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The Geopolitical Imaginaries of Orthodox Churches

about Europe

Marco Guglielmi

Abstract

This paper explores the geopolitical and social imaginaries surrounding Europe
within the Orthodox Christian world, focusing on three Orthodox Churches: the
Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, the Russian Orthodox Church, and
the Romanian Orthodox Church. These Orthodox Churches offer a unique
perspective in their discourses and approaches regarding both the European
Union (EU) and contemporary challenges, particularly given their historical
significance and global outreach. The paper examines how religious backgrounds
and beliefs shape the geopolitical imaginaries of these churches, linking cultural
meanings and political values to specific geographic spaces. It highlights the role
of the Eastern Orthodox tradition in shaping geopolitical imaginaries based on
its critiques of Western modernity, particularly in the context of European
integration. It also examines how the state affairs of various Orthodox Churches
have shaped their social imaginaries in addressing the Western modernity
project, contemporary challenges, and the EU’s developments. The analysis
draws mainly on secondary sources and includes primary sources such as media
of the Orthodox Churches and other official documents, which are contextualised
within ongoing scholarly debates. Special attention is paid to the impact of
Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, which has exacerbated the geopolitical
polarisation within the wider Orthodox Christian world concerning social
imaginaries about Europe and the EU'’s future.

KEYWORDS: Eastern Orthodoxy, European Union; geopolitics; social
imaginary,; Western modernity
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1. Introduction

The paper aims at outlining the imaginaries about Europe of three churches within
the contemporary Orthodox Christian world. The churches selected for
consideration are the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople (henceforth
referred to as Ecumenical Patriarchate), the Russian Orthodox Church (or
Patriarchate of Moscow), and the Romanian Orthodox Church (or Romanian
Patriarchate). The Romanian Patriarchate is the largest Orthodox Church in a
country belonging to the European Union (EU), while the other two Patriarchates
are the most important in terms of their historical significance as well as global
and geopolitical outreach. In this paper, I engage with the broad idea of Europe
by examining the imaginaries surrounding the current challenges and future
trajectories of the European supranational project, namely, the EU — about which
the Orthodox Churches have traditionally expressed significant reservations
(Leustean 2018a).

According to some social scientists (Dittmer and Dodds 2008; Sturm 2013),
religious traditions and beliefs play a major role in shaping geopolitical
imaginaries; that is, in linking cultural meanings to spaces and places as the
“subjects’ attempts to make sense of the world by associating political values with
various parts of that map” (Dittmer and Dodds 2008: 447). From this perspective,
the sociological interplay between religion and geopolitics appears particularly
pronounced in the case of Eastern Orthodoxy. Historically, Orthodox Churches
have not been immune to the development of entangled church-state relations and
expressions of religious nationalism. A notable example is the recognition of
ethno-phyletism as a modern heresy by an Orthodox council convened in
Constantinople in 1872. This condemnation stemmed from the transposition of
nationalist principles into the ecclesial sphere in present-day Bulgaria, driven by
the intertwined political and religious dynamics of nation building (Leustean

2014a).
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Over the past two centuries, Orthodox Churches have shaped social
imaginaries based on their cultural heritage and historical criticisms of, and
disputes with, the main model of modernity historically developed in Western
Europe (Demacopoulos and Papanikolaou 2013). The social imaginaries have
been also influenced by geopolitical issues and state affairs. In this context, the
stances of Orthodox Churches aimed to reshape their self-understanding in
response to transformations in church-state relations and political contingencies —
becoming particularly evident during the key stages of the European integration
of Eastern European countries (Leustean 2018a). This dynamic has taken on
dramatic significance in the wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February
2022, along with dangerous polarisations in the Orthodox Christian world that
“pivot” on both the broad idea of the West and more precisely the future of the
European Union.

In short, I will examine in this paper' how the geopolitical imaginaries of
Orthodox Churches about Europe have been shaped according to their historical
disputes and strains with the broad idea of Western modernity. Furthermore, I will
examine how the geopolitical imaginaries of the three aforementioned Orthodox
Churches have shaped distinct approaches to — or rather discourses about —
Western modernity, which are intertwined with their respective state affairs. From
a methodological perspective, the paper presents an analysis that draws mainly on
secondary sources and includes primary sources such as media of the Orthodox
Churches and other official documents, which are contextualised within ongoing

scholarly debates.

2. The Sociological Framework
While many scholars hypothesised that the rise of secularisation would
marginalise religion in contemporary social and political life, religion has instead

persisted as a significant marker of identity and a means of expressing power in

!'Section 6 is drawn from Guglielmi (2021: 2-3) with some adjustments.
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international relations. It has assumed an increasingly prominent role in inter-state
dynamics, serving as a tool of cultural diplomacy to forge transnational bonds,
support national communities abroad, and legitimise both longstanding and
emerging conflicts, as well as forms of neo-colonialism (Fox and Sandler 2004).
In other words, religion is a nuanced and tailored embodiment of the geopolitical
milieu; that is, it reveals the socially constructed view of both geographical
space/place and its transnational power discourses (Agnew 2006). At an analytical
level, this crucial nexus between religion and geopolitics may be divided into the
“geopolitics of religion” and “religious geopolitics”. While “the former refers to
conflicts between actors who are clearly and rather unproblematically concerned
with theologically inspired representations of how the world should be divided”,
the latter “refers to plainly secular geopolitical discourse and action that
nevertheless can be seen to employ political-theological vocabularies, symbols
and action” (Sturm 2013: 135). Not least, these forms of nexus between religion
and geopolitics take shape within the broad context of globalisation, i.e., “the
compression of the world” and the “accelerated pace of contact among cultures,
peoples, and civilizations” (Robertson 1992).

