8, 1945, Volodymyr Rosovych (a 
pseudonym of Lviv Communist writer Iaroslav Halan) associated the 
UGCC with “treason”, “Fascism”, and “bourgeois nationalism”. After the 
Metropolitan Iosyf Slipyi, a head of the UGCC since 1944, and Bishops 
Hryhorii Khomyshyn, Mykolai Charnetskyi, Mykyta Budka, and Ivan 
Liatyshevskyi were arrested on April 11, 1945, the Council for the Affairs of 
the Russian Orthodox Church (hereafter CAROC, Council) in cooperation 
with the Council for the Affairs of the Religious Cults (hereafter CARC), 
state security organs, Russian Orthodox Church (hereafter ROC), and the 
so called Initiative group for reunification of the UGCC with the ROC 
(hereafter Initiative group)3 launched the “reunion” campaign. The latter 
envisaged a series of “soborchyky” (“little councils”) in each district, 
where, usually in the presence of the state security agent, the members of 
Initiative group tried to convince other priests to join this group. Before the 
illegal council of Lviv (March 8–10, 1946),4 which officially declared the 
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break of ties with Vatican and “reunion” with the ROC, 997 out of 1,270 
Greek Catholic priests present in Galicia at that time formally joined the 
Initiative group.5 The “resistant Uniates”,6 in turn, were often convicted 
of “anti‑Soviet activity” and deported to Gulag. 

Between the abolition of the UGCC in 1946 and its legalization in 
1989–1990, the majority of the Greek Catholics existed as a “Church 
within a Church” (a term introduced by Vasyl Markus to describe the 
self‑perception of the “reunited” Greek Catholic community within 
the body of the ROC7), whereas the opponents of “reunion” formed a 
clandestine UGCC. 

This study focuses on the clandestine clergy, both the Greek Catholic 
clergymen who refused to join the ROC in 1945–1946 and those ordained 
already after the UGCC’s delegalization. Because of the high level of 
secrecy in the underground, an exact number of the active clandestine 
priests is hard to estimate. According to the information provided by the 
CAROC in January 1948, 75 Greek Catholic priests “stubbornly refused 
to join” the ROC, from which only 18 conducted religious services.8 
However, this number excludes those priests who were already arrested 
and deported to Gulag because of their refusal to join the ROC. In 1958, 
that is after the imprisoned priests were released, the Council reported 
about the presence in Western Ukraine of 273 “non‑reunited” Greek 
Catholic priests and even a greater number of the monks.9 It is assumed 
that a number of the underground priests, both monastic and secular, 
which was estimated at between 300 and 500 in the 1970s, doubled till 
the end of the 1980s.10 However, without the Orthodox priests who joined 
the UGCC on the wave of the Greek Catholic activism, there were fewer 
than 500 active clandestine Greek Catholic clergymen in the 1980s.11 

The abolition of the UGCC in Galicia (1946) drew the incomparably 
great amount of scholarly attention.12 The pioneering and the most 
comprehensive study about the UGCC’s abolition in the context of the 
Soviet nationality and religious policy was written by Bohdan Bociurkiw, 
a Canadian political scientist of Ukrainian origin.13 Most studies on the 
clandestine UGCC also concentrated on the state repressive policy towards 
the Greek Catholics,14 although some researchers analyzed as well the 
impact of the Soviet regime’s policy on the Greek Catholics’ identity.15 
In particular, a problem of the clandestine clergy’s attitude to the Soviet 
regime was touched by Ukrainian researcher Natalia Dmytryshyn in her 
article about resistance and accommodation strategies adopted by different 
generations of the Greek Catholic clergy.16 
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In fact, such terms as “resistance”, “opposition”, and “accommodation” 
became widely used by historians to describe the attitude of the 
underground UGCC to the Soviet regime. Whether any particular action, 
be it a complaint to the Soviet authorities or an illegal religious service, 
is an expression of any of the above mentioned concepts depends on the 
meaning attributed to them. As American political anthropologist James 
Scott accurately remarked, “It is no simple matter to determine just where 
compliance ends and resistance begins”.17 Scott’s concept of everyday 
(passive) resistance, even though broadly defined, emphasizes the 
protestor’s intention to resist as crucial to the notion.18 However, arguing 
that subordinate groups were deprived of possibility to resist openly, Scott 
intentionally politicizes their undeclared resistance.19 According to a social 
historian Elena Osokina, Russian historians who apply Scott’s concept 
of resistance to Stalinism tend to interpret disobedience to authorities as 
resistance to regime.20 She argues instead that everyday disobedience is 
not a form of pre‑political protest, but a survival strategy, and, therefore, 
an anthropological rather than political phenomenon.21 In regard to the 
Church, Kenneth Westhues, for example, withholds from interpreting a 
defensive stance on part of the persecuted religious groups as opposition 
to the established authorities.22 In his view, the oppositional stance of 
religious body is defined by its intention to change a wider society, not 
to secure the autonomy of a group.23 

The specifics of the Soviet archival data and domination of political 
history in most studies on the UGCC resulted in overemphasizing the 
political and national motivation of the clandestine clergy’s opposition to 
the Soviet state. However, the fact that the Soviet authorities interpreted the 
clergy’s resistance to “reunion” or their underground religious activities as 
a threat to regime does not necessarily mean that the clandestine priests 
considered their actions to be such. Therefore, the present article looks 
at how the Greek Catholic clergymen themselves defined their attitude 
to the Soviet State.  

