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The Τwo Orthodox Churches of Estonia 

 

 

Sebastian Rimestad 

 

Abstract 
In Estonia, there exist two Orthodox jurisdictions side by side. One of them 

reports to the Patriarchate of Moscow and the other one to the Patriarchate of 

Constantinople. The relationship between the two is characterised by animosity 

and distrust, especially at the level of church hierarchy. This paper analyses the 

six dimensions of the split between the two churches. These are the historical, the 

legal, the political, the economical, the demographic and the religious 

dimensions. The paper was prepared before the Russian attack on Ukraine in 

February 2022, which has severely impacted the relationship between the 

Estonian state and the Estonian Orthodox Church under the Moscow 

Patriarchate, thus it analyses the relationship between these two jurisdictions 

before the ongoing war in the Ukraine.1 

 

KEYWORDS: Estonia; Orthodox Church; jurisdiction; Ecumenical Patriarchate of 

Constantinople; Moscow Patriarchate 

  

 

1  For later developments, see the forthcoming special issue of the journal Religion, State & 
Society, no. 1–2, 2027, which is devoted to the Orthodox Church in light of the Ukraine 
war. 
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Ιntroduction 

On 23 February 1996, Patriarch Aleksii II of Moscow left the name of Ecumenical 

Patriarch Bartholomew I of Constantinople out of the diptychs during holy liturgy, 

which basically came equal to a break in communion between the two sister 

churches. The reason for this clash was the decision by the Ecumenical Patriarch 

to reissue a tomos originally from 1923, granting the Orthodox congregations of 

Estonia autonomy under his jurisdiction. The episode provoked several reactions 

in the international press, including some scientific articles.2 The most innovative 

of these articles proposed to move the Ecumenical Patriarchate from 

Constantinople in militantly secular and largely hostile Turkey to New York in 

religiously vibrant America.3 In May 1996, three months after the event, 

communion was re-established, although latent tensions remained. The 

compromise solution was that each congregation in Estonia could freely choose 

to which Patriarchate it wanted to belong, instituting the canonically novel 

situation of two recognised Orthodox Churches claiming the jurisdiction over the 

same territory.4 

The latent tensions between the Patriarchate of Moscow and the 

Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople concerning the leadership of the 

Orthodox World are becoming increasingly clear. Serge Keleher has provided a 

 

2  Cf. “Beyond Belief”, The Economist, 23.03.1996; “Latente Spannungen zwischen Moskau 
und Konstantinopel”, Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 11.07.1996; “Chronique des Églises”, 
Irénikon 69 (1996), 96–108; Wolfram von Scheliha, “Die Krise um die jurisdiktionelle 
Zugehörigkeit der estnischen orthodoxen Kirche”, Osteuropa 47:9 (1997), 876–884. A 
number of English-language articles can be found at URL: http://www.holy-trinity.org/ 
estonia/ [10.07.2026]. 

3  Alexander F. C. Webster, “Split Decision: The Orthodox Clash over Estonia”, The 
Christian Century 113 (1996), 614–623. 

4  Two decades later, a similar situation has also appeared in Ukraine, where the previously 
dominant church of the Moscow Patriarchate has been joined by the Orthodox Church of 
Ukraine, an autocephalous church recognised by the Patriarchate of Constantinople as the 
legitimate church in Ukraine. See Volodymyr Bureha, “The Ukrainian Orthodox Church 
Facing the Challenge of the War: The Relations with the Moscow Patriarchate and the 
Problem of a New Canonical Status”, in Sebastian Rimestad and Emil Hilton Saggau (eds.), 
Fault Lines in the Orthodox World: Geopolitics, Theology, and Diplomacy in Light of the 
War in Ukraine, Cham: Palgrave Macmillan 2025, 169–202.  

http://www.holy-trinity.org/%20estonia/
http://www.holy-trinity.org/%20estonia/
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comprehensive list of the issues of contention between the two Patriarchates 

throughout the twentieth century.5 Instead of focusing on this “clash of 

Patriarchates”, this chapter analyses the two Orthodox Churches of Estonia6 in 

their own right, how they perceive each other and how they are perceived by 

Estonian society. The analysis follows six different dimensions, each highlighting 

a different aspect of the conflict. First, a complex historical dimension underlies 

the entire conflict; its actions are focused on the second and third dimensions, 

however, the legal and political ones. Fourth, the economic dimension of the 

conflict is regarded by some as the reason for its acrimony. Fifth, there is the 

demographic dimension, which puts the other four in perspective and finally the 

religious dimension, easily overseen by commentators and actors on both sides. 

While some dimensions have a more dominant role in the conflict, limiting its 

description to either of them runs the risk of forgetting important aspects. 

Moreover, in different contexts, different dimensions play roles of various 

importance.7 

 

The Historical Dimension 

In many respects, one can say that the historical dimension is the most important 

one of the six, as both churches use history as an argument to justify their own 

position.8 The historical dimension is also the one that receives most attention in 

 

5  Serge Keleher, “Orthodox Rivalry in the Twentieth Century: Moscow versus 
Constantinople”, Religion, State & Society 25 (1997), 125–137.  

6  I will use the abbreviations EAOC for the Estonian Autonomous Orthodox Church under 
the jurisdiction of Constantinople and EOCMP for the Estonian Orthodox Church of the 
Moscow Patriarchate. Since end of March 2025, the latter church has been renamed 
“Estonian Christian Orthodox Church”. 