Adopting a sociological perspective, in their book The Social Construction
of Reality, Berger and Luckmann (1966) suggested that social groups and persons
mutually interacting within a social system create conceptions or social
representations of each other’s actions over time, thus becoming habituated to
these notions and assuming reciprocal social roles. Some years previously, Mills
had coined the concept of sociological imagination as “the awareness of the
relationship between personal experience and the wider society” (1959: 5).
Following this approach, more recently Taylor has developed the concept of
“modern social imaginary” (Taylor 2004) to describe the manner in which persons
are committed through social imagination to maintaining the society in which they
live. He refers to how “ordinary people” imagine the social, “and this is often not

expressed in theoretical terms, but is carried in images, stories and legends”
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(Taylor 2004: 23). In this regard, “the social imaginary is that common
understanding that makes possible common practices and a widely shared sense
of legitimacy” (Taylor 2004: 23). These features of social imaginaries are
important for grasping how common understandings of the main cultural aspects
and traits of societal identity become spaces of contestations and give rise to
ethnic, political, and religious strains or struggles (O’Neill 2016).

Drawing on a theoretical framework grounded in sociological concepts,
studies have underlined that religion offers a powerful set of habits, beliefs,
cultural codes, and identities that shape or influence ordinary social imaginaries
(Davie 2013; Cornelio, Gauthier, Martikainen and Woodhead 2021). More
specifically, religion typically has a leading role in shaping social imaginaries
related to geographical places; that is, cultural significations associated with
places/spaces within which “individuals are socialized and that thus precede the
formation of individuals themselves” (Botticci 2019: 433). Hence, as already
argued in the introduction (Section 1), geopolitical imaginaries are the outcomes
of individuals’ efforts to give meaning to the world by associating political and
religious ideals with different areas of the global map (Dittmer and Dodds 2008).

In this context, research on geopolitics has recently recognised that the term
should be used not only in the international domain, but also in daily social life.
This most recent stream of research has been termed “popular geopolitics”,
although it has typically focused on media and artefacts of popular culture
(Dittmer and Bos 2010). The shift from a top-down conceptual framework, such
as a research approach primarily concerned with texts, has assumed a research
agenda centred on societal life and focused on the practices, stances, and identities
shaping representations of the ordinary geopolitical milieu. These latter may blend
the personal history and ordinary life of an individual with the collective cultural
and political one of a territory or country (Dittmer and Gray 2010).

Against this backdrop, it seems not an accident that the geopolitical

imaginaries of Orthodox Churches are centred on tensions or conflicts between
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the representations of Orthodox traditional and religious societies with
conservative orientations and Western secular societies marked by powerful
processes of modernisation.? The main differences between these two ideal-
typical societal patterns are based on divergent stances on church-state relations,
human rights, LGTBQI+, bioethics, and gender issues (Makrides 2012). Broadly
speaking, the geopolitics of Orthodox Churches have been shaped by social
imaginaries grounded on Orthodoxy’s criticisms of and reactions to modernity, or
more broadly on its constructions of the image of the West (Demacopoulos and
Papanikolaou 2013; Leustean 2014a).’

To elaborate further, the Orthodox Christian tradition arose from an Eastern
political culture where for centuries the church had a different ethnic/national
mission entangled with that of state authorities, giving rise to peculiar modern
pathways of religious nationalism (Leustean 2014a). For this reason, as well, the
current geopolitical imaginaries of the Orthodox Churches are rooted in a
conservative vision of their traditional territories and in their historical
controversies with Western European countries. Unsurprisingly, a similar
dynamic can be observed in how social imaginaries engage with modern ideas
stemming from the Enlightenment and other Western intellectual frameworks. In
their historical heritage, Orthodox Churches have shaped their views of human
society and social order, developing stances that conflict with contemporary

Western societal patterns. In its convictions and beliefs, Eastern Orthodoxy

2 The concept of Western modernity generally refers to an ensemble of socio-cultural stances,
as well as economic, political, and scientific trends that arose in Europe between the age of the
Renaissance (15th century) and that of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution (18th
century). From a sociological perspective, Giddens (Giddens and Pierson 1998: 94) defines
modernity as associated with a specific set of attitudes towards the world, rooted in the idea of
the world as open to transformation through human intervention; a complex of economic
institutions, especially industrial production and a market economy; a certain range of political
institutions, including the nation-state, mass democracy and individual rights.

3 From a historical perspective, Orthodox Christianity has followed markedly different paths
compared to Western Christianity across various domains and issues. The most notable
distinction lies in how these religious traditions engaged with the main Western European
model of modernity. This interaction appears to be the central factor shaping and solidifying
the religious stances of both Western and Eastern Christianity over the following centuries
(Guglielmi 2022b: 301).
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remains deeply anchored in the foundational principles of the early church and
the teachings of the church Fathers. This crucial connection to the “past™ appears
to be a primary source of pride for the Orthodox Churches, shaping their identity
primarily through a sense of faith in the “Holy Tradition” (McGuckin 2008: 90-
91).

On the other hand, the strong criticisms of Orthodox Churches towards the
broad idea of modernity are often primarily at the level of conservative rhetoric
or discourse, serving primarily as a tool for identity building. In contrast, at the
practical level of decisions and approaches, these churches seem to adapt their
ecclesial structures and theological arguments to the demands of Western
modernity with little to no substantial conflict. Although Orthodox Christianity
has not engaged with modernity in the same formal or constructive way as
Catholicism did through the Second Vatican Council (1962—-1965), it can still be
argued that it has largely aligned itself with the Western modern foundations. This
adaptation has allowed the Orthodox Churches to develop a certain modus vivendi
with modern secular actors, establishing a framework for coexistence (Makrides
2012).

In this respect, several studies (Agadjanian 2010; Briining and Zweerde
2012; Giordan and Zrins¢ak 2020; Guglielmi 2022b; Rimestad and Makrides
2020; Stoeckl 2014) pointed out the recent Orthodox Churches’ engagement with
the wide modernity project; for instance, through their recognition of human
rights. Especially in the last two decades, Orthodox Churches have gradually
embraced the human rights paradigm and its basic vocabulary. The current
Orthodox Churches’ perspectives range from a broad or partial acceptance of
human rights as a positive modern “product” and a foundational element of
contemporary societal life, to a selective criticism of human rights, which
culminates in the basic adoption of their language. Within this general pattern of
the Orthodox Christian religion, as will be discussed in detail in the following

sections, churches have reshaped their engagement with Western modernity and
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its key outcomes in accordance to diverse geopolitical contexts and national state

affairs.