Obviously, in comparison with the ROC, which enjoyed the most 
preferential status among the religious groups in the Soviet Union,24 the 
UGCC’ stance towards the Soviet authorities was definitely oppositional. 
On the one hand, it seems natural that the clandestine Greek Catholics 
maintained a hostile attitude to the nationally alien and atheistic regime 
that outlawed their Church and persecuted the “non‑reunited” clergy. On 
the other hand, such stance would be contrary to the position advocated by 
the Metropolitan Andrei Sheptytskyi, a head of the UGCC in 1901–1944, 
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whose relations with political authorities were guided by a principle of 
obedience to civil authorities without compromising Christian identity.25 
In his first pastoral letter after the Soviet occupation of Galicia in 1939, 
the head of the UGCC wrote: 

Our agenda is the following: we will comply with the civil authority; we 
will obey the laws insofar as they do not contravene the law of God; we 
will not meddle in political and secular affairs, nor will we cease to work 
tirelessly for the Christian cause among our people.26 

In this article, I argue that many clandestine priests shared Sheptytskyi’s 
view on the Church-State relations and prioritized religious identity over 
national and political matters. This was true both during the “reunion” 
campaign with the Russian Orthodoxy in 1945–1946 and further existence 
of the Church in the underground (1946–1989). Therefore, I offer to view 
the clergy’s resistance as an indirect result of the wish to preserve their 
Church, not the aim by itself. Although the clandestine community was 
far from being a cohesive group, in their attitude to the Soviet authorities 
most clergymen distinguished between loyalty to the state on the one 
hand and the attitude to the Communist and the atheist ideology on the 
other one. The aim of this article is not to dismiss the national and political 
motives of the clandestine clergy’s opposition to the Soviet regime, but 
to demonstrate the crucial role of religious motivation in shaping their 
political attitudes. 

This article is mostly based on the unpublished archival material from 
the collections of the Soviet governmental institutions controlling the 
religious sphere27 as well as published reports from the archive of the 
former KGB [Russian abbreviation for Committee for State Security]28 
and the interviews with the clandestine hierarchy, clergy, nuns, and 
laypeople from the Archive of the Institute of Church History.29 The 
research questions are analyzed with the help of the methodology of 
identity studies, historical anthropology, and sociology of religion.   

Geographically, this study focuses on Western Ukraine, namely 
the territory of Eastern Galicia, which, before the Second World War, 
belonged to Galician Metropoly of the UGCC. According to the Soviet 
administrative division it united Lviv, Drohobych (since 1959 – a part of 
Lviv region), Stanislav (renamed as Ivano‑Frankivsk in 1962) and Ternopil 
regions. The time frame under consideration is the underground period 
of the UGCC (1946–1989). 
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The article begins with a theoretical overview of the different modes 
of behavior adopted by the UGCC and the ROC in relation to the Soviet 
authorities. Next, it looks at the “reunion” campaign of the UGCC with 
the ROC as a part of the postwar Sovietization of Western Ukraine, with 
a special attention to the national and religious motives of the clergy’s 
resistance to the forced Orthodoxization. Finally, the article focuses on the 
attitude of the clandestine clergy to the Soviet authorities and Communist 
ideology. 

The Church and the Soviet State:  
The Cases of the ROC and the UGCC

The theological foundations of Christian attitude to the secular power 
were formulated by St. Paul in the Epistle to the Romans. However, 
Christian churches interpreted Pauline teaching about divine nature of 
every authority and necessity of civil obedience in different ways. 

A tendency to link opposition to the secular authorities with sectarianism 
comes from a classical church‑sect dichotomy by Ernst Troeltsch, who 
defined Church as an integral part of the social order and a sect as a 
religious group in opposition to the state and society.30 Since Troeltsch’s 
theory was based on the history of pre-1800 Europe, where Christianity 
enjoyed religious monopoly and state support,31 it can be hardly applied 
to the context of the modern atheistic state. American sociologist Benton 
Johnson criticized Troeltsch’s typology for containing too many variables 
and offered instead to define church and sect by a single criterion, namely 
acceptance/rejection of the social environment.32 Johnson’s approach 
blurred the boundaries between church and sect, as he maintained that 
the Catholic Church in the Communist lands took on some sectarian 
characteristics.33 Therefore, sociologist Werner Stark amended Johnson’s 
church-sect typology by proposing a third type, namely the universal 
church, to which he counted the Roman Catholicism.34 According to 
Stark, the universal church’s principle of the separation of Church and State 
does not necessarily imply hostility to the secular surrounding, as it is in 
the case of sectarians.35 In turn, Kenneth Westhues’s study of conditions 
that lead to embracing oppositional stance by different religious groups 
revealed inadequacy of Johnson’s typology by establishing no necessary 
link between opposition and church-sect typology.36 
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Generally, the Catholic Churches demonstrated a higher level of 
opposition to socialism than the Orthodox ones, with Hungarian Catholic 
Church and Georgian Orthodox Church to be the only exceptions.37 
Similarly, whereas the Russian Orthodox Church in the postwar USSR 
adhered to a principle of the “unconditional political loyalty”,38 the 
outlawed UGCC was regarded by the Soviet regime as disloyal.  