7  For a more chronological approach to the conflict, see Sebastian Rimestad, “Orthodox 
Churches in Estonia”, in Lucian Leustean (ed.), Eastern Orthodox Churches and Politics 
in the Twenty-First Century, Abingdon/Oxon: Routledge 2014, 295–311. 

8  See also Sebastian Rimestad, “Using History as a Weapon: Jurisdictional Conflicts in 
Diverse Orthodox Contexts”, in idem and Vasilios N. Makrides (eds.), Coping with 
Change: Orthodox Christian Dynamics between Tradition, Innovation, and Realpolitik, 
Berlin: Peter Lang 2020, 191–208.  
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almost all treatments of the Estonian Orthodox conflict. The first Orthodox 

missions among the Baltic tribes are thought to have occurred in the eleventh and 

twelfth centuries, before the Roman Catholic missionaries arrived also in the 

twelfth century. The latter were more direct in their missionary activity and 

therefore more successful. The Baltic lands were subsequently governed by a tiny 

Baltic German nobility, while the political rule shifted hands several times among 

Denmark, Poland, and Sweden. Finally, after the Great Nordic War (1710/1722), 

the Baltic Provinces became part of the Russian Empire. This, however, had no 

impact on the standing of the Orthodox Church in the region, as Tsar Peter I 

granted the Baltic German nobility a number of privileges, including the exclusive 

right to administer religious concerns. 

Over the course of the nineteenth century, however, this changed, when 

several unconnected events led to spontaneous mass conversions to Orthodox 

Christianity among Estonian and Latvian peasants.9 By the end of the century, 

roughly one fifth of the population of Estonia belonged to the Orthodox Church. 

After the First World War and the independence of the Estonian state, there were 

strong nationalistic currents within the local Orthodox Church, eager to make it 

an autocephalous (independent) church. Their efforts were partially successful, in 

that Patriarch Tikhon of Moscow and all Rus’ granted the Estonian Orthodox 

Church a wide autonomy in 1920. The Estonians were not satisfied with this 

autonomy and Archbishop Aleksander (Paulus) of Tallinn together with a Finnish 

delegation travelled to the Ecumenical Patriarch Meletios IV (Metaxakis) in the 

summer of 1923 to settle the status of the Estonian Orthodox Church. Due to the 

difficult situation of the Patriarchate of Moscow, Patriarch Meletios issued a 

 

9  The most concise treatment of this period is Aleksandr V. Gavrilin, Очерки истории 
Рижской епархии. 19 век [Historical Sketches of the Riga Eparchy – 19th Century], Riga: 
Filokalia,1999. See also Sebastian Rimestad, The Challenges of Modernity to the Orthodox 
Church in Estonia and Latvia, Frankfurt/Main et al.: Peter Lang 2012, 57–65. 
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tomos of autonomy in the jurisdiction of the Patriarchate of Constantinople to the 

Estonian Church, creating the Estonian Apostolic Orthodox Church (EAOC).10 

Upon Soviet occupation of Estonia in 1940, the EAOC was reintegrated 

into the Russian Orthodox Church. During the following German occupation 

(1941–1944), a part of the Estonian Orthodox faithful, including Metropolitan 

Aleksander (Paulus), rejected this reintegration and returned under the jurisdiction 

of Constantinople. Before the second Soviet occupation (1944), many Orthodox 

Estonians, including Metropolitan Aleksander, fled Estonia and established the 

Estonian Orthodox Church in Exile.11 This exile church based its existence on the 

patriarchal tomos from 1923, and continued to exist after the death of 

Metropolitan Aleksander, with headquarters in Stockholm. Nevertheless, 

Ecumenical Patriarch Demetrios I in 1978 declared the tomos from 1923 

“inoperative” [ἀνενεργός].12 

This chronicle of events is relatively undisputed. The dispute is about the 

significance of each of these events. The conversions in the nineteenth century 

have often been regarded by Lutheran observers as the result of rumours about 

material benefits for converts, who thereafter remained in the Orthodox Church 

primarily because of administrative coercion. Although academic historians and 

Orthodox observers have long challenged this explanation,13 it remains 
 

10  See Rimestad, The Challenges (as n. 9), 73–96. The EAOC version can be found in Bernard 
Dupuy, “Le plaidoyer pour l’autonomie de l’Église orthodoxe d’Estonie”, Istina 49:1 
(2004), 10–35. The EOCMP version can be found in Igor Prekup, Православие в Эстонии 
[The Orthodox in Estonia], Tartu: Trükis 1998.  

11  See Andrei Sõtšov, “Achievement of and Fight for Independence of the Orthodox Church 
of Estonia in 1940–1945”, in Grigorios Papathomas and Matthias H. Palli (eds.), The 
Autonomous Orthodox Church of Estonia, Katerini: Epektasis 2002, 285–305. Also 
available at URL: http://www.orthodoxa.org/GB/estonia/documentsEOC/thesegb.htm 
[10.07.2026]. 

12  An official French translation of the declaration is reproduced in Istina 49:1 (2004), 95. 
The original Greek version is reproduced in Papathomas and Palli (eds.), The Autonomous 
Orthodox Church (as n. 11), 199–200. 