3. Eastern Orthodoxy and the European Union

Before the fall of the Berlin Wall, the relations between most Orthodox Churches
and European institutions were shaped by an ideological framework, as the then
European Economic Community was regarded as an integral part of the opposing
bloc. Consequently, the engagement of Orthodox Churches with Western
countries and institutions occurred only through national diplomatic channels and
international ecumenical organisations, such as the World Council of Churches in
Geneva. With the opening of the post-communist era, the Ecumenical Patriarchate
of Constantinople established an official office in Brussels in 1994, followed by
the Greek Orthodox Church in 1998. From the 2000s onwards, other churches
opened their own representations in Brussels, including the Russian Orthodox
Church (2002), the Romanian Orthodox Church, and the Cypriot Orthodox
Church (both in 2007). Although these diplomatic ecclesial representations were
integrated into the Conference of European Churches in 1999, the Orthodox
Churches maintained a distinct and often controversial stance in their engagement
with the European Union and the wide idea of Europe as well (Leustean 2014b).

According to some social scientists (Berger 2005; Guglielmi 2021;
Leustean 2014b; Payne 2003), Eastern European countries with an Orthodox
majority faced divergent attitudes from the EU on religious issues. During their
accession and negotiations as EU members, they had to navigate various
European policies on religion, which frequently conflicted with their historical
and cultural heritage. On the one hand, the Orthodox Churches generally lacked
a theological background for an effective engagement with international political
authorities. Throughout its historical development, Orthodoxy became detached
from the legal traditions of the West, focusing instead on spirituality and

mysticism and thus finding itself in a certain tension with the modern language of
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rights (Briining and Zweerde 2012). On the other hand, the EU has never had, and
still lacks, a pan-European policy on religion. As a result, religious matters
remained within the jurisdiction of national governments, though they were
influenced by European regulations through multi-level policies.

Moreover, the symphonic model of church-state relations, inherited from
Byzantium and based on a convergent and equal partnership between the majority
church and the state authorities, could not be adopted within the framework of the
European Union (Payne 2003). As Leustean observed, when Orthodox Churches
have referred to their historical specificities, “they have not been aiming to change
the secular nature of the dialogue with European institutions but to present the
uniqueness of Orthodox values” (Leustean 2018a: 151).

Therefore, the dominant Western model of modernity has historically been
portrayed by Orthodox-majority countries as an external phenomenon, introduced
into their territories by foreign institutions rooted in a different socio-cultural
context. From this perspective, the tendency of Orthodox Churches to adopt a
stance of resistance towards both the West — commonly referred to as “Orthodox
anti-Westernism” (Briining 2012; Makrides 2009) — and Western European
modernity becomes more understandable (Guglielmi 2022b).* However, as the
following sections on the geopolitical context will show, it is important to move
beyond simplistic portrayals of Eastern Orthodoxy as an inflexible religious
system and instead embrace a more nuanced understanding of the actions and
engagements of Orthodox Churches.

In this context, it is important to briefly consider the historical view of
Europe held by the other two major Christian traditions, that is, Catholicism and
Protestantism. As argued by Nelsen and Guth (2015), for centuries Catholicism

emphasised the idea of the universality of a single church, as well as the essential

4 It is worth noting that opposition to modernity is also expressed by Western actors, both
religious and secular, each pursuing their own agendas. Certain contentious modern issues —
such as religious freedom, euthanasia, and LGBTQI+ rights — have gained significant
prominence within Western societies, independently of the reactions or resistance from
Orthodox Churches.
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unity of Christendom. Protestantism, on the other hand, focused on the ecclesial
particularities of its tradition, fostering the development of local religious groups
and characteristics. From a historical perspective, the Catholic vision of Europe
as a cultural entity or unitary polity rejected the Protestant view of Europe, which
was oriented towards pragmatic cooperation between states and hesitant to
sacrifice national sovereignty (Nelsen and Guth 2015). Thus, the Orthodox
Churches’ discourses on the European Union should be understood in the context
of these two distinct Christian visions — and possibly as a unique intermediary
point. Their main specificity can be identified in its inclination towards both the
idea of religious universality and ecclesial particularity, as well as the uniqueness
of their tradition. In light of this process, the tensions related to European
integration reforms have often been framed in Orthodox Churches’ discourses as
a contemporary manifestation of the age-old clash between the Eastern and
Western worlds, reinforcing the Orthodox view of its own special position in the
European landscape (Leustean 2018a: 155).

Against this socio-historical backdrop, aspects related to the geopolitical
landscape and national affairs seem to warrant further consideration. In the 1990s,
the war in the Balkans and the military interventions by some Western countries
in those regions significantly affected the relationship between EU institutions
and several Orthodox-majority countries, amplifying the political importance of
these countries’ distinct religious identities. Furthermore, the memories of the
communist regime remained vivid within Orthodox Churches, fostering a post-
Soviet mind-set within the ecclesial sphere and complicating efforts to address
state reforms and institutional changes necessary for EU integration (Prodromou
2004). Additionally, the financial and economic crises, coupled with the
unpopular EU economic policies implemented in Greece, Romania, and Bulgaria,
have negatively influenced the Orthodox Churches’ perception of their role within
the European Union project (Makris and Bekridakis 2013; Stan and Turcescu
2007a).
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In the context of international escalations and geopolitical tensions, the
discourses of some Orthodox leaders and factions, focused on a ‘“clash of
civilisations” (Payne 2003), appear to be absorbed in identity-based features
rather than addressing the grassroots positions of the Orthodox Churches. The
value-based differences between Eastern and Western European societies,
although identified in scholarly research (e.g., the European Values Study®), seem
to acquire a conflictual nature primarily within the public discourses of Orthodox
Churches (Ramet 2006), rather than being reflected in the everyday lifestyles of
these populations. As Eurostat® data reveal, since the 1990s, abortion has been
widely practiced in Eastern Europe and divorce rates have risen in the post-
communist era. In the last decade, Orthodox-majority countries have also
witnessed processes of secularisation and religious individualisation, trends that
some scholars believed in the early 2000s to be the “sad fate” of Western
European countries alone (Tateo 2020).

