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Abstract 

 During the last half century before its fall, the Romanov Empire experienced the rise of 

free association, mutual aid, and voluntarism from within its official, Orthodox Church. The 

clergy of this Church worked and lived within the “spiritual domain” [dukhovnoe vedomstvo], a 

legally and economically distinct realm of ecclesiastical affairs within the imperial state 

structure. The state permitted the Orthodox clergy to form independent associations within this 

“domain” in order to support the pastoral profession through mutual aid, and to work as a quasi-

civil service that provided primary education, disaster relief, and other services to the general 

population. The “white” or non-celibate parish clergy used these privileges of association to 

expand their professional and mutual-aid networks, which extended from their parishes to the 

diocesan centers. Ordained clergymen participated in these networks together with their wives, 

adult children, and lay supporters. With the gradual withdrawal of state supervision over their 

activities amid the political upheaval of the early 20
th

 century, these self-administering, self-

financing networks grew into an autonomous sphere of voluntary association. 

 The primary organizers of these networks were ordained clergymen and their family 

members, all of whom belonged to the clerical soslovie, or estate. This caste-like estate 

encompassed tightly-knit communities within each of the empire’s dioceses. The men and 

women of the clerical soslovie became adept at pooling their resources to educate their children, 
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respond to crises, and relieve the suffering of the poorest members of their communities. At the 

same time, the benefits of clerical mutual aid were extended to non-clerical communities as a 

form of pastoral service. During the two famines, two wars, and three revolutions that beset the 

Russian Empire over its final decades, the parish clergy used their own mutual-aid associations 

to deliver disaster relief to suffering communities. Orthodox laymen and women, primarily from 

the peasantry, became beneficiaries of, and occasionally active participants in, the diocesan 

associations of the clerical soslovie. While the soslovie structure of Imperial Russian society is 

often associated with social fragmentation, the clerical soslovie organized and supported free 

associations that became a force of social integration in late Imperial Russia.   
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Introduction: the White Priest at Work 

Objectives and Theses 
 

 Over the final half-century before the fall of the Russian Empire, a robust culture of free 

association, voluntarism, and mutual aid emerged from an unexpected source – the official, 

Orthodox Church of the Romanov Empire. Many contemporaries and most historians have 

associated Russia’s Orthodox Church with authoritarianism and social inertia. As the oldest 

institution of the Russian Empire and a symbolic pillar of the Tsarist autocracy, the Church 

indeed operated in close cooperation with the state. Yet, it maintained a significant degree of 

autonomy within the “spiritual domain” [dukhovnoe vedomstvo], the legally delineated realm of 

ecclesiastical affairs, which afforded the Orthodox clergy considerable freedom of association. 

As Church administration became more complex to accommodate a growing and industrializing 

society, this “domain” grew more autonomous. The “white” or non-celibate parish clergy, in 

particular, expanded the scope of their administrative and pastoral work. The institutions and 

associations of the parish clergy came to form networks that were used to coordinate mutual aid 

and pastoral work. By the early 20
th

 century, these networks had become a major force in Church 

administration. Their collective initiative came to rival that of the imperial bureaucracy and even 

that of the ecclesiastical hierarchy in managing Church affairs and shaping pastoral work. In 

response to the two famines, two wars, and three revolutions that beset the empire over its final 

decades, the Holy Synod entrusted the parish clergy with a series of humanitarian relief efforts, 

which they carried out with progressively greater autonomy. The free associations of the parish 

clergy exerted a significant impact on the life and history of the Orthodox Church in late 

Imperial Russia. 
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 One objective of this dissertation is to provide a comprehensive history of the parish 

clergy’s state-chartered institutions of association, and the specific work of these institutions in 

the dioceses of Moscow and Tver. No such history has ever been crafted, and the activity of 

these institutions has never been seriously examined. The original purpose of these institutions 

was to allow the clergy to carry out state-imposed, extra-liturgical duties. In assigning such 

duties to the parish clergy, the state intended to utilize them as inexpensive, auxiliary civil 

servants who would augment the empire’s thinly stretched infrastructure. In 1721, Peter the 

Great required the Church hierarchy to establish a seminary in each diocese to train a more 

educated pastorate, and from which bureaucrats and civil servants could be recruited. By the 

early 19
th

 century, when the financial needs of these seminaries outstripped state subsidies, 

institutions for fund raising and mutual aid were established to help the clergy educate the next 

generation of pastors. These associations assumed greater responsibilities over subsequent years. 

After the crop failures of 1891 and 1905, for example, the parish clergy used their own mutual-

aid organizations to deliver famine relief to starving populations. The duties imposed on their 

institutions necessitated the parish clergy’s freedom to collaborate among themselves, 

independently of the official chain of command. This organizational autonomy allowed the 

parish clergy and their supporters to define the needs of their own communities, and to dedicate 

their collective resources toward the resolution of those needs. By examining the self-directed 

work of the parish clergy’s official institutions, this dissertation builds on recent research into the 

overlapping relationship between the autocratic government and voluntary associations in 

Imperial Russia.
1
 One thesis of this dissertation is that the officially chartered professional 

                                                           
 
1
 For the most recent contributions to this issue, see: Joseph Bradley, Voluntary Associations in Tsarist Russia: 

Science, Patriotism, and Civil Society (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2009). See also: A. S. 

Tumanova, Obshchestvennye organizatsii I russkaia publika v nachale XX veka (Moscow: Novyi khronograf, 2008). 
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support networks of the Orthodox pastorate grew into an autonomous sphere of voluntary 

association. 

 Another objective of this study is to reevaluate the influence of the soslovie, or estate 

system on the development of Imperial Russian society. Legally delineated over the 19
th

 century, 

the soslovie categories of nobility, merchantry, townspeople, peasantry, and clergy, imposed 

different rights and obligations on their respective populations. The clerical soslovie, in 

particular, was subject to separate systems of education, justice, taxation, and access to 

employment.
2
 This soslovie system has been blamed for hindering interaction and cooperation 

among the constituent parts of Imperial Russian society. The contemporary intelligentsia, both 

liberal and Marxist, viewed the sosloviia as anachronistic social categories, artificially imposed 

by the autocratic regime, which prevented the integration of society around common interests or 

values.
3
 In his 1986 article on the subject, Gregory Freeze points out that the sosloviia were not 

mere bureaucratic constructs. Economic and cultural ties fostered the development of estate-

identity and solidarity (soslovnost’) that maintained the sosloviia from within.
4
 Other historians 

have perceived this estate-identity as merely another source of social fragmentation.
5
 They argue 

that the sharp distinctions between the estates, perpetuated by soslovnost’, prevented the 

development of an inclusive “civil society” to rival the authority of the state.
6
 Yet, more recent 

research has identified the growth of a public sphere and the attainment of basic civil rights 

                                                           
2
 Gregory Freeze, The Russian Levites: Parish Clergy in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press, 1977). 
3
 See, for example: P. Miliukov, Rossiia na perelome: bol’shevistskii period russkoi revoliutsii, 2 vols. (Paris: “La 

Source,” 1927), 1: 28-38. For the Marxist perspective, see: Boris Veselovskii, Istoriia zemstva za sorok let, 4 vols. 

(St. Petersburg, 1909-11). (Cambridge, England: Oriental Research Partners, 1973), 3: 50-53. 
4
 Gregory Freeze, “The Soslovie (Estate) Paradigm and Russian Social History,” The American Historical Review 

91, no. l (February 1986), 11-36. 
5
 See, for example: Francis W. Wcislo, “Soslovie or Class? Bureaucratic Reformers and Provincial Gentry in 

Conflict, 1906-1908,” Russian Review, 47, no. 1, (Jan., 1988), 1-24.  
6
 Leopold Haimson, “The Problem of Social Identities in Early Twentieth Century Russia,” Slavic Review, 47, no. 1 

(Spring, 1988), 2. 



4 
 

within the soslovie framework.
7
 Some soslovie organizations provided non-governmental fora of 

free association for their members and for participants from other estates. The charitable 

institutions of the merchantry, for example, were self-administered and self-financed, and 

attracted donations and participants from other urban estates.
8
 This dissertation examines the 

important contribution of the clerical soslovie to the expansion and integration of the public 

sphere in late Imperial Russia. 

 The legal privileges of the clerical soslovie provided the parish clergy with the necessary 

freedom of association to organize mutual-aid networks over a particularly broad expanse – from 

remote villages to urban centers. The Orthodox laity supported these diocesan networks with 

voluntary tithes and donations because they were necessary to maintain the pastorate and the 

performance of the liturgy and sacraments. For the parish clergy, however, participation in 

mutual-aid associations was more than a professional necessity. It became a way of life, crucial 

to the survival of the clerical communities that comprised the clerical soslovie. This way of life 

profoundly influenced the performance of pastoral work in late Imperial Russia. By the late 19
th

 

century, the parish clergy had begun to use their own mutual-aid networks to organize education, 

charity, and disaster relief for those non-clerical communities on which they and their families 

depended. The clergy’s transfer of tithes, donations, and other resources back to those lay 

communities that had contributed them in the first place was sometimes carried out hesitantly, 

but always voluntarily. By using their own mutual-aid networks as tools of pastoral work, the 

parish clergy expanded those networks, in terms of both beneficiaries and participants, beyond 

                                                           
7
 Jane Burbank, “Thinking Like an Empire: Estate, Law, and Rights in the Early Twentieth Century,” in Jane 

Burbank, Mark von Hagen, and Anatolyi Remnev, eds. Russian Empire: Space, People, Power, 1700-1930 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007), 196-217; Olga Crisp, “Peasant Land Tenure and Civil Rights 

Implications before 1906,” In Olga Crisp and Linda Edmondson, eds. Civil Rights in Imperial Russia (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1989), 33-64; Galina N. Ul’ianova, Blagotvoritel’nost’ Moskovskikh Predprinimatelei, 1860-1914 

(Moscow: Mosgorarkhiv, 1999). 
8
 Ul’ianova, Blagotvoritel’nost’ Moskovskikh Predprinimatelei, 9-10. 
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the limits of the clerical soslovie. A second thesis of this dissertation is that, through pastoral 

work, the free association of the clerical soslovie became a force of social integration in late 

Imperial Russia.  

Origins of the Clerical Associations 
 The promotion of social welfare has deep roots in Orthodox Church history, as does the 

involvement of secular authority in that process. While the Latin Church Fathers, since St. 

Augustine (354-430), had emphasized the tension between Christian society and the “City of 

God,” the Orthodox world was regarded as a reflection of the Kingdom of Heaven. The 

Byzantine Church and state, therefore, operated in harmony, or “symphony.”
9
 The 8

th
 rule of the 

Council of Chalcedon in the year 451 placed responsibility over shelters for the poor in the hands 

of the Church hierarchy. Church Fathers, such as Eusebius of Caesarea (263-339), developed a 

vision of the ideal Christian emperor as God’s representative on Earth, possessing and practicing 

the virtue of philanthropia. In accordance with this ideal, the emperors of Byzantium aided the 

Church in sponsoring robust social welfare institutions such as alms houses, orphanages, shelters 

for the elderly, and hospitals.
10

 In medieval Byzantium, imperial sponsorship of Church 

institutions such as the Pantokrator monastery hospital founded by Emperor John II Komnenos 

in 1136, helped Orthodox hospitals to surpass any analogous institutions for care of the sick in 

medieval Western Europe.
11

 This tradition persisted in the emerging Orthodox monarchy of 15
th

 

and 16
th

 century Muscovy. The Abbot Iosif Volotsky, a highly influential codifier of Russian 

                                                           
9
 Scott Kenworthy, “To Save the World or to Renounce It: Modes of Moral Action in Russian Orthodoxy,” in Mark 

Steinberg and Catherine Wanner, Eds., Religion, Community, and Morality after Communism (Washington, DC: 

Woodrow Wilson Center Press and Bloomington IN: Indiana University Press, 2008), 27. 
10 Demetrios J. Constantelos, Byzantine Philanthropy and Social Welfare (New Brunswick: Rutgers University 

Press, 1968), 43-69. See also: Demetrios J. Constantelos, Poverty, Society and Philanthropy in the Late Mediaeval 

Greek World (New York: Aristide D. Caratzas, 1992). 
11

 Timothy Miller, The Birth of the Hospital in the Byzantine Empire (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1997). 
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monastic practice and theoretician of Muscovy’s theocratic monarchy, established the ideal of 

organized charity as an essential component of monastic life. In his Brief Rule, Volotsky 

instructs his followers in the necessity of work both to support monastic contemplation, and to 

ease the suffering of the unfortunate. “And work not only for your own needs, but also for the 

lowly, the wandering, the enfeebled, and the aged, for such benevolence is a welcome offering to 

God.
12

” Volotsky has been reviled by historians for providing religious justification for Tsarist 

authority in order to secure protection for monastic property and wealth.
13

 Yet, he used that 

wealth to feed the poor and aid the peasantry. During a famine in 1512 he exhausted his 

monastery’s grain reserves to feed the starving and build an orphanage and infirmary.
14

 Over 

subsequent centuries, the Russian monarchy ceded responsibility for social welfare to the 

Orthodox Church. This dynamic began to change as the growth of Tsarist power outstripped the 

authority of the Church. When Peter the Great replaced the Orthodox Patriarch with the state-

supervised Holy Synod of bishops, he also issued directives through the Church administration 

regarding how welfare was to be carried out. Able-bodied beggars, for example, were not to be 

given alms, but were to be beaten and restored to their estates of origin. Finally, in 1764, 

Catherine the Great secularized monastic lands, ending the Church’s role as an independent 

organizer of poverty relief.
15

 Henceforth, the Orthodox Church continued to support social 

welfare, but in a dependent and subordinate capacity to the state.  

  The Church’s loss of economic and administrative independence substantially magnified 

the Russian state’s influence over the Orthodox pastorate and pastoral work. After the 

                                                           
12

 The Monastic Rule of Iosif Volotsky, Edited and Translated by David M. Goldfrank, New Revised Edition. 

(Kalamazoo, Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 2000), 150-1. 
13

 For a discussion of the historiography on Volotsky, see: David Goldfrank, “Old and New Perspectives on Iosif 

Volotsky's Monastic Rules,” Slavic Review, 34, no. 2 (June, 1975), 279-301 
14

 The Monastic Rule of Iosif Volotsky, 32. 
15

 Adele Lindenmeyer, Poverty is Not a Vice: Charity, Society, and the State in Imperial Russia (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1996), 30-33. 
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secularization of monastic lands, the Church hierarchy came to rely on the financial support of 

the state. Although the prelates retained a significant degree of independence within their own, 

ecclesiastical sphere, the state insinuated itself into the Church’s leadership and was able to 

impose “secular” duties on the clergy in exchange for financial support. These included civil 

service tasks, such as the obligation of priests to monitor public health in their parishes during 

cholera outbreaks. Other state-imposed duties were more ambitious, and were intended to shape 

the pastoral mission of the parish clergy according to the vision of some party of officialdom. 

Konstantin Pobedonostsev, who served from 1880 to 1905 as Over-procurator of the Holy 

Synod, the Tsar’s representative to the Church hierarchy, influenced the Orthodox pastorate far 

more profoundly then any individual churchman or prelate of his time. In addition to 

encouraging the charitable activities of Orthodox brotherhoods and securing funding for clergy-

run parish schools, Pobedonostsev initiated the parish clergy’s famine relief campaign of 1891-2. 

Yet, the parish clergy were not entirely reliant on the state, which provided them with modest 

subsidies but rarely full salaries. Much pastoral work remained uncompensated and voluntary. 

 The formation of clerical associations with defacto autonomy was a practical corollary of 

the extra-liturgical work performed by the pastorate. Despite the undeniable importance of 

official demands and state subsidies, it was ultimately the task of the parish clergy to organize 

and carry out this work for which they received little or no payment. It was, ironically, thanks to 

the efforts of the authoritarian Pobedonostsev to increase the involvement of the pastorate in 

social services that clerical associations attained greater autonomy in the early 20
th

 century. 

Pobedonostsev distrusted unsupervised, lateral collaboration among the parish clergy, and 

abolished certain local, pastoral assemblies at the beginning of his tenure as Over-procurator. 

Yet, the magnitude of the demands he imposed on the clergy necessitated the reinstatement of 
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these assemblies, at first temporarily and later permanently. In his report to the Emperor on the 

famine relief campaign in 1893, Pobedonostsev acknowledged that the clergy’s diocesan 

congresses, of which he disapproved, had been convened out of necessity so that representatives 

of the parish clergy could agree to contribute their own pension funds toward famine relief.
16

 The 

parish clergy’s right to convene local, unsupervised assemblies was officially restored in 1896, 

almost a decade before Pobedonostsev’s resignation and the beginning of the movement to 

reform the Church leadership.
17

 The parish clergy obtained defacto administrative autonomy for 

their diocesan associations by using them to perform practical, pastoral work.   

 In addition to serving as a professional support network for the pastorate, the diocesan 

associations evolved into a system of communal wealth that sustained the clerical community. 

Despite all the work they performed – religious services, record keeping, teaching, charity, 

disaster relief, etc. – the parish clergy did not produce wealth. As they received no more than 

supplementary support from the state, the pastorate relied on the voluntary tithes and donations 

of their parishioners for their livelihood. Ordained members of the clerical soslovie were legally 

prohibited from engaging in trade or earning wages through work other than teaching. The pastor 

did not own the property on which he lived and farmed, but only used it as long as he remained 

in the parish to which it was attached. The modest income he obtained from his parish could be 

invested neither in real estate nor in entrepreneurial ventures. Thus, the accumulation of private 

wealth within the clerical soslovie was difficult, while its overall population steadily increased. 

By the early 19
th

 century, clerical over-population had created not only the problem of surplus 

clergymen, which was mitigated through periodic conscription into the military, but also that of 

                                                           
16

 Vsepoddaneishii otchet Ober-prokurora Sviateishago Sinoda po vedomstvu Pravoslavnago Ispovedaniia za 1890-

1891 gody. (St. Petersburg: Sinodal’naia tipografiia, 1893), 339. 
17

 V. Beliaev, A. Viktorov, and M. Mansurov, Eparkhial’nye S’ezdy. Sbornik deistvuiushchikh zakonopolozhenii ob 

eparkhia’nykh s’ezdakh. Ikh praktika za 1903-1907 gg. Predstoiashchaia reforma s’ezdov. Prilozheniia. (St. 

Petersburg: “Bereg,” 1908), 15. 
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“hordes of dependents within the clerical estate.”
18

 It was through the seminaries, Orthodox 

brotherhoods, and other institutions of the diocesan networks, developed over the course of the 

19
th

 century, that the parish clergy provided long-term security for their large families, elderly 

relatives, and the widows and orphans of their fellow pastors. By pooling and investing their 

resources into these officially chartered organizations, the parish clergy created a system of 

mutual aid to support the entire clerical soslovie. In 1905, bishop Antonii of Chernigov 

disapprovingly characterized the situation thus: “It is not rare that the clergy of this or that 

diocese, school district, or church will acquire property with their own resources, but, according 

to current legislation, place that property in the name of the church, educational institution, or 

diocesan administration, i.e. fictitious owners.”
19

 While they may have appeared to be the true 

“owners” of diocesan institutions in the eyes of some prelates, the parish clergy themselves were 

acutely aware of the ongoing dependence of their entire diocesan network on the largess of their 

parishioners.  

 In his short story, “The Nightmare,” Anton Chekhov describes a parish priest, Fr. Yakov, 

through the eyes of a young and idealistic zemstvo official. The official is at first annoyed with 

Fr. Yakov’s squalid appearance and timid behavior, until he realizes the extent of the priest’s 

poverty. Fr. Yakov confides in him that he and his family suffer from hunger because he gives 

most of his meager income to other people.  

 I get a hundred and fifty rubles a year from my parish, and everyone marvels at where 

 this money must go. But, I’ll tell you honestly. I contribute forty rubles a year to the 

 ecclesiastical school for my brother Piotr.. . . Besides that, I must give Fr. Avraamii at 

 least three rubles a month. . . . Father Avraamywas the priest in Sinkino before me. He 

 lost his place because of his, uh, weakness, but he still lives here! Where can he go? Who 

 will feed him? Though he’s old, he needs a corner, bread, and clothes. I cannot allow 

                                                           
18

 Freeze, The Parish Clergy in Nineteenth-Century Russia: Crisis, Reform, Counter-Reform (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1983), 170.  
19

 Protoierei Vladimir Rozhkov, Tserkovnye voprosy v gosudarstvennoi dume (Moscow: Izd. Krutitskogo Podvor’ia, 

2004), 260. 
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 him, as a priest, to go begging for alms.  . . . I know if I were to beg and to bow down, 

 everyone would help, but . . . I cannot! I am ashamed. How can I beg of the peasants? . . . 

 How can one beg of a beggar? But to ask of someone richer, a noble, I cannot! My pride! 

 My shame!’”
20

 

 

With his dark humor and clinical insight into everyday life, Chekhov provides a dramatic 

glimpse into the parish clergy’s practice of educating and supporting their extended families and 

colleagues through a system of mutual-aid which ultimately rested on the voluntary support of 

parishioners. The centrality of mutual aid to the Orthodox pastorate, as well as the consciousness 

among those same clergymen of their debt to the laity, shaped their pastoral work. By the late 

19
th

 century, the parish clergy had begun to use their own mutual-aid networks to organize 

education, charity, and disaster relief for those non-clerical communities on which they and their 

families depended.  

 The voluntary transfer of diocesan resources from the clergy back to the Orthodox laity 

must be understood in the context of growing participation in the free associations of the clerical 

soslovie as a response to Russia’s demographic crisis in the late 19
th

 century. In 1823, the Synod 

first authorized the parish clergy to participate in diocese-wide associations to address the 

problem of clerical overpopulation through mutual aid.
21

 A more widespread demographic crisis 

beset the general population in the period between 1883 and the beginning of the First World 

War that witnessed the most rapid population growth in the history of the Russian Empire.
22

 This 

growth placed particular strain on the peasantry, resulting in a decline in their average 

landholdings from 13.2 to 10.4 desiatinas (from 35.6 to 27.5 acres).
23

 Through active 

                                                           
20

 A. P. Chekhov, “Koshmar,”Izbrannye proizvedeniia. Rasskazy i povesti, 3 Vols. (Moscow: Gos. 

Izd.Khodozhestvennoiliteratury, 1960), 1: 168. 
21

 See chapter 1, note 48. 
22

 Nikolai M. Dronin and Edward G. Bellinger, Climate Dependence and Food Problems in Russia, 1900-1990: the 

Interaction of Climate and Agricultural Policy and their Effects on Food Problems (New York: Central European 

University Press, 2005), 35. 
23

 Abraham Ascher, The Revolution of 1905: Russia in Disarray, 2 vols. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988), 

1: 26. 
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participation in the management of diocesan resources, clergymen like Chekhov’s Fr. Yakov had 

become acutely aware of their entire community’s direct dependence on the voluntary, material 

support of the Orthodox laity. Any crisis affecting the laity would also affect the clergy. By 

taking part in poverty relief and promoting primary education among the general population, 

parish clergymen were fortifying the social foundation of their soslovie’s material existence. The 

clergy’s growing awareness of their common interests with the laity served to motivate their 

voluntary extension of mutual-aid resources beyond the limits of their soslovie.    

 In addition to their informed self-interest, recognition of their material dependence on the 

laity appealed to the clergy’s “shame” and “pride” as well. Ever more frequently, clergymen 

expressed their conviction that the Church, as an institution, should earn the tithes of their 

parishioners through social as well as spiritual leadership. Amid rising social tensions at the turn 

of the century, parish clergymen began to identify socially, and even politically, with the lower 

classes of both rural and urban Russia.
24

 The role of the Church in addressing the salient issues 

of poverty and social injustice became a frequent topic of discussion in the ecclesiastical press at 

this time. In 1907, one Moscow priest explained that he had organized a charity in his parish 

because, “I wanted to show the peasants, at least on a small scale, the concern of the Church for 

their needs. After all, the peasants have become accustomed always and everywhere to view the 

Church as an institution to which they must give . . .”
25

 By the late 19
th

 century, a movement had 

arisen among the parish clergy via the ecclesiastical press and their soslovie associations to 

revitalize the parishes and dioceses by making them the focus of civic participation 

                                                           
24

 The most comprehensive study of political dissidence among the clergy remains: Argyrios Pisiotis, Orthodoxy 

Versus Autocracy (PhD Dissertation, Georgetown University, 2000). 
25

 “Popytka k ustroistvu popechitel’stva (iz vospominanii sel’skago sviashchennika. Prodolzhenie),” Moskovskie 

tserkovnye vedomosti, no. 40 (October 7
th

, 1907), 1,239. 
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(grazhdanstevennost’).
26

 This movement received important, albeit inconsistent and ambiguous, 

official sanction, particularly after the famine relief campaign of 1891-92. The expansion of 

clerical associations beyond the bounds of the clerical soslovie would profoundly influence and 

revitalize pastoral work in Russia’s Orthodox Church. 

 The practical pastoral work, through which clerical mutual aid was extended to the laity, 

lacked a developed theological framework because it emerged from among the parish clergy. 

Although it was the parish pastorate that directly served the religious needs of the vast majority 

of the empire’s Orthodox population, it was the “black” or monastic clergy that dominated the 

Church’s organizational and intellectual leadership. In her biography of St. John of Kronstadt, 

Nadieszda Kizenko points out that, by the 19
th

 century, virtually none of the saints of Russian 

Orthodoxy had come from among the parish clergy. The subject of her study presents an 

exception to the rule because he combined the active and married life of a parish priest with 

traditional asceticism. Kizenko argues that, “sanctity in Imperial Russia was still something 

essentially other-worldly – or highly ranked.”
27

 Yet, the parish clergy, both individually and as a 

community, were confronted daily by “this-worldly” practical demands of feeding their families, 

maintaining their parishes, and providing collective support for the maintenance of the pastorate 

as a whole. Articles in diocesan journals and other writings by parish clergymen frequently 

associated participation in diocesan mutual aid with the religious duties of pastoral work. For the 

parish clergy, participation in diocesan associations made performance of the liturgy and 

sacraments possible. Their way of life reinforced the religious significance of cooperative social 

work in and of itself. A personal journal entry by a deacon from Tver diocese in 1914, reflecting 
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on the greatness of St. John of Kronstadt, the active ascetic, expressed this focus on the practical 

expression of Christian charity in the religious world of the white clergy. 

 In what way is Fr. John great? They say he is great because of his miracles. But, 

 miracles are lower than deeds. He was great because of his love: with God’s blessing he 

 fulfilled the most difficult of all the commandments – to love one’s enemies and foes, and 

 all who are close. It was because of this commandment that he had no rest day or night.
28

  

 

The parish clergy’s focus on the importance of the deed did not constitute a fundamental 

difference from the religiosity of the Orthodox hierarchy or of the laity, but merely one of 

emphasis. This emphasis bore tangible results.  

 The development of the soslovie institutions of the parish clergy into socially integrated, 

free associations remained nascent by the fall of the Romanov Empire. The early 20
th

 century 

witnessed sustained efforts on the part of the parish clergy to share not only diocesan resources, 

but also responsibility over those resources with the non-clerical communities that they served. 

These efforts were matched by a series of Synodal reforms of the diocesan structure, which, by 

1905, finally authorized nearly unrestricted lay participation in decision-making assemblies at all 

levels of the diocesan networks. Yet, active participation in clerical associations by members of 

other sosloviia remained limited. The Orthodox laity continued to support the diocesan networks 

financially, but largely for the maintenance of the more traditional and ritualistic aspects of 

Church life. Moreover, the pastorate encountered a political and ideological rift separating their 

social networks from rival “public spheres” that were shaped by the liberal and socialist 

intelligentsia, who viewed clerical authority as antithetical to their own visions for Russia’s 

future. The most serious obstacle to the social integration of the clerical networks, however, was 

the incomplete autonomy of the “spiritual domain.” Despite their defacto, local autonomy, 

clerical associations remained subject to official repression at the first sign of political initiative 
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outside the realm of ecclesiastical affairs. Political restrictions stymied the pastorate’s ability to 

address the underlying social grievences of their parishioners. Continued state intervention 

exacerbated all other obstacles to the the formation of an integrated public sphere around the 

associations of the clerical soslovie by leading many among the laity to associate the parish 

clergy and their institutions with the increasingly unpopular autocracy. By marginalizing the 

parish clergy and their work the Tsarist regime undermined the very social order that it claimed 

to represent. 

Historiographical Context 
 

 Scholarship on Russia’s Orthodox Church in general, and on the work of the parish 

clergy in particular, was distorted and stymied for many years by various ideological agendas. 

The question of the Church’s subservience to the Russian autocracy preoccupied much of the 

20
th

 century historiography in Russia as well as in Europe and the United States, overshadowing 

concern with the actual life of the Orthodox communities in Russia’s cities and villages. 

Although Soviet depictions of the Church and clergy, as well as efforts to refute those depictions, 

continue to influence scholarship on the Church, more recent work has significantly broadened 

the scope of discussion on Orthodoxy in Imperial Russia. The focus of some research has shifted 

from high politics to popular religion, parish institutions, and grass-roots movements within the 

Church. Yet, none of these studies have examined clerical institutions and diocesan networks, or 

their importance in shaping pastoral work and religious life for the vast majority of Imperial 

Russia’s Orthodox Christians. This significant oversight may be attributed to a long-standing 

trend in Church scholarship of viewing the parish clergy either as a backward and parasitic 

obstacle to progress (social and religious), or as a downtrodden clerical proletariat. Both 

perspectives obscure the success of the parish clergy at controlling poverty in their own 
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communities through mutual aid, and the crucial role of their pastoral associations in shaping 

Russian Orthodoxy over the empire’s final decades.    

 Scholarship on the Church was ideologically charged long before the Bolshevik 

Revolution. The first studies to distort the work of the parish clergy came from within the 

Church itself. As mentioned above, the Church’s intellectual environment was dominated by the 

monastic clergy and subjected to the political censorship of the Synod. This stifling atmosphere 

produced a backlash among the “Orthodox intelligentsia.” In 1858, one parish priest from Tver 

diocese, Ioann Belliustin, composed a withering attack on the Church that was published in 

Paris. In exposing greed among the prelates as well as the poverty and ignorance of the parish 

clergy, Belliustin did much to shape western perceptions of the Orthodox Church.
29

 Fifty years 

later, another critic of ecclesiastical oppression, Boris Titlinov, presented a dissertation to St. 

Petersburg Theological Academy in which he criticized bureaucratic interference into clerical 

education. “The administrative structure of the schools became paralyzed on its hierarchic 

foundation and ultimately became the source of a general demoralization.”
30

 Titlinov became 

more hostile toward both government and Church bureaucracy when his doctoral degree was 

revoked by the Holy Synod as a result of a complaint by the rector of the academy that his study 

was overly liberal and biased. Titlinov joined the dissident clerics who would later form the 

“Living Church,” which split from the Russian patriarchate in 1922 with the encouragement and 

sponsorship of the Bolshevik authorities.
31

 In 1924, he published a study of radical protest within 

the seminaries during the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, Youth and Revolution, in which he 
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argued that clerical youth had been “enslaved” by the institutional Church.
32

 The perspective of 

such disaffected churchmen may well have contributed more to the image of Russia’s inert 

pastorate than did the anti-religious propaganda of the Soviet regime. 

 The anti-religious campaign of the 1920s was far more subtle and sophisticated than that 

of the Stalin era when clergymen and believers were demonized along with kulaks, nepmen, and 

other “enemies of the people,” and murdered by the tens of thousands.
33

 Early anti-religious 

propaganda was informed by the Marxist doctrine that religion would “wither away,” along with 

the state, as soon as the people awoke to their “class consciousness.” Although force, executions, 

and terror were certainly employed, education was deemed a more effective weapon against 

religion at this stage. Moreover, the regime was simply too weak after the Civil War to launch 

the kind of frontal assault on society that came at the end of the NEP era. Bolshevik cultural 

engineers were, thus, eager for any opportunity to attack the clergy indirectly. Such an 

opportunity presented itself when famine struck the Volga region in 1921. The Church’s 

establishment of relief organizations and contacts with foreign sources of aid – including the 

Eastern Patriarchs, the Pope, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and the Episcopal Bishop of New 

York – alarmed the regime, and, in January of 1922, the All-Russian Executive Committee 

resolved to confiscate and sell communion vessels and other religious items of value from parish 

churches.
34

 The regime used Patriarch Tikhon’s resistance to the seizure of consecrated items to 

justify claims of the Church’s greed and callousness toward the suffering. Yet, they found a far 

more effective propaganda tool in the person of Titlinov and other “Orthodox revolutionaries,” 
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led by Fr. Aleksander Vvedenskii, who had petitioned the regime to support their secession from 

the patriarchate and “renovation” of the Church in reconciliation with the Communist state. In 

exchange, they would reinforce Bolshevik propaganda against the “Tikhonite” or patriarchal 

Church.  

 On May 13
th

 the leadership of the “Living Church,” under the supervision of the secret 

police, circulated a condemnation of the patriarchal Church and an appeal to the Orthodox 

faithful to cease all resistance to the authorities. 

 We, the undersigned priests of the Orthodox Church, representing a wide circle of people, 

 condemn the actions of those hierarchs and pastors who are guilty of organizing 

 resistance to government authority in its rendering of aid to the hungry and other 

 undertakings for the benefit of workers. The Church, in its very existence, should be a 

 union of love and truth, and not a political organization or a counterrevolutionary party.
35

     

 

After assuming official control of the leadership of the Church, this group continued to reinforce 

the official narrative of the Imperial Church’s neglect of its own people. In his 1923 essay, 

Church and State, Vvedenskii argued that the pre-revolutionary Church had served as the 

foundation of the monarchy and was divorced from society. He obediently repeated the narrative 

of the patriarchal Church’s failure to help victims of the 1921 famine.   

 Already in the summer of 1921, all possible social organizations came to the help of the 

 government.  Occasionally, even the Church participated.  Patriarch Tikhon wrote very 

 pretty messages to the people of the world and to the Orthodox individual, appealing to 

 him for acts of sacrifice.  Yet, help from the Church was insignificant and 

 unsubstantial.
36

 

 

This attempt by Vvedenskii and his allies to placate the regime and earn a place for Orthodox 

Christianity in the new Russia proved futile. The limited public voice that the authorities granted 

to these “Red priests” was little more than a farce. A 1920 article in Petrogradskaia Pravda 
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recounted a public debate between Vvedenskii and a Marxist agitator regarding the compatibility 

of religion and science. “In his fiery, almost hour-long speech, the opponent [Vvedenskii] 

attempted to deny the speaker’s position, and show that science does not contradict religion. But 

he was unable to give one scientific reason.”
37

 The actual debate was not included in this article. 

Titlinov’s book on clerical radicals was published in 1924, but the introduction by E. Essen 

downplayed the role of these “bourgeois” academic radicals, who were seduced by the 

Mensheviks and SRs.
38

 This pretense at open dialogue lasted until the 1930s, when members of 

the Living Church met the same fate as many clerics and lay Christians who remained loyal to 

Patriarch Tikhon.
39

 Yet, the international resonance of their critique of the patriarchal Church 

can be seen in Matthew Spinka’s 1927 journalistic work, The Church and the Russian 

Revolution. As “an American protestant,” Spinka claims to be no champion of Bolshevik 

atheism. Yet, in his first-hand account of events in the new Communist state, Spinka echoes the 

narrative of clerical greed. He cites the Church’s habitual indifference toward the poor and 

starving population as justification for the expropriation of ecclesiastical property.
40

 He 

concludes that the persecution of Russia’s backward Church was an extreme symptom of the 

worldwide confrontation of faith and science.
41

 Spinka’s dissemination of Bolshevik propaganda 

in the west may be attributed to contemporary naiveté regarding the regime. Yet, references to 

the Church as a socially disengaged servant of the state abound in Western historiography up to 

the present. Richard Pipes declares that, “No branch of Christianity has shown such callous 

indifference to social and political injustice.”
42

 More recently, Orlando Figes also paints a picture 
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of the Church as a cowed servant of the state, detached from the concerns of its parishioners.
43

 

Such accounts present little evidence of their claims, and seem to arise by sheer inertia. 