13  Daniel C. Ryan, The Tsar’s Faith: Conversion, Religious Politics, and Peasant Protest in 
Imperial Russia’s Baltic Periphery, unpublished PhD dissertation, University of 
California, Los Angeles, 2008. For the official Russian perspective, see Patriarch Aleksii 
II, Православие в Эстонии [The Orthodox in Estonia], Moscow: Pravoslavnaia 
Ėntsiklopediia 1999, 157–372.  

http://www.orthodoxa.org/GB/estonia/documentsEOC/thesegb.htm
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widespread in the popular understanding of national history. The idea that 

Estonians can be Orthodox is thus seen as a sort of historical aberration. Usual 

names for the Orthodox and Lutheran Churches are “vene usk” and “eesti usk” 

[“Russian faith” and “Estonian faith”], this being a clear reference to the historical 

dimension, when Orthodoxy was the faith of the Russians whereas the Estonians 

were traditionally Lutherans.14 

The interpretation of the events since 1920 is highly disputed and, therefore, 

plays a prominent role for the conflict. An important factor to keep in mind, is 

that the EAOC that was reintegrated into the Russian Orthodox Church in 

1940/1944 was not the same as the one that applied for autonomy in 1920. The 

process of Estonianisation that had taken place during the interwar period was on 

the way to making Orthodoxy an Estonian faith.15 The annexation into the Russian 

Orthodox Church in 1940 had a profound impact on the consciousness of the 

members of the EAOC. In fact, it “forged a metonymic connection between the 

Orthodox Church of Estonia and the Estonian nation-state”.16 Once the Estonian 

nation state was re-established in the 1990s, re-establishment of the EAOC had to 

follow as a natural consequence, according to many national ideologues. 

The 1978 declaration by the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople 

belongs to the historical dimension, because it allowed the Moscow Patriarchate 

to regard the EAOC as a historical entity no longer existing. According to the 

Estonian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate (EOCMP), the declaration 

says that “the Synodical Tome of 1923 with regard to the Estonian Orthodox 

Church is regarded as invalid and the archpastoral administration and care […] 

 

14  See, for example, Toomas Kümmel, “Eestlane ja õigeusk” [The Estonian and Orthodoxy], 
Eesti Päevaleht, 26.10.2000, URL: https://arvamus.delfi.ee/artikkel/50847422/eestlane-ja-
oigeusk [10.07.2026]. 

15  Rimestad, The Challenges (as n. 9), 181–228; Jeffers Engelhardt, Singing the Right Way: 
Orthodox Christians and Secular Enchantment in Estonia, Oxford et al.: Oxford University 
Press 2015. 

16  Engelhardt, Singing the Right Way (as n. 15), 183. 
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are terminated”,17 thereby putting a “canonical end to this story”.18 The EAOC 

argues that the declaration was written under Soviet pressure and that it simply 

“suspended the validity of the tomos, without invalidating it, deactivating it, or 

abolishing it”.19 For the Patriarchate of Constantinople, the historical dimension 

is as not irrelevant as the Patriarchate of Moscow wants it to be. 

There are, thus, three different levels at work in the historical dimension. 

First, for the common Estonian, Orthodoxy is not the “normal faith” for Estonians. 

Second, the older members of the EAOC, especially those having lived through 

the Soviet regime in exile, have a historical memory of Estonian Orthodoxy which 

is opposed to the Moscow Patriarchate. Third, the EOCMP one-sidedly regards 

the historical dimension as having been solved and thus regards its claim to 

exclusive jurisdiction in Estonia as legitimate.  
 

The Legal Dimension 

The legal dimension consists of two highly specialised discourses, where each 

side attempts to prove its legitimate claims: Orthodox canon law and positive 

secular law. The most pressing problem of Orthodox canon law is that it was 

formed during the seven ecumenical councils of the first millennium AD and has 

never been systematised and codified.20 The result is a plethora of unconnected 

regulations that are difficult to apply to modern cases and must be interpreted by 

 

17  English translation of the 1978 declaration by the Moscow Patriarchate, Information 
Bulletin of the Department for External Church Relations, Moscow Patriarchate 4 (1996), 
15. 

 18  Igor Prekup, “The Ninetieth Anniversary of the Estonian Orthodox Church (Moscow 
Patriarchate)”, Europaica Bulletin 143 (2008), URL: http://orthodoxeurope.org/page/14/ 
143.aspx [10.07.2026]. 

19  Konstantinos Vavouskos, “L’orthodoxie et la crise ecclésiastique en Estonie”, Istina 49:1 
(2004), 62–84, here 70: “il suspend tout simplement la validité de ce Tome, sans l’invalider 
ni le désactiver ni l’abolir” (Emphasis in original). Also reprinted in Papathomas and Palli 
(eds.), The Autonomous Orthodox Church (as n. 11), 321-347. 

20  See, for example, Heinz Ohme, “Zur Diskussion um das kanonische Recht in der neueren 
orthodoxen Theologie”, Kerygma und Dogma 37 (1991), 227–256. See also Sebastian 
Rimestad, Orthodox Christian Identity in Western Europe, London: Routledge 2020, 109–
111. 

http://orthodoxeurope.org/page/14/%20143.aspx
http://orthodoxeurope.org/page/14/%20143.aspx
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canon law specialists in order to make sense. At the crux of the question about the 

jurisdiction over the Orthodox Church of Estonia is the 28th Canon of the 4th 

Ecumenical Council of Chalcedon, which states that it is the prerogative of the 

Patriarch of Constantinople to select the bishops in the regions of the barbarians. 