The background outlined so far provides a foundation for analysing the
geopolitical imaginaries of the Orthodox Churches regarding Europe, as will be
explored in the following sections. In these imaginaries of Eastern Orthodoxy,
Europe — or more specifically, the EU — is portrayed not merely as a geographical
space or a passive political entity, but as a geopolitical actor that actively
renegotiates the boundaries and contents of these imaginaries. It is no coincidence
that, in the past two decades, the two sides — the Orthodox Christian Churches and
the EU — have developed political ties based on differing normative frameworks
and mutual understandings (Foret 2015; Mudrov 2016). The increasing
interactions between FEuropean institutions and Orthodox Churches have
gradually influenced, on the one hand, the churches’ stance on issues such as

human rights, and on the other, the EU’s policy approaches towards them.

5> The data are available on the website of the European Values Study: https://europeanvalues
study.eu/#:~:text=About%20EVS,0f%20citizens%20all%20over%20Europe (last access: 20/
04/2025).

® The website of the Statistical Office of the FEuropean Union (Eurostat) is:
https://ec.europa.eu/info/departments/eurostat-european-statistics (last access: 20/04/2025).
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Conversely, this sociological framework will also help us understand the impact
of current geopolitical developments, particularly the war in Ukraine, on the
transformation of these social imaginaries, which — I reiterate — are characterised

by dangerous polarisation and traditionalist trajectories.

4. The Ecumenical Patriarchate’s Pluralistic Europe

The Ecumenical Patriarchate is based in Istanbul in the historic Phanar district —
what remains of the ancient city of Constantinople — and it represents a small
religious minority in Turkey. The Ecumenical Patriarchate holds the role of
primus inter pares (‘“first among equals™) within the Orthodox Christian world.
This primacy, recognised by ancient ecclesiastical canons, assigns it the
responsibilities of presiding over councils of bishops in the diaspora and serving
as the primary representative of Orthodox jurisdictions. The Ecumenical
Patriarchate maintains a privileged relationship with the Orthodox Church of
Greece and the Greek state — with the former retaining jurisdiction in some of its
territories and monasteries, and with the latter sharing political ties — and it is
committed to the reproduction of the Hellenic heritage globally.

The Ecumenical Patriarchate 1s present in almost every continent
(Americas, Oceania, Asia, and Europe) with metropolises, archdioceses, dioceses,
and missions. The two most important and influential ecclesial entities in terms
of number of faithful and clergy are the one established in North America, namely
the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America, followed by the one established in
the United Kingdom, namely the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of Thyateira and
Great Britain. Over the last century, the Ecumenical Patriarchate has experienced
significant development of its dioceses and parishes across Western countries,
particularly in the United States. This broader global process has also led to a
noticeable shift in its political-ecclesial “centre of gravity” towards the West

(Leustean 2010).



Geopolitical Imaginaries of Orthodox Churches about Europe 15

The Cold War period (1945-1991) marked a time of significant challenges
for the Ecumenical Patriarchate, as it faced severe opposition from the Turkish
state.” This hostility was reflected in harsh restrictions on the religious freedom
of the Greek Orthodox minority in Turkey. The Turkish invasion of Cyprus in
1974 and the ensuing geopolitical struggles further exacerbated these pressures,
imposing additional constraints on the Patriarchate’s parishes and triggering a
wave of emigration among Greeks from Istanbul (Trantas 2018). Amid these
difficulties, the Ecumenical Patriarchate endeavoured to move beyond a passive
role in the global East-West geopolitical confrontation by adopting a proactive
approach in two key areas. First, it established political ties with the United States
through diplomatic initiatives led by its patriarchs and the active involvement of
its North American diaspora leadership. Second, it assumed a pivotal role in
fostering Christian unity, engaging extensively with churches and Christian
movements on a worldwide scale. This commitment was evident in its leadership
within international ecumenical organisations, such as the World Council of
Churches and the Bossey Ecumenical Institute in Switzerland, as well as in several
regional and national ecumenical bodies.

This premise is crucial for understanding how, from a sociological
perspective, this church functions as a transnational actor shaped by Western
influences while fostering a multinational identity. However, in practical terms,
the Ecumenical Patriarchate primarily operates as a transnational institution
serving ethnic Greeks, preserving and perpetuating the original identity of
Hellenism and the heritage of modern Greece (Roudometof 2008: 77). This
situation is very different — especially in geopolitical terms — from that of the
national churches in Romania and Russia considered in the next sections. The

Ecumenical Patriarchate’s imaginary of Europe is thus shaped as much by its

’” Throughout its millennial history, the Ecumenical Patriarchate has undergone various phases
marked by significant strains with the Ottoman Empire, as well as pressures and interference
from external authorities due to its status as a religious minority. This paper specifically
considers the most recent period, spanning the second half of the twentieth century. For a more
comprehensive overview, refer to Kitromilides (2018).
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primacy of honour within the Orthodox world as by the historical developments
and political contingencies of its global reach (Roudometof 2014).

The geopolitical imaginary of the Ecumenical Patriarchate about the EU
envisions a European space that, while predominantly Christian, is fundamentally
oriented towards pluralism. It emphasises the convergence of religious and secular
thought, while also fostering intercultural and interreligious dialogue. This social
imaginary has been shaped and disseminated in recent decades primarily by
Patriarch Bartholomew through the hundreds of speeches he has delivered at EU
institutions, universities across European countries, ecumenical and interreligious
meetings, and political conventions throughout the “Old Continent”. From his
stance, a constructive Orthodox approach to the main Western model of
modernity emerges, where Orthodoxy “blesses’ some historical “products” of this
model, such as liberal democracy and human rights (for instance, Bartholomew
2017). In this context, the imaginary of the Ecumenical Patriarchate about Europe
may be generally framed as a means for geopolitics of religion, in which
geopolitical alliances and questions are strategically approached through a
theological lens (Sturm 2013).

