
A BOLD INITIATIVE BY MOSCOW*

After consultations between Orthodox Christians, Muslims, Jews, and
Buddhists, which took place on December 23, 1998, and which decided on
the formation of an interfaith organization within Russia, the Moscow Patri-
archate announced the founding of the “Interfaith Council of Russia,” the
goal of which is a “systematic dialogue and coöperation between the Ortho-
dox Church of Russia and the three other major religions of this country,
namely, Judaism, Islam, and Buddhism... [T]his new body, beyond its efforts
to strengthen the ties of the Moscow Patriarchate to the aforementioned three
religions, will, to some extent, be political in nature, since it will function as
a pressure group in relation to the Russian government.” One of the first ac-
tivities of this Council “will be to organize, next November [1999] an inter-
faith conference, the first of its kind since the collapse of the Soviet Union.”

Orthodox Christians are justified in feeling very uneasy about this de-
velopment. They have been aware, up until now, of the establishment, in var-
ious countries, of so-called “local councils of Churches,” representing “a mi-
crocosm of the broader ecumenical movement” and including, as members,
all of the Christian confessions, these councils being confederate in charac-
ter and of three varieties: national, regional, and continental. They constitute
“an essential expression of the ecumenical movement” and, within a defined
geographical area, “embody (in however imperfect a form) the divided
churches’ calling to be, together, the Church in each place.” They have be-
come the “normal channels” through which the activities of the World Coun-
cil of Churches (WCC) are conveyed, interpreted, supported, and implement-
ed at a local level.

In the advance of the interfaith movement, there has been much discus-
sion about the issue of endowing it with an institutional structure by estab-
lishing a “World Council of Religions” (WCR)—unless, in the meantime, the
WCC should itself turn into such a monstrous organization. Now already,
however, a local Orthodox Church is hastening to found the “Interfaith
Council of Russia,” paving the way for the WCR, which is something to be
expected, given the dynamics of the ecumenical movement: “If all ‘Christ-
ian’ bodies are relative to each other, then all of them together are relative to
other ‘religious’ bodies, and ‘Christian’ ecumenism can only end in a syn-
cretic world religion.”

It is truly most distressing that the Orthodox should heed the “guide-
lines” put forth by the General Secretary of the WCC, Konrad Raiser, who
maintains that “the demand for interreligious encounter and coöperation is
indispensable for the society of the future.... Christian churches must work
with a certain urgency to overcome their own deep-seated reservations and
inhibitions about interreligious dialogue. This is an area in which ecumeni-
cal organizations at a national, regional, and international level should lead
the way.”
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