 In addition to the influence of Soviet propaganda, the notion among Western historians 

that the 19
th

 century Church failed to develop independently of the state is based on a critique of 

the Spiritual Regulation of Peter the Great. Although this view is sometimes based on the 

perception of Orthodoxy as inherently linked to the state, the replacement of the Patriarch with 

the Ecclesiastical College, later the Holy Synod, is often seen as the state’s final victory.
44

 One 

of the early proponents of this view was John Shelton Curtis, who argues that in the 19
th

 century 

the Church was enveloped in the growing state bureaucracy of which it became a part.
45

 Curtis  

sees a complete loss of social independence in the bureaucratic control of clerical positions and 

Church finances ensuring that, after 1900, “it would stand or fall with the power of the Tsar.”
46

 

Their alleged loss of institutional independence decisively prevented the clergy from 

participating in the creation of a public sphere that was independent of the state. This view has 

also retained considerable influence over scholarship on late Imperial Russia. In her 

comprehensive survey of Imperial Russian social history, Elise Wirtschafter concludes that the 

clerical soslovie lacked any internal cohesion and amounted to an “atomized service estate.”
 47 

  

 It was only in the 1980s that scholarship began to challenge the perception of the clergy 

as bureaucrats in cassocks. In 1985, Gregory Freeze’s groundbreaking article, “Handmaiden of 

the State? The Church in Imperial Russia Reconsidered,” decisively discredited the notion that 

                                                           
43

 Orlando Figes, A People’s Tragedy: The Russian Revolution, 1891-1924 (New York: Penguin Books, 1996), 60-

69. 
44

 See Alexander Muller, The Spiritual Regulation of Peter the Great (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 

1973). 
45

 John Shelton Curtis, Church and State in Russia: the Last Years of the Empire, 1900-1917 (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1940), 29. 
46

 Ibid., 32. 
47

 Elise Kimerling Wirtschafter, Social Identity in Imperial Russia (Dekalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 

1997), 49-59. 



20 
 

the Orthodox Church lacked institutional independence. Freeze argues that the Petrine reforms 

were intended to modernize the Church and make it more efficient at its spiritual tasks by 

developing its institutional infrastructure in order to minister to believers.
48

 In this and other 

studies
49

, Freeze sheds light on the Church’s significant authority both within that ecclesiastical 

infrastructure, and in society alongside the state apparatus. Other scholars such as James 

Cunningham began to explore opposition to Tsarist authority from within the Church. In his 

monograph, A Vanquished Hope (1981), Cunningham traces the movement for Church reform in 

the early 20
th

 century that was cut short by war and revolution.
50

 Since the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, Russian historians have begun contributing to this quest for Orthodox dissidence. In his 

recent work on the Church in the revolutionary period, M. A. Babkin argues that the hierarchy 

opposed the emperor’s religious authority over the Church and ultimately greeted the fall of the 

monarchy with enthusiasm. Among other evidence, he cites the expressed desires of certain 

bishops in 1905 to remove the emperor’s name from certain parts of the liturgy. Babkin also 

points out that it was the Church hierarchy that changed the military oath from fealty to the Tsar 

to fealty to the government in the first days of the February Revolution.
51

 The most 

comprehensive study of clerical dissidence remains Argyrios Pisiotis’s dissertation, “Orthodoxy 

Versus Autocracy” (2000). In this work, Pisiotis documents numerous forms of political 

opposition to the regime from within the Church, and identifies a reassertion of Church authority 

over the right to judge clerics accused of political crimes in ecclesiastical courts in the late 19
th
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and early 20
th

 centuries.
52

 While this scholarship has added considerable complexity to the 

discussion, it has focused on high Church politics and neglected the parish-level reality of 

Orthodoxy in Imperial Russia.    

 The study of the Orthodox Church as a community has become more feasible since the 

fall of the Soviet Union. Freed from the stranglehold of “scientific atheism,” Russian scholarship 

on the Church finally shifted its focus away from the perennial topics of clerical greed, Church 

landownership, and “popular anti-Church movements.”
53

 Russian scholars have recently 

produced compelling research on the high levels of religiosity among the Orthodox population of 

late Imperial Russia.
54

 In 2000, for example, M.M. Gromyko and A.V. Buganov published an 

article on the findings of the Imperial Ethnographic and Geographic Societies regarding “church 

attendance and attitudes toward churches and priests.” Based on surveys and reports that these 

societies collected in the 1890s, Gromyko and Buganov conclude that high levels of piety and 

respect for the Church prevailed among the Orthodox population at that time.
55

 Western scholars 

of the Church have also obtained access to previously restricted archives, allowing them to 

conduct far more local, parish-level research. Chris Chulos’s excellent study of popular piety in 

Voronezh presents such local research. In Converging Worlds, he identifies Orthodox religiosity 

as an important source of community and local identity at the turn of the century. In making his 

case, however, Chulos overemphasizes the dichotomy of popular piety and the institutional 

Church. He makes the valid point that anti-clericalism emerged from peasant religiosity and was 

not always the product of revolutionary atheism. Yet, by dismissing “incompetent, immoral, and 
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corrupt clergymen,” as mere liturgical functionaries, Chulos neglects an important component of 

parish life.
56

 Vera Shevzov incorporates more of the institutional Church in her study of “sacred 

community, and how it ‘worked’ (or sometimes did not) in Russian Orthodoxy.”
57

 In Russian 

Orthodoxy on the Eve of Revolution (2004), Shevzov examines lay piety in dialogue with those 

Church institutions and parish organizations that were, themselves, undergoing reform. She 

sheds considerable light on the question of the place of the faith community in Church 

administration, which remained unresolved by 1917. Nevertheless, the clerical community, as an 

important part of the overall faith community and the source of the parish pastorate, remains in 

the shadows of Shevzov’s work. Without consideration of the parish clergy, their associations, 

and the importance of their work in shaping the parish, our understanding of “popular 

Orthodoxy” remains obscured.  

 A clear perception of the everyday existence of the Orthodox community in late Imperial 

Russia requires both the social and the institutional history of life at the parish level. The most 

comprehensive institutional history of the parish clergy in late Imperial Russia in any language 

remains Gregory Freeze’s The Parish Clergy in Nineteenth-Century Russia: Crisis, Reform, 

Counter-Reform.
58

 Together with his survey of the parish clergy in the 18
th

 century, The Russian 

Levites,
59

 Freeze outlines the creation of the clerical soslovie as a legally defined and hereditary 

estate from which parish clergymen were almost exclusively drawn up until 1917. In his survey 

of the 19
th

 century, Freeze examines the roles of state officials, hierarchy, and laity in the 

creation and development of parish institutions, and how conflicts in the priorities of these 
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various groups derailed the efforts of reformers to improve the social, economic, and 

professional status of the parish clergy. Freeze’s work provides detailed analysis of the 

successes, failures, and long-term effects of the attempts by Church reformers to modernize the 

parish and the pastorate. With its empire-wide scope, Freeze’s work tends to favor the 

perspective of those reformers over that of the rank and file parish clergyman. This perspective is 

born out in the institutional focus of Freeze’s study of the 19
th

 century parish clergy. Absent from 

his otherwise exhaustive survey of ecclesiastical institutions are many of those organizations 

exclusively run by and composed of parish clergymen, such as the diocesan trusteeships 

(popechitel’stva) for poor clergy that were authorized in 1823.
60

 Freeze discusses efforts to 

reform the seminary, but neglects the important role of mutual-aid associations in supporting 

seminarians and seminary faculty. He also makes no mention of the parish clergy’s local 

assemblies that were established in the 1860s to coordinate mutual aid, and developed into the 

“pastoral councils” of the 20
th

 century. By incorporating such clerical organizations into the 

overall institutional history of the Church, my aim is both to build on Freeze’s important work, 

and to shed light on those accomplishments of the parish clergy that were eclipsed by the 

frustrated initiatives of reformers in the Church hierarchy and state bureaucracy.  

 Scholarly neglect of the parish clergy’s autonomous associations and the work they 

performed has contributed to an overly dismal portrayal of pastoral work and parish life in the 

Russian Empire. One example of this narrative is presented in T. G. Leont’eva’s in-depth but 

pessimistic study of the clergy in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century, Vera i progress. 

Leont’eva’s local research, focused primarily on Tver diocese, yields fascinating details of parish 

and diocesan administration, including many of the parish clergy’s own associations that receive 
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no mention elsewhere. Yet, Leont’eva dismisses virtually all parish and diocesan institutions as 

hopelessly paralyzed by the Church’s authoritarian structure.  

 Rural clergy feared contact with the diocesan authorities to the point of panic, and tried to 

 avoid any contact with them. Only a minority came into contact with their bishop in a 

 non-service capacity; at meetings of the provincial archive commission, in charitable 

 organizations, or on school committees. Such meetings could result in hidden animosity 

 for the priest. The bishops did not like those who ‘stood out.’
61

   

Leont’eva, thus, adheres closely to Belliustin’s critique of the Church, which was written before 

the expansion of clerical autonomy and association after the 1860s. Even when her research does 

encounter the accomplishments of the pastoral work, Leont’eva dismisses them as anomalous. 

Noting, for example, that the parishes of Tver dedicated an unusually large proportion of their 

resources to charity and education, she speculates that zemstvo activism must have instilled 

parish life with some civic enthusiasm.
62

 Leont’eva’s work exposes the poverty and 

administrative dysfunction in parish life from which Russian society in general suffered. It 

neglects, however, to address such question as how the parish clergy managed, despite these 

burdens, to feed their extended families, educate their children, and organize pastoral work.   

 A growing body of scholarship has revealed the importance and long term impact of the 

parish clergy’s work, but without examining the social and organizational foundation of that 

work. In his important study of peasant schools, Ben Eklof argues that pre-revolutionary 

education spread literacy far more effectively than previously acknowledged. Clergy-run parish 

schools formed an important part of the rural school network that overcame many obstacles to 

rural education before World War One. While only one section of his important study is 

dedicated to the parish schools, Eklof’s book exposed the fact that a large portion of the rural 

population received free schooling from parish priests who maintained and taught in schools for 
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free.
63

 Glennys Young reveals another facet of pastoral work in her study of parish activism after 

the revolution. Young’s work examines the use of Soviet political institutions by peasant 

parishioners to resist anti-religious activists and maintain their parishes and clergy during the 

1920s. In her first chapter, Young touches upon the parish clergy’s pre-revolutionary work as 

“cultural entrepreneurs.” Their leadership in establishing cooperatives and mutual-aid 

organizations, she suggests, laid the foundation for this religious activism of the NEP-era.
64

 More 

recent work, such as Scott Kenworthy’s chapter-article, “To Save the World or to Renounce It: 

Modes of Moral Action in Russian Orthodoxy,” has finally begun to examine the great 

importance of social activism in the Orthodox Church of the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries.
65

 Even 

more recently, Page Herrlinger’s study of religiosity among the factory workers of St. 

Petersburg, Working Souls: Russian Orthodoxy and Factory Labor in St. Petersburg, 1881-1917, 

has shattered the misperception of urban workers as uniformly, or even predominantly anti-

religious on the eve of the 1917 revolutions.
66

   

 To date, the most important contribution to the study of pastoral work has been Jennifer 

Hedda’s groundbreaking book, His Kingdom Come: Orthodox Pastorship and Social Activism in 

Revolutionary Russia.
67

 Hedda’s work has lain to rest the notion that the Orthodox clergy were 

indifferent to or helpless before the social problems and injustices of early 20
th

 century Russia. 
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She explores the charitable work and social activism of the parish clergy of the capital. In 

addition to documenting the impressive work of these clergymen among the factory workers of 

St. Petersburg, Hedda provides a fascinating intellectual history of pastorship as it developed 

around the capital’s Theological Academy. As Hedda states from the outset, the focus of her 

research is the elite pastorate of the capital, the members of which were wealthier and more 

educated than their provincial counterparts. A higher proportion of the capital’s white clergy had 

graduated from a theological academy than in any other diocese in the empire. Moreover, a large 

proportion of the capital’s churches were attached to urban institutions rather than to their own 

parishes, rendering them “Unfettered by the constraints of the existing parish system.”
68

 Thus, 

Hedda’s work illuminates the intellectual underpinnings of pastoral activism in fin de siècle 

Russia, as well as its practice in the slums of St. Petersburg, yet neglects the social framework 

that sustained the movement throughout the rest of the empire. The present work seeks to build 

on Hedda’s research by exposing that framework in other urban centers and the Russian 

hinterland. 

 This dissertation aims to fill a number of gaps in the historiography on the Orthodox 

clergy. Focusing on the dioceses of Moscow and Tver, it examines the pastoral work of the 

parish clergy in all its manifestations and stages of development over the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 

centuries. To this end, it provides a more complete institutional history of the parish clergy, 

which considers the important role of the clerical community’s own associations in the 

development of diocesan administration and pastoral work. Clerical association, both within the 

pastorate and among the broader clerical soslovie, emerges as a crucial and heretofore neglected 

factor in the study of both pastoral work and popular religion throughout the urban and rural 

parishes of the empire. The extension of clerical association to parishioners imparted the unique 
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religiosity of the parish clergy to the laity and influenced the development of popular Orthodoxy 

in late Imperial Russia.  

Sources and Methodology 
 

 This dissertation is based on research that I conducted in the local archives of Moscow 

and Tver. The dioceses of the Moscow and Tver provinces encompassed a diverse cross-section 

of parish life. In addition to Russia’s industrialized second capital, with one of the empire’s four 

theological academies, the Moscow diocese contained smaller municipalities such as Klin. The 

Tver diocese included a culturally vibrant and semi-industrialized provincial capital as well as 

small towns like Torzhok and Rzhev, the latter having been a haven for Old Believers. Both 

dioceses included many poor, rural parishes. While representative of the Church as a whole by 

virtue of their size and diversity, these two dioceses were also unique in that they produced 

exceptionally active pastors and vibrant parish organizations. Their pastors did not have to 

contend with the vast distances between villages that characterized the dioceses of Siberia, or the 

extreme poverty that made pastoral work even more challenging in other dioceses further 

removed from industrial centers. Attempts to examine pastoral work on the basis of empire-wide 

information have tended to dilute the resulting assessments. Freeze, for example, draws on the 

averages of empire-wide statistics on the parish trusteeships of the laity (prikhodskie 

popechitel’stva) to conclude that barely any parish resources were used to fund charity and 

education.
69

 This was far from the case in Moscow or Tver. The clergy of these two major 

dioceses in the heart of the empire faced most of the basic challenges that confronted parish 
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priests throughout the Church, and their relative success at overcoming these difficulties 

provides an accurate, if not thoroughly inclusive, picture of the development of pastoral work. 

 The first objective of my research was to obtain parish-level sources from the various 

groups whose material needs and religious priorities shaped pastoral work and parish life. To that 

end, I carried out a close and thorough survey of the diocesan consistory documents in the city 

archives of Moscow and Tver from roughly 1881, which marked the beginning of the state-

funded parish school project, up to 1917. From these enormous fondy I gleaned large numbers of 

letters and petitions addressed to the diocesan bishops. These materials, complaining of poverty, 

requesting aid, and recommending commendations for successful pastors, revealed the differing 

and overlapping priorities for pastoral work among clergy and laity. Reports from parish priests 

and district superintendents (blagochinnye) to their bishops proved extremely informative in 

regard to the living conditions, interpersonal relations, and practical work that occupied daily life 

in the parishes. Although these materials were often couched in obsequious and circumspect 

language for reception by hierarchs and Church bureaucrats, some are also surprisingly frank. 

Particularly during the excitement of the early Duma period, both clergy and laity grew more 

open and assertive in expressing their ambitions for pastoral work and parish life. Rarer and even 

more revealing were the correspondences between clergymen regarding mutual-aid organizations 

and cooperative administration of diocesan institutions. Particularly valuable were the letters of 

local clerical assemblies to the diocesan congresses, composed by representatives of the parish 

clergy throughout the diocese, expressing their goals, grievances, and often surprising 

assessments of the conditions of pastoral work. Although these materials were (fortunately for 

my research) eventually submitted to the diocesan consistory for review, they were often more 

frank than those documents addressed directly to the bishop. All these materials reveal the 
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complex dialogue among parish clergymen, Church authorities, and laity that shaped pastoral 

work and the religious world of the parish. 

 The clerical press proved to be another valuable source for capturing the voices of the 

parish. I paid close attention to the diocesan journals of Tver and Moscow: Tverskie 

eparkhial’nye vedomosti and Moskovskie tserkovnye vedomosti. Established during the Great 

Reforms, these journals contain both “official” and “unofficial” sections. The latter contained 

articles, editorials, and clerical obituaries, all commenting on pastoral work, parish life, and 

Church politics. These journals provided an important forum for discussion and debate within 

and among diocesan communities. They also became extremely heated during the political and 

cultural upheaval of the Duma period. In conjunction with some of the more frank reports and 

correspondences that I found in the diocesan archives, these diocesan journals provided an 

extremely useful source for identifying the priorities and convictions that lay behind the pastoral 

work of the parish clergy.  

 Another objective of my research was to trace the chronological progression of 

cooperative pastoral work in Moscow and Tver from the beginning of the parish school project 

up to the relief effort for soldiers’ families in World War One. Extremely useful in this regard 

were the individual fondy, separate from the collections of the diocesan consistory, containing 

the journals and minutes of particular clerical organizations such as the Orthodox brotherhoods, 

famine relief committees, and the pedagogical committees of the seminaries. The mixed 

membership of these organizations reveal another layer of religious community, carried out on 

the inter-parish and diocesan levels between parish clergymen, monastic clergy, wealthy lay 

philanthropists, and officialdom. These materials provide detailed information on particular 

pastoral initiatives, most notably the famine relief campaigns of 1891-2 and 1906-8. The 
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collections of the Moscow and Tver archives proved complementary for my aim of obtaining as 

complete a picture as possible of the progression and development of pastoral work. For 

example, only the Moscow archives contained a complete collection of the journals of the 

seminary pedagogical committee, while only the Tver archives contained a complete collection 

of reports from the 1891-2 famine relief committee of that diocese. Finally, these city archives 

also contained correspondences of the Moscow and Tver consistories with the consistories of 

other dioceses. Such correspondence was especially active during the famine relief campaign of 

1906-8. These materials allowed me to incorporate some comparison of the pastoral work in the 

dioceses of my focus with that of other dioceses. Thus, local research in the archives of two 

provinces rendered a surprisingly comprehensive picture of pastoral work over my period of 

research. 

 Having documented the major pastoral initiatives performed through the diocesan 

networks of Moscow and Tver, I set out to contextualize this activity in the larger history of 

parish and diocesan institutions. In order to meet this objective, I sought out Synodal decrees and 

official reports that outlined the official Church policies and legal mandates which established 

the institutional parameters of pastoral work. I obtained a large amount of this material from the 

diocesan archives and journals, both of which received and distributed official directives from 

the Synod. Another valuable source was the Synod’s own publication, Tserkovnye vedomosti, 

which published all Synodal decrees along with brief histories of the diocesan and parish 

institutions that the hierarchy created or authorized for use by the parish clergy. I also drew on 

published reports and legal digests on particular clerical institutions. Particularly useful was a 

1908 collection of legislation for and reports on the activities of diocesan congresses throughout 



31 
 

the empire.
70

 Also valuable were the numerous reports and essays by the Church publicist and 

canon lawyer, Aleksander Papkov, on various parish and diocesan institutions including 

Orthodox brotherhoods
71

 and parish popechitel’stva.
72

 In assembling this material I outlined the 

institutional framework in which pastoral association and cooperative work took place.   

 A final priority of my research was to gather quantitative and qualitative information on 

the accomplishments of cooperative pastoral work. I gathered a variety of statistical information 

on pastoral work, the most comprehensive of which was contained in the reports of the Over-

procurator of the Holy Synod to the Emperor.
73

 In addition to written assessments of the state of 

the Church, these annual or biannual reports contained statistical figures on most parish and 

diocesan institutions throughout the empire. While these reports contained useful statistical 

overviews of Church institutions, I obtained more detailed information on specific institutions 

from other reports. The “official sections” of the diocesan journals, for example, provided 

statistical and written reports on various organizations in Tver and Moscow, which both 

augmented my survey of the chronology of pastoral initiatives, and provided more detailed 

information on the specific expenditures of diocesan funds. I obtained even more detailed 

information on the operations of specific parish organizations in the diocesan archives from the 

balance sheets that their members submitted to the consistory. These “statistical reports” were 

sometimes rich sources of descriptive information on the work of brotherhoods, parish 

popechitel’stva, and other organizations. Such descriptions were crucial for determining the 

significance of statistical figures. The reports of mutual-aid organizations, for example, 
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commented on the uses, accomplishments, and shortfalls of charitable funds. They also assessed 

the significance of seemingly scant donations for the often poor communities that supplied them. 

While the financial contributions flowing through parish and diocesan organizations often appear 

small in comparison with the resources of non-ecclesiastical organizations, these contributions 

often represented major sacrifices for the lay and clerical communities that provided them, and 

were used with great efficiency to address local problems. Other reports balanced the long-term 

sustainability of parish organizations against their short-term accomplishments. Thus, multiple 

levels of source material provided me with a far more nuanced perspective on the results of 

pastoral work than Synodal statistics alone. 

 This study is organized into six chapters, following a roughly chronological survey of 

pastoral work in Moscow and Tver. Each chapter begins with a survey of the institutional context 

of clerical association, and then focuses in on specific events in Moscow and Tver dioceses. The 

first chapter begins with an overview of the diocesan structure in which the clerical mutual-aid 

networks developed. It traces the development of these networks from the establishment of 

diocese-wide mutual aid association in 1821, followed by the proliferation of smaller clerical 

organizations after the Great Reforms, and up to the early use of those organizations for pastoral 

work. The chapter then zooms in on the specific diocesan networks of Moscow and Tver, and 

their use, under Synodal direction, for the coordinated transfer of resources to famine victims 

during the relief campaign of 1891-2. This first chapter introduces both the development of 

mutual-aid organizations as a crucial source of support for the pastorate, and the early, state-

directed use of those organizations for pastoral work. 

 The second chapter continues the institutional history of the parish clergy’s diocesan 

networks from the counter-reforms up to the revolutionary crisis of 1905. This period witnessed 
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the gradual weakening of state control over clerical organizations and the increase of lay 

participation in them. After this overview, the chapter, again, focuses in on the networks of 

Moscow and Tver during their participation in the campaign to relieve victims of war, 

revolution, and famine from 1906 to 1908. In comparison with the previous campaign, this relief 

effort was carried out almost entirely by clerical initiative. In the absence of state direction, 

clerical relief workers had the option of utilizing relief funds as an extension of their own mutual 

aid systems, for the relief of clerical communities only, or for the relief of all communities 

affected by the famine and violence. The correspondence of the Moscow and Tver consistories 

with those of famine-afflicted dioceses reveals a variety of responses to this dilemma. The clergy 

of some dioceses chose to help only starving clerical communities, while others mounted 

impressive campaigns to help the laity, despite their own desperation. The clergy of Moscow and 

Tver voluntarily exported large portions of the resources from their own parishes for the relief of 

clerical and lay communities in other dioceses. This chapter illustrates the transition of the 

diocesan networks from state-sanctioned mutual-aid organizations to autonomous pastoral 

associations.   

 The third chapter further examines the growing ambiguity surrounding the function of 

clerical institutions by focusing in on the function of those institutions within the clerical soslovie 

itself. The seminary system had served as an important focus of clerical mutual aid since at least 

the early 19
th

 century. In conjunction with the 1905 Revolution, the seminaries were hit by a 

wave of student protests, consisting of strikes, petition movements, and violence. While initially 

diffuse, this “seminarian movement” coalesced around the basic question of whether Church 

service was a hereditary obligation or a voluntary calling. The entire clerical community became 

involved in these protests, both to control the student disorders and to support some of their 
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demands. Particular support was lent to the position that both access to and departure from 

Church service should be free of soslovie restrictions. In the understanding of Church officials, 

most notably the Over-procurator Pobedonostsev, both the departure of seminarians from Church 

service and the use of seminary education by non-clerical boys would sap the diocesan clergy of 

their resources. Yet, through repeated protests and petitions, the clerical community repeatedly 

and decisively expressed its collective conviction that the pastorate and the networks that 

supported it should be inclusive and voluntary. The decision to involve the broader population in 

seminary education was, indeed, prejudicial to the immediate material interests of the clerical 

soslovie, as a narrowly-defined community. Yet, by inviting the non-clergy to take part in this 

system of education that was largely funded through their own mutual aid, this chapter argues, 

seminary students and their clerical supporters sought both to reduce official involvement in their 

diocesan networks, and to strengthen ties with the rest of society.  

 The fourth chapter examines the broader application of clerical education to pastoral 

work and the growing participation of the laity in this work by the early 20
th

 century. While few 

parishioners enrolled their sons in seminary, many took part in the primary school system that 

was organized by the parish clergy. Priests began receiving state subsidies in 1881 to organize 

parish schools. These subsidies, distributed by the Synod, allowed clergymen to provide small 

salaries for assistant teachers in these schools – usually other representatives of the clerical 

community and often members of their own family. Yet, the priests themselves established, 

administered, and taught in these schools for no compensation. Priests and other clergymen 

participated in the parish school project on a large scale for two main reasons. The first was to 

provide a social-support network for young, adult members of the clerical soslovie. Seminary 

graduates waiting for ordination, seminary drop-outs in need of work, and young women from 
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clerical families all obtained a reliable source of employment from the growing parish school 

network. The second reason for clerical promotion of primary education, this chapter argues, was 

to strengthen ties between the Orthodox laity and the pastorate. The parish schools spread 

religious education at a time of cultural transition due to industrialization and political reform. 

Perhaps more importantly, however, the parish school project evolved into a partnership between 

the lay and clerical communities. These poorly funded schools could only function through the 

participation of the entire parish community. Parishioners contributed to the construction of 

parish schools and their provision with books, food, and other necessities for the young students. 

In return they obtained free education. In many parishes this partnership grew, and parish schools 

began providing adult classes in literacy as well as basic crafts. In many cases, resources were 

pooled to support poor students. Parish schools took on the function of joint clerical and lay 

mutual-aid organizations. The parish school project exemplified the successful use of clerical 

mutual-aid associations to organize and carry out cooperative pastoral work. 

 The fifth chapter examines other attempts at clerical and lay cooperation through parish 

institutions. Despite the success of the parish schools, the clergy experienced a growing state of 

tension between the parish communities and their own diocesan networks that those communities 

supported. Unlike the schools, parishioners did not always benefit from parish clergy’s diocesan 

institutions such as the seminary and the diocesan popechitel’stvo. Although these institutions 

were used as tools of pastoral work, parishioners had less control over them, and began to view 

them as drains on their parish resources. Despite slow progress, collaboration between parish and 

diocese organizations remained inconsistent.  

 This chapter brings the institutional history of the diocese and parish up to the Imperial 

Church’s last humanitarian relief campaign for the victims of the First World War. While the war 
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relief effort exhibited initial promise, involving many different communities and organizations in 

a campaign to provide care and security for the families of soldiers, it ended in disaster as the 

clergy threw their support behind the doomed war effort itself, sacrificing scarce parish resources 

to provide care for the army rather than their own parish communities. This final, pastoral 

campaign revealed the fundamental weakness of the associations of the clerical soslovie as 

pastoral organizations. The failure to effectively integrate lay organizations into the diocesan 

networks meant that the latter were dominated by the clerical soslovie. The clerical community 

was guided by its own understanding of pastoral work, which did not always correspond with 

priorities of the laity. This could result in miscommunications and resentment over the use of 

tithe money and diocesan resources. Such a situation drove a wedge between the clerical and lay 

communities amid the general social breakdown precipitated by the war. 

 The final chapter of the dissertation turns to the question of the clergy’s place in 20
th

 

century Russia’s political sphere. The Church’s traditional ties with the Tsarist regime became a 

major liability for the clergy’s ability to adapt to the more complex public dialogue of the Duma 

period. State enforcement of the Orthodox clergy’s monopolies on proselytism, religious 

education, and other public expressions of faith had always entailed state control over such 

expression. By retaining control over the clergy’s participation in public life even after the 1904 

Edict of Toleration, the regime forced the clergy to compete in the new political arena at a 

disadvantage. The clergy’s response was to withdraw from participation in representative politics 

and interaction with non-Orthodox communities. This chapter begins with an overview of 

political attitudes among the parish clergy. Writings in the diocesan journals and elsewhere 

reveal widespread sympathy for social and political liberalization among the clergy – including 

extension of the voting franchise and greater freedom of speech. Yet, this chapter goes on to 
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contrast the successful corporate self-assertion of the parish clergy within the ecclesiastical 

sphere with their inability to overcome the restrictions imposed on them in the secular realm. It 

then examines state manipulation of the clergy’s interaction with other religious groups, resulting 

in a similar timidity and reliance on state protection in this realm of the public sphere as well. 

The parish clergy’s failure to free themselves from these social restrictions greatly contributed to 

popular perceptions of them as agents of the increasingly unpopular regime. It is likely that such 

perceptions hindered a more successful integration of the laity into the diocesan networks. Yet, 

this chapter ends by pointing out the inability of state-sponsored reactionaries to mobilize the 

clergy behind a xenophobic, anti-democratic, and monarchist agenda. Despite their political 

timidity, the clergy largely identified with the priorities of the lower classes, who made up the 

majority of their parishioners, and were unwilling to oppose the desire of those parishioners for 

political enfranchisement. While unable to escape the political restraints imposed on them as 

representatives of the official Church, the parish clergy did not act as agents of autocratic 

authority.      

 The cooperative pastoral work of the parish clergy’s associations emerged as an 

important component of religious life in late Imperial Russia. Recent studies have shed light on 

the previously unacknowledged importance of religion in the public life in the late 19
th

 and early 

20
th

 centuries. In addition to violent revolutionary movements, late Imperial Russia witnessed an 

explosion in popular religiosity that was expressed both in the proliferation of new sectarian 

movements and in growing participation in the traditional Church.
74

 19
th

 and 20
th

 century 

Russian society supported an increase in contemplative monasticism that was unique in the 
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broader European context.
75

 Even the graduates of Orthodox seminaries who left Church service 

and the clerical soslovie have received scholarly attention for their contribution to the social and 

intellectual history of late Imperial Russia.
76

 Yet, the prominent role of the parish clergy 

themselves and their associations in shaping this Orthodox community at the turn of the century 

has been overlooked. While their political presence in public life was stymied by the regime, the 

parish clergy introduced their own culture of mutual aid and cooperation into the religious world 

of millions of Orthodox laymen and women. The Orthodox community was neither moribund 

nor reactionary on the eve of 1917. It was poised to serve as an important social foundation for 

Russia’s nascent democracy.  
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Chapter 1: The New Type of Pastor 
 

 By the late-19
th

 century, the pastoral mission of the Russian Orthodox parish clergyman 

had taken on a more active and practical character than ever before. The work of his 

predecessors had been confined to performing the liturgy, administering the sacraments, 

maintaining the parish church, and tilling the land like his peasant parishioners. By the mid-19
th

 

century, however, most priests leased their plots of land for extra income rather than working 

them. When not performing the liturgy or sacraments, clergymen worked as teachers. They 

managed parish schools, orphanages, and shelters for the elderly. They built small libraries and 

organized temperance societies. They organized and participated in charitable organizations at 

the parish, district (uezd), and diocesan levels. This work was, in part, the result of the seminary 

project that Peter I had initiated in 1721. After supporting the gradual development of clerical 

education for more than a century, the state had begun to use the clergy as an auxiliary 

bureaucracy and civil service. Under the weight of increasing state obligations, matched with 

only limited material support, the clerical soslovie had been forced to supplement government 

funding through the organization of mutual-aid networks to support their communities. By the 

late-19
th

 century, parish clergymen had begun to incorporate these practical labors into their 

pastoral mission. The transition from state-assigned duties and clerical mutual-aid to pastoral 

work for the Orthodox laity began as a gradual process that was accelerated by the series of 

humanitarian crises that struck the Russian Empire in its final years. The famine of 1891-92 was 

the first such crisis to elicit a widespread, coordinated pastoral response. 

 This chapter will trace the development of clerical social support networks over the 19
th

 

century, up to the use of those networks to deliver humanitarian aid to starving communities 
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during the famine of 1891-92. It will begin with an overview of the diocesan structure in which 

the clerical networks developed, and then trace the institutional history of clerical social support 

beginning with the 1821 establishment of the diocesan popechitel’stva, followed by the 

proliferation of clerical organizations after the Great Reforms, and the early use of these 

networks for pastoral work. It will examine the temporary suppression of these organizations 

under the tenure of Konstantin Pobedonostsev as Over-procurator of the Holy Synod from 1880 

to 1905. Having summarized the social and institutional background of the clerical networks, this 

chapter will draw on parish-level research conducted in the consistory archives of Moscow and 

Tver to assess the pastoral response to the famine of 1891-92 in these two dioceses. The famine 

relief work of the parish clergy amounted to a deliberate and coordinated transfer of the clerical 

community’s own mutual aid resources to the general population. It reflects the acceptance of 

practical work as an essential component of pastoral duty by a large portion of the Orthodox 

pastorate.  

The New Type of Pastor          
The parish clergy were members of diocesan structures that were at once complex 

bureaucratic organizations and integrated social networks. The development of practical, pastoral 

work is directly related to the development of these networks. Three, parallel forms of authority 

gave order to the diocesan structure. The first was ecclesiastical authority, which emanated from 

the diocesan bishop and extended down the Church hierarchy all the way to the humble parish 

sacristan. The second was the state bureaucracy, which played an administrative and supervisory 

role within the Church’s ecclesiastical structure, limiting the latter’s independence. The third was 

the authority of the clerical community, which enjoined all the members of the clerical soslovie 

in the diocese, including the un-ordained relatives and dependents of clergymen, to engage in 
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collective, mutual aid. The relative influence of these three forms of authority varied as a result 

of Church reforms and counter-reforms during the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries.
77

 The largely informal 

authority of community proved to be the most consistent and vital for the maintenance of the 

diocesan structure. Yet, the hierarchy and bureaucracy also played integral roles in shaping the 

parish clergy and their pastoral work in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries. Encompassing a 

diverse population of Church servants and their dependents, the diocesan structure constituted a 

parallel society, with different laws, a different system of education, and, to some extent, a 

different culture from the Orthodox faithful whom it existed to serve. Historians have criticized 

this structure for having segregated the clergy from the rest of society at a crucial moment in 

Russia’s history. Yet, the dioceses also provided the clergy with an organized and cohesive 

social network. This network encouraged collective voluntarism among the parish clergy for 

their mutual benefit and security. This cooperative culture evolved into a new kind of pastoral 

work during the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries.  

The ecclesiastical hierarchs regulated the clergy’s professional and intellectual life 

according to their ascetic ideal of Orthodox Christianity. Orthodox bishops, the successors to 

Christ’s apostles, were drawn from the educated elite of the “black” or monastic clergy. Each 

diocese was overseen by one bishop, and was sometimes subdivided into areas administered by 

vicar bishops. The rectorship of Russia’s seminaries and theological academies also required 

monastic tonsure, and were usually filled by monastic clergymen on their way to becoming 

prelates. By the late 19
th

 century, as a result of the state’s imposition of greater civil-service 

responsibilities on the clergy and the growing internal complexity of diocesan organization, the 

administrative responsibilities of the hierarchy had begun to conflict with their ascetic ideals. In 
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his memoir, the former Metropolitan Evlogii of Kholm described his tenure as rector of Kholm 

Seminary from 1897-1902. “Concerns for the seminary, the interests of church life in the Kholm 

region, the church’s organization and its people all evoked pastoral love in me. But, [these 

concerns] also hindered my progress on the monastic path. . . . my love for the people developed 

in these years, but I could dedicate little time to my religious life.”
78

 The life of a bishop was 

even more hectic. In addition to all ordinations and clerical appointments, the hierarchs 

personally authorized all clerical financial and organizational initiatives, however routine or 

insignificant.
79

 While not all bishops displayed intransigence toward their parish clergy’s 

independent activity, most viewed worldly pastoral work as separate from the religious, liturgical 

life of the Church.
80

 It was for this reason that the hierarchy did not lead the pastoral response to 

the practical crises afflicting Russia’s changing society in the last decades of the Empire.    