The development of this social imaginary is part of the broader geopolitical
action of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, which found recently a more evident
expression in the Holy and Great Synod of the Orthodox Church held in Crete in
June 2016. This exceptional ecclesiastical gathering, which aimed to bring
together representatives from all Orthodox Churches, was organised and led by
the Ecumenical Patriarchate. Therefore, it provided an opportunity to examine the
mobilisation of Orthodox Churches within the framework of contemporary
geopolitical alliances and issues (Leustean 2018b; Makrides and Rimestad 2021).
Not coincidentally, one week before the Synod, four churches near or related to
geopolitical influences of Russia refused to attend: the Bulgarian Orthodox
Church, the Patriarchate of Antioch, the Georgian Patriarchate, and of course the

Russian Orthodox Church. During the Synod, Orthodox Churches engaged in
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alliance-building, diplomatic exchanges, and the projection of state power and
security concerns, which were key factors in shaping the agenda. In this context,
the Ecumenical Patriarchate sought to reinforce its own self-image as a mediator
in inter-Orthodox disputes and the primary voice of the Orthodox world, as well
as more generally like a super partes global Orthodox institution.

The social imaginary of the Ecumenical Patriarchate about Europe shapes
not only its identity and geopolitical positioning in the Orthodox world, but also
its ecumenical relations. From the second half of the last century, the Ecumenical
Patriarchate has carved out a prominent role in its relations with Catholics and the
mainline Protestant Churches within the Orthodox world. In the context of these
ecumenical efforts, it has exercised its honorary primacy and promoted its own
self-understanding as the official global voice of Orthodoxy. Even those less
interested in Christian religion are likely familiar with images of Patriarch
Bartholomew embracing Pope John Paul II, Pope Benedict XVI, or later Pope
Francis, perhaps during their joint visit in 2016 to refugees on the Greek island of
Lesbos — an event that received widespread global media coverage.

More precisely, the ecumenical relations between the Ecumenical
Patriarchate and the Catholic Church do not appear to be centred on theological
debates or even on “fears” regarding the major socio-cultural changes taking place
in Europe — an approach that contrasts with that of the Romanian Orthodox
Church that will be addressed in Section 6, which emphasises the defence of the
conservative values. Instead, it is grounded in a more secular effort to preserve
human fraternity and creation (Chryssavgis 2009). These ecumenical relations
appear to be based on rituals and discourses characterised by humanitarian and
ecological commitments. In short, this approach by the Ecumenical Patriarchate
seems to foster the constructive encounter between religious and secular thought,
along with associated Catholic-Orthodox commitments.

For grasping the Ecumenical Patriarchate’s geopolitical imaginary about

Europe, as well as its engagement with the trends of Western modernity, it is
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useful to consider the developments within the Archdiocese of America over the
past few decades. First, Archbishop Elpidophoros (Lambriniadis), enthroned in
2019, has been at the centre of international Orthodox debate and significant
controversy due to his progressive positions on contemporary issues such as
LGBTQI+ rights, interfaith dialogue, racism, and abortion. Moreover, in 2020 the
Archdiocese published under the aegis of the Ecumenical Patriarchate a
comprehensive document aimed at establishing the foundations of a “social ethos”
for Orthodoxy in the modern era (Hart and Chryssavgis 2020). This document is
arguably the most innovative official text addressing the contemporary world
produced by an Orthodox Church (Makrides 2020). Not by chance, the Orthodox
Christian Studies Center at Fordham University in New York, officially founded
in 2012, has played a pivotal role in encouraging Orthodox Christianity in North
America to engage with contemporary intellectual thoughts, fostering the
understanding of Orthodoxy within Western culture, and promoting ecumenical
relations. Finally, the Archons of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, a lay association
established in 1966, is a group of leaders formally dedicated to defending religious
freedom and safeguarding the future of the Ecumenical Patriarchate. Through its
lobbying efforts and cultural initiatives, the organisation has historically fostered
ties between the Patriarchate and the U.S. governments, contributing to the
advancement of the Patriarchate’s geopolitical agenda. Among its most notable
initiatives is the annual Athenagoras Human Rights Award, presented to an
individual or organisation demonstrating exceptional dedication to the protection

of human rights and religious freedom.

5. The Traditionalist Imaginary of the Russian Orthodox Church
When analysing the geopolitical imaginary concerning Europe of the Patriarchate
of Moscow, it is essential to consider the historical specificities of Russia, which

are rooted in the “greatness” of its imperial period. As early as the 15th century,

under the leadership of Ivan III the Great (r. 1462—1505), the Russian state
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emancipated itself from Tatar rule and, through a process of political expansion,
generated the tsarist or “imperial” political system that endured until the
Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. Throughout those centuries, exponents of both
church and state promoted the idea that the Russian people and their political-
religious model had a kind of “special mission” in the world — an idea tied to a
collective destiny or “divine call” they were compelled to fulfil. The socio-
historical development of this ideology fostered a progressive fusion of identity
markers, intertwining (Orthodox) religion, (Slavic) ethnicity, and (Russian)
nationality. This ideology aimed not only at “converting” dissident elements
within the Russian population, but also at asserting influence over the entire
Orthodox community and, ultimately, the world (Ladouceur 2022).

This ideology emerged following the agreement signed by the Ecumenical
Patriarchate for union with the Roman Catholic Church at the Council of Basel,
Ferrara and Florence held from 1431 to 1445. Then, it was further solidified by
the conquest of Constantinople by the Ottoman Turks in 1453. These two pivotal
events instilled in the Russian political and religious leadership a sense of
responsibility as the spiritual and geopolitical centre of global Orthodoxy, a role
encapsulated in the “Third Rome” theory (Sidorov 2006). Although this theory
did not dominate in the centuries that followed, the Russian Orthodox Church
consistently emphasised its universal religious mission and geopolitical role on a
world level. Under these assumptions, the rise of nationalism in the 19th century
found fertile ground to expand this pre-existing expansionist perspective. During
this historical period, the spread of the term Holy Rus’ (“Holy Russia”) reaffirmed
the conviction of a divinely ordained messianic role for both the Russian state and
the church on the global stage (Suslov 2014).