The differences in the attitude of the official ROC and the clandestine 
UGCC to the Soviet authorities can be better understood in the light of 
a conceptual distinction between the state and the universal church. 
Whereas the ROC was historically affiliated with Russian Tsarism, the 
UGCC never identified itself with a particular state power. In contrast to 
the ROC whose spiritual centre was located in Moscow, the UGCC as a 
part of the universal church was subordinated to the Holy See. Since the 
Soviet authorities in the postwar time envisaged Vatican as a “defender 
of fascism” and the UGCC as an “accomplice” to papacy, scholars often 
consider the abolition of the UGCC to be a part of the Soviet anti‑Vatican 
policy.39 Thus, Stalin’s wish to use the ROC as alternative “Vatican”40 to 
unify the Church life in Eastern‑Central Europe resulted in the “reunion” 
campaigns of the Greek Catholic Churches with the Orthodox ones not 
only within the Soviet Union, namely in Galicia (1946) and Transcarpathia 
(1949), but also in Soviet‑controlled Romania (1948) and Czechoslovakia 
(1950). 

Another difference between the ROC and the UGCC lies in the national 
compatibility with the Soviet regime. Although the ROC was severely 
persecuted by the Bolsheviks after their ascension to power in Russia 
in 1917, the Second World War brought Church‑State rapprochement. 
Having decided to use the tools of the 19th century Tsarism, that is, 
Russian nationalism, Pan‑Slavism, and Orthodoxy, to regain control over 
the territories in the Western borderland after their temporary occupation 
by the Nazi Germany, Stalin allowed the elections of the Patriarch in 
1943.41  As Werner Stark remarked, Communist Russia and Orthodox 
Russia shared the same “ethnocentric and messianic spirit”,42 therefore, 
the fact that the Orthodox hierarchy helped the Soviets to abolish the 
UGCC should not be surprising.

So, differences between the UGCC and the ROC in political philosophy, 
Church jurisdiction and national character caused both different treatment 
of these Churches by the Soviet regime and the Churches’ different attitude 
to the State and its dominant ideology. 
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The UGCC and the Nationalist Resistance in the context  
of the “Reunion” Campaign of 1945–1946

Since the mid 19th century, when the Greek Catholic clergy played a 
main role in the Ukrainian “national revival” in Habsburg-ruled Galicia, 
this Church associated itself with the national cause. During the first half of 
the XXth century, when Eastern Galicia underwent a kaleidoscopic change 
of state powers,43 the Church was headed by the Metropolitan Andrei 
Sheptytskyi, who reinforced the role of the UGCC as a representative of 
Ukrainian interests. In the words of Volodymyr Tselevych, an interwar 
Galician politician, UGCC was a “national Church of Galician Ukrainians 
in the sense that only Ukrainians belong to this Church and that the change 
of confession amounts to the change of nationality”. 44 

Therefore, the postwar forced merger of the UGCC with the ROC was 
both designed and perceived as a means of Russification and Sovietization 
of Western Ukraine. The Soviet authorities regarded the UGCC as 
“anti‑people” in character, since the Church allegedly aimed at “spiritual 
separation of Ukrainian and Russian peoples”.45 The members of the 
Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (hereafter OUN)46 argued that 
the abolition of the UGCC would lead to a “forced reunion of Ukrainian 
people with a Moscow one”.47 The latter assumption was not groundless, 
as in 1953 the CAROC plenipotentiary in Drohobych region Shapovalov 
reported about the successes in the “separation of believers from the Union 
[Uniate (Greek Catholic) Church – K.B.] and their reunion in one family 
with Russian people”.48 

The anti‑Soviet armed resistance in Western Ukraine constituted one 
of the major problems in the Soviet Western borderland. Being convinced 
of a tight link between the UGCC and the nationalist underground, the 
Soviets expected that the UGCC would be able to persuade the nationalist 
guerillas to stop the fight.49 This issue was touched in December 1944, 
when the Greek Catholic delegation went to Moscow to discuss the 
possibility of the future existence of the Church under the Soviet rule. 50 
However, the leadership of OUN rejected the offer to start negotiations 
with the Soviets via the Greek Catholic priests.51 