This formulation obviously raises the question: what does the term barbarians 

signify at the end of the 20th century? For Constantinople, it denotes all Orthodox 

communities operating outside the boundaries of the recognised independent 

(autocephalous) churches.21 For Moscow, the term is outdated and has no 

significance today. Moreover, the Estonian territory historically forms part of the 

jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate, since it was the Russian Church that 

brought Orthodoxy to Estonia.22 Either side can list numerous canons as 

arguments in their favour. With no possibility to rank the different canons among 

each other, nor an independent arbiter, there is little chance of this conflict being 

easily solved. 

However, the debates about canon law in most cases rage above the heads 

of the Orthodox believers in Estonia and even many of their priests. As long as 

the regular liturgies in the churches can proceed unhindered, most believers are 

content. The question of secular positive law, the decisions of which have direct 

impact on everyday church life, is more interesting. The first law on religious 

associations in independent Estonia was passed in 1993 and can be characterised 

as very liberal.23 All churches, religious associations, and congregations, 

regardless of their size could register with the Ministry of the Interior and would 

be treated equally. However, when the EOCMP wanted to register as the 

“Estonian Apostolic Orthodox Church”, the registration was denied, because there 

 

21  Vavouskos, “L’orthodoxie” (as n. 19), 62. 
22  Statement of the Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church, Information Bulletin 4 

(1996), 1–6. 
23  Ringo Ringvee, “Religious Freedom and Legislation in Post-Soviet Estonia”, Bingham 

Young University Law Review 2 (2001), 631–642. 



The Two Orthodox Churches in Estonia  11 
 

  

already existed a church in Estonia with that name.24 The EAOC in exile since 

1944 had registered before the EOCMP managed to do so. The efforts of Bishop 

Kornilii of Tallinn to achieve registration through the secular courts were fruitless 

and thus started the controversy, which was to reach its peak three years later.25 

The result of this legal situation was that the EOCMP never registered under 

the conditions of the 1993 law but continued to function as if it was a registered 

organisation. When it decided to register as the “Estonian Orthodox Church of the 

Moscow Patriarchate” in 2001, the EAOC complained, and the responsible 

minister refused the registration. The EOCMP could only register once the revised 

Law on Churches and Congregations of 2002 came into force, with slightly 

different registration modalities.26 The legal dimension, while far from settled, 

now spilled over into the political and economic dimensions. 

 

The Political Dimension 

The political dimension has to do with power distribution and authority. There is 

a strong political dimension to the tension between the two Patriarchates as such 

– the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople is the primus inter pares of the 

Orthodox world, but politically near impotent while the Moscow Patriarchate is 

only fifth in the honorary ranking, but supported by a powerful political 

apparatus.27 In the specific case of Estonia, the political dimension is most clearly 

 

24  For this and the following, see “Chronologie des événements”, Istina 41 (1996), 323–326; 
“Challenges in Re-establishing Orthodox Traditions”, Estonia Today (February 1996), 
URL: http://www.holy-trinity.org/estonia/2.6.96.government.html [10.07.2026]. 

25  A number of documents concerning the registration of the EOCMP are reproduced (in 
Russian translation) in Prekup, Православие (as n. 10), 108–170. The court judgments on 
the complaints filed by Metropolitan Kornilii against the EAOC are reproduced (in English 
translation) in Papathomas and Palli (eds.), The Autonomous Orthodox Church (as n. 11), 
201–218. See also Rimestad, “Orthodox Churches” (as n. 7). 

26  “Chronique des Églises”, Irénikon 75 (2002), 328–331. 
27  Łukasz Fajfer and Sebastian Rimestad, “The Patriarchates of Constantinople and Moscow 

in a Global Age: A Comparison”, International Journal for the Study of Christian Church 
10:2 (2010), 211–227. 

http://www.holy-trinity.org/estonia/2.6.96.government.html
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visible in the strong tendency of the Estonian political discourse to insist on 

calling the period between 1940 and 1990 an illegal Soviet occupation.28 As such, 

every development that happened in this period is questionable and every link to 

the occupant ought to be severed. One of these links was obviously the 

subordination of the local Orthodox Church to the Moscow Patriarchate, which 

originated from its allegedly illegitimate incorporation into the Russian Orthodox 

Church in 1940/1944.  

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, doubts have repeatedly been voiced 

as to whether the Moscow Patriarchate would ever be able to critically assess its 

recent past as a part of the Soviet system. The Ecumenical Patriarch expressed 

this view in a statement he made in 1995, a year before reactivating the tomos of 

1923. Here, he states that if the EAOC remains under the jurisdiction of the 

Russian Patriarchate, this 
 

could have very adverse results for the future of Estonian Orthodoxy. The Estonian 

soul associated its subjugation under the Russian Church with the Soviet occupation 

of the land. The Russian Church, under the Soviet rule, suffered much more and 

much longer than the Estonian. The dependence of Estonian Orthodoxy upon 

Moscow appears as the last remnant of the Stalinist tyranny. […] We understand, 

therefore, some existing fears that, if you the Orthodox Estonians, continue to 

depend on the Russian Patriarchate, you will be considered foreigners to the body 

of Estonian society and even suspicious, as collaborators of your dangerous 

neighbour. Certainly, the danger of persecutions does not exist in Estonia, yet the 

survival and progress of the church seems to be problematic, if it does not enjoy 

total national confidence, if the national dignity of its members is disputed.29 
 

 

28  See Pål Kolstø, Political Construction Sites, Oxford: Westview 2000, 32–33, 63; Eva-
Clarita Pettai and Vello Pettai (eds.), Transitional and Restrospective Justice in the Baltic 
States, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2014. 