Against this historical backdrop, the current Patriarch Cyril (Gundiaev)
served as head of the Department of External Relations of the Patriarchate from
1989 until his election in 2009. During these two decades, Patriarch Cyril

significantly expanded the church’s role as a tool of soft power in international
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relations. Different studies (Ponomariov 2017; Stoeckl 2014 and 2020) highlight
the various historical phases of the Russian Orthodox Church in this respect,
showing its intersections with both the international and domestic affairs of
Russia. Some scholars (Marsh 2013; Leustean 2018b) have used the concept of
“spiritual security” to underscore the entanglements between the Russian
Orthodox Church and the Russian state since the 2000s. This church-state
partnership is aimed to enhance internal security within the country while working
alongside the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to expand Russian influence abroad. In
short, the interplay between Russian Orthodoxy and security, particularly during
the administration of Vladimir Putin, reveals how the church has aligned its
mission with that of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

During his tenure, Patriarch Cyril shaped the Russkii Mir (‘“Russian
World”) perspective, which has become a key framework in the context of the
Ukrainian conflict. This transnational perspective is analysed in this section as the
predominant social imaginary of the Russian Orthodox Church regarding Europe.
From a socio-religious standpoint, this imaginary seeks to consolidate Orthodoxy
while facing the secularisation trends of the broad model of Western modernity —
a mission that Patriarch Cyril himself described as a “second Christianisation”.
Politically speaking, this imaginary aims to advance Russian culture and influence
on a global scale (Guglielmi 2023). As a result, it is characterised by a
transnational structure that asserts itself primarily in regions where the Russian
language is or was spoken, including Belarus, Ukraine, Latvia, Estonia, and
Moldova (Petro 2018). Its trajectories also involve the Russian diaspora in
Western Europe, with the aim of establishing Russian Orthodox centres
worldwide (Rimestad 2021).

Over the past fifteen years, this Orthodox imaginary has been particularly
mobilised in conflicts surrounding issues such as religious symbols in the public
sphere and gender equality, both of which have become increasingly contentious

topics within the EU. These conflicts have positioned the Russian Orthodox
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Church as an active advocate of traditional values in the international arena,
leveraging the dissemination of this imaginary (Stoeckl 2017). For instance, one
might recall the participation of Russian Orthodox leaders — alongside some
leaders and groups from the Catholic Church — in the traditionalist World
Congress of Families annually gathering conservative political and religious
forces.® Another notable example is the Moscow Patriarchate’s diplomatic
alignment with the Vatican during the trial at the European Court of Human
Rights concerning the removal of crucifixes from Italian public schools (Galeazzi
2011).

While all Orthodox Churches have engaged internationally over the past
decade to develop political networks, the “normative protagonism” of the Russian
Orthodox Church stands out for its unique development of a geopolitical
imaginary centred on a “culture war” (Stoeckl 2016). This imaginary portrays the
current Russian Federation as a conservative, non-secularised entity, which is
positioned in contrast to the ideological progressivism and demographic decline
of Western European nations. As discussed earlier, this Patriarchate’s imaginary
rooted in anti-Western modernity traits hides dynamics linked to the strategic
means of the Russian state. The latter has granted privileged status to “its”
national church to provide a symbolic framework aligning with its political aims
(Stoeckl 2020). Stoeckl and Uzlaner (2022) have also introduced the concept of
the “moralist international” to underscore the intricate entanglements between
church and state in Russia’s global and diplomatic relations.

This pattern became most evident and dramatic following the Russian
state’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. In March of the same year, Patriarch
Kirill delivered a speech that legitimised Russia’s actions, reverberating
profoundly on a global scale. In his address, he framed the tensions surrounding

LGBTQI+ rights in international relations as a matter of human salvation, stating:

8 Below is the website of the 13th World Congress of Families, which was held in Verona (Italy)
in 2019: https://www.wcfverona.org (last access: 07/05/2025).
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“We have entered into a struggle that has not a physical, but a metaphysical
significance” (Smith 2022). The speech delineated a global division that was
simultaneously geographical, religious, and moral in its nature. Patriarch Kirill
described this division as a “test of loyalty” for nations, asserting that participation
in gay pride parades was required to join a global club of countries subscribing to
notions of freedom and “excess consumption” (Smith 2022). In the years
following the Russian-Ukrainian war, the Patriarch reinforced this perspective
through subsequent speeches and significant liturgical actions. Controversy
aroused in August 2022 when, in one of his homilies, he proclaimed that soldiers
who die on the battlefield have their sins entirely forgiven due to their sacrifice.
Addressing Russian soldiers, he further declared, “you are all ascetics in a sense”,
portraying them — and the entire Russian army — as aligned with the forces of good
(Luoma and Leo 2022). More recently, he blessed medals for soldiers deployed
in Ukraine in the presence of President Putin during a Christmas Eve ceremony
in January 2025. Therefore, a form of religious geopolitics, driven jointly by the
Russian Orthodox Church and the state, appears to be observable. It intertwines
both religious and secular beliefs to shape international relations, particularly
through theologically inspired perspectives on how the world should be divided
(Sturm 2013).°

In conclusion, the contentious relationship between the Russian Orthodox
Church and the broad idea of Western modernity appears giving rise to a social
imaginary in international relations, one that envisions a decline in the EU’s
future. From the historical point of view, Russia’s contestations of the West are
far from unprecedented. Many Russian thinkers have offered visceral critiques of
the main Western ideas, visions, and developments (Demacopoulos and
Papanikolaou 2013). However, in today’s context, these theological and ecclesial

tensions between different Christian traditions and cultures seem to shape a

? Regarding the intersections that have developed over the past two decades between the nuclear
industry, the military, and religion in Russia, see Adamsky (2019). For the weaponisation of
Orthodox Christianity by Russia in the Ukraine conflict, see Denysenko (2023).
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framework of religious geopolitics and a wide traditionalist imaginary. Within
this framework, even ecumenical relations — currently suspended or severely
strained due to the war in Ukraine — are interpreted through the lens of a shared
“resistance” among Christian Churches against the perceived moral decline of

both Western modernity and Europe.