 The diocesan prelates wielded virtually unchecked judicial and administrative authority 

over the entire clerical community under their jurisdiction. The bishop was the spiritual father 

and head pastor over all the clergy in his diocese. He received a constant stream of petitions 

ranging from petty requests to important financial issues. These petitions were couched in highly 

obsequious language, addressing the bishop in such elaborate terms as, “Your Most Holiness, 

Merciful Arch-pastor, and Father . . . casting myself at the feet of your Most Holiness, I give 

myself over to your mercy.”
81

 Unable to exert such patriarchal authority directly over the entire 

diocese, the bishop was aided in his overwhelming administrative responsibilities by the 

diocesan consistory, which consisted of five to seven members, chosen by the bishop and 
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confirmed by the Synod from the archimandrites, hegumens, and priests of the diocese.
82

 Yet, the 

consistory had no independent authority, and all final decisions were made or confirmed by the 

bishop. The bishops’ authority was codified in the Kormchaia Kniga, the Slavonic translation of 

the Greek Nomocanon. This codification was far from comprehensive, even when supplemented 

by the recorded decrees of the Holy Synod and state regulations imposed by Peter I in 1721.
83

 

This vagueness gave wide berth to the bishop’s individual discretion in diocesan governance, and 

the priest was at the mercy of his bishop’s individual caprice for his position, livelihood, and 

even freedom. In 1885, the Moscow zemstvo proposed that the election of priests by their 

parishioners, a practice that Emperor Paul I had abolished in 1797, be reinstated. The Synod 

refused on the grounds that the bishop was morally responsible for the position of each priest.
84

 

An offense such as public drunkenness could earn a priest months of incarceration in a 

monastery for “reflection,” with no provisions made for his wife and children.
85

 Many members 

of the white clergy resented this authority, wielded by celibate monks who could be insensitive 

to the material needs of the clergy and their families.
86

 

 Ecclesiastical authority was extended to the local level through the blagochinnyi. This 

office originated from the practice of electing clerical elders to represent parish priests. In 1820, 

the blagochinnyi was converted into an appointed office, answerable to the diocesan authorities 

rather than to the parish clergy. The ukaz that effected this transformation referred to the 
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blagochinnyi as “the eye of the bishop in all affairs concerning Church oversight.”
87

 The priest or 

archpriest who held this office was responsible for ensuring that the clergy of the ten to thirty  

parishes under his jurisdiction fulfilled their duties, did not demand excessive payments from 

their parishioners, did not bicker among themselves, and did not get drunk in public. He was also 

responsible for censoring all sermons delivered in his district (okrug). A report from a 

blagochinnyi to the bishop could cause a priest to lose his position and a sacristan to be drafted 

into the army. Leont’eva argues that the office of blagochinnyi was effectively converted into 

that of an informant for the bishop, and that the extension of ecclesiastical oversight to these 

clerical elders alienated them from the clergy whom they ostensibly represented.
88

 

 Dissident clerics and historians have closely scrutinized the potential for abuse of power 

within the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Much less attention has been given to the great potential for 

unrestricted association and collective action within the spiritual domain. For example, members 

of the clerical soslovie were subject to clerical courts, headed by the bishop, and denied the right 

to a trial by jury, even after the peasantry gained access to this right in the 1860s.
89

 Yet, these 

courts could be used to shield clergymen from political persecution by the state. Clergymen were 

only subject to secular courts when charged with political crimes. The hierarchy energetically 

resisted police harassment and imprisonment of their priests during the political upheaval of the 

early 20
th

 century. Diocesan bishops and the Synod often intervened with demands that evidence 

be presented that a political crime had actually been committed before priests were removed 

from Church jurisdiction.
90

 In addition to concern for their own legal authority and the prestige 

of the Church, kinship and understanding also motivated the prelates to guard the interests and 
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freedom of association of the parish clergy. About 85 percent
91

 of the hierarchy came from 

clerical families themselves, and were well aware of the struggle involved in supporting a family 

on the income of a parish priest.
92

 Many bishops were important donors and active participants in 

clerical mutual aid. While the whim of the prelate could suppress these organizations, it could 

just as easily protect them. The blagochinnye were even less inclined to use their authority 

oppressively. The collected reports of the blagochinnye of Tver diocese for the volatile period of 

1905-06, contain not one denunciation of a parish clergyman for any infraction aside from 

several instances of public drunkenness, which had already been reported by parishioners.
93

 The 

lines of ecclesiastical authority could serve as channels of free communication rather than 

oppression, and the Church hierarchy provided the clergy with a social network that stretched 

across provinces and penetrated deeper into Russia’s hinterland than that of any other social or 

bureaucratic organization. 

 The tightly-knit, clerical soslovie has been another target of the Church’s critics. The 

clergy’s “soslovie isolation” stemmed from Peter the Great’s 1721 Church reforms, which 

established the clergy’s distinct legal status, and called for the establishment of religious schools 

in each diocese. As seminaries were established, education gradually became a prerequisite for 

ordination.
94

 The periodic conscription of idle youth from the clergy into the military, or 

demotion to the tax-paying peasantry, compelled the parish clergy to dedicate the majority of 

their scant incomes to their children’s education in order to secure positions for them in Church 
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service or the bureaucracy.
95

 Clergy were also forced to pool their meager resources to support 

the ecclesiastical schools and the seminary in their diocese when government funding failed to 

meet their institutional needs. By the early 19
th

 century, clergy were contributing through official 

and unofficial avenues to provide education and material support for their poorest members. In 

order to retain these modest resources for the clerical community, the Holy Synod officially 

excluded children of non-clerical families from entering the seminary system in 1826.
96

 The 

result of this legal and educational segregation, as Gregory Freeze has pointed out, was the 

development of a “clerical sub-culture” that distinguished clergymen and their families from 

their parishioners.
97

  

 Criticism of clerical “soslovie isolation,” both from contemporaries
98

 and historians, 

typically fails to recognize that it was the clergy’s mutual-aid networks, not legal boundaries, 

that defined the clerical community. The distinctive identity of the clerical soslovie survived 

among the parish clergy until 1917 despite the attempts of reformers to dissolve it. By the end of 

the Great Reforms of the 1860s, outsiders had been granted free access to clerical schools and 

legal restrictions had been removed from the pursuit of secular careers by seminary graduates. In 

1867, the practice of assigning priests to the parishes of their fathers or fathers-in-law was 

prohibited to ensure that clerical appointments were made on the basis of merit.
99

 Despite these 

measures, very few outsiders, even from among the peasantry, chose to enter the seminary or the 

difficult life of the priesthood. Candidates for the clerical profession continued to originate 

almost exclusively from clerical families. While the reforms of the 60s removed some of the 
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legal parameters that defined the clerical soslovie, it did not replace the clergy’s internal system 

of social support. In fact, the abrogation of family claims to parish positions increased the need 

for mutual aid because it made no provisions for the elderly priests who had traditionally been 

supported by the family members who took their places. It was only thanks to the clerical culture 

of mutual aid that the pastoral profession continued to function at the parish level. 

The attempt of Church reformers to “abolish the soslovie”
100

 failed because the clerical 

community had become more than a legal construct. For more than a century the clergy had been 

saddled with the tasks of supporting their own system of education, caring for their large 

families, and supporting widowed and orphaned relatives, all the while subsisting on very limited 

resources due to state prohibitions against clergymen engaging in trade or commerce. Even this 

tenuous existence was not readily available to all the sons of the typically large clerical family. 

Those blessed with sufficient talent and health to complete a clerical education in the diocesan 

center could become teachers in seminaries and ecclesiastical schools. Those who fell by the 

wayside could find positions as sacristans, deacons, parish school teachers, church watchmen, 

communion bread bakers, or workers in the diocesan candle-factory.
101

 All of these members of 

the clerical community benefitted from and, when possible, contributed to their diocesan mutual-

aid networks. These networks contended with the problem of providing for widows, the elderly, 

and victims of misfortune.
102

 While many individuals left the clergy and Church service 

altogether
103

, the clerical community as a whole expanded steadily up until 1917. It was the 
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strong horizontal ties of this community that eventually enabled the vertical structures of the 

diocesan network to function as a tool of pastoral collaboration.              

 The most closely scrutinized and frequently maligned characteristic of the Church was its 

relationship with the imperial state. Peter the Great’s 1721 Spiritual Regulation replaced the 

Russian patriarch with the state-supervised Holy Synod, limiting the Church’s independence 

from secular authority. The Synod issued a steady stream of circulars, declarations, and inquires 

to the diocesan bishops, all of which required response and compliance. The Synod was overseen 

by the Tsar’s lay representative to the Church, the Over-procurator, whose duty was to serve as 

the “eye of the emperor,” by monitoring the legality and order of Synodal proceedings.
104

 The 

Over-procurator’s authority was ambiguous and his influence over the Synod was often 

determined, as Freeze points out, by the strength of his personality versus that of the 

Metropolitan of St. Petersburg, the leading prelate.
105

 The influence of the state bureaucracy 

within the Church steadily increased over the course of the 19
th

 century, particularly during the 

tenure of Count Protasov as Over-procurator (1836-1855). With the support of Nicholas I, 

Protasov pushed the Statute of Diocesan Consistories through the Synod in 1841. Among other 

reforms, this statute established the office of lay secretary in all diocesan consistories, the holders 

of which were appointed by and directly responsible to the Over-procurator. The secretary and 

his staff of lay clerks composed the chancellery within each diocesan consistory, which was 

responsible for carrying out the increasingly complex affairs of diocesan administration.
106

 While 

the bishops remained the supreme authority within their respective dioceses, the Synod could 

overrule their decrees. Conflict with the lay secretary could, and frequently did, result in a 
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prelate’s transfer to a new diocese.
107

 1892 saw thirty transfers of bishops from one diocese to 

another. Some spent no more than two weeks in their new positions.
108

 This notoriously 

uncanonical practice effectively weakened the ties between the parish clergy and their bishops, 

augmenting the latter’s tendency to view the interests of the Church from an imperial, rather than 

a local, perspective.
109

 

 There can be no question but that the imperial state profoundly influenced the Orthodox 

pastorate. The bureaucracy imposed extra-liturgical duties on the parish clergy that were 

sometimes unrelated to or at odds with their duties as pastors. Since the reign of Peter the Great, 

parish priests were explicitly required to report the harboring of fugitive serfs to the police, to 

report political crimes divulged during confession to the authorities, and to identify practitioners 

of religious sectarianism for extra taxation.
110

 The growth of the secular bureaucracy within the 

Church provided government officials with ever greater sway over the policies of the hierarchy. 

The cameralistic ideas of state ministers found their way into Synodal decrees via the Over-

procurator, and duties were imposed on parish clergy to make them more useful in the eyes of 

officialdom. The policies of Count Protasov serve as the classic example of this tendency. In the 

interest of providing the clergy with a more “practical” education, he introduced medicine and 

agronomy into the seminary curriculum at the expense of philosophy and theology.
111

 By the late 

19
th

 century, priests had been assigned the duty of maintaining church journals to record births, 

deaths, marriages, and local events of importance. They were required to oversee burials and to 

ensure the proper depth and space between graves.
112

 They were required set up a school in each 
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parish to educate peasant children. They had to be present in the event of a fire, to look after 

midwives, and to aid in the implementation of vaccinations and potato cultivation.
113

 The 

Russian state’s use of the parish clergy to augment its own thinly stretched bureaucracy was 

more extreme and lasted longer than anywhere else in Europe. It dramatically influenced the role 

of the Orthodox pastor in Russia. 

 While extensive, the state’s influence over the Church did not necessarily correspond 

with the intentions of officialdom. Since Freeze’s pioneering article on the subject, “Handmaiden 

of the State?,” numerous historians have pointed to limitations on the state’s authority and 

instances of clerical self-assertion and defiance of heavy-handed officials and bureaucrats.
114

 The 

most basic limitation on the state’s control, and the most relevant to the life of the parish clergy, 

stemmed from the failure of the former to provide material support for the latter. By the 

beginning of the 20
th

 century, the Synod was providing state salaries to urban priests, and 

supplementary aid to priests in impoverished parishes. Yet, most parish clergymen derived the 

majority of their livelihood in the form of voluntary payments from parishioners in exchange for 

their performance of religious services or for their work as teachers. This situation rendered them 

far more dependent on the good will of their parishioners than on that of the diocesan consistory. 

Still less were they beholden to state officials, to whose whims the hierarchy might only 

grudgingly concede. For example, Protasov’s impractical decree that clergymen instruct peasant 

farmers in agronomy was virtually ignored.
115

 Those duties that were truly unpopular among 

parishioners, such as the priest’s function as a spy, were almost never carried out. The numbers 
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of sectarian Old Believers in a parish were routinely underreported.
116

 From 1721, when the 

Spiritual Regulation first required priests to report political crimes revealed during confession, 

until 1917, only one instance was ever recorded in which a priest betrayed a parishioner in this 

way.
117

 On the other hand, pastors carried out popular directives with success. State sponsorship 

of religious education, for example, had attracted broad and substantial support from both the 

clerical soslovie and from the peasantry by the late 19
th

 century. Thus, the work of the pastor was 

not dictated by Church and state policymakers, but rather developed over the course of decades 

through dialogue between the interests of Church, state, and local community.    

 The religious world of the parish clergyman was shaped by his many professional and 

domestic responsibilities. By the beginning of the 20
th

 century, clergymen and Church publicists 

were expressing anxiety in the diocesan press about a “new type of pastor.”    

We can see that the modern clergy has become completely different from the clergy of 

former times. The old pastor of the Church was man of prayer, a zealous and diligent servant 

of God and the Church. He carried out his service quietly, on a spiritual plane, the visible 

sphere of which is the Church. . . . In present times, there has arisen . . . a new type of pastor. 

These pastors are social actors. They work as catechists in various religious and secular 

schools. They are representatives in higher legislative bodies, in the zemstva, and in city 

administrations. They work in cooperatives. They are lecturers and writers in this or that field 

of social service, and so on. A type of pastor has appeared who, while not a social servant, is 

thoroughly occupied with the concerns of a practical and worldly worker. With what eyes 

should we behold this type of pastor and his social activities? Is there not in these activities 

something prejudicial and contradictory to the calling of a pastor?
118

  

The priest who wrote this article answered his own question in the negative, as did most other 

parish clergymen at this time. The demands of soslovie, Church, and state were too great and too 

integral a part of their lives to be relegated to a separate, “secular” sphere of their work. The 

parish clergy performed their worldly work with an un-coerced voluntarism that their 
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professional offices, alone, cannot explain. The author of the article above remarked that the 

pastor was called to perform social work “by society itself.”
119

 Since the Great Reforms, Russia 

had experienced a growing social malaise. Peasant-migrant workers experienced the strains of 

industrial labor, and brought urban poverty and vice with them back to the countryside. The 

1870s witnessed the populist movement “to the people,” followed by waves of terrorism and the 

assassination of Alexander II. The 1880s witnessed a precipitous decline in living standards 

among the growing population.
120

 During the years of 1891-2, severe crop failure took the lives 

of hundreds of thousands, exacerbating general dissatisfaction with the government.
121

 Suicide 

became a common phenomenon during this period. Sectarian religious movements cropped up 

throughout the countryside.
122

 The “new pastors” responded to these material and moral crises 

through their worldly duties and not despite them.  

The Diocesan Network 
 The social conditions surrounding the clerical community not only contributed to the 

development of more a more active form of pastoral work, but also equipped pastors with 

effective social networks through which to coordinate that work. The capacity of the parish 

clergy to organize humanitarian aid stemmed from their response to the problem of poverty 

within their own communities. This problem had become critical by the early 19
th

 century for a 

number of reasons. In 1722, Peter I had established a clerical registry to regulate the number of 

positions for parish clergymen in each diocese, and it was from this limited number of positions 

that the clerical community derived the majority of its financial support. The clergymen who 
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occupied these positions were barred from engaging in extra-liturgical, entrepreneurial activity 

other than teaching and farming. Even a priest’s land allotment belonged, not to him, but to his 

parish. Any investment he made into this property would benefit his successor rather than his 

family, and would be lost outright if he were transferred to another parish.
123

 Thus, the 

population of the clerical soslovie grew faster than did its overall wealth. The numbers of clerical 

elderly, orphans, and widows in each diocese became too great for extended families to support. 

Moreover, while the growth of seminary education did little to improve material conditions for 

the clergy in the short term, it greatly increased the financial pressure on each family to fund the 

education of each of their numerous children. As the state was unwilling or unable to provide the 

parish clergy with adequate financial support, it was forced to sanction participation in diocese-

wide mutual-aid networks in order to maintain the pastoral profession. The state bureaucracy and 

the Church hierarchy strove to regulate and direct the participation of the parish clergy in these 

networks, demanding that they be used to serve society, the institutional Church, and the state in 

addition to the welfare of the clerical community. The whims of officialdom could serve as 

obstacles to the humanitarian work of the diocesan networks, yet the general demand that these 

networks extend their operations beyond the bounds of the clerical soslovie actually granted the 

pastorate independence to engage in collaborative pastoral work through these networks. The 

clerical community, as a whole, took this task upon itself, and gradually incorporated its mutual-

aid network into its religious duty of serving the broader Orthodox population. 

The parish clergy were first granted the right to participate in diocese-wide mutual-aid 

networks in 1823. It was in this year that Emperor Alexander I granted the Synod’s request to 

establish a popechitel’stvo, or trusteeship, for poor clergy in each diocese. While the diocesan 
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seminaries had served as foci for mutual-aid for poor students up to this point, the 

popechitel’stva were specifically mandated to address the overarching problem of clerical 

poverty. The text of the Synod’s request cites the need to obtain greater support for the growing 

number of orphans and widows within the clerical soslovie as the main justification for opening 

this new channel of communication to all the parish clergy of each diocese.
124

 The 

popechitel’stvo was developed through subsequent legislation into an institution that was 

technically part of the regular diocesan administration, but facilitated horizontal, informal 

collaboration between rank and file clergymen of different parishes. The central committee of the 

organization was to be composed of six members elected from among the diocesan clergy, and 

approved by the bishop. One member was to serve in the consistory as well. Half of the 

committee was to be composed of permanent residents of the diocesan capital so that the 

popechitel’stvo could meet monthly. The other half of the committee could come from other 

places in the diocese, and could “perform their work from their own localities.”
125

 Local 

committees were to perform the work of gathering and distributing funds throughout the diocese. 

The central committee was to collaborate with three elected representatives of the parish clergy 

in each uezd of the diocese.
126

 These local committees were required to submit annual reports, 

detailing all expenditures, to the blagochinnyi in whose jurisdiction they were located. The 

reports were then sent to the central committee.
127

 These procedures were intended to enforce 

accountability for the funds that flowed through the popechitel’stvo. Yet, the main significance 

of this new organization was that it facilitated informal association throughout the clerical 

community, beyond the confines of hierarchic and institutional structures. 
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The “popechitel’stva for poor of clerical origin” were built on a preexisting culture of 

mutual aid that the parish clergy considered a moral and religious duty. The purpose of the 

diocesan popechitel’stva, as stated in the Synod’s original proposal, was to identify and support 

existing mutual-aid and philanthropic activity among the clergy. “Specific knowledge of local 

conditions and of [the practice of] benevolent care will, without a doubt, open these sources [of 

charity], if not in all, then at least in some dioceses.”
128

 Once identified, these sources could be 

coordinated and expanded. Yet, whenever possible, clergy were encouraged to fall back on the 

traditional support of the extended family rather than diocesan aid. “If it happens that someone 

asks for aid who has children or close relatives nearby, the popechitel’stvo, together with 

providing aid, will use its resources to convince the children and relatives, in the words of the 

Apostle: [But if any widow have children or nephews], let them learn first to shew piety at home, 

and to requite their parents.”
129

 Diocesan resources were also guarded from waste by ensuring 

that requests were based on true need before distributing aid. Moreover, aid was intended to help 

the poor achieve self-sufficiency, rather than to support them indefinitely. “Those widows and 

older children who can work to support themselves should either be denied aid, or given one-

time grants so they can acquire instruments or materials with which to work, or when orphaned 

maidens are married.”
130

 For this task as well, the central committee relied on local knowledge 

obtained through kinship networks in order to scrutinize requests throughout the diocese. “To 

ensure that aid is granted according to true need, it is necessary that the person receiving aid, if 

he is not well-known, include in his request to the Diocesan Bishop: 1) Whose son he is; 2) how 

old he is; 3) where and how long he has served; 4) does he have a family and if so who they 
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are.”
131

 Contrary to the assertions of some historians, Russian charity was not confined to 

indiscriminate almsgiving for the sake of spiritual reward, producing hoards of “professional 

beggars.”
132 

The popechitel’stvo was not so much an innovative institution as a nexus to link the 

clergy’s preexisting structure of family-based mutual aid.  

The freedom of the parish clergy to associate and cooperate increased dramatically after 

the Great Reforms of the 1860s. This period of reform began with the emancipation of the serfs 

in 1861, which created an urgent need for local, self-administration within the newly 

autonomous communities throughout Russia’s countryside. The Great Reforms were driven on 

by a combination of necessity and a shift in the ideology of officialdom in favor of a more 

participatory society. The reforms established freedom of the press, local administration by 

elected representatives, and trial by jury for much of the population.
133

 Only the first two of these 

new liberties were extended to the clerical community. A clerical periodical was established in 

each diocese with an official section for announcements from the consistory and Synod, as well 

as data and statistical information about various clerical ventures throughout the diocese. These 

periodicals also contained unofficial sections where clergymen and Church publicists could 

express their views, filtered through varying degrees of official censorship. This new forum 

provided the clergy with an unprecedented opportunity to publicize and coordinate cooperative 

ventures throughout the dioceses.  

                                                           
131

 Ibid. 
132

 For this view see: Adele Lindenmeyer, Poverty is Not a Vice: Charity, Society, and the State in Imperial Russia 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 7. See also: L. A. Egorova, “Blagotvoritel’nost’ pravoslavnykh 

bratstv Kostromskoi gubernii,” in B V Anan’ich;  Larisa Viktorovna Badia;  O L Leikind, eds. Blagotvoritel’nost’ v 

Rossii: Istoricheskie i sotsial’no-ekonomicheskie issledovaniia (St. Petersburg: Izd. Novikova, 2004), 191-192. 
133

 See: N. G. Koroleva, ed. Zemskoe samoupravlenie v Rossii, 1864-1918. 2 vols. (Moscow: Nauka, 2005); Jane 

Burbank, Russian Peasants Go to Court: Legal Culture in the Countryside, 1905-1917 (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2004); Thomas Earl Porter, The Zemstvo and the Emergence of Civil Society in Late Imperial 

Russia 1864-1917 (San Francisco: Mellon Research University Press, 1991); Terence Emmons and Wayne S. 

Vucinich, Eds. The Zemstvo in Russia: An Experiment in Local Self-Government (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1982); Frederick Starr, Decentralization and Self-Government in Russia, 1830-1870 (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1972). 



57 
 

The parish clergy also gained the right to collaborate directly through the establishment 

of several tiers of legal assemblies. Diocesan congresses (eparkhial’nye s’ezdy) of parish priests 

were first authorized in 1864 as part of the new seminary Ustav. These assemblies of elected 

representatives from each blagochinnyi district were merely intended to elect clerical 

representatives to serve on the pedagogical council of the diocesan seminary. No other function 

was mentioned in the text of the Ustav. Yet, the rights and responsibilities of these bodies 

gradually, and often unofficially, increased over the next decade and a half to include the 

coordination of funding for ecclesiastical schools and seminaries, and the organization of mutual 

aid and charity. In 1867, the Ustav was revised to authorize local congresses as well, to be held 

in the districts (okrugi) surrounding each ecclesiastical school.
134

 The delegates to these 

okruzhnye s’ezdy would collect detailed information on the needs of their school district and 

submit reports to the diocesan congress so that local needs could be more effectively 

addressed.
135

 Some prelates even permitted the local election of blagochinnye, although not in 

Tver or Moscow.
136

 These new liberties allowed the parish clergy to expand and strengthen their 

mutual-aid networks and improve living standards throughout their communities. Yet, clerical 

assemblies were also used to coordinate pastoral work beyond the bounds of the clerical soslovie. 

Beginning with Archbishop Mikhail (Golubovich) of Minsk in 1865, many diocesan bishops 

officially authorized and encouraged their parish clergy to assemble at the level of the 

blagochinnyi district to discuss religious life in their parishes, to collectively monitor relations 

among members of the parish staffs and with parishioners, and coordinate responses to 
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superstition, alcoholism, illiteracy, and other problems afflicting the parish communities.
137

 

These blagochinnicheskie s’ezdy, which were also convened to elect representatives to the 

district and diocesan congresses, helped to animate the entire system of clerical assemblies with 

a sense of pastoral mission from the ground up. This sense of mission impelled the clerical 

assemblies and congresses to expand their operations beyond their prescribed sphere of narrow 

financial concerns to organize mutual aid within their own communities, and eventually to 

coordinate large-scale pastoral work.   

It was thanks to these new channels of association and communication that the reform 

period had opened to them that the clergy were able to organize and support a vast expansion of 

their social infrastructure in each diocese. For example, delegates to the diocesan congresses of 

Moscow and Tver organized pension funds to support retired clergymen and seminary teachers, 

as well as their widows and orphans in 1867 and 1878, respectively.
138

 These funds were 

established with the pension investments of clergymen and clerical teachers throughout the 

diocese at an average rate of thirty rubles a year, and the sizeable contributions of some wealthier 

hierarchs and archpriests to help get the funds established. The Moscow congress decided that 

the money would revert to the diocesan popechitel’stvo if the venture failed.
139

 Sufficient 

investment was achieved and the fund was maintained, in part, by informing clergymen about the 

opportunity through the diocesan press.
140

 The parish clergy also managed to drum up more 

diocesan funds for their seminaries, ecclesiastical schools, and other purposes by investing in the 

construction of ritual candle factories. On December 21, 1870, the Synod decreed that a candle 
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factory should be built in each diocese, the profits from which should be used to support clerical 

schools.
141

 Official support for this project went no further than the decree, and it fell to the 

clerical congresses to scrape together the necessary funds. The Moscow clergy built their factory 

in 1879. Like everything in the diocese, the institution was under the “direct authority of the 

bishop,” but it was run by the diocesan congress, which elected a priest to serve as the factory’s 

manager and reviewed its budget annually.
142

 Moreover, the success of the candle factory was 

contingent on the willingness of all parish priests to purchase candles exclusively from the 

diocesan factory, rather than sparing their individual church coffers by purchasing cheap 

alternatives. The diocesan press played an important role in informing clergymen of their 

common interest in this venture as well.
143

 The successful establishment of pension funds and 

candle factories substantially improved the standard of living and education in dioceses across 

the Empire. This was a remarkable achievement for a community with such limited resources as 

that of the parish clergy.  

The ability of the diocesan network to effectively pool and manage its resources can be 

partially attributed to the importance of accountability to the economic existence of the parish 

clergy. The majority of the average clergyman’s livelihood came from the voluntary tithes and 

gratuities of his parishioners. These contributions were collected during services on offering 

plates, through written donation pledges, through door to door collections for specific causes, 

during ritual processions on church holidays, and in exchange for religious services such as 

funerals or baptisms. All formal collections were counted together with the church elder, an 

elected representative of the parishioners. The funds were then divided and relegated to the needs 
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of the parish, such as church renovations, and to the needs of the diocese, such as seminary 

support.
144

 Only a fraction of this income was designated for the support of the clerical staff and 

their families. This portion was further divided between the priest and the deacon and sacristans 

who assisted him. While embezzlement and theft of parish funds were not unknown, corruption 

among the clergy was rare. The loss of his parishioners’ confidence could spell professional and 

financial ruin for a priest. A letter to the Moscow consistory in 1899, signed by a church elder 

and twenty parishioners, illustrates such a loss of confidence in a priest. “Father Orlov . . . giving 

himself over to temptation, has behaved to the detriment of the church and the parishioners. He 

has harmed the financial and social standing of the church.”
145

 This letter might have resulted in 

a reprimand or transfer for the priest, had he not been defended by a nobleman from the same 

parish, one General-Major Spechinskii, who vouched for his honesty.
146

 Yet, even when the 

consistory did not respond to such complaints, parishioners were free to withhold their support 

from clergymen whom they did not trust. The clergy actively guarded against corruption in their 

own ranks in order to prevent scandals that would cause a loss of diocesan revenue. In his 

memoir, Metropolitan Evlogii described an attempted theft after a religious procession in Kholm 

in 1907. A sacristan collecting donations slipped a coin into his boot, but was noticed by a 

deacon. “The sacristan was dismissed and the deacon commended. The people were poor, but 

gave generously.”
147

 The credibility of the diocesan network in the eyes of parishioners was vital 

to the entire clerical community. 

  The accountability of parish clergymen to one another was just as crucial to the 

functioning of their mutual-aid network. Once parishioners were satisfied that their tithes were 
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being put to good use, the parish clergy had no one to police their income but themselves. Self-

regulation was necessary to ensure that each parish was pulling its weight in supporting diocesan 

institutions. One priest, serving as a representative to Tver’s diocesan congress in 1901, devised 

a standardized form with which each priest could record and report his church’s income, the 

amount of land attached to his parish, and the number of his parishioners in order to facilitate 

budget consideration at the congress. “According to the representative’s opinion, the congress 

has decided to oblige all diocesan blagochinnye to punctually submit the required information to 

the Consistory. With their signatures, they and the members of their local councils will vouch for 

the accuracy of this information.”
148

 Ultimately, no institution or protocol could replace active 

and voluntary participation in mutual-aid to develop a culture of honesty and accountability. In 

1907, a priest wrote to the bishop of Moscow, urging him to authorize more local congresses in 

the hope that the participation of more clergymen in discussions of the immediate concerns of 

each locality would make diocesan tax evasion even less likely.  

Are there significant sums that parishes do not reveal? Is the tax levied on profits from 

candle sales just? . . . In order to resolve these questions effectively, the clergy must hold 

preliminary discussions at assemblies within their blagochinnyi districts, which have 

more of a familial and domestic character. Since educational concerns affect everyone 

equally, priests as well as deacons and sacristans, it would be just to invite all members of 

the parish staffs to these assemblies, and to grant them equal voting rights.
149

  

 

When diocesan taxes on parishioner donations fell short of what was required to support a school 

or the clerical poor of a certain district, assembled clergymen regularly pledged additional funds 
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from their own pockets to cover the shortfall.
150

 This culture of accountability among the parish 

clergy facilitated their willingness to engage in mutual-aid. 

 The practice of mutual aid was not unique to the clerical soslovie. As Adele Lindenmeyer 

has observed, it was practiced at all levels of Russian society. Yet, mutual-aid organizations 

tended to be segregated among the different sosloviia. Only the nobility had the wealth and 

freedom of assembly to organize large mutual-aid associations through noble assemblies and 

provincial noble societies. The artisanal classes and merchant guilds developed successful 

mutual-aid societies, especially in Moscow, but their operations were confined to individual 

urban centers. The peasantry had little opportunity to form mutual-aid organizations beyond the 

level of the volost’, and they lacked the resources to engage in large-scale poor relief. Thus, as 

Lindenmeyer puts it, mutual aid was most poorly developed in the strata of the population that 

needed it most.
151

 Moreover, groups with non-soslovie ties, such as members of a particular 

profession, were forbidden to form permanent associations.
152

 These restrictions retarded the 

development of social networks, private charity, and local initiative throughout society. Yet, state 

officials viewed the Church as a politically safe forum for popular association. In addition to 

sanctioning the formation of diocesan networks to support the pastoral profession, the state also 

permitted Orthodox members of other sosloviia to participate in these networks under the 

assumption that the conservative hierarchy would prevent dissidents from using the Church as a 

forum for political opposition. Thus, in developing their own social networks, the parish clergy 

were also building a conduit for the charity and mutual aid of other communities. 
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 Orthodox society, broadly speaking, was first invited to associate through the Church in 

the 1860s, with the revival of the tradition of Orthodox brotherhoods. The brotherhoods were 

first organized among the Orthodox population of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the 

late 16
th

 century as a means of supporting their Church after the defection of six of their eight 

bishops to union with Rome in 1596. These brotherhoods were established to protect Church 

property and support religious education, but also served as mutual-aid organizations.
153

 The 

brotherhoods were first recreated in their place of origin, Ukraine, in the heady atmosphere of the 

Great Reforms. Metropolitan Arsenii (Moskvin) of Kiev blessed the restoration of the 

brotherhoods on the basis of a single charter drawn up for rural brotherhoods in the Kiev diocese, 

published in 1862. New brotherhoods were established in Belarus and St. Petersburg the 

following year. In 1864, the Minister of Internal Affairs, P. A. Valuev, established the 

“Fundamental Rules” for the establishment of brotherhoods. These rules granted retroactive state 

recognition to existing brotherhoods. They authorized the voluntary association of Orthodox 

Christians from all sosloviia for the purpose of missionary work, church building and renovation, 

support for education, support for the parish clergy, and charity. The scope of a brotherhood’s 

activities was determined by its members and drawn up in its charter, which was approved by the 

bishop.
154

 The canon lawyer and Orthodox intellectual Alexander Papkov conducted an Empire-

wide survey of brotherhoods in 1893, and reported their number to be 159 with 37,642 members 

in possession of an estimated 1,629,707 rubles.
155

 Yet archival records from the Moscow 
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consistory of smaller brotherhoods not mentioned in Papkov’s report indicate that these numbers 

must have been higher.
156

    

 The foundation and organization of the brotherhoods were almost always undertaken by 

the clergy. The tasks of a given brotherhood, and the geographical limits of its operation, were 

determined by its founding members. The largest brotherhoods counted Church hierarchs, state 

officials, and even members of the imperial family among their members. These large 

brotherhoods typically provided support for religious education among peasant children and 

missionary activity among Old Believers.
157

 Many brotherhoods were dominated by clerical 

membership, and served as extensions of the clergy’s mutual-aid network. One brotherhood, 

founded in 1880 in Sergiev Posad outside of Moscow, counted among its members two 

metropolitans, four archbishops, eighteen bishops, four archimandrites, and a number of nobles, 

merchants, and professionals. Its purpose was to provide charity to poor students and graduates 

of the Moscow Theological Academy, from which most of these prominent churchmen had 

graduated.
158

 Smaller brotherhoods were almost always dominated by the parish clergy, and 

typically provided aid for clerical students of the seminaries and ecclesiastical schools. In 1890, 

the clergy of one Moscow uezd presented a donation of forty rubles to the brotherhood of St. 

Nicholas, along with the following letter.  

The clergy of the Tatarintsevskii blagochinniia in Bronitskii uezd consider it their duty to 

express their sincere and deep gratitude to the founders, patrons, sponsors, and workers of 

the brotherhood. . . . Thanks to the charity of the brotherhood, many [children] have 

completed or continue their education. Now even the largest and poorest clerical families 

need not despair over the education of their sons.
159
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When larger brotherhoods did engage in the relief of poverty among all sosloviia, they usually 

used the clerical network to determine where aid was most needed in the diocese and where it 

could be effectively applied.
160

 Smaller brotherhoods with mostly lay membership typically 

engaged in church construction and renovation. When local brotherhoods were organized to 

address poverty, their financial solubility often depended on the contributions of a wealthy 

patron or patrons, as peasant members could not always meet their financial commitments.
161

 

The recruitment of local gentry, merchants, or urban patrons for small brotherhoods was usually 

accomplished by the parish priest. Of the 159 brotherhoods reported in Papkov’s 1893 report, 78 

claimed to be engaged in some kind of charitable activity.
162

 On balance, the collective charitable 

activities of these organizations in the late 19
th

 century must have benefitted impoverished parish 

clergy more than the non-clerical communities of parishioners. Nevertheless, the brotherhoods 

provided an officially sanctioned forum for the participation of laity in the clerical system of 

mutual aid. The clergy welcomed and encouraged such participation, which became more 

common by the early 20
th

 century.  

Pobedonostsev 
 The cooperative relationship between state, hierarchy, and parish clergy that had fostered 

the development of diocesan networks throughout the reform period began to crumble in the late 

1870s. Disillusionment with the results of emancipation and the reform period in general on the 

part of both officialdom and the radical intelligentsia began to poison the collaborative 

environment that had existed previously. The terrorist bomb that killed Alexander II in 1881 
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effected the transition of power to those officials who viewed local autonomy as an infringement 

on the uniquely Russian bond between autocrat and narod.
163

 One such official was Konstantin 

Pobedonostsev, who began his twenty five year tenure as Over-procurator of the Holy Synod in 

1880. Pobedonostsev served as personal tutor to both Alexander III and Nicholas II, and his 

influence over Russia’s last two emperors prompted contemporaries to refer to him as the “grey 

cardinal,” and the “Russian Torquemada.”
164

 While Pobedonostsev’s role in shaping government 

policy may have been exaggerated, there is no question that he wielded more influence over 

Church administration than any previous Over-procurator. This state bureaucrat became a 

towering figure within the ecclesiastical sphere and significantly influenced the course of 

Russian Orthodox history. 