29  “Address by His All Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, 29.05.1995”, Estonia 
Today (1995), URL: http://www.holy-trinity.org/estonia/7.31.95.bartholomew.html 
[10.07.2026]. 

http://www.holy-trinity.org/estonia/7.31.95.bartholomew.html
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Another important factor of the political dimension is the continuing fascination 

with Huntington’s thesis of a “clash of civilisations” in Estonian political circles.30 

According to Huntington, the fault line between the Western Christian civilisation 

and the Eastern Orthodox civilisation runs exactly along the eastern border of the 

Baltic states. The local Orthodox Church of Estonia should thus report to the 

Patriarch of Constantinople, which is perceived as more neutral than Moscow in 

terms of geopolitics. There are signs that the Estonian government, despite its 

denial of taking sides, was in favour of the wishes of the Patriarchate of 

Constantinople and actively operated against the solicitations of the Moscow 

Patriarchate.31  

The reactions of the EOCMP to the crisis also show clear reference to the 

political dimension.32 From the very beginning, the EOCMP decided to consider 

the situation as more than merely a religious issue, appealing to the Estonian 

courts and even the UN Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR). The letter to 

the UNCHR was signed by Metropolitan Kirill (Gundiaev), then head of the 

Department of External Church Relations of the Moscow Patriarchate. When the 

appeal was unsuccessful, the EOCMP put its hopes in the OSCE and later the EU, 

both of which did not consider the registration issue sufficient of a transgression 

to warrant putting pressure on the Estonian government.33  

The Russian Government, on the other hand, took the complaints of the 

Moscow Patriarchate seriously. President Boris Yeltsin expressed concern about 

the Orthodox Church and considered implementing political means of pressure to 

help the registration of the EOCMP.34 At least, there was a significant 
 

30  Kolstø, Political Construction Sites (as n. 28), 62–3. 
31  Scheliha, “Die Krise” (as n. 2), 884. See also the two letters from Patriarch Aleksii II of 

Moscow from 02.02. and 02.06.1996, reprinted in Information Bulletin 4 (1996), 20–22. 
These letters show the perspective of the Patriarchate of Moscow, which felt uninformed 
and misguided about the developments in Estonia and claimed that the Estonian authorities 
unjustly favoured the Patriarchate of Constantinople. 

32  See Katja Richters, The Post-Soviet Russian Orthodox Church: Politics, Culture and 
Greater Russia, London and New York: Routledge 2013, 79–81. 

33  Ibid., 81. 
34  Ibid., 81–82. 



14   Sebastian Rimestad 
 

mobilisation of Russian public opinion to put pressure on the Estonian 

government to register the EOCMP instead of the EAOC. There was a slight 

change of atmosphere when Arnold Rüütel was elected President of Estonia in 

October 2001 and the parliament majority changed in January 2002. Rüütel, 

himself born into an Orthodox family and the last Chairman of the Estonian Soviet 

Socialist Republic, had a more positive view of relations to Russia than his 

predecessors. The EOCMP used the change in government as a chance to register 

itself as the Estonian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate in April 

2002.35 During the first visit of Moscow Patriarch Aleksii II to independent 

Estonia in September 2003, President Rüütel awarded the Patriarch with the 

Maarjamaa Cross, the highest civil award in Estonia.36 Acknowledging that the 

situation was not solved completely satisfactorily, the Patriarch nevertheless 

expressed his happiness with the direction of the development.37 

 

The Economical Dimension 

The political dimension is closely intertwined with the economical one, as the 

Orthodox Church owned about 5% of Estonian land in the interwar years. The 

question of which organisation was to inherit this lay, according to some 

commentators, at the crux of the registration debacle.38 Both the EAOC in exile 

and the EOCMP tried to prove that they were the legitimate successor of the 

interwar EAOC. The EAOC in exile was successful, and the government told the 

EOCMP that it had no claim to any Orthodox Church properties in Estonia since 

 

35  Felix Corley, “Moscow Orthodox Church Finally Registered”, Keston News Service 
19.04.2002, URL: https://www.keston.org.uk/kns/2002/020419es.htm [10.07.2026]. 

36  Frans Hoppenbrouwers, “The Baltic Area”, Journal of Eastern Christian Studies 58:1–2 
(2006), 93. 

37  “Chronique des Églises”, Irénikon 76 (2003), 620. See also Rimestad, “Orthodox 
Churches” (as n. 7). 

38  See especially Scheliha, “Die Krise” (as n. 2), 879. 
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it was founded in 1945 under Soviet rule.39 The result was that the EOCMP lived 

in the theoretical fear that the EAOC could claim the church buildings it used as 

its rightful properties any time. This was possibly among the reasons for the stark 

reactions to the registration of the EAOC in 1993. 