Despite Metropolitan Sheptytskyi’s confrontation with a radical 
wing of OUN, Bandera faction,52 the latter was widely popular among 
Galician Ukrainians and even young Greek Catholic clergy, a tendency 
that only strengthened after the Soviet reoccupation of Galicia in 1944.53 
The reports by NKVD [Russian abbreviation for People’s Commissariat 
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of Internal Affairs] and the CAROC as well as the oral history sources 
demonstrate a tight link of many Greek Catholic clergymen to OUN and 
UPA (hereafter Ukrainian Insurgent Army).54 A former clandestine believer 
Maria Nakonechna perceived such connection as natural, arguing that 
the priests could not be against “our people”.55 She remembers that in her 
native village in Lviv region Fr. Danylo Guglevych in his Sunday sermons 
encouraged believers to provide food, clothes and medical assistance to 
insurgents who might visit their homes. 56 

Since the clergy’s refusal to join the ROC hindered the Soviet plans 
of homogenization of the Western borderland of the USSR, the Soviet 
functionaries persistently linked the clergy’s resistance to “reunion” 
with the anti‑Soviet activities of the nationalist guerillas in Galicia. They 
blamed, for example, the dwellers of the Greek Catholic monasteries for 
giving shelter to the members of the nationalist underground, holding 
religious services on the latter’ tombs, printing and spreading “anti‑Soviet 
literature”, and agitation among the believers not to join the ROC.57 In the 
words of one of the regional CAROC plenipotentiaries, Greek Catholic 
monasteries were “hotbeds of Uniatism”, “seats of papism” and “places, 
where everything which is hostile not only to the Orthodoxy but also to 
the Soviet power is concentrated”.58 

Hence any support of the nationalist guerillas, no matter if it was 
voluntary or forced,59 was regarded as “complicity”, many Greek Catholic 
clergymen including ordained monks from the closed monasteries 
were arrested according to the article 54 of the Criminal Code of the 
Ukrainian SSR adopted in 1927, mostly paragraphs 54‑1 “A” (“high 
treason”), 54‑10 (“anti‑Soviet propaganda”) and 54‑11 (“belonging to the 
counterrevolutionary formations”). 

However, it was rather the clergy’s opposition to “reunion” than a link 
to Ukrainian national movement that led to persecutions. To illustrate, in 
the report of NKGB [People’s Commissariat for State Security] from April 
2, 1945, a future head of the Initiative group Fr. Havryil Kostel’nyk was 
characterized as “Ukrainian nationalist and the enemy of the Soviet State” 
maintaining connections with the leadership of OUN and UPA.60 Besides, 
most other “reunited” priests as well as the “non‑reunited” priests who 
left priestly activities and found secular employment usually managed to 
avoid the arrest.61 

A tight link between religious and national identity characteristic of 
the UGCC indeed makes it difficult to differentiate between religious/
confessional and national/political motives of the clergy’s resistance 
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to the forced Orthodoxization in the postwar years. In this respect a 
concept of “identity salience”, which presupposes that “self” incorporates 
different identities organized in the hierarchical order, might be useful.62 
Contemporary identity theorists who redefined George Mead’s formula 
“society shapes self shapes social behavior” as “commitment shapes 
identity salience shapes role choice behavior” assume that behavioral 
choices are made in accordance with the most salient identity.63 For 
example, if the Christian, precisely Greek Catholic, identity is more salient 
than a national one, a decision to resist “reunion” would be shaped by the 
former. One the one hand, this assumption might be problematic for the 
reasons stated above: one might argue that, first,  national component is 
inherent to the Greek Catholic identity; second, that “reunion” campaign 
was never planned as a solely Church matter, but aimed at Russification 
and Sovietization of Western Ukrainians. On the other hand, one should 
not overstate the role of national factor in the clergy’s resistance to 
“reunion” campaign. 

Although the rhetoric of both OUN and the “non‑reunited” Greek 
Catholic clergy against the forced merger of the UGGC with the ROC 
overlapped in some aspects, their motivation was not identical. Being a 
radical right movement professing the ideology of integral nationalism, 
the OUN prioritized the national cause over the principles of Christian 
ethics.64 Besides, the OUN’s resistance to “reunion” was anti‑Soviet and 
anti‑Russian rather than anti‑Orthodox in character. To illustrate, in their 
written appeal to Ukrainian Greek Catholics against the “reunion” (July 
1945), the members of OUN wondered “why it should be necessarily 
“russian” orthodox church, and not, for example, ukrainian orthodox 
church [capitalization is absent in the text – K.B.]?”65 Similarly, the 
threatening letters the “reunited” priests received from OUN contained 
a remark that organization opposed not the Orthodoxy in general, but 
the Orthodoxy led by NKVD.66 In the view of Ukrainian nationalists, the 
“reunited” priests were “betrayers of Ukrainian people and Church” and 
the “agents of NKVD”.67 