 Pobedonostsev reinvented the office of Over-procurator. While the post was previously 

intended to maintain a supervisory agent of the state within the Church hierarchy, Pobedonostsev 

used it to promote his vision of Orthodoxy as the vital link between the Tsar and the people. His 

immediate predecessor and new Minister of the Interior, Count Tolstoi, complained that 

Pobedonostsev was, “the delegate of the priests or, more accurately, of the monks before the 

government, and not of the government before the Church. The power of the Synodal Over-

Procurator in the clerical sphere is not thus defined.”
165

 Pobedonostsev succeeded in imposing 

new religious laws on the population to increase the Church’s prestige. In 1881, theatrical 

productions were forbidden during the great fast. In 1885, it became illegal to sell alcohol near 

churches or monasteries. After 1893, factory owners could no longer demand work from their 
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employees during religious holidays or on Sundays.
166

 Pobedonostsev also encouraged the parish 

clergy’s active engagement of their parishioners through educational and humanitarian work. In 

promoting this activity, Pobedonostsev was not driven by the cameralistic motives of his 

notorious predecessor, Protasov, but by the conviction that the Church should play as central a 

role as possible in the lives of the common people. He decried the modern, compartmentalization 

of religious life in his 1901 essay, Church and State.  

When was it decided that the Church exists only to produce ascetics, to fill monasteries, 

and to perform the poetry of its rituals and processions in the churches? No, all of this is 

only a small part of the Church’s goal. . . . Her task is to instill respect for law and 

authority in the people, and to instill respect for human freedom in the authorities. And 

they say the Church has no business in society!
167

   

 

The Over-procurator viewed the clergy’s active pastoral work as one means by which to increase 

the Church’s prominence as a force of integration throughout society. He encouraged the 

brotherhoods in their work and hosted the Petersburg Brotherhood of the Holy Mother of God in 

his own home.
168

 Nevertheless, Pobedonostsev’s deep suspicion of individual initiative and free 

association extended to the clergy, and especially to the parish clergy. He viewed the growing 

independence of the diocesan networks as another manifestation of the artificial separation of 

Church and state.  

The system of a ‘free Church in a free state’ is founded on abstract, theoretical principles; 

not of faith, but of religious indifference. . . . In this abstract system, the fruit of the new 

rationalism, the Church is presented as an abstract political institution with determinate 

goals, or as a private society that is organized for determinate goals, just like any other 

corporation that is recognized within the state.
169
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Thus, Pobedonostsev’s tenure was marked by the simultaneous encouragement of clerical 

cooperation through the diocesan network and suppression of the informal, lateral ties that had 

developed to coordinate this work. 

 Pobedonostsev used his position to confine clerical initiative to the Church’s hierarchic 

chain of command. The widespread participation of prelates and state officials in the 

brotherhoods may have sanitized the democratic nature of this movement for the Over-

procurator. Yet, Pobedonostsev took concrete measures to suppress other forms of autonomous, 

self-organization among the parish clergy. In 1880, he managed to persuade the reformist Tsar 

Alexander II to abolish the clerical elections of blagochinnyi which were being held in some 

form in about half of the Empire’s dioceses.
170

 In the course of redrafting the seminary Ustav in 

1884, he was able to officially limit the issues discussed at diocesan congresses to financial 

matters and to abolish local congresses altogether.
171

 Now virtually all joint ventures on the part 

of the parish clergy had to pass through the diocesan administration, ostensibly under the 

paternal supervision of the bishop. Yet, diocesan affairs had become far too complex for the 

bishop to give personal attention to every matter, and most administrative duties were processed 

by the consistory staff and the lay bureaucrats in the chancellery. For Pobedonostsev, this 

arrangement was perfectly reasonable, as he believed that the Church and state bureaucracies 

were organically linked within the social organism. It was under these circumstances that the 

parish clergy encountered one of Russia’s greatest humanitarian catastrophes of the 19
th

 century. 
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The Parish Clergy’s Famine Relief Effort of 1891-92      
 During the autumn and winter of 1891, drought combined with a series of hard frosts led 

to massive crop failure across seventeen provinces of European Russia by the summer of that 

year. The small harvest of 1891 led to an increase in grain prices and a decrease in wages for 

rural labor, exacerbating an already desperate situation for an affected population of 

approximately six million people.
172

 Epidemics of typhus and cholera soon joined the scourge of 

starvation, leading to the deaths of an estimated 400,000 people by the end of 1892.
173

 In his 

classic study of the famine, Richard Robbins documents the frantic attempts by the central 

government to address the disaster. Challenging the narrative of a callous and complacent regime 

presented in Soviet historiography, Robbins argues that the central government’s relief work 

warded off mass starvation and economic collapse.
 174

 He attributes the high death toll to the 

empire’s lack of infrastructure, which presented a major hindrance to the government’s attempts 

to identify communities in greatest need and supply them with appropriate amounts of relief 

grain.
 
The zemstvo network of each province penetrated the countryside only as far as the uezd, 

and government agents such as police and tax collectors maintained no permanent presence in 

peasant villages.
175

 As in the past, the state called upon the clergy to supplement its thinly 

stretched bureaucracy by identifying affected communities, verifying the honesty of applications 

for aid, and spreading information on hygienic practices to limit the spread of cholera.
176

 In 
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1891, however, the now highly developed clerical networks would allow the clergy to coordinate 

their efforts to help the population like never before.  

   If use of clerical mutual-aid networks to facilitate pastoral work had been nascent in 

previous decades, it became systematic during the famine of 1891-2. While the brotherhoods did 

participate in the organization of famine relief, their role was marginal compared to that of the 

clergy’s own soslovie networks.
177

 These diocesan networks set into motion from the outset of 

the crisis because clergy living in affected communities were starving along with the peasantry. 

Pobedonostsev described their circumstances in his annual report to the Emperor. 

 The crop failure could not but degrade the material condition of the parish clergy in  

 particular. The condition of the lowest members of the parish staffs, those with large 

 families, and those in poor parishes, became truly harsh. The clergy already found 

 themselves in very difficult circumstances after the initial, tragic results of the crop 

 failure. When the disaster reached its full proportions, most rural parishes fell into 

 desperation. Due to the universal impoverishment of the population, parish income – 

 the voluntary payments of parishioners for religious services –, which had been meager in 

 previous years, shrank to an absolute minimum in some places, and ceased altogether in 

 others. . . . With nothing to live on but government salaries, which not all parish clergy 

 receive, and soon to be left with nothing, many clergymen and other servants of the 

 Church were forced to sell their livestock and other remaining possessions for very little, 

 literally in order to avoid starvation. The impoverishment of some lower members of 

 parish staffs became so complete that they found themselves without a crust of bread and 

 were forced to live by begging.
178

 

 

This account illustrates both the extent to which the parish clergy depended on their parishioners 

for support, and the inability of the central Church and state authorities to replace that support. 

The Synod issued a grant of 2,500 rubles for the relief of starving clergy, and Pobedonostsev 

personally donated 1,000 rubles to relieve the particularly hard hit clergy of Kazan.
179

 Yet, it was 

the popechitel’stva for poor clergy that averted disaster by distributing these funds effectively 

                                                           
177

 Moscow’s diocesan journal reported the formation of famine-relief brotherhoods in Novgorod, Pskov, and St. 

Petersburg: “Vnutrenniia Izvestiia,” Moskovskiia tserkovnyia vedomosti, no. 31 (July 28
th

, 1891), 418.  
178

 Vsepoddaneishii otchet za 1890-1891 gody, 334-336. 
179

“Vnutrenniia Izvestiia,” Moskovskiia tserkovnyia vedomosti, no. 34, (August 18
th

, 1891), 446. 



71 
 

and by raising more throughout the crisis. Pobedonostsev envisioned an important role for the 

clergy in famine relief, and realized that they could assist the rest of the population most 

effectively through their own system of mutual aid. This agenda was expressed in the Synod’s 

instructions to the diocesan consistories. “Requests [for aid] by parishioners are to be satisfied 

according to the same reckoning and in the same way as requests by clergy, i.e. through the 

popechitel’stva for poor clergy.”
180

 Thus, the clerical networks were officially enlisted to 

participate in general famine relief.  

 The diocesan consistories were instructed to organize their relief work along strictly 

hierarchical lines, in accordance with the regime’s deep aversion to independent association. The 

Synod’s first ukaz on famine relief was issued on August 21, 1891. It instructed the parish clergy 

to begin holding collections for famine relief at every church service. Strict accounts of these 

donations were to be maintained. Those priests who served parishes affected by the famine were 

to accept requests for aid, and to identify famine victims such as orphans who could not apply for 

aid on their own. In all cases, priests were to report directly to their blagochinnyi, who, in turn, 

was to pass the money or requests for aid to the nearest famine committee. The ukaz instructed 

each bishop to organize and preside over a diocesan committee, composed of clerical and lay 

members for the oversight of donations and their distribution. The large Moscow diocese was 

divided between two committees, each headed by a vicarate bishop.
181

 “In cases of special need,” 

temporary committees could be formed at the uezd level as well.
182

 In all cases, the initiative for 

collection was to pass from the central committee down to the parishes. The committees ordered 

the blagochinnye to gather money from their parishes, and they, in turn, pressured the priests 
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under their jurisdictions to obtain more donations from their parishioners. In affected dioceses, 

funds and information would be passed to the popechitel’stvo, which would provide loans or 

outright grants to communities in greatest need. The committees of unaffected dioceses, such as 

Tver and Moscow, would pass donations to the committees of dioceses experiencing famine. All 

decisions involved in the relief effort were to travel along the ecclesiastical chain of command.   

 The bestowal of ultimate authority in the hands of the Church hierarchy created a 

uniquely untrammeled sphere of operation for the clerical famine relief effort. Despite his 

intension of stressing the state’s crucial role in famine relief, Robbins’s work provides many 

examples of bureaucratic interference in local aid initiatives. The zemstva, for example, had 

always been forbidden from cooperating with their counterparts across provincial boundaries, 

which meant that during the famine they were forced to communicate through the provincial 

governors. This could render cumbersome the process of receiving and distributing famine relief, 

especially if the governor was uncooperative. For example, the governor of Viatka imposed a 

ban on grain exports from his province, supposedly to prevent speculation, thereby preventing 

the Viatka zemstvo from sending aid to famine stricken provinces.
183

 The diocesan committees, 

on the other hand, were permitted to communicate with one another directly, which allowed 

them to coordinate their operations more effectively. In December of 1891, the committee of the 

famine stricken Riazan’ diocese sent 4,000 rubles that it had raised internally to the committee of 

Tver, which used the money to purchase grain from the less desperate peasants in its diocese. 

The Tver committee then shipped the food back to the Riazan’ committee for distribution among 

its starving population.
184

 Some diocesan committees took advantage of the Synod’s permission 
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to establish uezd committees, “in special cases,” to free up their internal lines of communication 

as well. These committees were organized throughout the dioceses, and were usually chaired by 

a priest or archpriest. They were typically composed of ten to twenty members, most of whom 

were parish priests, joined by monastic clergymen, local officials, and merchant-philanthropists. 

Uezd committees were established in both Moscow and Tver, and were given the responsibilities 

of coordinating the collection efforts of all the blagochinnyi districts under their purview, and of 

organizing the storage and shipment of grain collected or purchased within the uezd. They were 

also authorized to establish collection points at railroad stations and along roads.
185

 By contrast, 

the MVD decreed on September 1, 1892 that private citizens could organize no charitable 

collections without the permission of the provincial governor, who was to determine the 

parameters of the membership and activities of any such organization.
186

 Only the clerical 

domain sheltered an unbroken network of communication from the parish to the inter-diocesan 

level.  

 Having acknowledged the legal advantages of the diocesan networks, one must ultimately 

attribute the Church’s accomplishments in the famine relief effort to the local work of the parish 

clergy. While the ecclesiastical hierarchy legitimized and protected clerical organizational 

structures, it was the rank and file parish clergy who maintained the network’s integrity and 

internal cohesion. The relief effort involved the transportation of large sums of money and 

supplies of grain over great distances and among many different hands. The diocesan committee 

could provide only so much oversight of this process. Archival records in Tver indicate that 

irregularities were identified and corrected at the uezd level – not by diocesan overseers. On 
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March 10
th

 of 1892, for example, the committee of Novotorzhskii uezd informed the Tver 

diocesan committee that their contributions of rye, flour, and dry bread had been overestimated 

in the diocesan committee’s January report. Another letter on March 27
th

 presented the diocesan 

committee with a detailed account of the uezd committee’s actual contributions since its 

creation.
187

 In another case, in November of 1891, the Bezhetskii uezd committee called the 

diocesan committee’s attention to conflicting reports on their last shipment of bread, one 

claiming that it was sent to Penza, and another claiming that it was sent to Voronezh.
188

 The 

parish clergy’s culture of accountability that allowed them to practice extensive mutual aid 

seems to have extended to large-scale, charitable operations as well. It is perhaps due to the 

diligence of the uezd committees that neither the Moscow nor the Tver consistory archives 

contain any reports of fraud or embezzlement during the famine. 

 By comparison, the records of famine relief operations by provincial and district zemstva 

are far from pristine. For example, while the Moscow zemstvo assembly was deliberating a 

request for a grain loan from the provincial food bank for a peasant in the Klin uezd, one 

Lebedev, a member of the Klin uezd board, argued for a loan of more than 170 chetverts of 

grain. The loan was approved to be purchased at market price. The purchase was eventually 

made at an elevated price, however, and the subsequent investigation revealed that the seller was 

the wife of that same board member, Lebedev, who made a significant profit from the 

transaction. Since, technically speaking, no law had been broken, Lebedev was neither punished 

nor removed from office for his actions. In another case, inspectors discovered that a portion of 

relief grain purchased by the Penza zemstvo had been stolen and replaced with weeds. In this 

case as well, because of the relatively small percentage of adulterated grain, no action was taken 
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against the zemstvo representative in charge of its purchase and transportation. In yet another 

case in Penza province, in June of 1891, the chairman of the Narovchat uezd zemstvo was 

instructed to purchase grain for the uezd in preparation for a bad harvest. A subsequent inventory 

revealed that only a portion of the intended purchase had been delivered, and that nearly 16,000 

rubles worth of grain remained unaccounted for. By the time of the investigation, two years later, 

the chairman had died and the funds were never recovered.
189

 As a relatively young institution, 

the Russian Zemstvo lacked both the legislative apparatus and the culture of professional 

integrity to prevent and punish such abuses. While the zemstva’s authority of taxation allowed 

them to dedicate significant financial resources toward famine relief, the clergy’s established 

integrity allowed the Church to play a greater role in coordinating small-scale, voluntary 

contributions toward relief. 

 The main engine behind the Church’s relief effort during the famine was the sense of 

pastoral duty among the parish clergy to provide aid to the hungry from their own resources. 

While the clerical domain fostered conditions favorable to the organization of relief efforts, 

Church authorities could not coerce the parish clergy to participate. The majority of the Church’s 

contributions to famine relief were drawn from the same well that provided for the livelihood of 

the parish clergy and their dependents: the largesse of peasant parishioners. This well could run 

dry, as illustrated by the explanation of one priest to his blagochinnyi regarding the paucity of his 

parish’s contribution to the relief effort in May of 1892.      

I have the honor of explaining to your blessedness that I ordered the church elder to hold 

a door-to-door collection for the starving after the Easter prayers. . . Yet, the peasants 

have always provided for the salaries of the church watchmen and communion bread 

baker on this very holiday and, in light of this collection, none of the peasants of these 
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three villages, which compose two thirds of the parish, displayed any desire to contribute 

anything to the starving.
190

 

In sending donations to the uezd or diocesan committee, a priest was further dividing his parish’s 

resources, which already had to be used to support lower clergy, church servants, and a variety of 

diocesan institutions. Priests had every incentive to de-prioritize the collection of famine relief, 

especially in dioceses like Moscow and Tver that were not directly affected by the famine, and 

were only exporting relief funds to other communities. The committees pressured the 

blagochinnye, who in turn pressured the priests to come up with more donations. Yet, as another 

priest explained, no amount of apostolic authority or pastoral diligence could change local 

conditions, which determined how much parishioners could contribute.  

As I am well acquainted with the conditions of daily life in the village of Chizhev, I did 

not expect better results from this collection in the parish. Because of their shortage of 

land, our Chizhev peasants are forced to buy their own bread almost year-round, and 

themselves suffer from frightful want of money, bread, and fodder for livestock. . . . 

Under these conditions, no amount of pastoral council and exhortation to elicit donations 

for victims of crop failure in other provinces could stir Christian sympathy in the hearts 

of our hungry and unhappy parishioners.
191

 

The diocesan authorities had little knowledge of the resources available in rural parishes beyond 

the number of parishioners, or “souls,” assigned to each church. In the event of perceived 

shortfalls in donations, the Church’s relief committees could do little more than demand 

explanations. In light of these circumstances, it is remarkable how much aid did flow from the 

parishes. For example, the blagochinnyi district that encompassed sixteen parishes including 

those of the priests quoted above, contributed 396.87 rubles from September of 1891 to February 

of 1892. This was no mean sacrifice for a rural district, which, as the blagochinnyi explained, 
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had just experienced a poor harvest itself.
192

 In rural parishes, moreover, parish clergymen often 

supplemented the kopeck donations of their parishioners with contributions of one to five rubles 

from their own pockets, as indicated on the signed donation sheets collected by the 

Novotorzhskii uezd committee.
193

 Donations obtained at the parish level were further 

supplemented at the committee level, which attracted the contributions of monasteries, local 

merchants, nobles, and officials. In the month of December of 1891 alone, aside from donations 

of grain, the fourteen uezd committees and single diocesan committee of the Tver diocese 

collected a total of 12,711.75 rubles in donations.
194

 Over the previous month, by comparison, 

the Ministry of State Domains had contributed 10,655 rubles and the Ministry of Internal affairs 

contributed 272,121 rubles for famine relief.
195

 

 The continued tolerance of the clerical networks’ de facto administrative independence 

up until the official cessation of famine relief may have reflected tacit recognition of the 

Church’s valuable contribution to the overall effort. On November 17, 1891, the Emperor 

announced the formation of a “Special Committee” under the chairmanship of his son, the future 

Nicholas II, which would consolidate the various organizations that had arisen to address the 

crisis. The move was officially intended to better coordinate the collection and delivery of aid, 

and to impose broader oversight to prevent waste and theft.
196

 It is likely that the consolidation 

was also intended to eliminate bureaucratic restrictions on the work of non-government 

organizations by placing them under government supervision. According to Robbins, the Special 

Committee was to establish affiliates in each province to replace the separate committees 

                                                           
192

 Ibid., l. 19 – l. 21. 
193

 GATO, f. 886, op. 1, d. 10, l. 14 – l.o. 16 (Delo o postupivshikh pozhertvovaniiakh). 
194

 GATO, f. 886, op. 1, d. 13, l.o. 53 (Sbornik bumagam s vedomostiami o postuplenii, otpravke i nalichnosti 

pozhertvovanii khlebom postupavshikh v sklady Eparkhial’nogo i uezdnykh komitetov Tverskoi eparkhii v pol’zu 

bedstvuiushchago naseleniia postignutykh neurozhaem gubernii). 
195

 Moskovskie tserkovnye vedomosti, no. 50 (September 8
th

, 1891), 686. 
196

 “Vnutreniia Izvestiia,” Moskovskiia Tserkovnye Vedomosti, no. 49 (December 1
st
, 1891), 660. 



78 
 

organized by the governors, the Red Cross, and, over Pobedonostsev’s protests, the clergy as 

well. A similar merger was to be carried out at the uezd level.
197

 The reality, at least in Moscow 

and Tver, was that the clerical relief networks remained largely intact. The uezd committees 

continued their operations as before. They continued to address their contributions to the 

“diocesan committee.” They continued to organize and fund the transportation of grain 

donations, by river and by rail, to the diocesan centers.
198

 The only difference was that the 

diocesan committees now passed their collected funds on to the affiliate of the Special 

Committee and ceased their direct collaboration across diocesan jurisdictions.
199

 The extent to 

which the Special Committee may have usurped the Church’s aid delivery efforts in famine 

provinces must be evaluated on the basis of local research in those areas. Yet, Robbins notes the 

continued role of the parish clergy in famine provinces of receiving applications for aid and 

identifying the communities in greatest need.
200

  

The clergy continued their work until July 18
th

 of 1892, when the Synod ordered all 

committees to cease collection, submit all remaining funds and documents to the diocesan 

administration, and disband.
201

 From the beginning of its operations until that point, the Tver 

committee had collected an estimated total of 69,167 rubles and 31 ½ kopecks, as well as 16,449 

pudy and 32 funty (about 297 tons) of grain.
202

 The two main committees from the much larger 

and wealthier diocese of Moscow reported cumulative donations by the end of July at 150,119.08 

rubles and 138,551.15 rubles, respectively.
203

 The portion of these sums and of those collected 

by other diocesan committees after December of 1891 became part of the 2.5 million rubles that 
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the Special Committee received from various institutions. This was a small fraction of the overall 

13 million rubles raised by the Special Committee, the bulk of which, Robbins reports, came 

from the proceeds of two charitable lotteries.
204

 The scale of the Church’s monetary contribution 

does not, of course, reflect the valuable logistical support the clergy provided for the relief effort, 

both by identifying famine victims in stricken provinces, and by involving rural communities in 

a grass-roots relief effort. While the quantitative contribution of the latter could never have 

approached that gleaned from the urban centers, the widespread participation of the peasantry in 

an empire-wide, charitable endeavor was a significant development in the nascent integration of 

Imperial Russia’s “fragmented society.” 

Conclusion 

The Church’s famine relief effort was a defining moment for the clerical communities 

that carried it out. The clerical communities had established broad networks over the previous 

century under whatever guise they were permitted in order to protect themselves from the 

destitution to which their precarious economic status rendered them susceptible. From 1891 to 

1892, these social networks were used to extract food and money from sources that normally 

sustained their own communities, and export those resources to famine-stricken populations in 

other dioceses. In order to appreciate the scale of that sacrifice for the parish clergy, one may 

compare the seemingly modest sum, cited above, of 69,167.31 rubles, collected by the Tver 

committee from August of 1891 until July of 1892, to the financial statement submitted by the 

Tver diocesan administration to the Synod for 1906: 6,883.76 rubles of income from parish 

taxation and 65,019 rubles in invested savings.
205

 The initiative behind this phenomenon 

originated at the state level, with Pobedonostsev’s agenda of increasing the social prestige of the 
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Church hierarchy through pastoral service. The Over-procurator’s goals were taken up by the 

Synod and individual bishops, who enlisted the services of the parish networks and diocesan 

popechitel’stva within their jurisdictions. Yet, these authorities could only issue decrees and 

admonitions to the parish clergy. Priests and blagochinnye received neither rewards nor 

punishments for the quality of their service during the crisis. The uncompensated tasks of 

soliciting donations of food and money, organizing the storage of those resources, and arranging 

their transportation to the diocesan center, were performed voluntarily by parish priests and the 

lower clergy who assisted them. The export of parish resources to distant communities was a 

sacrifice felt by the entire clerical community, and especially by the clergymen’s dependents. 

This level of participation in famine relief expressed the emergence of the “new type of pastor,” 

for whom the substantial worldly duties of the clerical office had become a part of, rather than a 

distraction from, pastoral service.  
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Chapter 2: From Mutual Aid to Pastoral Work 
 

 The early 20
th

 century witnessed the parish clergy’s gradual attainment of organizational 

autonomy. Temporarily suppressed by Pobedonostsev, clerical networks proved their value in 

the famine relief campaign of 1891-2, and were granted increasing independence as a practical 

necessity for more efficient ecclesiastical administration in a series of reforms leading up to the 

crisis years of 1905-1907. While state and Church authorities had maintained a veneer of 

organizational leadership over the parish clergy during the former disaster, this evaporated in the 

chaos of 1905. This year witnessed the voluntary, self-mobilization of the diocesan networks in 

response to another humanitarian catastrophe. The partial withdrawal of state control from 

Church administration during this crisis further highlighted the centrality of voluntary pastoral 

work to services that the parish clergy had long provided for the general population, ostensibly in 

obedience to directives from administrative superiors. Moreover, the increasing autonomy of the 

clergy’s diocesan networks facilitated greater participation in them by non-clergy – either 

actively as working participants or passively through tithe contributions. This chapter will first 

examine archival evidence for the increased activity of and broader participation in the diocesan 

networks by the turn of the century. It will go on to survey the institutional history of the parish 

clergy’s diocesan networks from the 1891-2 relief campaign to the onset of the 1905 revolution. 

Finally, this chapter will focus back on the clergy of Moscow and Tver to examine their 

humanitarian relief campaign in these dioceses during the crises of war, revolution, and famine 

from 1905-1907. During this period, the progressive use of clerical mutual-aid networks to 

coordinate pastoral work for the benefit of the laity attracted the support and participation from 
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non-clerical communities and helped to check the centrifugal forces that afflicted the empire 

from 1905-7. 

 As discussed in the previous chapter, the Orthodox pastorate developed a practical and 

cooperative expression of its religious duty toward parishioners over the 19
th

 century. This form 

of pastoral work played an important role in the social developments of the Russian Empire in 

the early 20
th

 century. Over the last several decades of its existence, Imperial Russian civilization 

experienced jarring political transformation and rapid social changes. Intense industrialization 

over the late 19
th

 century had created new urban centers, which attracted peasant laborers from 

the surrounding countryside. Communities began to coalesce among these new industrial 

workers, who began to organize voluntary, mutual-aid societies in urban centers.
206

 When, in 

1894, Nicholas II rebuffed their request for the establishment of a consultative representative 

body in the capital as “senseless dreams,” a phrase taken from Pobedonostsev, zemstvo activists 

began holding informal meetings and illegal congresses in Moscow to prepare for a national 

zemstvo assembly.
207

 Many historians have characterized this period of increasingly independent 

association as one of social polarization.
208

 According to this view, the regime maintained old 

soslovie distinctions in a changing social environment, warping the integration of emerging 

groups. For example, because of the official policy of segregating workers from the urban 

population, their voluntary associations became isolated and radicalized, and were used to 
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organize violent protests.
209

 Because of their segregated institutions of self-administration and 

limited franchise in the zemstva, peasants were never integrated into a common system of rural, 

local government.
210

 Because of the officially manufactured hierarchy of the merchant guilds, the 

emerging business milieu in the Empire’s urban centers was artificially divided along soslovie 

lines.
211

 The clerical soslovie presents a counter-example to this narrative. The parish clergy 

retained their identity as a separate community with distinct institutions up to 1917. Yet, rather 

than increasing their alienation from the rest of society, free association among the clergy served 

to integrate other communities among the general population. The extension of the benefits of 

clerical mutual aid to parishioners was, in part, practically motivated, as the clerical community 

depended on the survival of the lay communities. Yet, clerical contributions to charity and 

disaster relief frequently exceeded the bounds of pragmatic self-interest, particularly in dioceses 

such as Moscow and Tver, which, in both 1891-2 and 1905-7, exported significant resources to 

aid victims of a famine that had not reached their own communities. The most substantial, albeit 

passive, contributions to this effort came from peasant parishioners whose voluntary tithes 

supported the diocesan networks and the pastoral work they performed. By participating in the 

parish clergy’s practical pastoral work as a continuation of their traditional religious practices, 

the peasantry also took part the Church’s charitable efforts stretching from the individual parish 

church to the inter-diocesan level. 
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The Diocesan Networks as Pastoral Organizations 
The beginning of the twentieth century witnessed increasing overlap between clerical 

mutual aid and clergy-administered charity for the general population. An obituary for one 

Moscow priest in 1903, for example, mentions that he ran a shelter both for elderly servants of 

the Church and for the poor in general.
212

 Such overlap was often the result of collaboration 

between clerical and lay communities in supporting mutually beneficial institutions. A report 

from a brotherhood in the city Sokolov, in Sedletskii province, for example, listed seven 

clergymen and thirteen laymen on its central committee in 1899. This brotherhood was organized 

around a school for girls, where it provided material support for religious instruction and 

charitable aid for poor students and teachers.
213

 Schools provided the most common focus for 

joint clerical and lay support, but other institutions received such assistance as well. Another 

brotherhood was founded in a rural parish in Tver in 1901 for, among other tasks, the provision 

of financial support for a local clinic (feldsherskago vrachebnogo punkta) and for a society of 

firefighters.
214

 Such cooperation was no doubt encouraged by the reliability of the diocesan 

networks that clerical relief workers had demonstrated during the Church’s famine relief 

campaign of 1891-2. Yet, the crucial factor that allowed the diocesan networks to grow beyond 

their original function of facilitating mutual aid for the clerical soslovie was the willingness of 

clergymen to use these networks as instruments of pastoral work for the benefit of all members 

of the Orthodox community. 

The credibility and administrative autonomy of the diocesan networks rendered them one 

of the most extensive and reliable organizations available for the management and delivery of 

philanthropic donations. For that reason, members of other sosloviia often entrusted their 
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charitable projects to the clergy. The clergy helped groups and individuals to send donations 

from urban centers to rural parishes, and even across provincial boundaries. The case of a 

donation in 1909 by two Moscow townspeople (meshchane) for the welfare of their former 

parish in Tver serves as an example.  

For the use and salvation of souls close to ours, those most in need, we have decided to 

 make a donation to the parish church where we were once parishioners, of a government 

 bond certificate at 4% interest for one thousand rubles. . . . We ask the Tver Consistory to 

 comply with our wishes as follows: . . . The interest earned from the bond should be used 

 to help poor parishioners of this church, especially old women who cannot work, widows 

 with young children, and victims of natural disasters, fires, and floods. These allowances 

 should be granted by the local church council, and especially by the priest and church 

 elder. An annual report should be presented to the consistory on the distribution of 

 allowances.
215

 

Their instructions demonstrate the confidence of these meshchane in the integrity of both the 

consistory administration and the parish staff. In addition to their expressions of piety, these 

philanthropists revealed their confidence in the reliability of the diocesan network to have been a 

major factor in their decision to entrust the Church with their donation.      

The Church’s administrative apparatus, which provided the diocesan networks with a 

legal sphere of operation, augmented the credibility of the pastoral office that parish clergymen 

upheld through their work. Despite their notorious, bureaucratic sluggishness, the diocesan 

consistories were responsive to allegations of fraud or abuse by clergymen within their 

jurisdictions. In 1902, for example, the Tver consistory received a complaint regarding a shelter 

for elderly women in the township of Staritsa. A townsman had established the shelter and a fund 

for its maintenance in 1890. After his death, in accordance with his will, responsibility for the 
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shelter had passed to the parish priest. The author of the complaint, who was not a member of the 

parish and identified himself only as “Korolev,” alleged that the priest had refused to surrender 

the shelter’s funds to the founder’s family, and that the seven old women who lived there were 

being neglected. This complaint resulted in one visit by the blagochinnyi, and another by a priest 

sent by the consistory to investigate. The consistory investigator interviewed the residents, 

inspected the food served to them, examined the shelter’s financial records, and uncovered no 

evidence to corroborate Korolev’s claims. The report of the priest-investigator to the consistory 

illustrates two characteristics of the diocesan network: the diligence of the diocesan authorities in 

their responsiveness even to anonymous allegations of the misuse of charitable funds, and the 

willingness of the parish clergy to administer the charitable and mutual-aid undertakings of other 

communities. The shelter had been established by a member of the meshchanstvo and, according 

to the report, all seven women housed there belonged to the same soslovie. The priest and his 

wife saw to the all aspects of the shelter’s maintenance, including the purchase and storage of 

supplies as well as the preparation of three daily meals and tea.
216

       

Despite their advantages, the diocesan networks were rendered less effective by the 

bureaucratic centralization imposed on their operations – especially during Pobedonostsev’s 

administration of the Synod. The ecclesiastical hierarchy upheld a relatively independent sphere 

of activity for the diocesan networks, and consistory administrators were generally responsive to 

the complaints and petitions of parishioners. Yet, neither the hierarchy nor the consistories were 

immune to the extreme, bureaucratic inefficiency that plagued most of the Russian Empire’s 

institutions.  Because community or pastoral initiatives of any size required the permission of the 

consistory, diocesan administrators were overwhelmed by a constant stream of documents. This 
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state of affairs, in addition to the petty inflexibility of many diocesan bureaucrats, delayed the 

authorization of charitable ventures. In one case, the brotherhood of Mary Magdalene, based in 

the town of Ruz, applied to the Moscow consistory for permission to purchase a building to 

provide better accommodations for a parish school, then housed in a run-down structure. The 

request was rejected on the grounds that property ownership was not included in the 

brotherhood’s charter. Thus, another application was submitted to revise the charter. The entire 

process of revision and reapplication took almost two years despite the fact that Metropolitan 

Vladimir, the head of the consistory, was supposedly also a member of the brotherhood.
217

 While 

the ecclesiastical and administrative authorities provided the necessary legal and administrative 

apparatus to facilitate pastoral work throughout the diocese, these entities did not provide the 

driving force behind that pastoral work. The Church administration opened a path for pastoral 

work, but the voluntarism of the parish clergy emerged from the local level of the dioceses and 

parishes.      

The effective consolidation and management of diocesan resources depended on the 

freedom of the parish clergy to associate and cooperate. Local knowledge, direct contact with 

parishioners, and, most importantly, the collective willingness to give, were all derived at the 

local level. During the 1891-2 famine relief effort, even the crucial logistical work involved in 

the storage and transportation of resources had been performed by the uezd committees rather 

than by the diocesan authorities. The Over-procurator himself acknowledged, in his report on the 

famine, that the diocesan congresses, of which he disapproved, had been convened in affected 

provinces out of necessity so that representatives of the parish clergy could agree on the 
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utilization of a portion of their diocesan pension fund for famine relief.
218

 By the end of the 19
th

 

century, it had become apparent that lateral communication among the parish clergy was an 

essential component of diocesan administration. Pobedonostsev’s policy of restricting clerical 

association to the ecclesiastical chain of command had proven to be untenable.   

The reestablishment of the parish clergy’s right to hold local congresses and assemblies 

has been largely overlooked by historians because the process began almost a decade before war 

and revolution precipitated the initiation of sweeping, but abortive, Church reform. The 

reestablishment of local, clerical assemblies, moreover, was carried out under the pressure of 

practical necessity, rather than dramatic political action. The closure of the uezd committees for 

famine relief in July of 1892 had left the parish clergy with only the small branches of the 

diocesan popechitel’stvo for poor clergy for the local management of diocesan resources. In 

September of the same year, delegates to Moscow’s diocesan congress complained that they had 

insufficient knowledge of the relative financial needs of the various ecclesiastical schools 

because of the 1881 abolition of local assemblies, or okruzhnye s’ezdy. Metropolitan Vladimir 

(Bogoiavlenskii), nevertheless, denied the delegates’ request to hold these assemblies, replying 

that written reports from school administrators should be sufficient.
219

 Thirteen years later, in his 

contribution to the discussion of Church reform, Metropolitan Vladimir advocated greater 

freedom and responsibilities for the congresses. “In regard to the affairs that fall under the 

purview of the congresses, it is desirable that their scope be broadened beyond the limits of mere 

economic issues so that the congresses may concern themselves with pastoral work as well.”
220
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That the prestigious Metropolitan of Moscow had felt compelled to adhere to the directives of 

the lay bureaucracy against his apparent wishes, and in his own diocese, reveals the extent of 

Pobedonostsev’s domination of the Church hierarchy in the years before the 1905 revolution. 