Until 2002, there were only two congregations of the EOCMP that were 

registered as legal entities in Estonia, namely the Pühtitsa Monastery in Kuremäe 

and the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral in central Tallinn.40 Both of these, however, 

do not belong to the jurisdiction of the EOCMP but are considered stavropegial, 

i.e., directly ruled by the Patriarch of Moscow. The two congregations could thus 

be registered, even though the EOCMP had avoided registration in order not to 

jeopardise its claims to the properties of the EAOC. In the case of the Pühtitsa 

Monastery, the EAOC in 1997 ceded the claim to property rights to the Estonian 

state, which then offered the monastery a long-term rent agreement, which was 

signed in 2002.41 In 1998, it was still not clarified who actually owned the 

Alexander Nevsky Cathedral, and the EAOC had put claims on it.42 However, 

somehow, these claims were withdrawn, and when the congregation of the 

cathedral was registered in March 1999, the city of Tallinn, designated owner, 

could offer the EOCMP a free lease agreement in February 2001. 

Once the EOCMP was registered, the property issue was “temporarily” 

settled in October 2002. An agreement between the EAOC and the Estonian 

 

39  The Eparchy of Tallinn and All Estonia of the Russian Orthodox Church was founded after 
the war in 1945. See Ringvee, “Religious Freedom” (as n. 23), 638–9, n. 41; Felix Corley, 
“How Does the Russian Orthodox Church Function in Estonia without Registration?”, 
Keston News Service, 15.01.2000, URL: https://www.keston.org.uk/kns/misc/kns-how-
does-the-russian-orthodox-church-function-in-estonia.html [10.07.2026]. 

40  Ringvee, “Religious Freedom” (as n. 23), 638–639, n. 41. 
41  Urmas Soaver, “Riik annab Kuremäe kloostri 50 aastaks rendile” [The State granted the 

Kuremäe Monastery a 50-Year Lease], Postimees, 21.01.2002, URL: https://www. 
postimees.ee/1915443/riik-annab-kuremae-kloostri-50-aastaks-rendile [10.07.2026]. 

42  Heimar Lenk, “Puhkes omandiskandaal vene kiriku ümber” [Property Scandal Concerning 
the Russian Church], Õhtuleht, 04.08.1998, URL: https://www.ohtuleht.ee/25437/puhkes-
omandiskandaal-vene-kiriku-umber [10.07.2026]. 
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Interior Ministry divided the property claimed by the EAOC into two groups.43 

The first group consisted of properties to which the EAOC renounced the claim 

and ceded them to the Estonian State, which then offered them to the EOCMP for 

a symbolic rent or as property. The second group of properties were those that 

remained the property of the EAOC. In return for this favour, the Estonian State 

allocated a total of 35 million Estonian Kroons (€ 2,25 million) for the EAOC to 

be used to renovate the properties of the second group. This solution has satisfied 

the two churches for the time being although both continue to emphasise that the 

existence of two canonical Orthodox Churches on Estonian territory is an anomaly 

that ought to be redressed. 

 

The Demographic Dimension 

The important demographic dimension, which is about numbers and statistics, has 

not been mentioned so far. While the EAOC in interwar Estonia encompassed 

roughly a fifth of the Estonian citizens, the situation has completely changed. Due 

to 50 years of militant atheism, Estonia has become one of the most secularised 

states in Europe, as also the World Values Survey has shown. Among those that 

answered the question of religious affiliation positively at the last census from 

2011 (320,000, or about 30% of the population), more than half were Orthodox 

Christians.44 The EOCMP in 1996 claimed 250,000 members, while the EAOC 

claimed 30,000.45 Wolfram von Scheliha notes that this means that there were 

almost 50% more Orthodox believers in Estonia in 1996 than in 1934, which to 

him seems unlikely. The explanation, however, is easy. Whereas the EAOC tries 

to estimate the number of its parishioners, the EOCMP claims a large portion of 

 

43  Allan Keian, “Siseminister ja õigeusu kirikute esindajad asuvad lahendama varalisi 
küsimusi” [The Minister of the Interior and Representatives of the Orthodox Churches 
Take Steps to Solve the Property Question], Postimees, 03.10.2002, URL: https://www. 
postimees.ee/1969375/siseminister-ja-oigeusu-kirikute-esindajad-asuvad-lahendama-
varalisi-kusimusi [10.07.2026]. 

44  Data available from Statistics Estonia, www.stat.ee [10.07.2026]. 
45  Scheliha, “Die Krise” (as n. 2), 883. 
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the Russian minority in Estonia, which by virtue of their ethnicity are regarded as 

members of the EOCMP.  

This Russian minority consists predominantly of labour migrants that 

moved to Estonia during the Soviet period, living mainly in Tallinn and North-

East Estonia. This population obviously is more likely to acknowledge links to 

the Moscow Patriarchate than to the interwar EAOC. The EAOC, on the other 

hand, consists primarily of ethnic Estonians and native Russians whose ancestors 

lived in the interwar Republic of Estonia. A quick look at a map of the various 

Orthodox congregations of Estonia confirms this distribution. The EAOC is 

spread all across Estonia, while most of EOCMP’s churches are situated in Tallinn 

and the northeast of Estonia.  

Ironically, late Patriarch Aleksii II of Moscow was himself born and raised 

in the folds of the interwar EAOC.46 His ethnic classification is not easy, however, 

as his father came from a Russified Baltic German family. Nevertheless, his 

attachment to Estonia, especially the fact that he served as bishop of Tallinn from 

1961 to 1990, certainly played an important role for the extent of the conflict. His 

personal engagement in saving the Pühtitsa Monastery from being secularised by 

the Soviet government in the 1960s was important for his decision to make it a 

stavropegial monastery directly under his jurisdiction once he became Patriarch 

in 1990. 