6. The Romanian Orthodox Church and the Defence of “Christian

Roots”

Since the 2000s, although never contesting the enthusiastic accession of Romania
to the EU, many Orthodox bishops and priests have expressed their reservation —
or rather one might say “unease” — about the European project. This can be
attributed to two main stances held by many Orthodox leaders: First, the economic
requirements Romania had to meet in order to accede to the EU were seen as
disproportionate to those imposed on other candidate countries. Second, Western
European values were interpreted as a “corruption” of Orthodoxy, and the
institutional reforms required to accede to the EU as a “distortion” of the
symphonic model of church-state relations (Stan and Turcescu 2007a). This
ambivalence within the Romanian Orthodox Church, divided between a “hope-
filled” adherence to the EU project and an emphasis on Orthodoxy’s
exceptionalism in the European context, seemed to rise and fall along the various
stages of integration and then membership in the “European family”.

Against this backdrop, the geopolitical imaginary of the Romanian
Patriarchate about the EU is based on the reproduction of a transnational Orthodox
identity centred on the defence of Europe’s “Christian roots” (Guglielmi 2021 and
2022a). During Romania’s negotiations to join the European Union, Patriarch
Teoctist (Ardpasu) highlighted Romania’s specific identity and its own religious
contribution to the EU project (Stan and Turcescu 2007a). Subsequently, Patriarch
Daniel (Ciobotea), elected nine months after Romania’s EU entry in September

2007, reinforced this perspective: “Romania has long developed as a bridge
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between the East and the West. Such a synthesis is the Romanian Orthodox
Church itself, uniting in its own identity the Eastern Orthodox spirituality with the
Western Latin spirituality” (Daniel 2008: 169). Not by coincidence, in the same
years, the main assembly hall at the headquarters of the Romanian Patriarchate in
Bucharest was renamed Europa Christiana (‘“Christian Europe™).

As argued more generally by Payne and Kent (2011), the above imaginary
envisages a possible partnership between Orthodox and Catholics in the EU based
on the shared Christian identity of the “Old Continent”. First, this imaginary
seems to exclude other religions from the indigenous history and cultures of the
European context and to promote a kind of opposition to the growth of religious
minorities such as Islam. It also identifies some enemies common to all Christian
Churches in Europe, such as the secularist policies of the EU and the growing
secularisation trends in many European countries. By nurturing this imaginary,
the Romanian Orthodox Church can maintain a proactive but critical stance
towards the EU, and more broadly towards the main Western model of modernity
on whose frictions the Orthodox Churches build their identity (Guglielmi 2021).
Moreover, this imaginary emphasises the transnational dimension of the
Romanian Orthodox diaspora and its everyday bonds with other churches in
defending Europe’s Christian roots from socio-cultural change and contemporary
challenges. In particular, this social imaginary has been widely spread by the
leadership of the Romanian Patriarchate and its official news agency, Basilica.ro.
The dissemination highlights the connection between this geopolitical imaginary
and the promotion of conservative values, such as the defence of the traditional
family model in European societies, or frames conflicting episodes, such as the
Islamic terrorist attacks in France in 2016 (Basilica 2016).

This social imaginary is rooted in a vague sense of European Orthodox
identity; that is, one promoting a compelling yet abstract vision of European
Union membership. It portrays the EU not as a concrete political entity, but as a

desirable socio-cultural and religious project. In this context, the articulation of a
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broad European Orthodox identity plays a crucial role in mitigating tendencies
towards religious nationalism in Romania. This social imaginary seems to
encourage selective criticism of the EU by the more conservative factions within
the Romanian Patriarchate, thereby curbing the spread of anti-European stances
and anti-ecumenical sentiments in the country. At the same time, this geopolitical
imaginary appears to “resonate” with the manifold Romanian Orthodox dioceses
and parishes established in Western European countries. These communities
abroad, living as Orthodox minorities within predominantly ‘“heterodox”
Christian cultural contexts, underscore the Romanian Patriarchate’s identity as a
prominent transnational ecclesial institution.

Furthermore, this geopolitical imaginary about Europe reserves a central
space for the ecumenical question. It actually emphasises the existence of a
common European religious heritage among Romanian Orthodoxy, Catholicism,
and (to a lesser extent) mainline Protestantism, which creates fertile ground for
ecclesial collaboration and cultural exchange between different Christian
traditions. Paradoxically, this broad imaginary about Europe seems to feed
socially into the multitude of collaborations of the Romanian Orthodox with the
“other” Christians in the diaspora, particularly in sharing places of worship and
absorbing new pastoral practices and social activities (Guglielmi 2022a).
However, in the motherland, where the Romanian Patriarchate holds a dominant
position as the religious majority, “ecumenical outbursts” seem more isolated, and
relations between churches are often strained (Stan and Turcescu 2007b), making
this imaginary more of a narrative invoked in the Orthodox Church’s discourses.

Similarly to how it addressed human rights issues in the context of
European integration (Guglielmi 2021), the Romanian Orthodox Church has
elaborated a pragmatic stance in order to avoid religious contentions and
theological discussions centred on established religious assumptions. Its
addressing of contemporary challenges and political urgencies has been more

“situational”, thus confirming its selective criticism on both the main idea of
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Western modernity and the EU project. In other words, the social imaginary
pursued by the Romanian Orthodox Church can be seen as a form of geopolitics
of religion, where secular (and geopolitical) matters are selectively considered
and addressed using theological language and symbols (Sturm 2013). This
imaginary also reflects the dynamics of church-state relations in Romania, which
— despite occasional tensions, such as those surrounding the adoption of the 2006
law on religious freedom — are defined by close ties and mutual entanglements.

The social activities of Romanian Orthodox dioceses in European countries
should be understood as part of a regime of (transnational) social protection for
fellow nationals abroad, intertwined with the Romanian state (Gray and Levitt
2020). This dynamic appears to grow within the collaborative efforts outside the
homeland of the Romanian Orthodox Church and the Romanian state. They aim
to the engagement and support of immigrant citizens across Europe as they work
towards establishing a basic infrastructure for transnational social protection. On
several occasions, indeed, the infrastructure of the Romanian state abroad has
intersected with the parishes of the Romanian Orthodox diaspora (Guglielmi
2022a: 119-120). With that regard, Romania’s ranking as the fifth largest national
diaspora in the world (OECD 2017) highlights the relevance of migration issues
within the entanglements between the Romanian Orthodox Church and the state,
along with their political, social, and financial implications.

