
When Canadian delegations are deployed to 
other countries to act as election monitors to 
help ensure free and fair elections, it is impera-
tive that a base under-
standing is instilled of 
the different motivators 
and factors that effect 
that given country`s 
politics. 

Canada`s Parliamen-
tary Standing Commit-
tee on Foreign Affairs 
and International Trade 
recently put out a re-
port entitled `The Rule 
of Law, Democracy 
and Prosperity in 
Ukraine: A Canadian 
Parliamentary Per-
spective.’  The mem-
bers of the Committee 
are to be commended 
for this extensive project. I take a certain 
amount of pride in that the study was first sug-

gested by me when I was a member of the 
Committee. 

As extensive as the report is, I feel a vital as-
pect of democracy and political life in Ukraine 
was totally overlooked by the Committee, an 
area of life that is essential to understanding 
not only the history of Ukraine and its culture 
but its political life today – the tremendous 
influence of the Church on society and politi-
cal life. 

Our North American traditions (especially in 
the United States) have tended to move to-

ward a separation of 
church and state, a 
dichotomy between 
sacred and secular 
that has become the 
norm. Priests of the 
Roman Catholic 
Church in Quebec no 
longer stand in the 
pulpit before election 
day and tell their pa-
rishioners how they 
should vote, as was 
once common prac-
tice. However that is 
not the case in 
Ukraine, where reli-
gious involvement in 
political action re-

mains strong. Churches and church leaders 
frequently align themselves with one party or 
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I was chosen to be a member of the CANA-
DEM delegation heading to Ukraine as an 
election observer for the October 2012 elec-
tion. During my time in Ukraine I conducted a 
special investigation to further my understand-
ing of religion’s effects on the politics of 
Ukraine. What is written below is the result of 
this investigation: 

In Ukraine, religion is on the rebound as 
many new Churches are being constructed 
across the country to meet the rising 
demand. 



another. 

In Ukraine, a concern is that the religious sup-
port for political parties is divided not according 
to positions on issues but along linguistic lines. 
The three traditional Orthodox churches in 
Ukraine, Ukrainian Orthodox (Kyiv Patriar-
chate), Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox 
Church and Ukrainian Orthodox (Moscow Pa-
triarchate), appear to have chosen sides, with 
the Moscow Patriarchate Orthodox predomi-
nately supporting the 
President, Viktor Yanu-
kovych, and his party. 
That understandably 
leads supporters of one 
side or another to 
question the clergy of 
the church on the op-
posite side of the politi-
cal spectrum. 

While I was in Ukraine 
this past October to 
monitor their Parlia-
mentary Elections, I 
decided to further 
probe the issue of reli-
gion and politics in 
Ukraine. William Pardy 
arranged, at my request, for several personal 
visits with particular people to discuss the is-
sue of religious political influences in Ukraine. I 
want to thank him and his staff for their excel-
lent work.  

The first person I met with was Jurij Kresack, 
who is deputy consul and teaches religion at 
the European University. He stated that he 
was delighted to be meeting with me because I 
am the first person to ask the question, and to 
want to explore the issue, surrounding the 
combination of Ukrainian religion and politics. 

He went on to say that the church is a very 
big contributor to the political influences in 
Ukraine, primarily the two Orthodox religions, 
but the Catholic and protestant religions as 
well. The reason is simple: under the Soviet 
Union, religions were discouraged, to say the 
least. When the Soviet Union collapsed, reli-
gion came back with such fervour that he 
characterizes that now 80 percent of Ukraini-
ans are religious to varying degrees, and 

church building is 
booming - as I have 
personally witnessed. 

“Ukraine is a very reli-
gious country,” Mr. 
Kresack said. He stat-
ed that, “In Ukraine, 
although they are not 
supposed to, all reli-
gions promote the 
choice candidates, 
mostly for those that 
have helped their 
church financially. 
There is an exception 
with the Russian Or-
thodox Church, which 
seemingly often sup-
ports the candidate 

ordained for support from the Moscow Patri-
arch. The difference is largely due to the fact 
that, while the Russian Orthodox Church in 
Ukraine, like in most other countries, is ad-
ministered from its Moscow Patriarch, while 
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church has independ-
ent administration in Ukraine.  