As the case of Patriarch Aleksii II shows, ethnicity is obviously not the only 

criterion of allegiance to a certain Patriarchate. When the congregations were 

required in May 1996 to select under which Patriarchate they wanted to continue 

operating, there were cases where the congregation told the priest to make the 

choice for them and others, where the priest had to accept the congregation’s 

choice.47 The resulting two communities roughly correspond to the ethnic 

designations of Russians versus Estonians. However, there are important 
 

46  His official biography (in Russian) is available at URL: http://www.pravenc.ru/text/ 
64696.html [10.07.2026].  

47  Personal communication with Archpriest Johannes Keskküla. 



18   Sebastian Rimestad 
 

exceptions on both sides. Moreover, when the Patriarchate of Constantinople in 

1999 designated the ethnic Cypriot Stephanos Charalambos as head of the EAOC, 

two Estonian clergy decided to protest against this foreign tutelage.48 Samuel 

Puusaar, self-proclaimed Bishop of Tartu and All South Estonia and Gabriel 

Keres, acting as his secretary, were shortly thereafter defrocked from their clerical 

ranks, to which they responded by suspending Metropolitan Stephanos. Since 

then, the two ex-priests have occasionally tried to stir up public opinion in their 

favour, without significant success. 

 

The Religious Dimension 

The demographic dimension is linked to the religious dimension, which is easily 

overlooked regarding the Orthodox Church in Estonia. The religious dimension 

is present in the debates concerning canon law. Father Toomas Hirvoja of the 

EOCMP describes the situation in Estonia with the metaphor of the human body: 

if the Church of Constantinople is the torso, and the Moscow Patriarchate the arm, 

then the tiny Estonian Orthodox Community cannot be more than a finger at the 

end of this arm.49 The EAOC’s wish to report directly to the Patriarchate of 

Constantinople is then likened to the attachment of the finger directly to the torso, 

which cannot be anatomically justified. In this view, the EAOC lacks religious 

sensitivity. The EAOC replies that the actions of the church under the Moscow 

Patriarchate in 1940/1944 also lacked religious sensitivity. Until the Moscow 

Patriarchate critically revises its own role in the 1940s, there can be no talk of 

accepting Moscow’s jurisdiction in Estonia.50 

Another aspect of the religious dimension is the mutual suspension from 

clerical ranks, which was already mentioned in relation to the election of 

 

48  Tiina Kuuler, “Õigeusu preestrid protestivad” [Orthodox Priests in Protest], Õhtuleht, 
17.12.1999, URL: https://www.ohtuleht.ee/67898/oigeusu-preestrid-protestivad [10.07. 
2026]. 

49  Personal communication with Toomas Hirvoja. 
50  Dupuy, “Le plaidoyer” (as n. 10). 
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Metropolitan Stephanos. Already in January 1996, Bishop Kornilii of the EOCMP 

had suspended eight Estonian clergymen “for having organized a society separate 

from the bishop, thus perpetrating a schism in the Church”.51 Patriarch 

Bartholomew of Constantinople replied with demanding that the suspensions be 

immediately lifted before any new talks could happen. Patriarch Aleksii replied 

that it is impossible to lift a suspension without the suspended repenting, which 

did not impress the Ecumenical Patriarch, however. Neither did Patriarch 

Aleksii’s warnings that 
 
apparently, in every Local Church there can be dissatisfied clerics compelled by 

political or other motives to move to another jurisdiction, but if a Local Church in 

response to their requests establishes its own jurisdiction in the canonical territory 

of a Sister Church without mutual consent, it will lead to a perfect chaos in 

Orthodoxy and destruction of Orthodox unity and fraternal cooperation among 

Churches.52 
 

This difference in opinion concerning suspension of clergy was possibly one of 

the main reasons for the Patriarch of Constantinople to support the re-

establishment of the EAOC.53 The suspension from clerical ranks, which 

originally had a purely religious meaning, in this case seems to have been used as 

an instrument of political pressure. 

This leads to a third important aspect of the religious dimension. For many 

Russian Orthodox faithful, being Russian and being Orthodox is so closely 

intertwined that it is difficult for a non-Russian to be “correctly Orthodox”. This 

distrust in the ability of the Estonians to act “correctly” has long roots in Estonia. 

In the interwar Republic, the Russian minority of the EAOC repeatedly accused 

the EAOC leadership of misinterpreting canon law and introducing illegitimate 

 

51  Statement (as n. 22), 4. 
52  “Letter from Patriarch Alexy II of Moscow and all Russia to the Primates of the Local 

Orthodox Churches”, Information Bulletin 4 (1996), 20. 
53  See the telegrams and letters of January and February 1996 in Information Bulletin 4 

(1996), 18–24. 
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church reforms.54 One may assume that many common members of the EOCMP 

believe that the EAOC is somehow less Orthodox than their own church. As a 

result, differences in rites and customs are sometimes being explained by an 

alleged lack of familiarity with “real Orthodoxy” on the part of the Estonians. One 

important difference, for example is the ecclesiastical calendar: While the 

EOCMP insists on keeping the Julian calendar, the EAOC has turned to the 

Gregorian calendar.55  

On the side of the EAOC, the EOCMP is regarded with suspicion, as it is 

regarded as the church of the former oppressor. The Patriarchate of 

Constantinople seemed slow in realising that the Patriarchate of Moscow did have 

a primarily religious raison d’être and was no longer subjected to the constraints 

of the political establishment to the same extent as during the communist era. 