Although this social imaginary has spread to a limited and fragmented
extent among other Orthodox Churches in EU countries such as Bulgaria and
Greece, which also face significant migration challenges, it has become
particularly influential and prominent in Romania. Beyond the immense
geopolitical importance of the migration question for the Romanian state and
population, this is primarily due to the specific aspects of Romanian Orthodoxy.
Over the centuries, it has shaped its identity and uniqueness within the Orthodox
world through its specific ethnic character, that is, Latin heritage. In the 1920s,
theologian Fr. Dumitru Staniloae (1903—1993) described Romania as a place of
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mediation between the Greek and Slavic worlds, emphasising its special position
as the only country at once Orthodox and Latin (Turcescu 2002). This Romanian
heritage has enabled the development and “nurturing” of the imaginary about
Europe analysed thus far, which has promoted the self-understanding of the
Romanian Orthodox Church as a European mediating force between East and
West!?.

This imaginary has emerged within the geopolitics of religion that have
influenced Romania’s international relations in recent turbulent years. In response
to Russia’s invasion of neighbouring Ukraine, Patriarch Daniel took a clear stance
against the invasion, grounding his position in Romania’s EU and NATO
membership (Basilica 2022). Similarly, following the shocking annulment of the
Romanian presidential elections by the Constitutional Court due to suspected
Russian interference in December 2024, the Romanian Patriarchate sought to ease
tensions by emphasising the importance of Christian values and European
democracy (Basilica 2024). The same imaginary, focused on the EU and its
Western heritage, has been at the centre of geopolitical tensions between Romania
and Moldova after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. It also largely affected the
ecclesiastical tensions between the Moldovan Orthodox Church, affiliated with
the Russian Orthodox Church, and the Romanian Metropolis of Bessarabia in the
Moldovan territory, as well as the spontaneous transfer of clerics and parishes

from the first jurisdiction to the second one.

7. Conclusions

This paper has examined the geopolitical imaginaries about Europe as envisioned

by the Ecumenical Patriarchate, the Russian Orthodox Church, and the Romanian

10 The Latin heritage has also been recognised as a key aspect of the Romanian Orthodox
identity by other churches. For instance, it has been framed as a crucial bond between the two
“lungs of the Church”, to quote Pope John Paul II (Wojtyta), who made this statement during
his apostolic visit to Romania in 1999. On that occasion — the first visit of a Pope to a country
with an Orthodox majority — John Paul II highlighted the uniqueness and special value of
Romanian Latinity within the Eastern Christian context.
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Orthodox Church. The social imaginaries of these three churches within the
Orthodox Christian world have been delineated based on: their perspectives on
the European Union and its current challenges; their historical disputes with the
dominant Western model of modernity; and the geopolitical trajectories and state
affairs of their respective countries. More specifically, the paper has revealed how
Orthodox Churches have shaped both their views on the European Union and their
perspectives on geopolitical affairs through three distinct Orthodox approaches to
the broader idea of Western modernity (Guglielmi 2021; Kitromilides 2018;
Stoeckl 2020). These are a constructive engagement with Western modernity by
the Ecumenical Patriarchate, a hostile stance towards the Western modern project
by the Russian Orthodox Church, and a dialectical approach to the main idea of
modernity by the Romanian Orthodox Church.

These imaginaries also disclosed the diverse stances adopted by Orthodox
Churches in ecumenical relations, particularly within the context of Orthodox-
Catholic dialogue. These include a more established and secularly oriented stance
by the Ecumenical Patriarchate, a traditionalist position by the Russian Orthodox
Church, and a conservative and ambivalent perspective by the Romanian
Orthodox Church. It is worth noting that the ecumenical stances of Orthodox
Churches are influenced by, and occasionally intertwined with, the affairs of their
respective states concerning international relations and the European Union
(Leustean 2018b). Indeed, states actively negotiate the attribution of political
values and cultural meanings to confessional geographic spaces and ecclesial
territories (Dittmer and Dodds 2008). This dynamic has held a crucial role in
shaping the geopolitics of religion pursued by the Romanian Orthodox Church
and the Ecumenical Patriarchate, as well as the more state-driven religious
geopolitics advanced by the Russian Orthodox Church (Sturm 2013).

However, as a limitation of this research — based primarily on secondary
sources and a relatively limited set of primary materials — it should be noted that

the adoption of qualitative methods could have provided a more grounded societal
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understanding of the aforementioned geopolitical imaginaries of the Orthodox
Churches. Such methods might also have shed light on the ambivalences and
negotiations that shape their everyday relations and coexistence with Western
modernity, marked by selective criticism, rhetorical resistance, and partial
acceptance — dynamics that take on a geopolitical dimension within the broader
social imaginaries of these churches.

In conclusion, this paper appears, on the one hand, to confirm the Orthodox
Churches’ discourse on their own special case within the EU (Leustean 2018a;
Makrides 2010), which plays a significant part in maintaining their social
imaginaries — albeit with varying intensity for each church. In this regard, the
geopolitical imaginaries of Orthodox Churches about Europe have revealed
aspects and nuances that extend far beyond pathways of religious nationalism,
highlighting processes of cultural adaptation, societal engagement, and even
religious innovation. The various sections of this paper have showed the manifold
dynamics of the Orthodox Churches in fashioning geopolitical imaginaries in
order to address contemporary challenges, such as migration, human rights, and
intercultural dialogue.

On the other hand, the analysis indicated the controversial historical
continuity of Orthodox Churches’ imaginaries, which is rooted in the contentious
relationship of Orthodoxy with the Western model of modernity (Demacopoulos
and Papanikolaou 2013; Makrides 2012). This is one of the crucial issues at the
heart of the current dangerous polarisations among Orthodox Churches, which
gained dramatic relevance in the wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. While
these imaginaries had a significant impact two decades ago on the integration of
Eastern European countries into the EU, they have also played a role in the
geopolitical escalation that preceded the Russian invasion of Ukraine.
Consequently, they will be crucial in the pursuit of a just peace in this context,
which is why it is so important that they are also included in any discussions about

the future of Ukraine.
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