What this effectively means is that the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church in many other coun-
tries, as well as Ukraine, is in fact a conduit of 
considerable political influence. I am told that 
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Peter had the opportunity to meet with 
religious leaders in Ukraine to discuss the 
phenomena of religious influences on 
politics. 



no known survey has been conducted on the 
influence of religion on Ukrainian politics and 
that one should be done. At the very least, one 
should follow the outcome of the last Presiden-
tial election in Ukraine, region by region, juxta-
posing outcomes with Russian Orthodox Reli-
gion membership, or belief base, throughout 
the country. The information garnered from 
such a study will give better understanding to 
the issue of religious political involvement in 
Ukrainian politics. 

Another meeting with a 
Priest, who wishes not 
to be named, could 
provide some insight to 
possible change in the 
future that could alter 
the dynamics of this 
issue considerably. 
Once a month a meet-
ing is held in Kiev and 
in Volyn – and possibly 
in many other parts of 
Ukraine as well – that 
is attended by consuls 
of the nation’s church-
es. They of course dis-
cuss many other is-
sues, but during their 
overall debates representatives of the Ukraini-
an Orthodox Church as well as the Russian 
Orthodox Church have had amiable discus-
sions on the possibility of a merger of their re-
spective churches.  

I am assuming that this potential new for-
mation, positively approached, could become a 
desirable Ukraine-based influence as opposed 
to a Moscow-based influence. I believe that 
Canada could have a positive role in helping 
the political dichotomy of Ukrainian politics dip-

lomatically by exploring the religious impact 
issue more. That, I believe, would be benefi-
cial for all to understand these issues better.  

Understanding the issues fully, both the impli-
cations and approach of the religious factions, 
impacts not only the politics of Ukraine but 
also most of the former Soviet Union coun-
tries. These countries, similar to Ukraine, 
have religious political concerns. It also would 
help to bridge the Religious gap in Canada 

between the Ukrainian 
Orthodox, Ukrainian 
Catholic, and the Rus-
sian Orthodox Reli-
gions, and also be 
beneficial for the 
Ukrainian-Canadian 
diaspora.  

The difference be-
tween the two reli-
gions – Ukrainian Or-
thodox and Russian 
Orthodox – is little. 
The Russian Ortho-
dox liturgy is old Sla-
vonic from the 1700s. 
The Ukrainian Ortho-
dox, on the other 

hand, is more modern, 
using language that most people understand 
today.  

I do regret that I was not able to attend and 
participate in the Foreign Affairs Committee 
study of politics in Ukraine, nor be part of the 
Committee’s visit to Ukraine to explain further. 
However, as I noted before, the essential ele-
ment of this discussion was not broached dur-
ing that time or, as Jurij Kresnack says, never 
has been broached before. It seems to me 
that bringing together the two religious fac-
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Throughout the country-side there are many 
smaller sites attended to regularly for 
religious observances and beliefs. 



 
 

Peter Goldring 
Member of Parliament 

Edmonton East 
House of Commons 

Ottawa, ON K1A 0A6 

tions under the flag of Ukraine would be going 
a long way towards greater political and eco-
nomic stability in Ukraine. 

It would be best to avoid approaching the ma-
jor Canadian-Ukrainian organizations on this 
until it is better explored in Ukraine, as there 
will be many who carry the bitterness of the 
Soviet-era control of Ukraine and lay some 
blame of this on the Russian Orthodox Church, 
even here in Canada. The response from peo-
ple that I have interviewed on this subject sug-
gests that there are powerful political influ-
ences from Russia through the Russian Ortho-
dox Church`s Moscow Patriarchy. It is so obvi-
ous to them that they characterize it with the 
question, “Is the Pope Catholic?” That being 

said, it was unfortunate that the Foreign Af-
fairs Committee did not fully explore this issue 
in all of its most recent efforts and thorough 
studies on the politics of Ukraine. 

Perhaps it is time for a sensitive exploration of 
religious freedoms in former Soviet Union En-
tities.  
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Your Opinion Matters... 

Yes No 

Yes  No 

Question #1 Did you follow the 2012 Ukrainian 
Parliamentary election? 

Question #2 Do you think it is important to further 
explore religion’s role in former Soviet entities? 

Comments:____________________________________ 
_____________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________ 

UPDATE: Upon Peter’s return to Canada following the 2012 Ukrainian Parliamentary 
elections, he wrote a letter to Minister Baird, Prime Minister Harper, Minister Fantino, 
and Minister Uppal,  highlighting the importance of exploring religion in Ukraine and 
similar former Soviet entities to get a greater understanding religion in Ukraine. 
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