However, it was during Pobedonostsev’s tenure, in 1896, that the seminary ustav was revised to 

reinstate local assemblies for the parish clergy.
221

 This rare concession to freedom of association 

during the “counter-reform” period amounted to an unofficial acknowledgement of the parish 

clergy’s crucial and dynamic role within Church administration. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the parish clergy’s increased freedom of 

assembly began to yield tangible results. The work of the reestablished local assemblies 

(okruzhnye s’ezdy) quickly demonstrated their facility for the support of the entire diocesan 

organization. The assemblies not only facilitated more informed decisions by the diocesan 

congresses, but also allowed parish clergy to form new associations at the level of the school 

district. In July of 1905, an article in Tserkovnyi Vestnik, a Church journal published in the 

Imperial capital, reported the organization of mutual-aid societies, shelters, and charities by local 

assemblies throughout the empire.
222

 Diocesan congresses began receiving reports from the local 

assemblies that preceded them of the formation of various, local societies such as life insurance 

cooperatives.
223

 Clerical assemblies at all levels began organizing and supporting projects for the 

benefit of parishioners and clergy alike, including shelters for the elderly, charitable funds, parish 

schools, and libraries.
224

 Thus, it was not only the obvious benefit for the clerical community, but 
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also the potential for more effective pastoral action that prompted prominent churchmen to 

advocate even greater freedom of assembly among the parish clergy.  

Many diocesan prelates, such as those of Tver and Moscow, viewed the congresses as a 

means to support more effective diocesan administration and gave them the freedom to expand 

their activities. The vagueness of the legislation on diocesan congresses allowed bishops to grant 

them responsibilities beyond the merely financial concerns for which they were supposedly 

established. Some bishops even endowed the congresses with formal authority. The bishop of 

Vladivostok institutionalized the congresses as “an accomplice of the diocesan authorities in 

carrying out all the principles on which the life of the clergy and the parish should be based . . . 

In light of their significant position, the decisions of the diocesan congress, upon confirmation by 

the diocesan authorities, assume legal status for the entire diocese.”
225

 Yet, other bishops saw a 

challenge to their authority in the congresses, especially in the latter’s assumption of control over 

the establishment and collection of parish church taxation. These prelates used the vague 

legislation on diocesan congresses as a pretext to forbid these assemblies from assuming 

responsibilities that were not specifically assigned to them in the seminary ukaz. The parish 

clergy of Viatka became so frustrated with their bishop’s suppression of their congresses that 

they sent a delegation to St. Petersburg in 1907 to petition the Synod to endorse their right to 

assemble and overrule their bishop.
226

 This unsuccessful move reflected a growing perception 

among the parish clergy of their right to pastoral collaboration as an essential component of the 

ecclesiastical structure. It was the passive toleration or active support of a growing number of 

bishops that made this perception a reality.  
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Local clerical assemblies also became gradually recognized throughout the Church as a 

tool of pastoral work – rather than simply a convenient method of diocesan administration. The 

first official “pastoral assemblies” (pastyrskiia sobraniia), were held in the capital, under the 

auspices of the Society for Moral and Religious Enlightenment – an organization founded in 

1881 to combat the Protestant evangelism of Lord Radstock in St. Petersburg. Through the 

sponsorship of Metropolitan Palladi, the Society’s charter was modified in 1895 to allow its 

members to host conferences for all the clergymen of the city. The scope of discussion at these 

conferences was to include: the general state of religious morals among parishioners, social 

problems affecting these morals, the threat of sectarianism, and pastoral measures to be taken in 

response to these issues.
227

 While the Petersburg conferences set an important precedent for the 

official recognition of pastoral assemblies, they were confined to the urban clergy of the capital 

and relied on the initiative of a central organization. The legacy of the blagochinnicheskie s’ezdy, 

the local assemblies for pastoral discussions held during the reform period, may have served as 

an even more important template for local and diocese-wide collaboration of parish clergymen in 

pastoral work.
228

 The first, official revival of this practice came in September of 1903, when 

Metropolitan Flavian of Kiev initiated a “pastoral assembly” of parish priests throughout the city 

of Kiev. Flavian drew up his own statutes for subsequent assemblies in which he stipulated that 

they would be open to all clergy of the diocese. At his encouragement, expressed in an article in 

Kiev’s diocesan press, subsequent assemblies were held in blagochinnyi districts throughout the 
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diocese.
229

 In his declaration of the commencement of pastoral assemblies, Flavian identified 

collaborative pastoral work as an important form of clerical mutual-aid.  

Pastoral work now presents demands, which not every pastor can meet – regardless of his 

energy or knowledge. Does not the struggle with sectarianism, for example, demand the 

close cooperation of pastors? Does not the development of common measures through 

which to better influence parishioners demand discussion and brotherly agreement among 

pastors? Does not care for the poor and sick, for the material and spiritual aspects of their 

lives, demand such cooperation? – not to mention the general need for a brotherly 

exchange of ideas, views, and experience among pastors? If pastoral mutual-aid 

[pastyrskaia vzaimopomoshch’] is ever appropriate and applicable, it is in matters of the 

enlightenment of the popular masses among all classes in the light of Christian faith.
230

 

It was, in part, the dramatic events associated with the revolutionary “disorders” of 1905 that 

helped to spread Metropolitan Flavian’s sentiments throughout the hierarchy  

 It was not only the practical considerations of the diocesan administration, but also 

growing calls for ecclesiastical independence that led to the restoration and expansion of the 

parish clergy’s rights of association. Traditionally, the parish clergy had looked to the state to 

improve their living conditions by limiting the power of the bishops over their lives, by 

subsidizing their system of education, and by providing salaries for clergymen in poor parishes. 

The most prominent critic of Church administration from among the parish clergy, the Tver 

priest I. S. Belliustin, published his scathing attack on the hierarchy in France in 1858, on the eve 

of the Great Reforms. In the introduction to his translation of this work, Freeze points out that 

Belliustin displayed a naive faith in the state’s ability and willingness to provide regular salaries 

for the parish clergy and to fund improvements in clerical education.
231

 By the end of the 

century, such hopes had diminished and the attitude of many parish clergymen had shifted. The 
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state had only provided modest subsidies to support the parish clergy. Yet, reforms had provided 

them with the necessary rights of assembly to organize their own support. By the early 20
th

 

century, mutual-aid societies abounded for the support of poor members of the clerical soslovie 

and for the support of clerical educational institutions that were inadequately funded by the 

state.
232

 The clergy had risen to the challenge of fulfilling their pastoral duties while supporting 

their own communities through cooperation. Yet, their reward had been the severe curtailment of 

reform-era liberties. As we have seen, it was often the hierarchy that protected or sponsored the 

rights of the parish clergy to organize. From his position of authority over the Synodal system, 

Pobedonostsev had spurred the clergy on in their pastoral mission to a troubled society. Yet, his 

regime of extreme centralization and stifling bureaucratic oversight of Church administration had 

served as an obstacle to that mission and an affront to clerical dignity. He earned the widespread 

animosity of both the black and white clergy, galvanizing these groups to make unified demands 

for ecclesiastical independence.  

The tense years leading up to the 1905 revolution witnessed a growing consensus at all 

levels of the ecclesiastical structure regarding the need for a reduction of the state’s influence 

over the Church. The prelates who led the reform movement from within the Church were not 

only frustrated by bureaucratic limitations on their ecclesiastical authority, but also with 

restrictions on their parish clergy’s ability to perform their work. In 1901, an article appeared in 

the Orthodox journal, Vera i Razum, which criticized the Synodal system established by Peter the 

Great as uncanonical. The publication of this journal was overseen by bishop Amvrosii of 

Kharkov, and the article amounted to a tacit declaration of dissent on his part.
233

 Other publishers 

from within the hierarchy and the theological academies began to relax their censorship of 
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criticism of the Synodal system. They thereby provided the parish clergy with an outlet for their 

greivances, and subsequent years saw increasingly bold denunciations of the Church bureaucracy 

and of Pobedonostsev himself.
234

 Diocesan periodicals openly criticized official infringement on 

the independence of both black and white clergy, including the transfer of bishops between 

dioceses and the censorship of parish sermons.
235

 In the midst of the multiple crises of 1905, the 

hierarchy was in open revolt against the Over-procurator, and Pobedonostsev resigned on 

October 15
th 

of that year.
 236

 On November 18
th

, the Synod decreed that the parish clergy of all 

dioceses could, with their bishop’s approval, hold pastoral assemblies at the levels of the 

blagochinnyi district, uezd, or diocese for the discussion of pastoral work, and even authorized 

the participation of laity in the assemblies.  The Synod’s decree was prefaced with the following 

explanation. “In these difficult days of great sorrow for the Russian realm, when the fatherland is 

betrayed and law and order are trampled upon, there arises a great and urgent need for close 

unity of pastor with parishioner, and for constant collaboration among pastors.”
237

 This official 

exhortation to pastoral “collaboration” [vzaimoobshchenie] flew in the face of two and a half 

decades of regulations against unsupervised assembly. Now, in the midst of a crisis, the state and 

ecclesiastical authorities turned for help to those very clergymen whose initiative they had 

previously sought to restrict and control. 

Subsequent years witnessed a continuation of the parish clergy’s collective assumption of 

responsibility for the support of their own communities and for their pastoral duties. In the 

diocesan press and in consistory petitions, calls for complete freedom of assembly in order to 
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meet these responsibilities overtook former demands for state salaries. A parish priest’s letter to 

Metropolitan Vladimir in 1907 typified this attitude. The priest argued that funding shortfalls in 

the diocese’s schools necessitated a diocesan congress. “It is an unavoidable truth that if we 

ourselves do not come up with the funds to improve our appalling educational conditions, then 

no one else will give them to us.”
238

 He asked that the congress be inclusive for all clergymen. 

“As educational costs are born equally by priests, deacons, and sacristans, it would be just to 

invite all members of the parish staffs and to give them equal votes.”
239

 The first request was 

fulfilled the following year, but the second was not. Most representatives to Moscow’s congress 

were blagochinnye. The dioceses continued to be organized along the lines of ecclesiastical 

hierarchy. Yet, within that structure, clerical networks had gained considerable autonomy from 

the state bureaucracy. In their response to the multiple humanitarian disasters of 1905-7, the 

parish clergy of Moscow and Tver demonstrated the extent both of their newfound, corporate 

autonomy, and of their willingness to use that autonomy to carry out pastoral work for the 

general population.  

War, Famine, and Revolution 
 From 1904 until as late as 1908, the Russian empire experienced a crisis, which included 

the convergence of two humanitarian catastrophes along with the eruption of almost universal 

violence, creating a perfect storm that nearly brought about the empire’s collapse. The first 

decade of Nicholas II’s reign had been marked by rising political tension, agrarian uprisings, 

urban strikes, and political assassinations. The tsar’s stubborn but shaky grip on absolute 

authority began to weaken as his regime suffered a series of devastating defeats in the war with 

Japan that the public and the world had expected Russia to easily win. The regime’s humiliation 
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encouraged an increase in political defiance on all fronts. Father Georgii Gapon suddenly 

became the most famous parish priest in Russia when he led a workers’ procession to the Winter 

Palace on January 6
th

, 1905, resulting in the “bloody Sunday” massacre of some one hundred 

thirty demonstrators by panicked police. Public outrage fueled an escalation of urban, rural, 

inter-ethnic, terrorist, and random criminal violence.
240

 Finally, severe food shortages in the 

countryside of the central black earth region developed into an outright famine by the spring of 

1906, completing the humanitarian crisis.
241

 This crisis precipitated dramatic political changes 

including the creation of Russia’s first national parliament, the extension of religious toleration 

to the confessional minorities of the Empire, and the cancellation of the peasantry’s indemnity 

payments for the land they had received upon emancipation from serfdom in 1861. In part, 

through these concessions, the tsar managed to preserve his autocratic authority. Yet, throughout 

the crisis and governmental transition, the population experienced a heady period of political 

decentralization.  

The Church’s response to Russia’s first, major humanitarian crisis of the 20
th

 century was 

robust. The political circumstances surrounding the crisis provided the clergy with the 

opportunity to organize the Church’s response without the cumbersome direction of the state 

bureaucracy. The Church’s relief campaign during the 1891-2 famine had marked a decisive 

development in the function of the diocesan networks from facilitation of mutual-aid primarily 

within the soslovie, to the coordination of cooperative pastoral work for society as a whole. The 

Church’s humanitarian relief  campaign of the early 20
th

 century marked the clergy’s decisive 

seizure of initiative in the performance of that pastoral work.  

                                                           
240

 Abraham Ascher, The Revolution of 1905: Russia in Disarray (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988), 1: 90-

95; Ascher, The Revolution of 1905: Authority Restored. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992), 2: 241-243. 
241

 Ascher, The Revolution of 1905, 2: 170-171. 



97 
 

War 

 From Japan’s surprise naval bombardment of Port Arthur on February 8
th

, 1904, until 

Prime Minister Witte’s official surrender of the Liaotung Peninsula and half of Sakhalin Island to 

Japan at Portsmouth, New Hampshire on August 29, 1905, the Russian empire suffered an 

estimated 125,000 combat casualties.
242

 The massive westward flow of wounded soldiers along 

the newly constructed trans-Siberian railway throughout the conflict put enormous strain on the 

empire’s infrastructure. In the first year of the war, the government called on the Church to serve 

in its customary capacity as an auxiliary bureaucracy and civil service. On April 29
th

, 1904, at 

Pobedonostsev’s initiative, the Synod decreed that all bishops within the military regions of 

Siberia, Kazan, Moscow, and St. Petersburg should collect information from within their 

dioceses regarding the availability of beds and medical personnel in and around clerical 

institutions “within comfortable distance from regional centers” for the care of sick and wounded 

soldiers, evacuated from the Far East.
243

 Pobedonostsev initiated this inquiry in response to a 

request from the Minister of War, Viktor Sakharov, for Church facilities to house less seriously 

wounded soldiers in order to reduce overcrowding and to utilize local resources available for 

their support. In his letter to the Over-procurator, the Minister stated that “if care for sick and 

wounded soldiers in monasteries is not provided for by charity, then the treasury will provide 

compensation for this care . . .”
244

 This particular statement reflected the Church’s ambiguous 

status near the end of Pobedonostsev’s administration of the Synod. The parish clergy remained 

a politically subjugated community from whom the state could demand uncompensated services. 

Yet, the clergy’s institutions of education and mutual-aid were their own – created and funded by 
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the clergy themselves. The diocesan networks that supported them were not a source from which 

the state could extract resources as it pleased. As in 1891-2, Pobedonostsev pressured the 

prelates to place their diocesan communities at the state’s service. Yet, the War Minister’s coy 

appeal to pastoral charity reflected the clergy’s ultimate freedom to perform or refuse such 

sacrifices.        

 The Moscow consistory circulated this appeal on May 18
th

. The responses it received 

revealed the distinction between the parish clergyman’s role as a public servant, and his role as a 

pastor. The questionnaires distributed by the consistory were completed and returned. All 

respondents provided detailed information regarding the availability of doctors and hospitals in 

their localities, and their exact distances from the railroad. Many of these facilities were attached 

to clerical schools, but some forms mention zemstvo, military, and private hospitals and doctors 

as well.
245

 Such information gathering was a natural continuation of the parish priest’s regular, 

bureaucratic responsibility of recording births, deaths, marriages, and local events of historical 

significance in the tserkovnye letopisi.
246

 The Minister’s call for charity received a much more 

varied response. Many of Moscow’s monasteries willingly made the sacrifice that Sakharov had 

requested. The Sergiev Posad, Bogoiavlenskii, Spaso-Andreev, Vysokopetrovskii, Znamenskii, 

Danilov, Pokrovskii and Sretenskii monasteries each agreed to provide care and shelter for 

between ten and one hundred soldiers without compensation.
247

 Some institutions of the parish 

clergy also offered what they could. The Zvenigorodskoe ecclesiastical school, for example, 

offered to house and support soldiers in two hospital rooms and in four classrooms when lessons 
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ended for the summer.
248

 The parish staff and church elder of the cathedral church of the town of 

Bronitsa offered the use of a building that was then being rented out at 25 rubles a month. They 

offered to provide fifteen beds, bedclothes, two changes of clothes for each patient, and heating 

for the building. For food, medicine, and the cost of laundry, they requested financial aid.
249

 In 

some, less wealthy parishes, priests and parishioners offered the use of their own houses and 

what little they could provide for sick or wounded soldiers.
250

 The great majority of responses 

from parishes and clerical schools, however, included only the requested information and 

occasionally cited a lack of space and funds to support patients. The majority of Moscow’s 

parish clergy demonstrated both dutiful attention to a routine, state-imposed task, and an 

unwillingness to sacrifice the resources and education of their own communities in order to 

subsidize the military. 

 The response that was, perhaps, most illustrative of the parish clergy’s role in 

humanitarian relief came from a priest in a parish of Bronitsa on May 31
st
, 1904. Father Lebedev 

explained that he had assembled a diverse group of “good people,” who agreed to fund and 

support a field hospital for the housing and care of six soldiers. The people who “answered my 

[Lebedev’s] call,” included: a Moscow merchant, a zemstvo representative, the local train station 

administrator, four local shopkeepers, peasants from three villages, and the director of a local 

factory. In addition, the wife of a mechanic had donated linens, and two school teachers had 

agreed to serve as nurses. Most significantly, Father Lebedev claimed to have begun this project 

in March, before receiving the Synodal appeal for the care of sick and wounded soldiers.
251

 

Lebedev’s “good people” were the same ones who provided the parish clergy with their 
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livelihood, and, by extension, who supplied the life blood of the diocesan networks. Clerical 

institutions also depended on the largess of the state, which provided them with limited subsidies 

through the Synod. Both state and society, thus, supported the clergy and demanded services in 

return. Pobedonostsev had envisioned a smooth continuum between these entities, cemented by a 

clear, top-down path of authority and initiative. The phenomenon of coordinated, pastoral service 

during his administration, however, demonstrated that attempts to bureaucratize pastoral work 

through state domination of the Church hierarchy were purely illusory. The Orthodox pastor 

continued to fulfill important bureaucratic duties, such as instructing parishioners in proper 

sanitary measures to prevent the spread of cholera, and supporting the police in the enforcement 

of such measures.
252

 Yet, the organization of voluntarism and philanthropy in the diocesan and 

parish communities originated with the pastor and not the bureaucracy. The response in Moscow 

diocese to the War Minister’s appeal highlighted this distinction between the priest’s role as 

public servant, and as pastor. Fr. Lebedev’s preemption of this appeal revealed the truly local 

origins of such initiatives, and foreshadowed the complete autonomy of the Church’s famine 

relief campaign that would begin a year later. 

Famine 

 The Church’s famine relief campaign, stretching from roughly 1905 to as late as 1909, 

emerged almost exclusively from the ecclesiastical sphere, free from the state direction that had 

characterized the 1891-2 campaign. In 1891, the clergy of all dioceses had been ordered to gather 

donations for famine victims in unaffected regions and distribute them in affected regions 
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through the networks normally used to support poor clergy. In 1905, by contrast, the diocesan 

networks were not enlisted to perform relief work, but swung into action of their own initiative. 

The Synod did issue an order, on October 7
th

, 1905, for all parish clergy to begin holding weekly 

collections for donations for the families of wounded soldiers, and to grant the Red Cross access 

to their churches to hold parallel collections for the relief of those stricken by crop failure for a 

period of one year.
253

 Yet, in keeping with the movement to free the Church from institutional 

stagnation and strengthen the social bond with the common people, the clergy of most dioceses 

chose to organize their own campaigns and focus relief work on victims of the famine rather than 

aid for the military. Immediately upon the promulgation of the Synod’s instructions, 

Metropolitan Vladimir issued his own decree, establishing a diocesan relief committee in 

Moscow with famine relief as its primary aim. His decree contained a remark that was indicative 

of the Church’s self-conscious departure from its previous role as an auxiliary of the 

bureaucracy: “it is unlikely that government help alone will be enough to satisfy the impending, 

critical needs of the people.”
254

 Significant donations did not begin to arrive in Moscow until the 

following year, 1906. Whereas the diocesan networks had been made to surrender control of aid 

distribution to a government committee in November of 1891, the clerical committees that began 

relief work in 1905 retained control of distribution until the end of the campaign, and were 

therefore free to choose the communities they wished to help. The diminutive role of the Synodal 

bureaucracy in the relief effort of 1905 made the aid campaign highly illustrative of the 

developing concept of pastoral service through the work of the diocesan networks.  
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The records of the famine relief work of the Moscow and Tver diocesan networks reveal 

a decentralized, humanitarian aid movement deriving its impetus from the local level. The 

diocesan leadership exerted no pressure on individual parishes to increase their collection of 

donations. Yet, individual clergymen were subjected to collective pressure to participate in the 

effort. For example, the occasional publication of contributions in the diocesan press exposed the 

level of each parish’s participation to the scrutiny of the diocesan community.
255

 More 

immediate pressure was likely applied at the uezd committees or blagochinnyi district centers 

where donations were consolidated. Collaboration between neighboring pastors elicited more 

active participation in the relief effort.  

In contrast to the previous campaign, there were never any restrictions on communication 

between committees of different dioceses, or between clerical and lay committees. Even local 

committees could bypass their own diocesan committee and send their donations directly to other 

provinces.
256

 Clergymen could send their parishioners’ contributions to their blagochinnyi, to a 

local committee, or directly to the diocesan committee. Local committees were never ordered to 

disband, but continued to operate into 1909, when they stopped receiving donations. Individual 

clergymen drove this effort at the local level, from parish to parish, both soliciting donations 

from parishioners and leading by example. Donation records show that parish priests often 

supplied the largest, individual donations for their parishes’ overall contributions. In other cases, 

his donation was supplemented by those of poorer members of the clerical community – 
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deacons, sacristans, and communion bread bakers.
257

 Why did the parish clergy so willingly 

dedicate their work and their resources to the relief campaign? 

The contribution of time and money to the diocesan network represented an essential 

component of the clergyman’s duty as a pastor. While the networks provided essential support 

for the clerical communities that composed them, their increasing importance for diocesan 

administration in general meant that they had come to serve ever broader functions. On the one 

hand, the use of the networks to coordinate pastoral work in support of the laity was not a clear 

departure from their original, mutual aid function because the interests of the clerical community 

clearly overlapped with those of the parishioners on whom they relied for support. On the other 

hand, the clergy of Moscow and Tver had demonstrated their willingness, in 1891-2, to export 

their own diocesan resources to famine stricken communities in other provinces whose interests 

were quite remote from their own. The various, cooperative functions of the diocesan networks, 

ranging from pragmatic mutual aid, to the philanthropic exportation of resources for the relief of 

distant communities, had all come to be understood as part of the clergy’s pastoral mission. An 

article in Moscow’s diocesan press from February of 1906 illustrates the complexity of the 

clergy’s role. The article was written by a Moscow priest who related his observation of 

conditions in the famine-stricken dioceses of Samara and Kazan, in an appeal to his fellow 

pastors in Moscow to contribute to famine relief.   

At a ceremony for the opening of a temporary children’s shelter to feed and care for 

orphans, I heard one priest, almost unable to contain his anxiety, ask the assembled circle 

[of clergy] who ran the shelter if his children might be permitted to eat in the shelter’s 

cafeteria that was supported by private donations. How can the clergy support themselves 

when those who support them, the peasants, have nothing for themselves! . . . Is it not our 

holy duty to provide them with support in their helpless sorrow and terrible need? – and 
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not only support through sympathy, but also through the material relief of their difficult 

circumstances?
258

 

The article illustrated how a charitable institution, organized and run by the clergy for the lay 

community and supported by non-clerical or “private” funds, could potentially support clerical 

families in desperate times. The priest pointed out the direct link between the interests of the 

clergy and the well-being of the communities that supported them. The priest pointed out the 

direct link between the interests of the clergy and the well-being of the communities that 

supported them. His exhortation subsumed the full range of what had come to be considered 

pastoral duty – spiritual care, material aid, support for the pastorate, and support for the faithful 

in general – under the rubric of “holy duty.” Amid the chaos and relative freedom of the years 

following 1905, the scattered communities comprising the clerical soslovie could interpret this 

“holy duty” for themselves. While the clergy of some dioceses would use their mutual-aid 

networks during the famine exclusively as professional support systems to keep pastors in the 

field, other clerical communities would also use these networks as tools of collective pastoral 

action for the benefit of the Orthodox population in general. 

 Letters from the recipients of aid from the Moscow diocesan famine relief committee 

reveal a highly varied response among the clergy to the call to pastoral action against the famine. 

The clergy of some dioceses used their networks to channel outside aid to the sections of their 

own community that were most severely affected by the famine. Bishop Arkady of Riazan’, for 

example, addressed a letter to Moscow’s vicarate bishop Serafim, chairman of Moscow’s relief 

committee, explaining that a requested sum of 1,500 rubles, would be distributed to those people, 

who were “most in need of material aid, due to their poverty and large families, for relief from 
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the effects of the 1905 crop failure. These people have received no support either from the 

government or from the zemstva.” There followed a list of the names, positions, and parishes of 

one hundred seventy two clergymen and orphans and widows of clergymen. The names were 

grouped according to blagochinnye, whose names and addresses were included, who could 

receive and distribute aid appropriately.
259

 The bishop’s inclusion of such specific information, 

and his indication that these victims had received no help from non-Church institutions, may 

have been intended to justify the exclusion of laity from the list. In his presentation of a similar 

list of needy clergy, the bishop of Tula disingenuously claimed that, “the Diocesan 

Administration has no information on the needs of individuals outside of the clerical domain.”
260

 

The bishop of Orlov simply asked that 1,500 rubles be donated to the popechitel’stvo for poor 

clergy in his diocese.
261

 It is not surprising that bishops and other members of diocesan 

consistories would concern themselves primarily with the plight of their parish clergymen, and 

the orphans and widows of clerical origin. As bishop Arkady explained in another letter two 

years later, the peasantry would have to complete their own recovery from the crop failure before 

they could begin supporting their pastors again. In the meantime, these pastors and their families 

would have to get by somehow.
262

 Yet, the fact that at least one of these bishops felt compelled 

to explain his exclusion of the laity from the Church’s aid as the result of a lack of information 

reveals the ambiguous status of the clerical networks.  

 The clergy of some dioceses used their networks to identify and deliver aid to remote or 

marginalized famine victims among the laity. Bishop Innokentii of Tambov, for example, 

submitted a list of twenty peasant land societies [sel’skie obshchestva] across two rural uezdy, 
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“in greatest need of urgent help.” He provided the names and addresses of eight different 

blagochinnye, who could receive and distribute aid to those communities.
263

 Clergy who chose to 

serve the laity thus employed the same kind of precision in allocating small but effective grants 

as they did in the distribution of aid within their own communities. In at least one case, parish 

clergy were able to provide relief for rootless urban poor, driven from the countryside by famine 

and bereft even of the modest support that a peasant commune could provide. One parish priest 

from Saratov, Fr. Chetvernikov, described his committee’s use of a 500 ruble grant from the 

Moscow committee in a letter of thanks addressed to the latter.    

The money was received during Holy Week, at the most critical moment. That very week 

had marked the end of the city’s drainage work, which had provided wages all winter for 

several hundred people from famine stricken areas. All of these workers, together with 

their families, were left in Saratov without any means to support themselves, having been 

deprived of the pittance of 25 kopeks a day that the city had paid them. . . . In order to 

distribute aid grants more effectively, the committee decided to directly collect 

information on those without work by sending members, usually parish priests, to visit 

their apartments. In doing so, members collected information on other impoverished 

people in this or that parish. They learned of an entire sea of poverty in the city of 

Saratov, huddled among ravines of Glebuchev and Beloglinskii. The following 

impressions, gathered by a committee member, present a clear picture of this poverty. 1) 

Potap Meshcheriakov is an unskilled worker [chernorabochii] with a family of six small 

children who gather wood chips from the ravines for kindling and rags to sell. Sometimes 

they beg alms. His wife is sick. She is unable to earn any wages, watch her small 

children, or support her family in any other way. Their home is a shanty without a bench 

or a bed. They owe 16 rubles for this dwelling. They were given a grant of 10 rubles. 2) 

Kiril Kuznetzov has a wife who is mentally ill, four children, and lives in terrible and 

depressing conditions. 3) Evgeniia Romanova is 40 years old, unmarried, and missing 

one arm. She has a 9 year old girl and an infant. They live in indescribable poverty. They 

have no linens, only one dress, and no change of clothes. Their apartment is empty and 

cold and the rent has not been paid for two months. She was given three rubles. . . . All 

the unemployed were issued grants from the committee of one to five rubles. More was 

given in cases of exceptional need or large families. The committee granted a total of 673 

rubles and 6 kopeks to 192 families. 50 rubles were sent to one of Saratov’s villages for 
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the construction of a soup kitchen and a nursery. . . . In addition to grants of money, the 

committee rendered aid in kind (linens, shoes, clothes), paid rent on apartments, etc. . .
264

       

The case of Saratov, in particular, demonstrated a transcendence of the mutual-aid function of 

the clerical relief organizations. Unlike the peasantry, the urban poor had no economic 

relationship with the diocesan clergy, and their recovery (or at least survival) would render no 

material benefit to their parish priests. It was Saratov’s bishop, Germogen, who called attention 

back to the needs of his clergy. In April of 1908, he requested more aid from Moscow for seven 

clergymen, nine clerical widows, one former diocesan clerk, and four laymen whom “the 

diocesan committee has not been able to help.”
265

 The impetus to channel diocesan funds away 

from the clerical community clearly did not originate with Saratov’s consistory.  

 The clergy of dioceses that were not directly affected by the famine faced the more 

abstract dilemma of whether to simply link their relief campaign to the clerical networks of other 

dioceses, or to ensure that some of their contributions were used to benefit the laity. The parish 

clergy of the city of Moscow, who enjoyed state salaries and the contributions of wealthy 

parishioners, were expected to provide generous support for their rural colleagues and, in cases 

of extreme need, for the clergy of other dioceses as well. They received admonitions to this 

effect from Moscow’s clerical mutual-aid societies in the diocesan press. “We can only hope that 

the older and more prosperous members of the great family of Moscow clergy will show 

sympathy for the great needs of the rural clergy, their lesser brothers . . . in consideration of the 

enormous difference between their material and living conditions from their own.”
266

 For the 

clergy of the Empire’s second capital, the obligation to support less fortunate clergy was a 

pastoral obligation because it was necessary for the support of pastoral work throughout the 
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diocese.  “How can a priest or deacon give himself entirely, with all his soul, to his holy calling 

to the dear task of enlightening the people when over him, like the sword of Damocles, there 

hangs this terrible and inevitable question [of how to care for his family]?”
267

 For this reason, 

perhaps, Moscow’s diocesan committee was willing to grant the request by Samara’s diocesan 

leadership to simply send donations directly to the popechitel’stvo for poor clergy, without 

further explanation. On the other hand, Moscow’s committee granted equal support to dioceses 

that provided aid to their laity, and it gave at least two grants of 2,000 and 1,000 rubles to the 

All-Zemstvo organization for famine relief in April of 1908.
268

 Cooperation with secular 

institutions demonstrated a conscious decision on the part of the Moscow clergy, as well, to 

extend the Church’s relief effort to the whole of society. 

 The clergy of Tver adopted a much more deliberate approach than the clergy of Moscow 

to the question of whom their diocesan funds should be used to support. Moscow’s consistory 

records contain no indication of the involvement of clergymen, outside of the consistory, in the 

designation of relief funds. Yet, almost every donation sent to Tver’s diocesan committee came 

with instructions for its use. Shortly after the diocese of Tver launched its campaign in 1907, the 

consistory began issuing forms to every parish priest on which to record famine relief donations 

and to specify their intended use – for clergy or for laity. The recipients of Tver’s donations in 

other dioceses were asked to honor these designations. In June of 1907, for example, Kazan’s 

diocesan committee reported back to Tver that the funds it received had been divided between 

the clerical popechitel’stvo and a lay committee organized by Kazan’s Academy for Women, in 

                                                           
267

 “Kratkii ocherk deiatel’nosti Obshchestva vspomoshchestvovaniia nastoiashchim i byvshim vospitannitsam 

Moskovskago Filaretovskago eparkhial’nago zhenskago uchilishcha za 1-e desiatiletie ego sushchestvovaniia (1898-

1908 g.),”Moskovskie Tserkovnye Vedomosti, no. 21 (May 24, 1908.), 545. 
268

 TsIAM, f. 2171, op. 1, d. 4, l. 1 – l.o. 1 (Delo o sbore pozhertvovanii). 



109 
 

accordance with the specifications of the Tver clergy.
269

 The records of the donations that flowed 

into the diocesan committee for the duration of the relief campaign are consolidated and 

remarkably complete. They provide an intriguing picture of Tver’s entire relief campaign from 

January of 1907 until December of 1909. Over this period, the diocesan consistory received a 

total of 1,314.28 rubles for clerical communities, and 1,873.09 rubles for lay communities in 

areas affected by crop failure.
270

 Per capita, clerical famine victims received more relief from this 

contribution than lay victims, who comprised a vastly larger portion of the population.
271

 

Nevertheless, Tver’s remarkably complete famine relief records reveal a campaign in which 

more than half of the funds raised by clerical organizations were diverted toward the relief of the 

non-clerical population. The details that emerge suggest that local collaboration among parish 

clergymen and some parishioners served as the decisive factor in this outcome. 

Tver’s donation records do not suggest that the diocesan leadership drove the campaign 

to help the laity. Tver’s bishop, Aleksei, may very well have initiated the division of all 

donations between clergy and non-clergy, and would at least have authorized such a decision. 

Yet, beyond his role in the formal aspect of donation collections, Aleksei’s involvement in the 

campaign is inconspicuous. He contributed two personal donations, amounting to the respectable 

sums of 20 rubles for clergy and 24 rubles for laity. This sum, together with sixteen separate 

donations from the seminary rector, monasteries, and convents around the diocese bring the 

black clergy’s overall contributions to 126.60 rubles for the clergy and 240.65 rubles for the 
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laity, or ten and thirteen percent, respectively, of the diocese’s total relief funds.
272

 Even if 

bishop Aleksei and other high ranking members of Tver’s monastic clergy did champion the 

distribution of a portion of their relief funds to the laity, there is no evidence that the diocesan 

leadership applied any pressure to the parish clergy to designate funds for the laity. On the 

contrary, the diocesan committee followed the instructions that were included with donation 

submissions even when, as in the case of the Kashin town committee, those instructions favored 

the clergy. When donations were submitted without instructions, the diocesan committee divided 

them evenly.
273

 Clearly, the decision of how donations would be used was made at the local 

level. 

Influence over the relief campaign from the other end of the diocesan spectrum is harder 

to evaluate, as peasant parishioners left few documents expressing their wishes. Parishioner 

donations composed the largest share of the Church’s famine relief contributions, just as they 

composed the largest share of diocesan funds in general. The designation of tithes for use within 

the parish was agreed upon by the priest and the church elder, the parishioners’ elected 

representative. Yet, parishioners had no platform from which to express their wishes regarding 

the use of Church funds at the diocesan level. It is perhaps for this reason that the fifty nine 

individual parishes that sent their donations directly to the diocesan committee collectively 

designated 291.06 rubles for the relief of clerical communities affected by the famine, and only 

266.33 rubles for the relief of lay communities.
274

 Yet, the donation records may also reflect the 

beginning of a new assertiveness on the part of parishioners who expressed their wishes through 

parish soviets. In conjunction with its authorization of pastoral assemblies on November 18
th

, 
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1905, the Synod had authorized parish priests to invite up to twelve of their adult parishioners to 

form a “parish council,” (tserkovno-prikhodskii sovet) to promote greater involvement in parish 

life.
275

 In 1907, three such councils contributed sums of 163.75, 157.75, and 6 rubles to the relief 

effort, all of which were designated for the laity.
276

 One possible interpretation of this data is 

that, in parishes where parishioners ceded authority over their contributions to a single church 

elder, priests were inclined to designate a slight majority of the relief funds they collected toward 

their fellow clergymen and their families. Yet, where parishioners collectively engaged their 

pastor regarding their donations and other aspects of parish administration, the priest may have 

been able to solicit more donations, but was obliged to respond to the priorities of his flock, such 

as the support of starving peasant communities.  

 It was the blagochinnye that tipped the scales in favor of contributions to lay 

communities. The fifty six contributions from blagochinnyi districts amounted to 657.07 rubles 

for clergy and 1,093 rubles for the laity.
277

 Although no further specification is given, the 

identification of a certain blagochinnyi district as the source of a sizable contribution would seem 

to indicate that the surrounding parishes had consolidated their donations in the center of their 

blagochinnyi district – the same administrative center that had been designated for pastoral 

assemblies. If individual priests seem to have been inclined to channel their parishes’ donations 

toward clerical communities, why would the blagochinnye have collectively designated such a 

large sum for the relief of the laity? One possible explanation is that these designations were 

made through consultation among pastors who had gathered to consolidate their parishes’ 

donations, i.e. by pastoral assemblies. After 1905, moreover, these assemblies were permitted to 
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include lay parishioners in their meetings. It may have been a combination of the mission that the 

pastoral councils promoted and the influence of lay representatives that prompted the 

blagochinnye committees to designate almost twice as much of their collective contributions for 

the relief of lay communities than for fellow clergymen, lending Tver’s overall response to the 

famine a more universal character. Whatever the case, the famine relief records of Tver diocese 

strongly suggest that broader and more diverse participation in clerical associations contributed 

to their transcendence of soslovie boundaries. 