However, in order to save the “local cadres” and prevent the arrival 
of the Orthodox priests from outside Galicia, at least a part of OUN did 
not oppose “reunion” and even encouraged the Greek Catholic priests 
to accept the Orthodoxy.68 In the view of the CAROC plenipotentiary in 
Lviv region Anatolii Vyshnevskyi, the “reunited” priests connected with 
the nationalist underground and playing a “double‑dealing role” were 
even more dangerous than the “non‑reunited” ones.69 
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In contrast to the nationalists, the Greek Catholic clergy saw a main 
hindrance to “reunification” in the differences between the Catholicism 
and the Orthodoxy. For example, the parish priests who participated in 
the meetings organized by the Initiative group in 1945 motivated their 
unwillingness to join the ROC by their loyalty to the Pope, the oath given 
to a Greek Catholic bishop, the conviction that only within the Catholic 
Church the salvation is possible, and the perception of “reunion” as a 
betrayal of the faith.70 

Consequently, the “resistant” Greek Catholics condemned the 
head of the Initiative group Fr. Havryil Kostel’nyk and his followers 
mostly in religious terms, as “betrayers of the faith and people”, 
“Judas” and “betrayers of the Christ”.71  Such rhetoric was rooted in 
the contemporaneous Catholic theological thought, which viewed the 
Catholic Church as the only Christ’s church.72 Therefore, according to the 
head of the UGCC Metropolitan Slipyi, no distinction between renouncing 
Pope and renouncing Christ could be made.73 That is why many “resistant” 
priests and monks as well as Roman Catholic priests informed believers 
that the clergymen who joined the ROC had lost their “spiritual power”.74 

In his report to the Soviet state security organs (August 3, 1945), Fr. 
Havryil Kostel’nyk maintained that, apart from the papacy, the main 
hindrance to “reunion” was the clergy’s fear of Russification of the 
Church.75 However, as follows from the reports of the NKGB representative 
Ivan Bohdanov, who accompanied Fr. Kostel’nyk at his meetings with 
the clergy in Lviv region in August 1945, the priests who expressed such 
doubts nevertheless joined the Initiative group.76 

Besides, the clergy’s unwillingness to “reunite” can be also explained 
by the ROC’s discredit through cooperation with the atheistic regime.77 By 
defining the Russian Orthodoxy as the “Soviet church” or “state religion 
like police”,78 the Greek Catholic clergymen showed their adherence to 
the universal Church with its principle of division between the Church 
and the State. 

Although both Ukrainian nationalists and a part of the Greek Catholic 
clergymen opposed “reunion”, their motivation differed on a fundamental 
level. Whereas the former were driven by the national motives, the latter 
opposed forced Orthodoxization mainly for religious reasons. Moreover, 
no direct link between the clergy’s sympathy with OUN and their 
resistance to “reunion” can be established.  
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The Greek Catholic Clergy and the Soviet State:  
A Problem of Political Loyalty

The “reunion” campaign was designed as a test of clergy’s political 
loyalty, though the Soviets realized that the majority of the clergymen 
“signed the Orthodoxy” trying to adjust to “current political situation”.79 
As Ivan Bohdanov, a NKVD representative engaged in the “reunion” 
campaign, observed in 1945, after joining the Initiative group the Greek 
Catholic priests “remained the same Catholics with the same political 
views and religious convictions”.80 Nevertheless, at the meeting of 
Western Ukrainian plenipotentiaries of the CAROC ten years later 
(1955), the Council’s representative from Moscow Spyrydonov once 
again emphasized that the clergy’s formal break of ties with Vatican and 
“reunion” with the ROC was a demonstration of their “loyal attitude to 
the Soviet rule”.81 As the all‑Union plenipotentiary of the CAROC Georgii 
Karpov blamed Ukrainian republican and regional plenipotentiaries for 
underestimating the “political relevance of the Union’s abolition”,82 the 
leadership of the CAROC in Kyiv also began to interpret the clergy’s refusal 
to join the ROC in political terms.83 

Many Greek Catholic clergymen, however, attempted both to maintain 
a dialogue with the Soviet power and preserve the Greek Catholic identity. 
For example, at the meeting of the clergy of Stanislav deanary in September 
1945, Fr. Mykola Boryslavskyi and Fr. Ivan Ustyianovskyi refused to join 
the Initiative group, though emphasized their loyalty to the Soviet power.84 
Fr. Ustyianovskyi motivated his choice in a following way: 

As a Greek Catholic priest, I am loyal to the Soviet authority. As a Catholic, I 
will serve and obey the Pope. I know that unless I go over to the Orthodoxy, 
I will be sent to prison and Siberia.85 

Fr. Zadvorniak, a priest in Lviv region who escaped both “reunion” 
and arrest by leaving his priestly activities, actively agitated believers to 
participate in the elections to the Supreme Soviet, but afterwards, contrary 
to the expectations of the regional plenipotentiary of the CAROC Anatolii 
Vyshnevskyi, did not “reunite” with the ROC.86 Similarly, Fr. Sokol in 
Drohobych region actively supported all state campaigns including grain 
procurements, but refused to break his oath and join the ROC.87 The 
above mentioned examples, which reveal predominance of religious 
motivation of the clergy’s resistance to “reunion” over political one, seem 
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to be mostly consistent with the wartime instructions of Metropolitan 
Sheptytskyi to fulfill the secular orders unless they contradict Christian 
values.88 In the eyes of the Soviet authorities, though, the Greek Catholic 
clergy’s statements about their political loyalty to the Soviet State were 
not valid without “reunion” with the ROC. 