Moreover, the complete ignorance of the local situation in Estonia by some of the 

commentators on both sides of the conflict is evident.56 Both sides use a 

characteristic rhetoric to rally the opinion in their favour, thereby distorting the 

picture of the adversary. For the EOCMP, the Patriarchate of Constantinople is a 

power-hungry and religiously insensitive impostor in the rightfully Russian 

canonical territory of Estonia. For the EAOC, the Moscow Patriarchate is an 

immature puppet of the imperialist Russian government. The religious arguments 

often drown in this rhetoric maelstrom. 

 

Conclusions 

To sum up, the most pressing issue for most Orthodox faithful is that they can go 

to a church regularly and experience the Divine Liturgy. Which of the two 

 

54  See Rimestad, The Challenges (as n. 9), 96–104, 145–154. 
55  For more on the importance of the calendar, see Rimestad, The Challenges (as n. 9), 194–

199. 
56  See, for example, Vlasios Phidas, “The Church of Estonia”, in Papathomas and Palli (eds.), 

The Autonomous Orthodox Church (as n. 11), 267–273; Dupuy, “Le plaidoyer” (as n. 10); 
Stephanos (Charalambidis) and Jean-François Jolivalt, La véritable histoire des 
Orthodoxes d’Estonie, Paris: L’Harmattan 2012. 
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patriarchs are mentioned in the diptychs is obviously less important. The conflict 

between the two Orthodox Churches in Estonia, which really does not have 

religious issues at its ground, reached a peak in 1996 and has slowly calmed down 

ever since, although the two parties are as opposed to each other as ever. The death 

of Moscow Patriarch Aleksii II in December 2008 led to a slight improvement of 

the situation, as his personal attachment to Estonia was a factor. His successor 

Patriarch Kirill initially showed that he was interested in Orthodox Unity and that 

he was prepared to agree to compromises.57 However, a visit by Metropolitan 

Hilarion (Alfeev), the “foreign minister” of Patriarch Kirill, in Tallinn in 

September 2010 seemed only to perpetuate the split. Hilarion’s programme was 

full of official meetings, but he did not once hint at the existence of the EAOC. 

He claimed afterwards having invited Metropolitan Stephanos to talks, but the 

latter denied having received any invitation.58  

Another potential improvement came after the death of the head of the 

EOCMP since 1991, Metropolitan Kornilii (Jakobs), who passed away in 2018. 

However, no signs of attempts to defuse the situation could be detected in the 

appointment of a successor, the Russian Evgenii (Reshetnikov), who had never 

had anything to do with Estonia before. As a result, the two Orthodox Churches 

in Estonia continued their separate ways, which do not seem to converge soon. If 

 

57  Nat da Polis, “Kyrill in Constantinople, a turning point important also for the dialogue with 
Rome”, Asia-News 07.07.2009, URL: http://www.asianews.it/index.php?l=en&art=15718 
[01.03.2021 (no longer available)]. 

58  Sakarias Leppik, “Metropoliit Stefanus: metropoliit Ilarion ei näidanud üles arusaamist 
Eesti ajaloo ja rahva vastu” [Metr. Stephanos: Metr. Ilarion did not show any understanding 
of the history of the Estonian people], in Kompass, 23.09.2010, URL: 
http://www.kompass.ee/?id=13769 [01.10.2010 (no longer available)]; Tat’iana 
Kosmynina, “Визит Илариона всколыхнул старые проблемы между патриархами” 
[Ilarion’s visit recalls the old problems between the Patriarchs], rus.err.ee, 21.09.2010, 
URL: http://rus.err.ee/news/estonia/215425 [01.10.2010  (no longer available)]; 
“Metropoliit Stefanus: Moskva Patriarhaat väljendas põlgust Eesti ajalooliste kannatuste 
suhtes” [Metropolitan Stephanos: The Moscow Patriarchate shows contempt for Estonians’ 
historical suffering], delfi.ee, 22.09.2010, URL: https://www.delfi.ee/news/paevauudised/ 
eesti/metropoliit-stefanus-moskva-patriarhaat-valjendas-polgust-eesti-ajalooliste-kannatu 
ste-suhtes?id=33311775 [10.07.2026]. For more on these developments, see also 
Rimestad, “Orthodox Churches” (as n. 7).  

http://www.asianews.it/index.php?l=en&art=15718
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anything, the active disinterest in any rapprochement even deepened. Russia’s 

attack on Ukraine in 2022 opened up a new dimension of the conflict, when the 

EOCMP was securitised by Estonian political authorities. This completely 

paralysed the EOCMP, which was viewed with suspicion no matter the course of 

action it chose. The only way forward, according to the Estonian political elite, is 

abolishing the EOCMP and integrate it completely into the EAOC. However, 

there probably needs to be a generational change until a solution which can satisfy 

both sides is found. With the global split between the Patriarchates of Moscow 

and Constantinople and its exacerbation as a result of the Ukraine war, 

reconciliation is as far away as ever. Before the war is over and the rift in global 

Orthodoxy is healed, there is no prospect of any movement in the Estonian church 

conflict. 
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