    Local archival records of the Church’s 1906-8 famine relief effort from Tver and 

Moscow illustrate the importance of voluntary association among the clergy for pastoral work by 

the early 20
th

 century. Tver’s consistory donation records do not present a complete picture of 

the diocesan clergy’s participation in the effort. The origin of the decision to solicit local 

designation of all donations for either clergy or laity remains a mystery. Why some priests chose 

to submit their parish’s donations to their blagochinnyi while others did not, and why the 

blagochinnye supplied such a large proportion of the diocese’s overall contribution for famine 

vicitms (55%), and of its total contribution for lay communities (58%), are questions that remain 

open to speculation. What is clear from these records is that Tver’s clergy voluntary exported a 

large portion of their diocesan funds to be used as charitable aid, and that they allocated a slight 

majority of those funds for lay communities. No evidence exists in Tver’s consistory archives 

that this effort was influenced by administrative pressure of any kind during the 1906-7 famine. 

The data, therefore, strongly suggests that the relief campaign received its main impetus from the 

collective efforts of parish clergymen, and that the campaign’s overall character and direction 

was shaped by collaboration among these clergymen at pastoral assemblies or other points along 

the diocesan network. Letters to the Moscow consistory from other dioceses, such as Riazan’, 
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indicate that in some places the Church’s relief campaign was used exclusively for the clerical 

community, as an extended component of the soslovie’s mutual-aid network. Yet, such 

exceptions highlight the voluntary character of the more universal, charitable efforts such as 

those undertaken by the clergy of Saratov, Tula, Tver, and Moscow.  

The Church’s main contribution to the 1905-8 famine relief effort was not quantitative. 

Any estimate of the combined, monetary contribution of all the diocesan committees would be 

dwarfed by the Second Duma’s famine relief expenditures of 39.5 million rubles in 1907.
278

 Yet, 

the parish clergy had drawn on extremely limited resources throughout the 19
th

 century to 

develop strong systems of education, mutual-aid, and disaster relief for their own communities. 

The Church’s accomplishment in 1906-8, as in 1891-2, was analogous to these achievements 

within the clerical soslovie. It drew on the organizational skills of the parish clergy to solicit and 

consolidate small contributions from diverse communities, integrating those communities 

through a campaign to address a common social disaster. The Church accomplished this feat in 

both cases by utilizing the mutual-aid networks of its own parish clergy as a framework for an 

empire-wide, grassroots relief campaign. In the first campaign, the bureaucracy had attempted to 

co-opt these networks through tight control of the hierarchy, and to limit all clerical collaboration 

to approved channels along the ecclesiastical chain of command. The more autonomous 

hierarchy of 1906 allowed their parish clergy to organize themselves and work at their own 

initiative. Under these circumstances, much of the parish clergy proved willing and able to use 

the resources and communication networks of their own mutual-aid systems to relieve the 

suffering of the laity. The diocesan network that had developed over the 19
th

 century to support 
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clerical communities and, by extension, the pastoral profession, had clearly evolved into an 

effective medium of universal, pastoral work.   

Revolution 

 A final episode in the Church’s response to the humanitarian crisis provides yet another 

example of the parish clergy’s seizure of local initiative in the organization of charitable 

campaigns. Of all the facets of the 1904-7 crisis, the Church was most directly threatened by 

revolutionary violence. Clergy and church property across the empire became targets of vandals 

and terrorists during the height of the revolutionary frenzy.
279

 The damage caused by this 

violence could, for the most part, be repaired at the local level. The parish church was the 

common possession of its parishioners, and it was up to them to replace church property that was 

stolen or destroyed. Destruction of priests’ own property by disgruntled peasants was always a 

possibility, and the diocesan popechitel’stvo existed to shelter clergymen from destitution in such 

circumstances.
280

 Moreover, clergymen were rarely targeted for assassination by revolutionaries. 

The Tver consistory archive contains one report of a priest having dodged a bullet, but no reports 

of actual murders.
281

 On the front line of the Church’s defense against revolutionary violence 

was the humble church watchman. This position was often given to poor members of the clerical 

or peasant sosloviia as a means to support themselves. Concern arose in the Synod that 

dependents of murdered church watchmen would be left destitute. A Synodal committee was 

thus formed in 1908 to find and place in orphanages for all children of church watchmen and 

“other lower servants of the Church who died at the hands of anarchist-thieves in the line of 
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duty.” The parish clergy of Moscow diocese were ordered on June 13
th

, 1908 to collect 

information on any cases fitting this description.
282

 Their responses serve as yet another example 

both of the importance of the parish clergy’s local knowledge in such relief operations, and of 

their willingness to extend clerical resources to the lay community.        

 The Moscow consistory received no responses to confirm the scenario that the Synod had 

envisioned. Instead, priests reported cases of murdered watchmen who left behind adult and 

elderly family members and suggested that funds be allocated for their support. For example, one 

priest reported that a peasant who was killed defending a church from burglars was survived by 

an unmarried, thirty six year old daughter who, “supports herself at this time through day labor. 

[She] Galkina has no inclination to live in any shelter for orphans, but would like some kind of 

grant to ease her material hardship.”
283

 Another priest reported the death of a peasant who served 

as a caretaker of monastery property who was killed in a riot, leaving behind a widow and two 

small children.
284

 This case fit neither the stipulation regarding orphans, nor that of having died 

“in the line of duty,” which would have qualified the peasant’s children for support. Two other 

priests reported similar murders and the presence of family members who required aid but had 

no desire to ship their children off to orphanages. Moscow’s consistory submitted all of this 

information to the Over-procurator on September 4
th

.
285

 There is no indication in the consistory 

archive that the Synodal committee responded to these requests for aid. Meanwhile, however, 

Moscow’s diocesan clergy organized their own relief campaign for all victims of revolutionary 

violence.   
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The relief campaign of Moscow’s parish clergy presents a striking contrast to the Synod’s 

ineffectual response to the revolutionary crisis. Four archpriests and one layman formed a 

diocesan committee for the relief of victims of “disturbances” in January of 1906. This 

committee solicited donations from all the parishes and monasteries of the dioceses. Donations 

were sent through the blagochinnye, and by October of 1908, the committee had collected a total 

of 142,839.16 rubles. These funds were, in turn, distributed by parish priests, who interviewed 

applicants for aid and recorded the circumstances in which they had been disabled or lost the 

head of their family to revolutionary violence. By the end of the campaign, the committee’s 

funds had been distributed to 195 different families, most of which were identified as peasants or 

townspeople.
286

 Moscow’s diocesan clergy had demonstrated not only their superior insight into 

the best application of humanitarian aid, as opposed to the Synod’s clumsy and rigid designation 

relief funds, and their readiness to channel those funds away from their own communities. In this 

coda to the Church’s multi-pronged response to Russia’s first humanitarian crisis of the 20
th

 

century, the parish clergy had once again demonstrated both the great facility of their diocesan 

networks for philanthropic disaster relief in the Russian Empire, and the ability and willingness 

of these networks to operate autonomously.   

Conclusion  
The Imperial regime first authorized the establishment of an institution for lateral 

association among the parish clergy in 1823, the year after Alexander I had outlawed 

Freemasonry.
287

 The diocesan popechitel’stvo, and the various structures of clerical association 
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that followed from it, were obviously not intended to serve as outlets for autonomous social 

activity among the parish clergy. Instead, these institutions were intended to allow the parish 

clergy to organize channels of efficient and effective mutual aid throughout the dioceses, 

allowing them to compensate for the state’s inability or unwillingness to control poverty or 

provide full support for education within the clerical soslovie. The exchange of information 

through association, the consolidation of local resources, and the effective application of those 

limited resources to meet the needs of their communities were functions that the parish clergy 

were allowed to develop over the 19
th

 century, through their diocesan networks, in order to serve 

as better state servants for less compensation. This limited freedom of association, however, 

proved transformative for the clerical community and the pastoral calling in late imperial Russia. 

Participation in mutual aid became not just a social duty or professional obligation for the parish 

clergy, but an essential component of their religious work.   

By the time of the Church’s humanitarian relief campaign of 1905-1907, the parish clergy 

had clearly transcended their role as quasi-civil servants. They served the numerous victims of 

those years of their own collective volition, as pastors of the Church, rather than under the 

direction of bureaucrats. Yet, the influence of the imperial state cannot be discounted in a study 

of the early 20
th

 century Orthodox pastor. The consistent demands of the bureaucracy over the 

previous century that parish clergymen provide practical services to the state and the population 

shaped the social (soslovie) conditions that supported and educated the Orthodox pastorate. The 

state both stimulated and tolerated the formation of diocesan networks within the clerical 

soslovie that first supported the pastoral profession and subsequently facilitated its work. The 

tenure of Pobedonostsev as Over-procurator of the Holy Synod provides the most vivid example 

of this influence. Pobedonostsev recognized the clergy’s great capacity for practical service 
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throughout the population, and sought to tap into this resource in order to strengthen the 

Church’s position in Russian society. As was discussed in the previous chapter, he sought both to 

enlist the clergy’s own mutual-aid structures into the service of society, and to invite outside 

participation in clerical networks by encouraging the work of the brotherhoods. His injunctions 

to that effect during the famine of 1891-2 did result in an unprecedented involvement of the 

diocesan networks in pastoral work. On the other hand, Pobedonostsev intended to foster a 

restricted form of public association through the Church that would be confined to traditional and 

bureaucratically supervised channels of authority. He simultaneously inveighed upon the clergy 

to dedicate the resources of their communities toward aid for the people, and restricted their 

ability to collaborate in order to do so. The Over-procurator’s ambitions for a Church actively 

engaged in society highlighted the need for the kind of freedom of association that he opposed, 

directly resulting in the expansion of that freedom during his tenure. 

  The origin of the diocesan networks as mutual-aid organizations to support 

impoverished dependents of the white, non-celibate clergy, as well as to educate their children, 

can most likely account for the fact that the practical expression of pastoral work originated 

among the parish clergy rather than among the celibate, black clergy of the episcopate. Some 

bishops opposed free association among the parish clergy. Others, such as Metropolitan Flavian 

of Kiev, supported and promoted it. Yet, the greatest service that the hierarchy rendered to the 

diocesan networks was tolerance and protection within their ecclesiastical jurisdictions. The 

mantel of “ecclesiastical domain” [dukhovnoe vedomstvo] shielded the clerical networks from 

excessive supervision by the state, especially after 1905 when the episcopate began more 

actively to defend the autonomy of that domain. Moreover, clerical associations such as the 

brotherhoods and pastoral councils actively courted the participation of non-clergy. The 
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Orthodox laity did, indeed, participate in the work of the parish clergy through voluntarily tithes 

and other material contributions up to and beyond 1917. Yet, as subsequent chapters will 

illustrate, lay support for the diocesan networks remained mostly monetary and focused on 

traditional piety. It remained up to the parish clergy, and the broader clerical soslovie that aided 

and educated them, to translate that collective devotion of the Orthodox laity into practical, 

pastoral work.       
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Chapter 3: The Seminary Revolt and the Opening of the Soslovie 
 

Your Most Holiness is aware of the esteem in which a Russian religious education is held in the Orthodox 

East, and how highly a member of the Eastern Churches is valued upon graduation from a Russian 

institution. I, as a cleric of the Great Church of Constantinople, would be very happy . . . if my nephew 

were able to graduate from a Russian seminary. – Written by Archimandrite Sofroni of the Greek 

monastery of St. Nicholas in Moscow on August 22
nd

, 1905, to Metropolitan Vladimir of Moscow, asking 

that his nephew be admitted to Moscow Seminary.
288

 

 Even as the parish clergy led the Church’s response to the calamities of war, revolution, 

and famine, they faced another crisis within their own ranks, among their seminarian youth. At 

the peak of its development as an effective system of education, the Orthodox Church’s network 

of ecclesiastical schools and seminaries was hit by a wave of coordinated and often violent 

student protests. These protests peaked in an Empire-wide seminarian strike, coinciding with the 

1905 revolution, during which the Church’s school system effectively ceased to exist. The 

movement had been sparked by the attempts of Church and state officials to bar seminary 

graduates from pursuing secular careers in order to obtain greater control over the material and 

intellectual resources of the clerical soslovie. Contrary to the assertions of Soviet and 

contemporary historians, however, the protests were not exclusively driven by the desire of 

young men to escape Church service. The seminarian movement attracted support from the rest 

of the clerical community through demands for freedom from bureaucratic oppression. The 

revolt gained crucial direction from a widespread understanding throughout the clerical soslovie 

of Church service and of pastoral work as voluntary and cooperative. The parish clergy 

demonstrated its strength and cohesion as a community by its ability both to suppress the more 

violent and anarchic tendencies within the seminarian movement, and to rally behind specific 

demands, such as the call for freedom not just to leave Church service, but also to accept 
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outsiders into the seminaries. What began as violent, youthful protest grew into a broad-based 

demand for the freedom of the clerical community to define itself. To the extent that this demand 

was successful, it remade the seminary and the pastorate as more inclusive and community 

driven institutions.     

 This chapter will begin by surveying the historical background of the Russian seminary 

leading up to the 20
th

 century. It will then focus, first, on the specific communities that supported 

Moscow Seminary and Tver Seminary, and then on the dissident movement that developed in 

Moscow. Finally, the chapter will examine the resolution of the seminarian protests through their 

convergence with the priorities of their clerical communities, and subsequent redefinition of 

seminary education and its purpose. While this survey of events in Moscow and Tver does not 

encapsulate the entire seminarian protest, it does focus on the center of the crisis. During the 

1905-1906 academic year, Moscow and Tver contained 593 and 625 students respectively, 

making Tver Seminary the largest in the Empire.
289

 Both were located near the center of the 

seminarian dissidents’ network, Moscow being the site of the seminarian union’s third Empire-

wide congress. This chapter draws on pedagogical committee journals from Moscow Seminary 

from 1900 to 1914. These journals contain records of the seminary’s day to day administration, 

the faculty’s reactions to the seminarian revolts and other crises, and the steady stream of orders 

and admonitions from the government and Holy Synod. While the journals of Tver Seminary are 

not available, this chapter draws on that seminary’s financial records, documents of charitable 

organizations for poor seminarians, letters from the Tver diocesan consistory, and other materials 

from the Tver city archive that pertain to the seminary. Drawing on these materials, this chapter 

analyzes the clerical support systems that maintained two of the Empire’s most important 
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seminaries, brought them through the crisis of 1905-1906, and continued to educate Orthodox 

pastors until 1917. The picture that emerges reveals the centrality of these clerical communities 

not only in resolving the seminarian protest movement, but also in shaping the education of the 

Orthodox pastorate. These communities that maintained themselves and the priesthood through 

deeply ingrained mutual-aid practices clearly influenced the pastoral office at least as profoundly 

as did the seminary education itself. Once these communities were emancipated from the 

compulsion to produce, educate, and support the Church’s parish pastors, they demonstrated 

their vital role in the performance of pastoral work by continuing to carry out these tasks.     

Background of the Crisis 
 Who made up the “clerical community?” This question is closely linked with the 

development of clerical education through state direction and the eventual reaction against that 

direction. As part of Peter the Great’s 1721 Church reforms, clergymen, along with their wives 

and children, were given a distinct legal status that subjected them to a separate court system and 

called for the establishment of religious schools in each diocese. Seminaries were gradually 

established through the combined efforts of Church and state, and by the early 19
th

 century 

education had become a precondition for ordination into the pastorate.
290

 The periodic 

conscription of idle youth from the clergy into the military, or demotion to the tax-paying 

peasantry, compelled the parish clergy to dedicate the majority of their scant incomes to their 

children’s education in order to secure them positions in Church service.
291

 In his autobiography, 

Metropolitan Evlogii described the humiliating experience for his father, a parish priest, of going 

into debt with a local “kulak,” or rich peasant, in order to send his son to seminary in 1877.
292
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The clergy were also forced to pool their meager resources to support the ecclesiastical schools 

and the seminary in their diocese when government funding failed to meet their collective needs. 

By the mid 19
th

 century, clergy were contributing through official and unofficial avenues not 

only to maintain their diocesan schools, but also, as a form of social insurance, to fund the 

education of the children of the most impoverished clerical families. In order to encourage the 

clergy’s efforts, the Holy Synod officially segregated the “clerical soslovie” from the rest of 

society by excluding outsiders from the seminaries in 1826.
293

 The state’s method of producing 

educated pastors by applying pressure to a segregated population thus led to the clergy’s much-

maligned “soslovie isolation.”  

 The attempt by Church reformers to “abolish the soslovie” put the function and identity 

of the Church school system into question. As Gregory Freeze explains in his study of the 19
th

 

century clergy, reformers of the 1860s became critical of the seminary system for drawing 

Russia’s pastors from an isolated segment of the population. In 1867, outsiders were legally 

permitted to enter the seminary and seminary graduates were given access to the Empire’s 

universities. In 1869, seminary graduates who left Church service were granted the status of 

“personal nobles” or, for the son’s of un-ordained sacristans, “honored citizens.” This distinction 

allowed them to seek secular careers without fear of demotion into the tax-paying peasantry.
294

 

Many seminarians took advantage of their new freedom to find secular employment. This exodus 

was not balanced by any great desire on the part of non-clergy to pursue the difficult life of the 

priesthood. Clerical social support networks remained crucial to the maintenance of Church 

education, yet they no longer existed exclusively to support servants of the Church. By the late 

19
th

 century, former seminarians could be found in post offices, city administrations, courts, and 
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schools.
295

 Officials began to worry that the Church school system was serving the clergy rather 

than the Church.    

 The initial results of the “abolition of the soslovie” provoked disillusionment with the 

ideas of the 1860s reformers among state and Church officials. The Synod’s first reaction to the 

seminarian exodus from Church service was to restrict their access to the universities in 1879. 

Alexander Polunov examines the effects of subsequent “counter-reforms” in exacerbating the 

seminary’s problems. In his monograph on Pobedonostsev, Polunov describes the 1884 seminary 

Ustav (charter) as a coercive throwback to the pre-reform era.
296

 Polunov sees a “utilitarian, 

applied character” in Pobedonostsev’s reform because it was intended to produce priests who 

performed the liturgy and sacraments as state officials rather than as free pastors.
297

 Determined 

to instill conservatism and religiosity in seminarians, Pobedonostsev called for strict discipline in 

the seminaries, restricted seminarians’ access to unapproved literature, and made religious 

observance mandatory.
298

 These attempts to force clerical youth into pastoral service by 

rebuilding soslovie boundaries served as a catalyst for the seminarian protest movement. The 

“counter-reforms” of the 1880s inspired the first inter-seminary collaboration of dissidents, 

through which seminary protest developed into an Empire-wide movement.
299

  

 The most comprehensive treatment of the protests themselves remains V. B. Titlinov’s 

1925 book, Molodezh i revoliutsiia. A leftist Church scholar and member of the Renovationist 

schism, Titlinov intended his study to help reconcile the Church with the Bolshevik Revolution 

by calling attention to the activities of dissident clerics and seminarians. He asserted that 

seminarians were “enslaved” by the clerical soslovie and by the institutional Church that was an 
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institutional extension of the autocracy.
300

 Titlinov’s detailed and honest study of events belies 

his simplistic premise, however. He described a complex protest movement comprised of 

numerous ideological strains to which clergy, seminary teachers and even Church hierarchs 

sometimes lent their support. Nevertheless, historians have continued to attribute the protest 

movement to the desire of young men to escape from Church service altogether.
301

 The seminary 

system, it is argued, pressed unwilling young men into an “atomized service estate.”
 302 

 This 

view rests on the assumption that the Empire’s clergy were artificially segregated from society 

and lacked the internal cohesion of free association. 

 Recent scholarship on the early 20
th

 century seminary has cast light on strong ties 

between the seminarian dissidents, and their supposed oppressors: the seminary faculty and 

parish clergy. In her study on the sons of clergymen who chose to leave Church service, Laurie 

Manchester demonstrates that these former seminarians, or popovichi, retained their clerical 

identity after departing the legal soslovie. While they resented the social limitations placed on 

them as popovichi, most continued to identify with their clerical roots, and some even considered 

their secular careers to be a form of Christian service with less bureaucratic restrictions.
303

 Most 

seminarian dissidents, moreover, did not intend to bring down the seminary or even necessarily 

leave the clerical profession. In his monograph on the Saratov seminary, Alexander Mramornov 

calls attention to the destructive and even murderous aspects of the seminarian movement.304 Yet, 

he also identifies constructive elements, pointing out that some of the demands presented in the 
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seminarians’ petitions in 1906 served the best interests of the seminary as an educational 

institution.
305

 In his dissertation on clerical rebellion against the Imperial government, Argyrios 

Pisiotis identifies seminarian protest as a prominent component of growing clerical opposition to 

state control over Church institutions in general.
306

 It is clear that the entire clerical community 

was more involved in shaping the seminarian movement than has previously been 

acknowledged. This community restrained the movement’s more destructive elements and 

reaped the benefits of its aftermath for the pastoral profession.  

Education as a Collective Endeavor 
 In September of 1905, on the pages of Moscow’s diocesan periodical, Moskovskie 

tserkovnye vedomosti, “S.S., a former seminarian” expressed his indignation at one Sergei 

Beliaev, the author of another article in Russkoe Slovo that had lampooned the seminary. The 

anonymous seminarian did not refute any of Beliaev’s charges against the seminary, its squalid 

living conditions and the general rudeness of seminarians. Rather, his indignation was aimed at 

the satirist’s ingratitude. “The author displays not a drop of gratitude or respect for the seminary 

that educated him, not even for bread and salt.”
307

 Beliaev had related his resolution to leave the 

Church and “the God of the dead,” to enter the university and build the “God of the living.” 

“Poor ecclesiastical school! Who has not spit on you? And you have educated so many people 

and set them on various paths of life.”
308

 S.S.’s point was that it was the seminary that opened 

Beliaev’s path to the university in the first place. The anonymous author touched on the great 

paradox at the heart of the seminarian opposition movement. The clerical soslovie and oppressive 

religious school against which the seminarians were rebelling were the very institutions that had 
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made their education possible and provided them with the opportunity to improve their 

conditions, within or outside the sphere of Church service.   

 Despite its poverty, the clerical soslovie played a central role in supporting the Empire’s 

seminaries and seminarians. The state provided the majority of seminary funding, both directly 

and through the Holy Synod. Yet, the task of housing, caring for, and educating the numerous 

offspring of the Empire’s clergy was such an enormous undertaking that it demanded 

tremendous sacrifice and cooperation on the part of the clergy as well. Many seminaries were 

forced to open “parallel classes,” or extra classes not funded by the Synod, to accommodate the 

ever-expanding population of parish clergy. These classes were entirely supported by diocesan 

funds. Funds were collected from each parish by the blagochinnyi, a priest or archpriest who 

oversaw a number of parishes (usually between ten and fifteen), and sent to the diocesan 

consistory. Among other expenses, this money was used to compensate teachers for their extra 

work, support students who could not afford room and board, support the medical staff of the 

seminary clinic, and provide extra textbooks for the library.
309

 Educational funds were also 

obtained from the profits of the diocesan candle factory, from which the purchase of candles was 

obligatory for all churches and monasteries in the diocese.
310

 The Over-procurator’s report to the 

Emperor on the state of the Church from 1905 to 1907 reveals that, for the 1904-1905 academic 

year, the Moscow diocese paid for the room and board of 194 of the seminary’s 594 students. 

The Tver diocese supported 130 out of 504 students. An additional 132 and 162 students, from 

Moscow and Tver respectively, lived in apartments, probably with relatives or other clerical 
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families.
311

 The same report estimated that, for 1907, the Moscow and Tver dioceses, 

respectively, paid 52 and 26 out of the 260 and 164 rubles spent on each seminary student. This 

diocesan funding came from the coffers of parish churches, filled by the tithes that provided the 

livelihood of most clergymen. Funding for the ecclesiastical schools that prepared children for 

seminary came directly from clergymen’s pockets. By one estimate, the Empire’s average yearly 

income of a priest at the beginning of the 20
th

 century was 294 rubles, that of a deacon was 147 

rubles, and that of a sacristan was 97 rubles.
312

 Actual incomes varied widely among clergymen, 

but for the impoverished rural clergy in particular, this level of support for diocesan education 

was a major sacrifice. Yet, it ensured that even the sons of the poorest sacristan or priest’s widow 

would have the opportunity to complete a seminary education. 

 Diocesan funds for clerical education were not obtained by administrative fiat. Their 

collection and allocation were agreed upon at the diocesan congresses. In the likely event of 

shortfalls in government funding, delegates to these congresses from among the parish clergy 

could resolve to collect more funds from the parishes to meet a pressing need. In September of 

1907, for example, representatives of the Moscow parish clergy approached the administration of 

Moscow Seminary with an offer to provide payment to the rector, inspector, and assistant 

inspectors for their previously uncompensated task of supervising students of parallel classes. “In 

addition to instruction, students of the diocesan sections, along with all other students, require 

attention and supervision, monitoring of their behavior and tendencies, and appropriate 

admonitions and discipline.” They proposed to compensate these faculty members in the amount 

of one fourth of what they received from the Synod for their supervision of Synod-funded 
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students. The priest and archpriest who brought this proposal mention that Tver’s clerical 

congress had passed a similar measure in 1884.
313

 The clergy of both these dioceses would have 

been especially concerned for the supervision of the fourteen year old, incoming students, away 

from their homes for the first time, particularly in the midst of the 1905-1907 revolution and 

seminary revolts. Clerical initiative remained crucial to the support and survival of Church 

education. 

 Many clergymen wanted to improve the difficult conditions of seminary life. While 

education was free and poor students provided with food and housing, seminarians still lived in 

primitive, even filthy conditions. What aid the seminary could provide did little to change this 

situation. Even self-supporting students often required financial aid just to travel to and from the 

seminary.
314

 There was no shortage of literature by former seminarians who had left Church 

service that mocked and ridiculed the seminaries for their squalid conditions.
315

 Yet, the response 

of most clergymen to this situation, which most of their children would still have to endure, was 

to raise the general level of seminary life by participating in charitable organizations for poor 

seminarians.
316

 Wealthier priests with good positions in the city or monastic clergy in the 

hierarchy could donate significant sums. While donations from secular sources were often 

intended as awards for good preaching or high morals, those from clergy were almost always 

designated for the general relief of poverty. The yearly 38 rubles of interest from a 1,000 ruble 

donation from a Moscow archpriest, for example, was designated for the poorest members of the 
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graduating class of Moscow Seminary.
317

 In 1912, the widow of a Moscow archpriest presented 

the seminary with 300 rubles, “only to be spent on the needs of poor students.”
318

 Most telling, 

perhaps, was the donation by Archbishop Nikon, a member of the Synod and the State Council, 

of 5,000 rubles to Moscow Seminary to aid poor students. He considered this donation to be 

reciprocation for the education and support he had received as a student there forty years ago. “I 

consider myself indebted, both morally and materially, to my native seminary.”
319

 Students like 

Beliaev, who considered themselves removed from the Church and felt no such gratitude toward 

the seminary, often provoked the ire of those like “Former Seminarian S.S.” who still had a stake 

in Church education. Although members of the former category made themselves quite 

conspicuous during the seminary crisis, the latter proved to be the majority.   

The Seminary 
           Seminary teachers and administrators were bound to the diocesan clerical communities by 

the thread of mutual aid, which traversed both soslovie and institutional boundaries. The latter 

were significantly fortified by the counter reforms. Aside from two elected representatives on the 

seminary faculty, the diocesan clergy were denied the right to participate in questions of 

seminary administration. The 1884 Ustav ended the election of the seminary rector and 

inspector, making them appointed officials who answered only to the bishop and the Synod. 

Mramornov points out that these changes were made without consulting the parish clergy, and 

were intended to increase the Synod’s administrative authority at the expense of the collective 

interests of the clerical communities.
320

 Yet, the seminary faculty maintained close ties with the 

clergy of their dioceses. Except for teachers of mathematics, physics, and foreign languages who 
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could hold degrees from secular institutions, most lay faculty members had come from clerical 

families and had themselves graduated from seminaries.
321

 Most teachers were products of the 

clerical system of mutual aid, and they worked alongside clergymen in religious brotherhoods 

and other charitable organizations that served to sustain and improve the quality of religious 

education in the diocese.
322

 Despite official attempts to divide and isolate the seminary, ties of 

community proved strong enough to resist the centrifugal forces of dissent and revolution that 

assailed it in 1905-6.  

 Mutual aid sustained seminary faculty members as well as their students. Teachers 

received 700 rubles a year for up to 12 weekly lessons during the first five years of service, after 

which they received 900 a year.
323

 An article in Pravoslavnoe obozrenie on the material 

conditions of seminary and church school teachers in 1885 estimated their cost of living, in the 

provincial capitals where the seminaries were usually located, to be significantly higher than 

what this salary could support, “no less than 1,460 rubles a year.”
324

 Teachers often depended on 

modest bonuses to their salaries, obtained from charitable contributions, as a form of social 

support. These were distributed by vote according to need. Seminary faculty members exhibited 

collective self-sacrifice similar to that of their ordained colleagues in the parishes to protect the 

poorest among them from destitution. 

Actual need proved to be the greatest consideration in the distribution of collective 

charity, trumping professional merit and sometimes even institutional affiliation. For example, in 

November of 1908, the Moscow pedagogical committee resolved to grant a portion of the yearly 

                                                           
321

 Mramornov’s research indicates that during the first decade of the 20
th

 century, about 70 percent of the teachers 

at Saratov Seminary came from the clerical soslovie: Mramornov, Dukhovnaia seminariia, 62. 
322

 See, for example, the membership lists in: GATO, f. 644, op. 1, d. 430. (Zhurnali soveta bratstva kniazia 

Mikhaila Iaroslavicha Tverskogo za 1896-97). See also: GATO, f. 575, op. 1, d. 1472, l. 5. (Kniga protokolov 

blagotvoritel’nogo obshchestva dlia vspomoshchestvovaniia bednym vospitannikam seminarii, 1901-18). 
323

 “Ustav Pravoslavnykh Dukhovnykh Seminarii 1884 g.”, Printed in: Mramornov, Dukhovnaia seminariia, 209. 
324

 A. Gusev, “Polozhenie prepodavatelei dukhovnykh seminarii i uchilishch,” Pravoslavnoe Obozrenie, no. 12 

(1885), 707.  



132 
 

bonus money to a former teacher, who had been transferred to Bethlehem Seminary just outside 

of Moscow. This irregular grant of 239 rubles to a non-faculty member meant that there would 

be three instead of four bonuses to be given out at the end of the year. The committee’s 

unanimous vote in its favor was motivated by the man’s poverty and chronic illness.
325

 Such 

extraordinary grants from seminary resources were also extended to minor, non-clerical 

employees, such as the school’s medical orderly,
326

 and to the families of deceased teachers,
327

 

all in cases of extreme need and all at the cost of faculty bonuses. This policy of collective 

sacrifice helped to ensure a certain degree of social security for the poorest of the seminary 

workforce and their families.    

 The clerical culture of mutual aid informed the seminary administration’s distribution of 

scholarship funds as well. Consideration of material and family circumstances played the most 

important role in the management of the seminaries’ student body. Clerical parents were aware 

of this, and their letters to the seminary requesting admission or financial aid for their sons 

always stressed the family’s economic difficulties above all else. Widows of clergyman usually 

had no trouble obtaining full support in ecclesiastical schools and seminaries for their numerous 

children.
328

 While the provision of free room and board was contingent upon a student’s good 

academic standing and behavior, there is ample evidence in Moscow Seminary’s records that 

poverty elicited academic and even disciplinary leniency. For example, in the inspector’s review 

of behavior and academic performance for November of 1907, one student was reported to have 

been caught smoking and to have sold his school-issued galoshes. He was failing history and 

Latin, and received only a 3, or passing grade, for all other subjects. Several members of the 
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committee called for leniency to be shown to this student whose father was, “a poor sacristan 

with a big family.”
329

 Another student who was expelled in 1911 for “laziness, lack of academic 

success, chronic absenteeism, and routine insolence” was nevertheless discharged with a 

behavioral grade of 4 out of 5, which would make it easier for him to find employment. This 

leniency was shown in consideration of the fact that he was raised by an elderly uncle and 

deprived of a father’s upbringing.
330

 Despite the material deprivation and harsh disciplinary 

regime of the seminary, the children of clergymen could generally count on a thorough 

consideration of their circumstances and at least the minimum conditions necessary for an 

education. 

 The selective distribution of financial aid according to need was made possible by the 

assumption of larger payments by those clergymen who could afford to do so. Requests for 

financial aid were generally turned down if the committee did not deem it essential to the 

student’s family. Academic performance was usually a peripheral issue in such decisions. In 

1906, the request of a priest with 4 children and 740 male parishioners to excuse payment for his 

son’s room and board was rejected, “taking into consideration Fr. Friazinov’s relatively small 

family, on the one hand, and the adequate support he receives from his parish, on the other.”
331

 

In 1909, a priest from Kolomna, Fr. Kholmogorov, wrote a letter to Metropolitan Vladimir of 

Moscow, complaining that the seminary administration would grant him almost no relief from 

payment for his two son’s room and board despite the fact that he had many children to educate. 

His family record indicated that he had two daughters in Moscow’s Higher Courses for Women, 

two sons in Moscow Seminary, two sons in Kolomna Ecclesiastical School, and three more 

underage children. That a priest should receive no diocesan or Synodal support for such a large 
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family can only be explained by his unusually large income, reported as 1,150 – 1,200 rubles a 

year from his salaried urban parish position.
332

 A seminary education was still more affordable 

for clergymen like Fr. Kholmogorov than payment of room and board plus the tuition costs of a 

city gymnasium. The acceptance of a disproportionate burden for the sake of poorer students can 

be attributed both to self-interest and to the clergy’s mutual aid culture. 

 Despite the complaints of individuals, the clergy and seminary administrators generally 

cooperated in the allocation of fees according to economic means. In October 1913, the diocesan 

congress of the Moscow clergy resolved to impose a special fee on seminarians from the city of 

Moscow. The parents of these students served comparatively lucrative, salaried parishes in the 

Empire’s second capital, and could keep their children at home rather than paying for room and 

board because of the seminary’s location in the city. The Seminary administration ratified this 

decision, and designated fees of 15 rubles for priests, 10 for deacons and 5 for sacristans living in 

the city of Moscow. These payments were to be used to offset the dormitory fees imposed on 

poorer students from the rural parishes of Moscow’s hinterland.
333

 While seminary 

administrators used their authority to support economically or otherwise disadvantaged students, 

the diocesan clergy pooled their resources to support this system of education that was 

responsive to the needs of their poorest members. 

 The Synod’s reaction to the 1905 seminarian strike amounted to a recognition of the 

collective clerical community’s indispensible role in supporting Church education. While it 

normally administered the Empire’s seminaries through the exclusive authority of the diocesan 

bishops and appointed rectors, the Synod began receiving delegations of seminary teachers to 

discuss reforms that might end the massive strike. On November 1
st
, when a third of the 

                                                           
332

 TsIAM, f. 234, op. 2, d. 423, l. 139 (Zhurnali za 1909). 
333

 TsIAM, f. 234, op. 2, d. 495, l. 1, l. 27 (Zhurnali za 1913). 