The Soviet perception of the “non‑reunited” Greek Catholic clergy as 
“anti‑people” and “pro‑nationalist” hardly changed after the death of Stalin 
in 1953. The return of several hundred Greek Catholic priests and about 
20,000 convicted nationalists to Western Ukraine after dismantling of 
Gulag put at risk the successes of Sovietization of the previous decade.89 
The Greek Catholic priests agitated against the “reunited” clergy and 
spread rumors that the UGCC would be soon restituted.90 In 1956, the 
head of the CAROC in the Ukrainian SSR Hryhorii Korchevyi noted that 
the “Uniate” clergy’s activities were aimed against the interests of the 
Soviet State”.91  

Instead of perceiving the returned clergy as “anti‑people element”, 
many Western Ukrainian believers joined the underground Church having 
a deep respect for the “martyrs for the faith”.92 Moreover, inspired by the 
XX Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (hereafter CPSU) 
and upheavals in the neighboring Poland and Hungary in 1956, the Greek 
Catholics started to send petitions with a request to register their parish 
as Greek Catholic. 93  

Although the “Uniates” did not belong to religious groups which 
according to the Instruction of the CARC on the Application of the Law 
on Cults (1961) were deprived of right to registration because of their 
alleged “anti‑state and monstrous character”,94 none of the petitions sent 
by the Greek Catholics up to legalization of the Church was answered 
positively. Since there was no legal explanation of the ban of the UGCC, 
the plenipotentiaries usually informed petitioners that their Church did 
not exist after its “reunion” with the ROC in 1946.95 

On the one hand, the Greek Catholics’ letters to power were a 
legitimate form of protest against the violations of religious freedom. On 
the other hand, the petitions sent by the members of the “non‑existent 
Church” undermined the official narrative about the “voluntary reunion” 
and put in question the Soviet vision of the “Uniates” as “enemies of the 
people” and “counterrevolutionaries”. In his complaint to Stalin (1947), 
Fr. Ivan Hanytskyi assumed that the discriminatory actions against him 
resulted from his refusal to join the ROC.96 In October 1956, Fr. Omelian 
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Shuplat addressed his grievance to the head of the Soviet of Ministers of 
the USSR Nikolai Bulhanin: 

We [“non‑reunited” Greek Catholic priests – K.B.] are still forced to observe 
that we are called bandits in front of people. We are still regarded not as 
equal citizens, but as counterrevolutionaries based on the argument that 
we do not obey to Lviv council, etc.97  

Fr. Shuplat went even further by rejecting the alleged “anti‑Sovietness” 
of the clandestine priests: 

Nobody of us thinks and has a right to oppose the state we live in, nobody 
can allow himself not to respect the Constitution. The only thing we do 
not agree with is the atheism, and this does not equal with the hostility 
to the state.98

Considering the declaration’s consistency with a principle of division 
between Church and State that defined the UGCC’s attitude to the 
secular authorities before 1946 in general and the wartime instructions of 
Metropolitan Sheptytskyi in particular, one should not dismiss Fr. Shuplat’s 
letter as a demonstration of fake political loyalty or another attempt to 
“speak Bolshevik”. 99 In 1993, that is, after the UGCC’s legalization and 
collapse of the Soviet Union, another “non‑reunited” priest, Fr. Mykola 
Tsaryk, also stressed that the UGCC never positioned itself against the State, 
only against atheism, since the Church’s task was to deal with religion, 
not with politics.100  Both priests suffered from the local police organs 
and KGB, but they escaped the postwar deportation to Gulag, therefore, 
their position might differ from the attitude of the Gulag returnees like 
Pavlo Vasylyk.  

A student of theology arrested in 1947 for his link to UPA, Pavlo 
Vasylyk was secretly consecrated as a Greek Catholic priest upon his return 
to Western Ukraine in 1956.101 Between 1956 and 1959, thousands of 
believers gathered from all over Galicia in the village of Nadorozhna in 
Ivano‑Frankivsk region to participate in the Liturgies openly celebrated by 
Fr. Vasylyk.102 The priest allegedly described the Soviet power as diabolic 
and stressed the need to destroy it almost in each of his sermons.103 He 
was arrested in 1959 and sentenced to five years for “the formentation of 
interconfessional hostility” and for “possessing an indefinite quantity of 
anti‑Soviet religious literature”.104 When caught by police in the city of 
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Ivano‑Frankivsk Fr. Vasylyk used the opportunity to tell the passersby about 
the UGCC and its struggle against “Bolshevik atheism and violence”.105 As 
a clandestine bishop (since 1974), he played a leading role in the struggle 
for legalization of the UGCC during Perestroika. 