135 
 

Empire’s seminaries had already declared a strike, the Moscow Seminary administration formed 

a delegation of the inspector, two priests, and one lay teacher to travel to the capital and urge the 

Synod to consider some of the students’ demands. The Synod ultimately granted some of them, 

most significantly by authorizing the admission of seminary graduates to all Imperial Russian 

universities on December 20
th

.
334

 A request from the parents of students from Bethlehem 

Seminary, Moscow diocese’s second seminary, resulted in the authorization of a general 

congress of all Moscow’s seminary and ecclesiastical school faculty with the students’ parents to 

help end the strike. The Synodal decree of authorization implored parents, usually barred from 

such participation in seminary affairs, to help preserve Moscow’s Church school system.
335

  

 The ethic of mutual support, shared by seminary administrators and diocesan clergy, was 

conveyed to the seminarians. The practice of this clerical ethic was an important part of the 

seminary education, and it was driven home to the seminarians during the strike. When, despite 

the committee’s supportive delegation to the Synod, the students still declared a strike, the 

administration appropriated funds normally intended for student grants and scholarships. This 

money was added to that normally granted as aid or bonuses to four or more teachers, and 

distributed evenly among the faculty. The rector and three teachers declined their share in order 

to support those in greater need, “in consideration of the difficult situation.”
336

 These measures, 

combined with the collective efforts of the diocesan clergy to end the strike, ensured the 

resumption of lessons at Moscow Seminary in January of 1906. The Synod’s limited concessions 

represented a victory for all members of the seminary community who resented bureaucratic 

intrusiveness. At the same time, the students’ temporary exclusion from the seminary support 

system highlighted their own interest in the preservation of that institution. Instead of causing 
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financial ruin, the crisis of 1905-1906 revealed ties within the seminary community that were 

normally obscured by bureaucratic boundaries.       

The Dissidents 
   It is difficult to identify the beginning of the seminarian protest movement. Although the 

first inter-seminary collaboration between dissidents occurred in reaction to the counter-reforms, 

as mentioned above, neither the violence nor the intellectual dissidence that characterized the 

movement was new to the seminaries in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries. Intellectual revolt 

was ingrained in the seminary system and was not confined to the student body. The restrictions 

that the bureaucracy imposed on the seminary curriculum in its attempt to mold politically 

reliable pastors was obnoxious to teachers as well as students. The very process of studying 

made many students hunger for the books and journals that were forbidden to them. Clandestine 

student groups existed in almost every seminary for the purpose of self-education in forbidden 

materials, and these were often unofficially tolerated by the administration. Even the 

conservative Metropolitan Evlogii, who served as inspector of Vladimir Seminary from 1895 to 

1897, and rector of Kholm Seminary from 1897 to 1902, expressed sympathy in his 

autobiography for those students who maintained secret libraries. “I understood why they took 

up Uspenskii, Zlatovratskii, and so on. In illegal literature they found at least imaginary 

satisfaction of their desire for a just and bright existence.”
337

 The diocesan supporters of the 

seminary also occasionally supported student protesters. The first official articulation of the 

grievances behind the seminarian movement was drawn up by the Tula charity for poor 

seminarians. In 1900, its members wrote a letter to the Synod that identified the source of 

disturbances in Tula Seminary to have been oppressive regulations, especially the prohibition of 

seminary graduates from entering secular universities. Tula’s bishop, Pitirim, endorsed this 
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letter.
338

 When the Synod finally made some concessions to the seminarians’ demands in 1906, 

the Moscow Seminary administration took advantage of the relaxation of censorship by 

expanding the teaching of foreign languages and the scope of literature available in the student 

library.
339

 Thus, tacit cooperation with the dissenters not only preserved the Church’s school 

system, but also helped to introduce necessary reforms. 

Violence was a symptom of the poverty that the seminary system was built to overcome. 

Often forced to leave home at an early age and live in difficult conditions, many seminarians 

were confronted with violence. An inspector’s report from Tver Seminary in 1848 related that 

one street on which non-dormitory students lived was infested by drunks and brawlers in the 

evenings. The report complained that supervisory visits to these residences were dangerous for 

the inspector himself.
340

 Violence from outsiders, among seminarians, and from poorly trained 

teachers created an environment that occasionally produced physical protest against the 

seminary. The notoriously harsh disciplinary practices in the ecclesiastical schools and 

seminaries were, in part, a reaction to these conditions. Strict discipline, in turn, provoked greater 

resentment among students. As early as the 1830s, a group of students from Tver Seminary 

attempted to shoot their bishop in retaliation for his strict administration of their exam.
341

 

Normally, only students who felt that their position at the seminary had become hopeless 

resorted to such acts, even after violence became ideologically driven. The Moscow Seminary 

administration concluded that a bomb that exploded in the seminary on May 9
th

, 1907, during 

exam time, was planted by those students who had been excluded from exams. An ideology of 
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terrorism and murder could not be sustained among those who felt that they had a stake in 

clerical education and wanted it to improve. 

 The violent aspect of the seminarian movement was considerably aggravated by the 

influence of non-seminarian elements that had no interest in the improvement or preservation of 

clerical education. Seminarian circles studied all forbidden literature, from radical Marxism to 

the religious writings of Lev Tolstoi, and were rarely dominated by any particular ideology.
342

 

Yet, inter-seminary correspondence for the sake of collaborative and simultaneous protest also 

led to correspondence with secular schools, universities, and even with radical organizations. A 

violent revolt that broke out in Don Seminary in 1902, for example, was influenced by Social 

Democrat agitators who were also working among the workers in the region.
343

 Bombings and 

riots that occurred in Tiflis Seminary in 1905 were partially provoked by the Georgian nationalist 

movement.
344

 The overall movement remained free of political affiliation until the third 

seminarians’ congress that took place in Moscow in December of 1906. The first congress that 

had taken place in Vladimir, in June of 1905, had produced a petition that was free of politics 

and focused on academic reforms.
345

 The Moscow congress, composed of delegates from 

thirteen seminaries, was attended by at least one representative from the social democratic party, 

and it resulted in a declaration of allegiance with the atheist, socialist parties.
346

 This event, so 

close in proximity to Moscow Seminary, had a profound impact on that institution. While 

protests at Moscow Seminary had been non-violent up to that point, the congress was followed 

by two bombings in 1907. 
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 The last collective act of protest by the students of Moscow Seminary marked and 

demonstrated their break from the radicalized seminarian movement. The catalyst for this protest 

was the suicide on April 7
th

 1907, of a student named Ivan Vyshniakov. After a two-day drinking 

binge, Vyshniakov was confronted by the inspector before leaving the seminary and throwing 

himself in front of a train. Many students blamed the inspector for Vyshniakov’s death. On the 

morning of April 9
th

, the students collectively refused to go to class and, in a move out of 

character for a militant socialist organization, demanded a requiem service for Vyshniakov. The 

faculty consented, but the students declared a strike after leaving the church. The administration 

sent them home three days early for the Easter holiday with the warning that anyone who did not 

return to class after the break would be expelled.
 347

 Thus ended the last strike at Moscow 

Seminary. Nineteen ringleaders were identified and punished after exams were taken in June. 

Only three young students of the first two grades were expelled for their defiant expression of 

solidarity with the Central Committee of the Seminarian Union. Two were deprived of their free 

room and board, and the rest were given one point lower for behavior. The five graduating 

students were allowed to keep their diplomas. In their defense, three of the older students 

claimed that by taking charge of the protest, they had prevented the outbreak of violence.
348

 

After this event, there were no more collective acts of protests at Moscow Seminary. The bomb 

on May 9
th

 was the last act of dissident violence for the remainder of the seminary’s existence.  

Whether the claims of the three students to have worked to prevent the outbreak of 

violence were credible or not, it is clear that the radicals failed to gain control of the student 

protest on April 9
th

. The protesters’ first demand, moreover, belied the Moscow Seminarian 

Congress’s expression of solidarity with militant socialism. The administration’s relatively mild 
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reaction may have contributed to the cessation of terrorism among the students. More obviously, 

however, as Titlinov admitted, the concessions of the Synod to allow graduates into universities, 

loosen censorship on the curriculum, and consider further reforms in the future, considerably 

reduced the average seminarian’s motivation to harm the institution.
349

 It is conceivable that 

older students may indeed have tried to prevent violence on April 9
th

 that would have closed the 

seminary and ruined their chances to graduate in June. Ideologically motivated violence afflicted 

Moscow Seminary for less than a year, and nowhere persisted long beyond 1907. The aspects of 

the seminarian protest movement that advanced the capacity of the seminary to provided a 

rounded education and career opportunities to the clerical youth occasionally enjoyed the 

toleration and even support of the seminary collective of teachers and diocesan clergy. By 

hijacking the 1907 Moscow Congress, radicals narrowed the movement’s membership and 

hamstrung its ability to obtain further concessions from the Synod. Ultimately, the majority of 

clerical offspring was never alienated from the strong network of family and diocesan relations 

that made the Empire’s religious education possible.    

In the Service of Society 
 In August 1906, a law student from Moscow University, Anatolii Vozdvizhenskii, wrote 

to the Metropolitan, asking for permission to take the seminary exam necessary for ordination as 

a priest. “Having completed my course of study at 1
st
 Moscow Gymnasium this year, I became a 

student at Imperial Moscow University. But, I feel a greater calling to the clerical profession and 

want to serve the Church of God as a priest. I therefore dare to ask Your Most Holiness to permit 

me to take the necessary exam for the right to ordination as a priest at some rural church under 

Your administration in the Moscow diocese.”
350

 Moscow Seminary administered five other such 
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exams between 1906 and 1909. In addition to Vozdvizhenskii, four other university students and 

one professional artist left promising secular careers for more difficult lives as priests.
351

 This 

small minority of well-off students for whom the pastoral calling was a great material sacrifice 

did not need a seminary education. The required religious education in the gymnasium, together 

with individual study, was enough preparation for them to pass the seminary exam. One of the 

Synod’s conciliatory seminary reforms in 1906 facilitated the certification of such transfers from 

secular institutions for the priesthood.
352

 Even by this rout, young men from outside of the 

immediate clerical community seldom pursued ordination into the pastorate. The great majority 

of the empire’s future pastors would continue to be drawn from the ranks of the clerical 

community, which still relied on the social support of the seminary system. Having challenged 

the authority of the Synodal bureaucracy to define the pastoral calling, it was up to this 

community to determine the primary mission of the seminary. 

 The re-opening of the seminary to non-clerical students in the early 20
th

 century revealed 

a great deal about the institution itself. In March 1898, Over-Procurator Pobedonostsev proposed 

that the Synod reduce the number of students of non-clerical origin in the seminaries and 

ecclesiastical schools. He argued that these students from other sosloviia were merely exploiting 

the Church’s school system to escape military service and obtain a free education. The Synod 

passed a decree in March of 1900 that limited the maximum number of non-clergy to 10 percent 

of the student body and obliged them to pay 40 rubles a year in tuition.
353

 This legislation was a 

concession to the clerical soslovie because it relieved them of the burden of supporting non-

clerical students and reduced the competition for state and diocesan financial aid. It is therefore 
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surprising that the clergy consistently demanded the relaxation of these restrictions. The 1905 

demands of the seminarian protestors,
354

 the recommendations of some of the seminary faculty 

delegations to the Synod,
355

 and the recommendations of the pre-Sobor, or Local Church 

Council, commission in 1909,
356

 all called for the seminary’s conversion into an all-soslovie 

institution. Also surprising was the fact that non-clergy did not respond to the final abolition of 

all soslovie restrictions for seminar admissions by the State Duma on July 12th of 1913.
357

 This 

act was the conclusion of the gradual relaxation of soslovie restrictions that had begun in 1906. 

Yet, by the 1913-1914 academic year, non-clerical students made up only 15.5 percent of all the 

Empire’s seminarians.
358

 This was down from 19.3 percent during 1905-1906.
359

 It would seem 

that the idea of the 1860s reformers that pastoral training should not be determined by soslovie 

origins was still held at all levels of the clergy. It would also seem that members of the poor 

masses seeking social advancement were not as keen to exploit this notion as the Synod had 

feared.  

 Seminary education was too specialized to appeal to the general population. In contrast to 

the gymnasium, the seminary required more critical thought and writing and less technical and 

scientific practice.
360

 In December 1917, after the communist government had cut off state 

funding for the seminary and expropriated seminary property and savings, the rector of Tver 

Seminary argued that the institution must be sustained for the sake of the students who would 

find abrupt transition to a secular curriculum difficult. “The difference between the programs of 

secular and clerical schools has always made easy transfer between the two kinds of institutions 
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impossible for students.  . . . It is likely that a portion of our youth would end up outside the 

school gates.”
361

 The seminary could not serve as a convenient stepping-stone to a secular 

qualification. Even for successful seminarians, advancement to higher, secular education did not 

become easy after 1906. By leaving the Church’s educational system, seminary graduates 

deprived themselves of financial aid and other forms of social support that were available to 

those who went into some form of Church service or advanced to a theological academy. At the 

end of 1907, only 667, or 31 percent of all seminary graduates went on to a university.
362

 Actual 

Church service, moreover, was not necessarily appealing to members of the lower classes who 

witnessed the difficult existence of their parish priest. For these reasons, admission to the 

demanding seminary was not widely sought after by peasants and poor urban craftsmen seeking 

to improve their material conditions through education.  

 The Church school system served two main categories of non-clerical students: poor 

students with a genuine pastoral calling and orphans or the desperately poor who had no social 

support system of their own. In either case, such students generally entered the Church’s 

educational system at a lower level, gained admission to the seminary through personal contacts, 

and remained in Church service. One such example was described in an obituary published in the 

Moscow diocesan journal in September 1901. The deceased, a teacher of religion, had entered 

the Church school system in 1877. After the death of his father, a peasant in Arkhangelsk 

guberniia, his mother had sold all her possessions to take him to Moscow to get an education. 

Thanks to the intervention of her relative, a nun in Voznesensk Convent, the Bishop of Moscow 

allowed him to enter Donskoi Ecclesiastical School. His mother died shortly thereafter. Five 

years later he was accepted into Bethlehem Seminary with financial aid. After graduating, he 
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lived in poverty as a secretary for a juror, and was only able to support himself after finding 

work as a teacher of religion in Moscow’s Nikolo-Ugreshskoi Monastery.
363

 A case of a true 

calling to the priesthood is described in a priest’s letter on September 15
th

 1914 to the rector of 

Moscow Seminary requesting the admission of his “spiritual son,” a peasant from Tula Province 

who had just graduated from the priest’s parish school and felt a calling to the priesthood.
364

 In 

addition to such admissions through personal contacts, seminaries periodically invited select 

groups of non-clerical orphans or children of impoverished parents as a form of charity. In 

January 1908, for example, the Synod authorized all seminaries to admit the children of soldiers 

who had died in the war with Japan.
365

 In May of the same year, ten non-clerical children of 

impoverished parents were accepted into Moscow Seminary from the Moscow Synodal School 

for Church Singing.
366

 Each of these examples reflects not so much the social diversification of 

clerical education, but rather the voluntary extension of the clerical mutual-aid system to benefit 

other communities among the Orthodox laity.    

 By calling repeatedly and overwhelmingly for the admission of non-clergy into the 

seminary, the parish clergy demonstrated their understanding of the seminaries as part of a 

broader community that supported and facilitated pastoral work. They viewed seminaries not as 

professional training institutions but as community supported schools for the education of their 

youth, from whom many would be called to ordination. The transition of the pastoral office from 

an inherited position to a personal calling entailed the free departure of many seminarians from 

Church service. By 1907, it was much more likely that the 44.8 percent of the Empire’s seminary 

graduates who entered diocesan service and sought ordination had done so of their own free will 
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and not under duress.
367

 On the other hand, the pastoral calling was not simply an individual 

choice. Attainment of ordination and the performance of pastoral work required the tithes of 

Orthodox parishioners as well as the cooperation and large scale practice of mutual-aid by the 

clerical communities of each diocese. By providing material support as well as a broad religious 

and liberal education to the poor and orphaned children who entered seminary from outside the 

soslovie, participants in the diocesan networks acknowledged the centrality of the entire 

Orthodox community to pastoral work. Clerical youth were brought up to accept the material 

hardships that came with ordination and the direct performance of this pastoral work. Yet, 

education in the seminary system instilled these future pastors with a consciousness of their 

obligations to the communities that supported them. 

Conclusion 
 In December of 1917, the rector of Tver Seminary drew up plans for the survival of that 

school after the seizure of all its funds and property for transfer to the Commissariat of Popular 

Education in accordance with a decree passed in the same month. The rector first acknowledged 

the tragedy of this decree for the clergy and parishioners of the diocese who had supported the 

seminary for so long.  

 This heavy loss for the Church amounts to millions in property, including buildings, 

 inventory, libraries, investments, and other religious schools for girls and boys. In Tver 

 diocese this property was accumulated over the course of more than 150 years. Everyone 

 contributed their small share: bishops, clerics, and laymen – rich and poor alike.
368

 

Nevertheless, according to the rector’s plan, Tver Seminary could remain open, even without 

state support, if students began paying 100 rubles a year in tuition. This income, together with 

the continued support of the diocesan parishes, monasteries, and the charitable contributions of 
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two Orthodox brotherhoods, would have sustained the seminary and allowed it to continue 

providing free education to, “orphans and children from the poorest classes of the population.”
 

369  
It would seem remarkable that the rector maintained the provision of charitable education as a 

fundamental component of the seminary’s mission in the midst of such a crisis. Yet, this function 

was not merely an expression of clerical charity, but also served as a vital link to the non-clerical 

community. Among other priorities, the rector also asserted that the seminary should continue to 

provide education at less expense than secular schools, provide a broader and more philosophical 

curriculum than secular schools, and that theological training should be focused on older students 

who intended to pursue ordination.
370

 All of these priorities indicate a concern to attract a more 

diverse community to take part in the collective seminary project. As well as continuing to 

provide the tithes and donations necessary to train pastors, as they had “for more than 150 

years,” the Orthodox lay communities would have to become direct participants in the seminary 

project by sending their sons there to be educated. This plea for lay involvement in the seminary 

system on the eve of its liquidation reflected the preceding decades of efforts by the parish clergy 

to draw their parishioners into their networks as active participants rather than passive 

contributors. Such participation would have been indispensible to the seminary’s independent 

survival, had it been tolerated by the Bolshevik regime. 

 Beginning with Peter the Great’s initiation of the seminary project, state efforts had 

influenced the parish clergy over many years to incorporate practical work into their pastoral 

duties. The often unintended consequences of these efforts had produced a highly resourceful 

pastorate that grew increasingly unwilling to carry out their work in accordance with 

bureaucratic directives. The seminarian revolts were merely an extreme manifestation of clerical 
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efforts to reclaim their pastoral mission for their own communities. Yet, these communities of 

the relatively small clerical soslovie were not self-sufficient. The tithes and donations of peasant 

parishioners had been translated into the clergy’s poor relief organizations, pension funds, and 

parish schools only with state support. Freedom from state control necessitated more active 

collaboration of parishioners in the use of their pious tithing for social support and education 

rather than exclusively for the liturgy, church repairs, and the training of pastors. The mission of 

Orthodox pastors to incorporate mutual-aid into the religious practices of their parishioners 

marked parish life in early 20
th

 century Russia.  
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Chapter 4: Education as Pastoral Work 
 

 Of all the non-liturgical work that the parish clergy performed in their parish 

communities in the late Imperial Russia, their spread of education was the most successful. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, the clerical profession demanded a high level of education 

from an impoverished section of the population. The clerical soslovie became adept in the use of 

mutual aid to support a school system that would ensure educational opportunities for its poorest 

members. In the same way, the clergy drew on extremely limited resources to provide basic 

education to the general population. After 1881, the state began to provide small salaries for lay 

teachers to serve under priest-teachers in a system of parish schools. Priests were not 

compensated for their teaching, but they used this network to secure employment for their 

relatives and for orphans and widows of clerical origin. Yet, these state subsidies alone were 

insufficient to build and maintain parish schools. Parish education became an extension of the 

diocesan mutual-aid network only with the help and participation of those whom it was intended 

to serve. The clergy engaged in a constant struggle to draw their parishioners into their own 

mutual-aid system. This struggle intensified by the early 20
th

 century as industrialization and 

political radicalism had disrupted traditional village life. The clergy increased their educational 

work, not only to keep the parish schools alive, but also to secure the place of the parish 

community in Russia’s changing society. Clerical voluntarism elicited lay voluntarism. The 

ability to support basic education through community-based mutual aid was both the driving 

force behind clerical education, and the most important skill that clerical educators imparted to 

Russian society.   
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The Clerical Teacher 
 While the Orthodox clergy had promoted learning in Russia since medieval times, a 

series of state initiatives, beginning with Peter the Great’s seminary project, greatly enhanced 

their capacity to do so. Seminary education equipped even the lower parish clergy to work as 

educators. Before the 1860s, Georges Florovskii asserts in his history of Russian Orthodoxy: 

“An examination of the lists of Russia professors for any specialization reveals two categories: 

‘seminarist’ and ‘foreigner.’”
371

 The reforms of the 1860s lent new importance to the clergy’s 

role as educators. From the moment of emancipation, government ministers instructed Church 

leaders to use the parish clergy to explain the abolition of serfdom to the peasantry and educate 

them in the use of legal avenues to resolve disputes.
372

 Along with demobilized soldiers and 

minor officials, the parish clergy comprised one of the few literate groups spread throughout the 

Russian hinterland. From the perspective of state officials, the parish clergy represented a 

potential source of cultural continuity in the midst of alarming change. Parish clergymen could 

instruct their peasant parishioners in literacy and self-administration through traditional, religious 

education that would stress moral behavior and political loyalty.   

 Church leaders themselves placed great importance on the work of the parish clergy in 

popular education in the changing social environment that came in the wake of emancipation. 

New emphasis was placed on pedagogy in the seminary curriculum. The seminary Ustav of 1867 

added a primary school to each seminary, in which seminarians could conduct practice lessons. 

In addition to pedagogical preparation, provisions were made to improve the charisma of future 

pastors. The 1867 Ustav introduced the subject of “practical guidance for pastors of the Church” 
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into the seminary curriculum.
373

 Scholarships began to appear for students who were talented at 

composing and delivering sermons. From 1903 until 1906, the administration of Moscow 

Seminary employed “an artist of the Imperial Theater” to teach an extra-curricular class on 

dramatic recitation to improve the students’ ability to deliver sermons.
374

 Yet, officialdom was 

characteristically schizophrenic in its policy of simultaneously commanding the clergy to teach 

and engage their parishioners and stifling their ability to do so with restrictions and regulations. 

As prescribed in an 1885 collection of clerical regulations, the priest should preach, “about 

submission to authority, and especially to the authority of the Tsar, about the obligations of every 

rank, and try to uproot superstition and instill fear of God . . .”
375

 To prevent deviation from this 

formula, all priests were required to submit their sermons in written form to their blagochinnyi 

for approval prior to delivering them. When delivering these pre-approved sermons, priests were 

forbidden to gesticulate, cry, or laugh.
376

 Clergymen were also required to ask the permission of 

the diocesan bishop before offering their parishioners extra-liturgical education, such as adult 

literacy classes.
377

 The state played an important role in financing the clergy’s work to spread 

literacy. Yet, state efforts to guide and shape that work to serve its own interests exerted more of 

a prohibitive than a prescriptive influence on clerical pedagogy. The clergy’s great contribution 

to popular education was accomplished as much in spite of, as thanks to, the state’s involvement 

in this work.   

 The active support of parishioners was the primary foundation on which clerical teaching 

was built. The parish clergy had been spreading literacy throughout the Empire long before the 
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Synod and the Council of Ministers formulated a policy to support this activity. After the 

abolition of serfdom, in the absence of any educational infrastructure to meet the growing 

demand for literacy, the peasants themselves organized “home schools” and hired any literate 

people they could find to teach in them.
378

 The clergy provided an eager workforce to meet the 

popular demand for teachers. Eklof cites data compiled by the zemstvo historian Veselovskii on 

one uezd in Tula province. In 1873, in addition to seven registered schools, this uezd contained 

forty five unofficial schools, thirty two of which were operated by clergymen.
379

 Further 

evidence of the clergy’s informal teaching activity can be found in the service reports 

(posluzhnye spiski) that clergymen frequently sent to their diocesan consistory in support of 

various requests. These reports often describe both formal and informal teaching work, such as 

the following claim that a deacon made in 1908: “I first taught peasant children in my home. 

Since 1885 I have taught in a literacy school [v shkole grammoty] located in the church-

watchman’s house.”
380

 Barred from engaging in commerce or manual labor, teaching was one of 

the few non-liturgical jobs a clergyman could perform to earn extra money. 

 The expansion of the ministerial and zemstvo school networks provided the clergy with a 

much needed source of additional income. After 1862, all official schools were required to 

employ an ordained clergyman appointed by the diocesan bishop to teach scripture and 

catechism.
381

 The archives contain many letters from priests and deacons to their bishop 

requesting appointment to these salaried teaching positions.
382

 Yet, clergymen taught in state 
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schools in non-religious capacities as well. In a letter on February 8
th

, 1908, an archpriest in the 

Moscow uezd complained to the consistory that one sacristan in his blagochinnyi district had 

been neglecting his liturgical duties after assuming an unauthorized position as assistant teacher 

at the Lazarevskii Institute of Eastern Languages. The sacristan sent his own letter requesting 

authorization for this position, which was denied. In his letter, the sacristan argued that, “most 

sacristans perform such work on the side.”
383

 By the late nineteenth century, some form of 

pedagogical work had become a standard feature of the clerical profession.  

 During the mid- to late-19
th

 century, clerical pedagogy increased in another dimension, 

which cannot so easily be attributed to economic motives. The phenomenon of the clergy’s 

uncompensated teaching became so widespread that it was taken for granted or overlooked by 

contemporaries and historians. Beginning in the early nineteenth century, priests began 

establishing small schools in their parishes to provide basic education and religious instruction to 

the children of their parishioners for no obligatory fee. In 1836, the Synod issued the first of 

many directives to the white clergy to establish these schools, but no funding was designated to 

support them. It is difficult to determine how many parish schools were actually established 

before the state became involved because the priest had little reason to provide the diocesan 

consistory with detailed or reliable information. Rozhkov cites a figure of 21,420 schools with 

412,542 students in 1865.
384

 Eklof points out that fluctuations in official data on the numbers of 

parish schools may be more indicative of official pressure to register these schools than of the 

clergy’s actual work.
385

 The only institutional support the schools received was provided by 
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Orthodox brotherhoods, which began operating in the early 1860s.
386

 These semi-official, 

voluntary associations, which usually counted the bishop, the ministerial school inspector, the 

seminary rector, and other officials among its members,
387

 provided the schools with teaching 

supplies and modest donations. The official estimates of the Synod from 1881, the first year 

government subsidies were provided, indicate that the majority of support for parish schools 

came from voluntary contributions, usually from local sources. Empire-wide, monasteries 

contributed 20,632 rubles and zemstvos contributed 43,227 rubles to parish schools. The 

majority of support for these schools came from sources within the parishes. Parish church funds, 

parish charities, private donations, and village councils contributed total sums of 2,186, 26,338, 

27,245, and 111,350 rubles, respectively.
388

 One Moscow priest described the process thus: “The 

clergy create schools from what? Well, from nothing. We have neither funds nor material. The 

priest goes from door to door, bows, and asks his parishioners to help him build the school in 

which their children must learn.”
389

 Most of this monetary support was used to construct school 

buildings and purchase books. The priests established, maintained, and taught in these schools 

for little or no compensation. The very existence of this rudimentary parish-school network was 

remarkable, and can only be understood in the context of the broader clerical community. 

Parish Schools and the Clerical Network 
 The Empire-wide network of parish schools was able to compensate for widespread 

illiteracy and lack of infrastructure, only thanks to the willingness of thousands of un-ordained 
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teachers of clerical origin to work in these schools. While parish priests fulfilled their pastoral 

duty of teaching their parishioners’ children, there simply were not enough clergymen to address 

the problem of illiteracy without help. By 1860, the average parish contained about 1.4 thousand 

parishioners.
390

 Clergymen drew on their immediate and extended families to staff their schools. 

In 1893, the Church historian and canon lawyer Alexander Papkov observed that, “priests bring 

their wives and adult children to teach and work as assistants in their schools.”
391

 The appearance 

of government subsidies to hire parish school teachers provided the clergy with an incentive to 

expand the school network. Yet, the prevalence of teachers from the clerical soslovie in the 

parish schools was not the result of the exclusion of outsiders. Non-clergy were simply unwilling 

to perform this work, and it was only the benefits that clergy were able to provide for one 

another through the parish school system that allowed it to sustain itself and grow. 

 After considering the idea for the better part of the 19
th

 century, the Synod and Council of 

Ministers finally decided to tap into the clergy’s widespread teaching work to create a new 

network of religious schools under the supervision of the Synod. The unanimous decision in the 

Council of Ministers to subsidize parish schools in 1881 with a small annual sum of 55,000 

rubles was driven by two main arguments. The first, championed by Pobedonostsev, was the 

need to increase the clergy’s role in popular education in order to reestablish religious piety and 

political loyalty in the population. This view garnered much support after the assassination of 

Emperor Alexander II in the same year.
392

 The second argument came from the Christian 

pedagogue and former professor of botany at Moscow State University, Sergei Rachinskii. 
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Motivated by his perception of ineffective pedagogical practices at a primary school in Tver, 

Rachinskii established his own school in 1875, which he used to develop a program of religious 

education.
393

 He felt that a religious perspective would make basic education more accessible 

and interesting to the peasantry. Rachinskii took part in the committee within the Council of 

Ministers that drew up a statute for a new system of parish schools in 1884. The result was the 

“Regulations for Church Parish Schools,” which removed parish schools from any accountability 

to the Ministry of Popular Education (MNP), and placed them under the direct and exclusive 

jurisdiction of the Church. The “Regulations” established a School Council in the Synod, which 

was to oversee a network of diocesan school councils, each headed by the diocesan bishop. This 

network was augmented in subsequent years to include district sections of the diocesan councils 

with their own salaried inspectors.
394

 While he had previously answered to the provincial school 

council, administered by the nobility and under the jurisdiction of the MNP, the priest was now 

solely responsible for his parish school, reporting only to his bishop and the diocesan school 

inspector. Emperor Alexander III approved the “Regulations” on July 13, 1884. He wrote to 

Pobedonostsev, “I hope that the parish clergy prove worthy of their high calling in this important 

task.”
395

 

 The parish school network came to provide the clergy with an important new system of 

social support. The parish priest remained saddled with the responsibilities of establishing, 

maintaining, and teaching in a school in his parish for no compensation. Yet, government 

support gave him the opportunity to establish stable, salaried positions for relatives and family 

members. Increasingly generous support for the schools, which peaked at 10.3 million rubles in 
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1902,
396

 supplied both teaching material and salaries for teachers to work under the supervision 

of each priest. According to the statistics of the Synodal School Council, there were 42,882 

salaried teachers working in parish schools throughout the Empire in 1907. Most of the 1,913 

teachers working in the four year, “two-class” parish schools earned about 300-360 rubles a year. 

The 28,269 working in the two-year, “one-class” schools usually earned about 240 rubles a year. 

The 12,700 teachers who worked in the very small and very poor “literacy schools” only earned 

about 120 rubles a year.
397

 These figures are mirrored by a 1901 report on pay levels for parish 

school teachers in the Moscow diocese.
398

 In the estimation of one archpriest and member of the 

Moscow parish school council, expressed in a letter he addressed to a diocesan congress in 1909, 

the median wage of 20 rubles a month was the equivalent of what an illiterate groundskeeper 

could earn in the city of Moscow.
399

 This level of pay was too low to attract many secondary-

school graduates who were qualified to teach. For seminarians, however, it was an attractive 

option for a number of reasons. A seminary graduate who was waiting for ordination could earn 

more as a parish school teacher than he could by performing the work of a sacristan. Those 

graduates who planned to leave the clerical soslovie for secular employment could teach in 

parish schools in order to fulfill their church-service requirement to avoid having to compensate 

the seminary for their tuition-free education.
400

 For seminarians who had been unable to 

graduate, often due to some kind of hardship, parish school teaching work provided a reliable 

source of income and the likelihood of becoming a sacristan as well. The appearance of mutual-

aid societies for parish school teachers indicates that, for all teachers, a position in a parish 
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school provided continued access to clerical social support networks after leaving the seminary 

community.
401

  

 For seminary graduates who wanted to become priests, parish school teaching was the 

most convenient way to support themselves and their families while waiting for ordination. A 

seminary graduate could not legally be ordained until the age of thirty, and the chronic shortage 

of parish positions for the ever-expanding clerical population could force aspiring priests to wait 

even longer. Although seminary graduates could work as sacristans, this position had become 

associated with the less educated strata of the clerical community.
402

 By 1892, teaching work in a 

parish school was made a kind of obligatory internship for seminary graduates before they could 

be ordained.
403

 The work was attractive in itself because it allowed future priests to establish 

contacts in the diocesan community and possibly attract the notice of the consistory, which 

granted ordination and appointment to a parish. For example, in 1905, the Moscow consistory 

received a letter signed by 13 parishioners from a village in Zvenigorodskii uezd praising their 

parish school teacher of seven years, Alexei Beliaev, and requesting that he be ordained to 

replace their aging priest and marry the priest’s daughter so that their beloved pastor could die in 

his own home.
404

 The parishioners’ request was not granted, perhaps because of the prohibition 

against marrying into a parish, but the letter must have made an impression as Beliaev was 

ordained and assigned to a parish in Vereiskii uezd in the same year.
405

 Most seminary graduates 

tried to avoid teaching for as long as Beliaev. A parish school inspector’s report from 1901 

complained that many teachers left their posts too early and viewed teaching work as a 

temporary situation while concentrating most of their energy on finding positions as priests or in 
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the bureaucracy.
406

 Another report from the same year found that, of 827 parish school teachers 

in the Moscow diocese, 365 had taught for less than three years.
407

 A less transient parish school 

teaching force was composed of young men who had fewer prospects than seminary graduates.  

 The parish school network came to serve as an important safety net for seminarians who 

could not graduate. Lack of academic success, family circumstances, illness, and poverty were 

some of the reasons given for withdrawal from seminary, and mention of a student’s withdrawal 

in the journals of the seminary’s pedagogical committee was almost inevitably followed by that 

student’s request to take the qualification exam for parish school teaching certification. For these 

former students, parish school work provided a small salary, exemption from military 

conscription, and a path to appointment as a sacristan. These modest benefits also attracted 

peasant youth who had, themselves, graduated from parish schools. Seminary dropouts and 

parish school graduates could secure teaching employment by passing the certification exam, 

which took five days to complete. The exam covered catechism and Church history on the first 

day, Russian grammar and composition on the second, arithmetic on the third, history, 

geography, and more arithmetic on the fourth. The examinee was required to give observed 

lessons in the seminary’s own parish school on the last day.
408

 Each section had both oral and 

written components. If the examinee had been a successful seminarian, the exam might be 

shortened and replaced with more practice lessons.     

 While teaching positions were open to anyone, statistics indicate that most of the parish 

school workforce came from the clerical soslovie. Between 1900 and 1905, Moscow Seminary 

administered one hundred forty certification exams, thirty eight of which were failed. Fifty three 
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of these exams were given to seminary drop-outs. Seventeen were given to clerical youth who 

had only graduated from a primary, ecclesiastical school. Eighteen were administered to 

sacristans, and one former monk took the exam. Of the non-clerical examinees, there were thirty 

six peasants, seven townsmen, four nobles, one Cossack, and one man identified as a palace 

servant.
409

 In September of 1908, teachers at Moscow Seminary complained that, “experience 

has shown that examinees for certification as parish school teachers often have no intention of 

serving in this capacity, but rather to obtain a more profitable position in society. Some 

examinees have revealed that they hoped this certification would garner them positions as private 

tutors . . . others hope to obtain the privileges of government service, since a teaching 

certification is held in higher regard than a diploma of graduation from an institution of primary 

education.”
410

 In order to discourage frivolous applicantions for certification, the pedagogical 

council decided to begin charging five rubles per exam, except for applicants living in poverty.
411

 

The latter stipulation prevented this fee from affecting the clerical youth who would rely on this 

certification for their livelihood. Statistics bear out the committee’s impression about who was 

teaching in the parish schools. For example, completed questionnaires from parish school 

teachers in Bronitskii uezd, sent to the Moscow diocesan consistory in 1906-7, reveal that, of 

twenty four non-ordained male teachers, seventeen had completed or dropped out of clerical 

educational institutions, six had themselves graduated from parish schools, and only one had 

graduated from a secular gymnasium.
412

 The parish school network served as an important 

source of employment for the lower strata of the clerical soslovie, and other poor people who 

became attached to it. This teaching force, however, was not confined to transient, future priests 
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and partially-educated peasants and sacristans. The backbone of the network was composed of 

clerical women. 