However, the behavior of both Fr. Shuplat and Fr. Vasylyk, who used 
legal and illegal means of protest respectively, was marginal to a dominant 
guideline of the clandestine hierarchy advocating for the high secrecy in 
the underground. Since petitions to the Soviet authorities could provoke 
new repressions, many clergymen in the 1970s considered open struggle 
for legalization of the UGCC to be betrayal of the Church.106 In 1987, 
Bishop Vasylyk was the only clandestine hierarch to sign a letter that 
declared the UGCC’s coming out from the underground. 107 

So, the labeling of the “non‑reunited” clergymen as “counterrevolutionaries” 
and “enemies of the people” transcended the Stalinist era and continued in 
the next decades. The clandestine priests, who transgressed the Soviet law on 
religious cults for the sake of preserving their religious and national identity, 
in general did not opt for open resistance to the authorities. Moreover, in 
the contacts with the state officials they often presented themselves as loyal 
Soviet citizens whose constitutional rights should be respected. 

The Attitude of the Clandestine Greek Catholic Clergy to the 
Communist Ideology

The official position of the UGCC on Communism was formulated in 
Metropolitan Sheptytskyi’s pastoral letter “Warning against the Danger of 
Communism” (1936), in which the head of the Church condemned the 
Communist ideology and declared any cooperation with the Communists 
to be betrayal of the Church and nation.108 In 1937, the Communist 
ideology was condemned by the Pope Pius XI in his encyclical “Divini 
Redemptoris” (“About the Godless Communism”), which was spread in 
Galicia in 1938.109 

With the Soviet conquest of Western Ukraine, those Greek Catholic 
clergymen who once publicly expressed their anti‑Communist views could 
escape arrest only through cooperation with the new power. For example, 
Fr. Oleksandr Bodrevych‑Buts’, an author of several anti‑Communist 
booklets in the interwar time, avoided the arrest after he promised to 
stop the anti‑Communist activities in his letter to the Supreme Soviet in 
1940 and joined the ROC in the postwar time.110 A similar strategy was 



69

KATERYNA BUDZ

used by many other priests, to whom the imprisoned head of the UGCC 
Metropolitan Iosyph Slipyi appealed in 1957: 

Nobody was forced to speak against the Communism as such. And if 
somebody personally made statements in press with a fuss, he should not 
later save his skin at the cost of destruction of the Church.111 

In the postwar time, the anti-Communist stance became one of the 
core elements of the clandestine Greek Catholics’ identity. Since the ROC 
was closely linked to the Communist regime, many Western Ukrainian 
laypeople and even some “reunited” priests believed in rumors that 
the Orthodox hierarchs as well as a part of the “reunited” clergy had 
membership in the Communist Party.112 As a “reunited” priest Bohdan 
Nud remembers, many believers called him “Communist” just because 
he officially served as an Orthodox priest.113  

In contrast to the Orthodox theologians who attempted to reconcile 
Christian and Communist ideologies by developing the concept of 
“Christian Communism”,114 the Greek Catholic clergymen considered 
those identities to be mutually exclusive, which can be best exemplified 
by the clergy’s attitude to the membership in the Communist organizations. 

The analyzed interviews with the clandestine clergy, monks, nuns, 
and believers reveal no reference to their membership in the Communist 
Party. Most clandestine priests, especially from among the Gulag returnees, 
occupied low‑profile positions that did not demand “ideological training.” 
To illustrate, the Archbishop Volodymyr Sterniuk (born in 1907), who 
was consecrated as a secret bishop in 1964 and became a head of the 
clandestine UGCC in 1972, upon his return from the banishment in 1952 
and up to his retirement in 1967 worked as a watchman in a park, assistant 
accountant, hospital attendant and a medical assistant.115 However, the 
priests of a younger generation, namely those consecrated after 1946, as 
well as the candidates to the priesthood, often experienced ideological 
pressure at their workplaces. During Khrushchev’s antireligious campaign 
(late 1950s–early 1960s), Stepan Stoliarchuk (born in 1930, consecrated as 
a clandestine priest in 1982) was encouraged to join the CPSU, an offer he 
persistently declined. As he informed the Party representatives at the plant, 
he found the Party program acceptable and “humane” and would have 
gladly joined the CPSU if he had been allowed to attend the church.116 
When asked about his attitude to Marxism‑Leninism by his superior at a 
kinescope factory, Mykhailo Sabryha (born in 1940, ordained in 1974) 
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answered that as a Christian he did not regard Marxism‑Leninism as a 
teaching and professed “faith of Christ, Catholic Church” instead.117 Soon 
afterwards he was attacked by the administration for his alleged belonging 
to a sect and was forced to quit this job.118 

In the context of the postwar Galicia, the Communist Party Youth 
League (hereafter Komsomol, VLKSM [Russian abbreviation for the All-
Union Leninist Young Communist League]) fulfilled a political rather than 
a “militant atheistic” function. Considering the scale of the nationalist 
underground in the 1940s–early1950s the teachers in Western Ukraine 
usually forced schoolchildren to join the VLKSM.119 Thus, the reluctance 
to join the Komsomol in the postwar time might be interpreted in the terms 
of broader resistance to the Soviet regime. However, the respondents 
among the clandestine Greek Catholics usually emphasize that it was the 
atheistic character of the Komsomol that made their membership in this 
organization problematic. 

There were two main views regarding the participation in the 
Communist youth organizations within the clandestine Church. The 
proponents of the nonconformist position considered the membership 
in the Komsomol incompatible with their religious beliefs and were 
usually forced to drop their studies or were expelled from the school.120 
The second position can be described as a formal membership in the 
Communist youth organization without ideological attachment to it. While 
explaining their choice, the proponents of this position emphasized the 
formal and forced character of their membership in the VLKSM.121 

The attitude of the clandestine Greek Catholics to Pioneer organization 
and the Komsomol was formed by the religious education at home and 
instructions of the “non‑reunited” priests, who usually had a radical 
anti‑Communist stance. Fr. Porfyrii Chuchman (born in 1906), for 
example, did not allow the believers to join the Komsomol, considering 
it to be unacceptable “for Christians, especially Catholics [emphasis 
mine – K.B.]”.122 Fr. Zenovii Kysilevskii (born in 1893), arrested in 1963 
for “underground nationalist activities”, was also accused of convincing 
children during the confessions not to join the Communist youth 
organizations and giving similar instructions to their parents.123 Fr. Roman 
Bakhtalovskyi (born in 1897), an author of a manuscript article “About 
the Communist Youth League”, where he wrote that the young people 
in the Soviet Union were afraid to express their views, was arrested in 
1968 for the “anti‑Soviet activities”.124 In the 1986, however, the spiritual 
leaders of Oleh Hovera (born in 1967), who was preparing to become 
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a clandestine priest, allowed him to join the Komsomol for the sake of 
receiving a diploma after graduation from a medical school.125 

In her prominent work on religious activists in the Russian countryside 
in the 1920s, American historian Glennys Young showed that whereas the 
Russian Orthodox believers could reconcile their religious identity with the 
membership in the Communist Party and Komsomol, Orthodox sectarians 
found it unacceptable. 126 Apart from the church‑sect dichotomy, she also 
explains this phenomenon by a difference between ritual and dogmatic 
understanding of religion typical for the traditional Orthodox believers 
and the Orthodox sectarians respectively.127 It seems that the clandestine 
Greek Catholics shared the dogmatic understanding of religion, though 
their attitude to the membership in the Communist organizations was less 
uncompromising than in the case of some marginal religious subcultures. 

The Greek Catholic clergy who rejected “reunion” with the ROC 
precisely because of the dogmatic differences between the Catholicism 
and the Orthodoxy preserved the Catholic view on the Communist 
ideology as irreconcilable with the Christian one. The fact that both 
clergymen and believers resisted Communist organizations because of 
their nominally atheistic rather than Soviet character is an additional 
proof that the clandestine clergy’s behavior was motivated primarily by 
religious considerations.

Conclusion

After the forced merger of the UGCC with the ROC in Galicia (1946), 
the Greek Catholic clergymen who opposed “reunion” with the Russian 
Orthodoxy were persecuted by the Soviet regime for their alleged 
“anti‑Soviet” activities. Considering the generally negative attitude of 
the Greek Catholic clergymen to the Soviet regime and the Communist 
ideology before and during the Second World War, most priests were 
persecuted for their resistance to “reunion” rather than for their actual 
“anti-Soviet” dealings. The clergy’s refusal to join the ROC, though rooted 
predominantly in the individual perception of the faith and salvation rather 
than political views, was qualified by the Soviet authorities as a sign of 
disloyalty to the state. 

As Christians, the clandestine Greek Catholic clergymen rejected 
atheism and Communist worldview. As Ukrainian Greek Catholics, they 
protested against the ban of the UGCC in the Soviet Union, using both legal 
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and illegal means. Unlike many other outlawed religious groups in the 
Soviet Union, the clandestine UGCC did not reject the secular surrounding, 
but accommodated to it as long as it did not contradict Christian values and 
Greek Catholic tradition. The clandestine clergy’s view on the Christian 
identity as exclusive and irreconcilable with the Communist one, in fact, 
did not alter substantially from the position expressed by the Catholic and 
Greek Catholic hierarchs in the 1930s. 

The Christ’s instruction to render unto Caesar the things which 
are Caesar’ and unto God the things that are God’s was particularly 
problematic to implement in the Soviet Union. The atheistic nature of the 
Soviet regime notwithstanding, most clandestine clergymen attempted to 
apply a principle of division between the Church and the State as well 
as the Metropolitan Sheptytskyi’s instruction to obey the state authorities 
without compromising Christian identity to the Soviet reality. The case 
of the underground Greek Catholic clergy in the Soviet Union can serve, 
therefore, as a good example of the survival of a banned religious tradition 
in the unfavorable conditions of the Communist rule.
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problematic. 
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6	  	 Since a term “Uniate” has a pejorative connotation, in this article it is used 
exclusively to refer to the quotations from the Soviet sources.
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