Eparkhialki: Diocesan Women 
 By the end of the nineteenth century, female members of the clerical soslovie served the 

parish school network as a large teaching force that was both more permanent than the seminary 

graduates and better educated than the seminary drop-outs and peasant teachers. If teaching work 

served as an important source of income for clerical men, it was even more so for clerical women 

– the daughters and wives of clergymen who could not, themselves, perform liturgical duties. 

Clerical women had always assisted their fathers and husbands, working the plot of land attached 

to the parish, and assisting in pastoral work by, for example, serving as orderlies in the parish 

shelter for the elderly. In addition, clerical women had traditionally secured support for their 

aged parents by marrying the successor to their father’s parish. The Synod decreed an end to this 

practice in 1867, but it continued unofficially, as the above-mentioned case of the teacher 

Beliaev demonstrates.
413

 When a clerical woman was widowed or orphaned, however, she had 

few options by which to escape abject poverty. A scrawled letter from a thirty-two year old, 

unmarried daughter of an elderly priest to the diocesan bishop, illustrates such a situation.  

 Your Holiness, Merciful Father and Archpastor! My father is an elderly, retired priest 

 who now lives in the Aleksandrovkii Polstovskii shelter due to his ill health. As Your 

 Holiness knows, I am not permitted to live in such a shelter. Because I received no 

 secondary education, I can find no work. My situation at the present time is exceedingly 

 desperate, as I have no means on which to live. Hoping for Your Archpastoral mercy, I 

 am so bold as to ask Your Holiness to appoint me to a position as a communion bread 

 baker.
414
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Such positions for impoverished members of the clergy were scarce. As the letter indicates, 

education was essential for clerical women who had to support themselves, and possibly their 

children, alone.        

 The first educational institution for clerical women was established in 1843, in Tsarskoe 

Selo, at the initiative of the noble ladies Nadezhda Shultz, Elizaveta Shipova, and Grand Princess 

Ol’ga Nikolaevna. These women wrote the school’s charter, designed its curriculum, and 

Nadezhda Shultz served as the head administrator. The school was intended to produce educated 

brides for priests from among the clerical soslovie and from orphanages, without instilling in 

them the desire to attend the theater, balls, and mingle in high society. The focus of its modest 

curriculum was on basic literacy, practical handicrafts, and piety.
415

 By 1866, there were eleven 

such institutions, all under the patronage of Empress Maria Alexandrovna. They all received 

funding from the Synod, and the headmistresses were approved by the Empress. These schools 

attracted the enthusiastic support of the local clergy. For example, the school established in 

Simbirsk in 1847 was staffed entirely by the nuns of the Spasski Convent, who taught the girls 

handicrafts and housekeeping for no compensation. Local clergymen volunteered to teach the 

girls reading, writing, and liturgical singing. In addition, several seminary teachers offered the 

bishop to teach the girls for free. The seminary doctor and pharmacist treated the girls and 

provided them with medicine for free.
416

 The clergy soon built on the foundation that the St. 

Petersburg noblewomen had laid, making the project their own. 

 The clergy took over the project entirely after 1867, when the Synod forbade clergymen 

from marrying into parish positions. Deprived of this traditional practice, the clerical soslovie 

was now under more pressure than ever to secure employment for their female members. A 
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common ustav was approved for clerical women’s schools on Sept. 10
th

, 1868. Unlike the 

seminaries and the eleven schools patronized by the Empress, the new girls’ schools would 

receive no government support. They were essentially private institutions, funded entirely by 

diocesan resources, which were designated for that purpose at the annual diocesan congresses. 

By the late nineteenth century, it was a rare and unfortunate clerical family that did not find some 

way to educate all of their numerous sons and daughters. Evidence of the value they placed on 

education can be found in the information clergymen had to provide when requesting financial 

aid from the consistory, such as stipends for their sons in the seminary. This information 

included the age and occupation of each of their children. One exceptional case is provided in a 

deacon’s request for a seminary stipend for his son in 1916. This deacon, from the rural Kashin 

uezd in Tver province, had twelve children and an annual income of 350 rubles. His daughters 

had the following occupations:  

 Elizaveta, 28 years old, teaches in a Moscow city school. . . . Valentina, 20 years old, 

 manages a shelter for refugees in the city of Astrakhan. Pavla, 18 years old, teaches at 

 Inal’tsevskii Zemstvo School. . . . Elena, 10 years old, studies in the first class of the 

 Kaliazinskii private gymnasium for girls at her parents’ expense. Alexandra, 9 years old, 

 studies in the parish school. Maria, 6 years old, Tamara, 5 years old, and Ol’ga, 2 years 

 old, stay home with their parents.
417

 

 

While more impressive than most, this family résumé of education and employment reflects the 

typical priorities of clerical parents. Yet, few families had the money or the ingenuity to provide 

their children with secular educations at a gymnasium. For this reason, the parish clergy were 

particularly determined to keep their diocesan schools for girls afloat. Meeting this financial 
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burden usually constituted the main order of business at the annual diocesan congresses.
418

 

Charities for students of these schools joined the ranks of the clergy’s now ubiquitous mutual-aid 

societies. In an article on the activities of one such society, founded to aid the Moscow Filaret 

School for girls in 1898, the author wrote:     

Who is unacquainted with the bitter demands of the upbringing and education of the 

children of our parish clergy? Who is unaware of the enormous burden of supporting a 

son or daughter at school on the modest means of a parish sacristan, deacon, or priest? It 

is often the case that fifteen or twenty five rubles of aid can prevent a poor sacristan from 

having to sell his cow and sacrificing the health of his small children.
419

  

Through cooperation, the parish clergy of Moscow and Tver, and of most other dioceses, 

shouldered this burden, and the number of diocesan schools grew. In 1886 there were thirty nine, 

in 1890 – forty six, in 1896 – fifty one, in 1907 – fifty three, and in 1914 – seventy seven.
420

 In a 

speech before the diocesan cathedral in Poltavo in 1897, the provincial governor remarked that, 

“[T]he Poltavo clergy have enabled even their poorest members, including sacristans and 

widows, to hope that their daughters will complete a full education and be prepared for life. No 

other soslovie has achieved this.”
421

 

 Despite being open to girls of all sosloviia since their establishment, the diocesan schools 

for girls consistently educated clerical youth who usually found employment as servants of the 

Church. This was the case for some of the same reasons, described in the previous chapter, that 

the seminaries remained solidly clerical in their social make-up. Like the seminaries, the 

diocesan schools offered free education and scholarships to the needy to cover the cost of food 

and lodgings. The clerical style of education was stronger in the humanities and weaker in math 
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and science than the gymnasium education.
422

 The curriculum included: catechism, Russian, 

Slavonic, geometry, physics, geography, history, handwriting, and liturgical singing. Pedagogy 

was also taught, and practice lessons were given in a parish school attached to the institution. 

Because of the absence of dance, drawing, and modern foreign languages in the curriculum, 

clerical graduates were less desirable as tutors for girls of wealthy families. This market was 

dominated by graduates of institutes for noble girls. Teaching work in secondary schools was 

usually given to graduates of higher courses for women. Like seminarians, diocesan girls could 

only enroll in these courses after passing exams that were based on the gymnasium education. 

Moreover, few clerical families could afford to pay for room and board in the cities where these 

courses were held. Graduates of the six year course of study at a diocesan school for girls earned 

the title of “teacher,” giving them the right to teach in primary schools or parish schools, 

garnering the least pay and least prestige of all.
423

 For these reasons, few outsiders wanted to 

send their daughters to a diocesan school. In 1903, out of 819 total students in Moscow’s two 

diocesan schools for girls, only 78 were not from the clerical soslovie. Of the 433 students in 

Tver’s one diocesan school, 26 were non-clerical. Of the 20,178 diocesan students Empire-wide, 

only 1,812 were non-clerical in 1903.
424

 The need for these clerical women to take on primary 

school work proved a great boon to the Church’s parish school system. 

 In addition to providing a safety net for widows and orphans, parish school work directly 

benefitted some priests who were able to employ their own family members. Reports to the 

Moscow consistory on parish schools in Bronitskii uezd, from 1905 to 1907, reveal that many 
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female teachers had the same last name as the priest in charge of their particular school.
425

 It is 

apparent that at least some wives and daughters of priests were generating extra income for their 

families by taking salaried positions in the very schools that the priests had to establish and 

administer for no compensation. The running of parish schools like family businesses meant that 

the teaching staff would be more likely to contribute to the extra services the parish schools 

offered, such as free adult education classes.
426

 A report from a parish school in Moscow uezd in 

1904 describes adult literacy classes that a priest, his wife, and another female teacher taught on 

Sundays in the school house for 106 women in their parish. The priest taught catechism while the 

two teachers offered reading, writing, and arithmetic. These and other female teachers likely had 

the advantage of greater rapport with peasant women than did the priest or other male teachers, 

possibly enabling them to organize such a class and retain most of the students despite the 

significant demands of rural domestic life: “Of the 26 students who left the school, three did so 

after getting married, and the rest due to situations at home or lack of success, in spite of the 

teachers’ efforts to convince them to stay.”
427

 The clergy’s use of parish schools for their own 

benefit not only kept the system alive, but also motivated its improvement. 

 The female contingent of the teaching force became increasingly important to the parish 

school network over the first two decades of the twentieth century. In 1903, in Moscow, 384 out  

of 792 non-ordained parish school teachers were women. In Tver, 382 out of 804 teachers were 

women. Empire-wide, there were 18,964 women and 25,094 laymen teaching in parish schools 

in 1903.
428

 By 1914, there were 28,944 women versus 18,328 laymen teaching in 37,528 parish 
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schools throughout the Empire.
429

 This increase in female teachers can perhaps be explained by 

the reduction in funding for parish schools by this time, driving un-ordained clerical men to seek 

employment in zemstvo schools or elsewhere.
430

 Thus, not only did clerical women raise the 

overall quality of education in parish schools, but they also kept them alive in the Empire’s final 

years. The limited opportunities available to this well-educated segment of the female population 

virtually compelled most of them to contribute their talents to the parishes. The same can be said 

of the clerical soslovie in general, although men had more opportunities to leave Church service. 

Through their collaborative efforts to provide employment and security for their own families, 

the parish clergy concentrated their intellectual resources in the parish communities that 

supported them. 

The Parish School Community 
          The active support of parishioners remained crucial to the existence of parish schools even 

during the height of government support. The Synodal journal, Tserkovnyi Vestnik, estimated in 

1909 that irregular, voluntary donations had accounted for half of the parish schools’ overall, 

collective income that year.
431

 The need to attract this support can partially account for the 

prodigious efforts that priests and their families invested in their parish schools. It was not 

uncommon for priests and even sacristans to contribute their own money to provide students in 

their parish schools with food and extra reading material.
432

 To compensate for funding 

shortfalls, clerical school councils sometimes imposed taxes on the income that clergymen 

derived from pedagogical work outside the parish school system.
433

 In 1904, for example, the 

Vyshnevolotsk uezd branch of the Tver diocesan school council imposed such a tax on twelve 
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local deacons who did not teach in parish schools in order to purchase insurance for one school 

building and to hire an additional teacher.
434

 In addition to such individual and collective 

material sacrifices, clergymen contributed their time to providing extra services in their parish 

schools such as adult literacy classes, public readings, and craft workshops. “Extraordinary 

dedication to parish school affairs,” and “exemplary service as a parish-school administrator,” 

were among the most frequent commendations mentioned in nominations, sent to the consistory, 

of clergymen for awards and promotions.
435

 This dedication was more effective than any verbal 

persuasion at inspiring similar work and similar sacrifices from the parish community as a 

whole. 

 No matter how diligent a priest may have been, the survival of a parish school was 

always contingent on the participation of parishioners. In a 1909 letter to their bishop, requesting 

a synodal decoration for their pastor, the parishioners of a poor Moscow church attribute the 

success of their parish school to their priest’s leadership in obtaining such participation. “Our 

parish school was opened through his zeal, and has been sustained for almost ten years through 

resources he has obtained from charitable contributors.”
436

 As the letter indicates, parish school 

operations depended on such “charitable contributions.” In kind contributions were sometimes as 

crucial as monetary donations just to support the teaching staff. The Moscow diocesan parish 

school inspector published an account in 1906 of a teacher in a remote parish who lived on a 

salary of 16 rubles 66 kopeks a month, half of which went to support her mother. While the 

priest occasionally gave her money, she survived on “village products” that the peasants brought 
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to her free of charge.
437

 Yet, members of the peasant soslovie, to which the great majority of all 

parishioners belonged, were under no legal obligation to contribute anything to their parish 

school.
438

 The clergy could only obtain their support by drawing the peasantry into the school 

project as a community endeavor.    

 The parish school had to become more than an institution of basic education in order to 

become the focus of community participation. A parish school education provided both 

exemption from military conscription and access to jobs that required basic literacy, such as 

office work at the local railroad station.
439

 Yet, not all parishioners were necessarily interested in 

these opportunities, and, even if there was sufficient interest, the parish school network could not 

accommodate the entire population of illiterate peasants. Clergymen and teachers drew more of 

the peasant community to the parish school by volunteering their time to teach adult classes 

during non-working hours, and by organizing instructional workshops in leatherwork, carpentry, 

tailoring, and other crafts so that, in the words of the Moscow diocesan school inspector:  

 the population might come to see the school as a place were, not only children, but adults 

 as well might learn something useful and necessary, where they could spend their free 

 time not in empty entertainment, but in productive activity; in short . . . to strengthen the 

 perception of the school as a genuine source of all possible enlightenment and 

 education.
440

 

Some members of the clergy had experience in trades such as beekeeping
441

 to impart to their 

parishioners, and policymakers had always encouraged clergymen to obtain such practical skills 

that would be of interest to the peasantry. Realistically, however, the clergy were much more 

qualified to offer literacy instruction and public readings than training in handicrafts to their 
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peasant parishioners. Parishioners themselves, therefore, became crucial to this aspect of parish 

education as well.  

 The cooperative production of food and services began out of necessity in some remote 

parish schools, and led to the development of these activities in parish schools in larger 

communities as well. Since as early as 1887, Pobedonostev had urged the Council of Ministers to 

initiate legislation authorizing grants of state land to sustain remote parish schools in the far 

north. The State Council finally passed such legislation on May 12, 1897, which authorized 

priests to apply for small grants of state land, “for the economic and pedagogical needs of the 

schools and of the teachers and students in them.” By 1901, 7,979 schools had been granted a 

total of 10,341.3 desiatini, (about 27,921.51 acres) of land.
442

 Instruction in basic crafts had been 

carried on in parish schools since their inception. In 1906, the Moscow inspector published an 

account of an unusually large parish school, with more than 120 students in Moscow’s 

Preobrazhenskii factory district, in which parishioners volunteered their time to teach various 

skills including bookbinding, barbering, shoe repair, and gardening. Some students went on to 

practice the trade they learned in this school, and all of them benefitted from the services they 

and their parents provided one another, and from the communal garden that supplied the students 

with vegetables.
443

 According to Synodal statistics, from 1897 to 1903, trade skills such as book 

binding, joinery, and metal work were taught in 517 parish schools. In 1907, basic crafts such as 

knitting, tailoring, and shoe repair were taught in 5,121 parish schools.
444

 These skills were 

taught and practiced by parishioners to sustain their parish school communities.   

 The parish school network attracted sustained, voluntary support because it served as a 

point of intersection between clerical and lay mutual aid. In his letter to the 1908-09 congress of 
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blagochinnye of the Moscow diocese, an archpriest and member of the diocesan parish school 

council argued for the necessity of establishing a charitable society to improve the living 

conditions of the “hungry army” of parish school teachers throughout the diocese. His letter 

revealed the extent of the parish school teaching personnel’s close identification with the clerical 

soslovie when he remarked that, “since the matter closely and immediately affects the clergy of 

the entire diocese and their children, then one must assume that the Moscow clergy will offer its 

complete sympathy and support to the development of such a society.”
445

 As we have seen, the 

function of the kind of diocese-wide charitable society that the archpriest was proposing (and 

which was actually established in 1909),
446

 was already being performed at the parish level, both 

through mutual-aid among parish school teachers, and through the support of parishioners. It was 

not an enormous step from this system of support for the parish school network to the eventual 

extension of charity and mutual-aid to the parishioners themselves. In 1906, the Moscow 

inspector observed a case in which the students of one parish school in the Moscow uezd had 

brought food for a poor classmate throughout the year.
447

 Such basic charity often assumed 

larger proportions. In 1903, a charitable society was organized among numerous parish schools 

in Zvenigorodskii uezd, and attracted the support of both clergymen and parishioners. It provided 

clothes and food for poor students in fifty different schools that year.
448

 A great deal of charity 

for both teachers and students likely went unreported.      

 A system in which most participants were relatively poor could only function within a 

culture of widespread mutual-aid. Such a culture was highly developed in the clerical soslovie, 
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which supported its own system of education through mutual-aid. The clergymen who organized 

the parish schools, and their un-ordained family members who taught in them, drew parishioners 

into this culture. They did so not only by offering their teaching services in exchange for 

monetary and in-kind support, but also by making the parish school into a center of community 

activity. They attracted people to the schools with the skills they had to offer, and by inducing 

many parishioners to offer their skills as well. The network was built, in the first place, without 

government support, and could not have survived subsequently on state subsidies alone. Its 

success and very survival provide the greatest evidence of its usefulness to the general 

population.  

Criticism of the Parish Schools 
  By the end of the 19

th
 century, parish schools had become the focus of criticism of the 

clergy in general by liberals and by members of socialist parties. The close relationship between 

the parish school network and the clerical soslovie became a favorite target for these critics. 

Parish schools were first attacked in the press. After the 1905 revolution and October Manifesto, 

the Duma served as a new forum and legal avenue through which to attack the schools. The 

parish clergy were generally accused of using the schools, “to arrange positions for their children 

and relatives.”
449

 As we have seen, this was absolutely true, but only because no one but the 

clergy was willing to teach for such low wages. Nevertheless, many proponents of secular, and 

particularly zemstvo schools, viewed the parish school system as a competitor for government 

and local funding, and argued that the parish schools were a useless drain of resources. In a 1908 

speech in the Duma, one leftist peasant representative argued that the parish schools, “do not so 

much serve the interest of popular education as the material and official interests of their 
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managers and instructors.”
450

 Moreover, as many on the political left considered the clergy to be 

servile agents of the regime, they argued that the parish school system served as an obstacle to 

free thought and political self-assertion. The perception of the parish schools as a tool of 

reactionaries in the government to enrich a parasitic clergy and stifle independent thought has 

been echoed by historians up to the present.
451

  

 How did such the parish school system become the focus of such widespread hostility? 

As Eklof points out, the curriculum of the parish schools differed little from that of their zemstvo 

counterparts. “The official programs of the Church schools (1886) and zemstvo schools (1897) 

were virtually identical; again and again, studies of time allocation showed that Church and 

zemstvo schools spent almost the same proportion of the day devoted to each subject; at most, 

the Church schools gave more attention to Church Slavonic.”
452

 Yet, the clergy were charged not 

only with attempting to monopolize popular education, but also with striving to indoctrinate 

students in political and moral subservience to the regime. Pavel Miliukov, leader of the 

Constitutional Democrats and one of the most articulate opponents of the parish schools, 

expressed this position in a 1908 speech in the Duma: “Defenders of parish schools do not 

conceal the meaning of the ‘religious-moral’ education that they expect from them. It is a way to 

paralyze the political danger that can arise from educating the people in secular schools. Secular 

schools aim to free the individual, and parish schools aim to limit the individual.”
453

 In the 

absence of any institutional justification, such claims were based on the assumption that the 

parish clergy themselves were agents of the central authorities. This perception was reinforced 
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by some Church leaders, like Bishop Mitrofan who, in his 1908 Duma speech, bellowed that all 

the empire’s schools should be under the authority of the Synod.
454

 Far more damaging, 

however, were government policies that seemed to confirm perceptions of the parish clergy as 

government agents. Clergymen who taught catechism in secular schools were officially required 

to monitor the faculty for any signs of impiety or disloyalty. Such regulations rarely had any 

effect in real life. In secular schools, the clergyman who taught catechism was outnumbered by 

his lay colleagues and had no real authority over them. The ministerial inspector was much more 

likely to report a school for fostering disloyal or impious activity than was the priest, who needed 

the institution to provide him with a salary.
455

 Nevertheless, widespread hostility toward the 

parish schools created an organizational rift between the religious and secular school systems 

that actually complemented one another’s practical efforts at spreading popular education. 

 A frequent argument that liberal critics leveled at the parish school system was that the 

Church’s cheap system of primary education should make way for the better conditions and 

better trained teachers that zemstvo taxation could fund. This view was expressed at the outset of 

a 1901 article, published in the prominent Liberal journal, Vestnik Evropy, which claimed that 

parish schools were now acting as obstacles to the expansion of the zemstvo school system.
456

 

This argument ignored the fact that the parish clergy’s method of funding their schools had laid 

the foundation of basic education before the zemstva even took this task upon themselves, and 

that clerical educators had helped the zemstva to get their school system up and running. Eklof’s 

research indicates that zemstvo funding for peasant schools amounted to little more than nominal 
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subsidies before 1890, at which point the central government assumed financial responsibility for 

jails, courts, and other administrative needs, allowing the zemstva to designate more funding for 

education.
457

 Even after this point, there remained significant overlap between zemstvo and 

diocesan education. A number of provincial zemstva, including the Tver zemstvo, chose to 

transfer a large portion of their schools to the diocesan parish school system until 1903, due to 

funding shortages.
458

 The Tver zemstvo also opened new schools in collaboration with the 

diocesan school council during this period.
459

 Once the zemstvo system was on its feet, it had the 

advantage of obligatory taxation with which to drain the parish schools’ sources of voluntary 

funding. Peasants who had to pay zemstvo taxes to support a zemstvo school became much less 

willing to support a parish school voluntarily.
460

 Reports from the diocesan inspector appeared 

by the second decade of the 20
th

 century regarding the closure of small parish schools due to the 

opening of new zemstvo schools.
461

 If, therefore, parish schools became an obstacle to the 

expansion of zemstvo education, they were competing at a disadvantage. 

 It seems likely that the zemstvo and parish school systems continued to cooperate at least 

as much as they competed, even after the latter became well established in most provinces. 

While literacy was no longer a rarity in peasant communities by the early 20
th

 century, the 

problem of illiteracy remained widespread. The “universal system of education,” that was being 

dreamed up in the Duma, would have had to deal with both huge numbers of illiterate children, 

and large distances between isolated, rural settlements. The economical parish schools with 

smaller numbers of teachers and students could serve communities that their larger, zemstvo and 

ministerial counterparts could not reach. An article from 1901 on the opening of a parish school 
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in a rural Moscow uezd described such a situation. “Because of the great distance [from the 

zemstvo school], few children from the village have been able to go to school, and those who go 

are mostly boys. No more than three to five girls are usually able to attend, which is a tiny 

number from a population of more than one hundred households.”
462

 This article reveals another 

important function that the parish schools had assumed by the beginning of the century – the 

education of girls. Synodal statistics indicate that the empire-wide enrollment of boys in parish 

schools began to slow during the first decade of the century, and began to decline after 1910 

from 1,300,183 to 1,297,334 in 1911.
463

 Yet, the number of schools and overall enrollment 

increased steadily up to 1914 (the last year statistics were taken) because of the steady increase 

in the enrollment of girls, which increased from 718,270 in 1913 to 779,749 in 1914.
464

 Many 

zemstvo workers who were directly engaged in popular education, rather than in political 

campaigns to shape policy, were aware of the continued importance of parish schools in the 20
th

 

century. Thus, in 1907, 58 percent of uezd zemstva in 34 different provinces voluntarily 

subsidized parish schools. The representatives of the Tver and Olonetsk zemstva, spoke in favor 

of continued support for parish schools at the 1911 Zemstvo Congress on Popular Education, 

held in Moscow.
465

 Those who argued that clerical educators were an ineffective drain on local 

resources were ideologically rather than practically motivated. 

 Ideological opponents of the parish schools charged that clerical education posed a threat 

to the political and social independence of provincial communities. In 1905, the journal Russkoe 
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Slovo reported the following resolution of a conference of zemstvo activists. “Popular education 

should be reorganized on the principles of freedom, democratization, decentralization . . . with 

the exclusion of the religious element . . .”
466

  Yet, as we have seen, parish schools were at least 

as beholden to their communities as they were to the diocesan authorities, and much less 

beholden to the central government than was the zemstvo school system. Eklof points out the 

irony of the Duma campaign by advocates of “decentralization” to eliminate the independence of 

the Church’s parish school system by uniting all the empire’s schools under the authority and 

funding of the Ministry of Popular Education (MNP).
467

 According to a law passed on May 3, 

1908, the MNP assumed a large share of the cost of zemstvo school funding, and increased the 

number of inspectors supervising these schools.
468

 Opponents of the parish schools succeeded in 

cutting off funding to the “literacy schools,” the smallest and most poorly funded of the parish 

schools. Yet, the Synod retained jurisdiction over parish school funding until June 20, 1917, 

when the Provisional Government cut off all funding to the Synod for education.
469

 Despite the 

closure of thousands of literacy schools after 1908, parish schools continued to increase in 

overall number and enrollment up to 1917 thanks to sustained and voluntary local support. 

Institutionally, they remained far more independent of the central government than any of the 

secular schools.      

 The parish school controversy serves as a particularly vivid example of the ideological 

fragmentation of the emerging public sphere, or spheres, of late Imperial Russia. The Tsarist 

regime played a central role in aggravating such political rifts during the Duma era. By driving 

wedges between such groups in a vain attempt to prevent the coalescence of rival centers of 
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authority, the regime undercut its own social foundation and exacerbated the violence that would 

characterize the final decades of the Romanov dynasty. By attempting to use clerical educators 

as spies as well as propagandists, the regime both discredited the parish school system and 

exposed the clergy themselves to revolutionary violence.  

The Internal Mission 
 It is ironic that a priest, Father Giorgi Gapon, led the march to Bloody Sunday, the major 

catalyst for the 1905 revolution, as the ensuing violence was often directed at the Church. As 

unrest spread, parish priests began reporting widespread looting and destruction of church 

property and even violence against the clergy.
470

 In addition to descriptions of violence, the 

blagochinnye reports to the Tver diocesan consistory from January and February of 1906 contain 

many accounts of the refusal of parishioners to tithe, to compensate their priest for basic 

services, or to pay rent for the parish land that they had leased from their priest.
471

 These reports 

were even more alarming to the clergy than those of violence because the voluntary contributions 

of parishioners were the lifeblood of the diocesan networks. Tithes and other voluntary donations 

not only provided essential support for the diocesan seminary, charities, and parish schools, but 

they also comprised the majority of most clergymen’s livelihood, especially in rural parishes that 

were allocated no stipends from the consistory. The reports identified the immediate cause of 

these scattered boycotts as the work of radical agitators, delivering speeches in taverns, schools, 

and outside churches during services, urging peasants to throw off the yoke of the greedy 

clergy.
472

 Many of the reports also identified the crisis as the culmination of the slow 
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disintegration of traditional peasant society, brought about by migration to and from urban 

industrial centers. “Life in the village is like life in a monastery. Life in the capital cities is like 

life in Babylon. . . . As water from the mountain travels to the valley, so does immorality flow 

from the capitals to the villages. That is why our ancient and pious traditions and customs begin 

to weaken.”
473

 The parish clergy were coming to the realization that the religion of the highly 

structured rural communities that had sustained them for centuries would have to be fortified 

through education in order to survive outside of those communities in an industrial age.   

 Revolutionary hostility to the clergy in 1905-6 was ultimately short-lived, but it delivered 

an important message to all the clergy regarding the Church’s great vulnerability in the 

countryside as well as in the cities. In the same month that reports of the boycotts reached the 

Tver consistory, an unsigned article in Moscow’s diocesan journal called the clergy to action in 

an “internal mission.” “Most of our peasants understand religion externally. Its internal side is 

not accessible to their understanding without explanation. That is why the pastor should explain 

it to them. It is essential for all parishioners to know this internal side. Otherwise the enemies of 

the Church will easily divert them from the true path.”
474

 The author’s impression was reflected 

in the assessments of the blagochinnye on the levels of danger to the parishes under their 

purview. While the most isolated peasant communities were the most pious, they were also the 

most impressionable because of their lack of education. “While they harbor no doubts about their 

faith, their customs and convictions are unexamined and unexplored. Their knowledge of their 

faith is limited to a number of prayers, which they do not understand. That is why superstition 
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frequently distorts their meager understanding about God, belief, life, and nature.”
475

 

Susceptibility to superstition could also mean susceptibility to propaganda.  

 [The revolutionary orators] described extreme political teachings at their assemblies. 

 They called the people to armed insurrection, to seize the property of others, to rebel 

 against authority, to refuse taxation. They vilified the entire structure of parish life. Some 

 parishioners, especially young people, were seduced by the evil speeches of these 

 agitators.
476

  

While young peasants returning from the factories had long been prone to outbursts of impiety 

and anti-clericalism, the older generation was now participating in such acts as well. The 

peasants of one village declared that the land their priest rented out now belonged to the 

people.
477

 No one was more directly beholden to the peasantry or more aware of the futility of 

trying to coerce them into loyalty than were the parish clergy. The author of the article on “the 

internal mission” prescribed teaching, sermons, and informal discussion as the only way to 

fortify the “internal side” of faith.
478

 

 While Russia’s growing industrial centers loomed over the clergy as threatening sources 

of impiety, they also provided new opportunities for pastoral action. Rural parishes presented the 

challenge of establishing ties between communities that were divided by large distances; from 

four to eight miles in the Tver diocese, for example.
479

 Industrial work swelled urban parishes 

with migratory workers from diverse provinces. It could be challenging to establish a religious 

community among such a diverse and rapidly changing population, yet these parishes also 

offered active and diligent priests many times the resources and manpower on which they could 

hope to draw in rural parishes. Moreover, the parish clergy in factory districts enjoyed greater 
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freedom from political supervision than in the countryside where large-scale initiatives required 

inter-parish collaboration, which required a lengthy process of authorization, which was not 

always granted. After the 1905 revolution, in particular, many clergymen came to recognize the 

urban environment as an important focus of the “internal mission” to build a more informed and 

stronger faith among the population.   

 One form of pastoral work that the urban parishes facilitated was the distribution of 

literature. In previous decades, the village priest had often read the newspapers to his illiterate 

parishioners, and in many parishes this remained the case.
480

 Yet, with the spread of literacy and 

of access to printed material, the clergy were forced to compete with their ideological opponents 

in the press. One priest described the bewilderment of his peasants by radical articles published 

in newspapers. “The people, trusting in the printed word, were confused by all the indecent 

references to the servants of faith and authority. They took all kinds of lies to be the truth.”
481

 

The clergy often attempted to influence the continuing self-education of their literate peasants by 

compiling church libraries of religious and morally-edifying literature. Yet, books were 

expensive for rural parishes, and many parishioners would not agree to the expenditure of their 

tithes on library-building. As one blagochinnyi complained, “church elders are reluctant to give 

money for the purchase of books.”
482

 Clergymen solved this problem for themselves by 

contributing to a fund from all the clergy of one blagochinnyi district to compile a common 

library.
483

 Parishioners, however, were not permitted to participate in the establishment of inter-

parish libraries. The consistory granted priests’ requests to establish parish societies for the 

acquisition of literature on the condition that they comply with a synodal decree of 1893, that 
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such societies be, “associated exclusively with the parish church, and not extend [their 

operations] outside the boundaries of the parish.”
484

 The brotherhoods could operate throughout 

their diocese, but they were mostly concerned with obtaining pedagogical literature for the parish 

schools.
485

 Urban parishes, however, could provide adult parishioners with the opportunity to 

compile and circulate collections of books. Books were more readily available in the cities, 

larger numbers of parishioners contributed the collective purchase of books, and the frequent 

migration of parishioners back to their home villages allowed for the circulation of books beyond 

the urban parish. Once again, the Preobrazhenskii parish school serves as a model.  

 Books were gathered in a variety of ways and, if necessary, repaired and rebound, so that 

 the library contains more than 2000 books at this time. . . . First of all, the books are used 

 by students of the school, who take and exchange books every day at five o’clock, both 

 for themselves and for their parents. . . . The parents also take books directly for 

 themselves, usually before their departure to their villages for Christmas, Easter, and at 

 other times. They can take one, two, three, or more at a time, and always return them with 

 gratitude. Large numbers of books, fifty, one hundred, and even two hundred at a time, 

 are lent to various mills and factories for workers to read. In 1898, books were lent to 

 twenty one different places. The readership can already be numbered in the thousands.
486

 

 

Ironically, the clergy were forced to use the factories in the same way as their radical opponents 

to circumvent official restrictions on the distribution and circulation of literature. 

 Clerical efforts at adult education took on mass appeal in the form of “public readings.” 

On April 16, 1869, the Synod issued “permission” to all clergymen, contingent upon the 

agreement of the civil authorities, to hold public readings on religious themes in schools, 

administrative buildings, or in the open air.
487

 They were intended to explain the significance of 

the liturgy, encourage reading, and impart moral edification. These readings were held regularly 
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in most parish schools. In fact, failure to hold them could earn a priest a public rebuke in the 

diocesan press.
488

 With the use of image projectors, choir singing, and the selection of 

entertaining and useful material, these readings became a popular form of entertainment. In some 

cases, authorization was obtained to hold large-scale readings among several parishes and 

talented orators from among the clergy were invited to conduct them. The readings and 

discussions held in the Otroch Monastery in Tver reportedly attracted audiences of at least 250 

people every Sunday in 1905.
489

 Factories provided the most convenient locations to attract large 

audiences, and the urban clergy found them to be a powerful medium through which to involve 

factory workers in the parish community. The Moscow diocesan leadership began funding 

“readings for workers” in 1902, providing free literature and image projectors at numerous 

locations throughout the city. Metropolitan Vladimir delivered readings himself at Moscow’s 

Historical museum. These readings included practical, non-religious themes to broaden their 

appeal. During the 1907-08 academic year in the city of Moscow, clergymen delivered 238 

readings on theology, 140 on law, 118 on history, 42 on literature, 30 on geography, 16 on 

hygiene, 9 on physics and astronomy, 5 on music, and 4 on agriculture.
490

 In addition to 

information and edification, these readings were intended to provide a recreational alternative to 

alcoholism and other vices of the urban environment.  

 The importance of these public readings for the religious lives of urban, peasant-workers 

is illustrated in one case of competition between two priests in the city of Tver. In 1905, a 

military priest who served a battalion of soldiers stationed by the railroad began delivering 

readings in the large train carriage factory near his post. He also met with workers individually, 
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and organized a choir. The factory administration was so pleased with his work that it paid for 

the construction of a church for this priest, and applied to the consistory to authorize the creation 

of a new parish to include their area of residence.  

 While the factory administration could submit a list of workers who want to be 

 parishioners in the new regimental church, it sees no reason for this, as these workers can 

 leave the factory at any time and be replaced. Consequently, after every change of 

 workers and demand for lists of them, it would be necessary to constantly apply for the 

 opening of a parish around the regimental church without any hope of success.
491

  

 

The local parish priest protested that because these workers were not permanent residents, their 

preferences could not justify the transfer of parish territory to the military priest. “939 workers 

from the train wagon factory came to my church for confession and Holy Communion. They 

were not my parishioners, but new arrivals; namely . . . [he listed sixteen different provinces of 

origin] . . . How, I would ask, could I consider these peasants from so many different towns, my 

parishioners?”
492

 The parish priest’s argument was accepted. Since the factory workers did not 

own the tenement buildings where they lived, the territory would remain within the original 

parish. This changed nothing, however, as military priests had the right to serve any civilians 

who chose to attend their churches.
493

 The factory workers, whom the parish priest did not 

recognize as real parishioners, could continue to go to the military priest who served them as a 

pastor. In analogous cases, factory communities who received only formal liturgical services 

would fall under the influence of radical groups that were eager to offer them another kind of 

education.     
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 Ironically, the Imperial regime placed severe restrictions on the parish clergy’s ability to 

counteract revolutionary propaganda. One of the tasks of the blagochinnyi was to review the 

sermons of all the priests under their purview, in written form, and approve them only if they 

were free of volatile political and social themes. The result was that most priests simply read 

their sermons from books, pre-approved by the Synod’s censors. The clergy bypassed these 

restrictions by including their parishioners in the “readings.” The same 1869 decree that 

permitted these readings also allowed parishioners to ask questions, in which case the event 

became an “extra-liturgical discussion,” or simply a beseda. One frank blagochinnyi reported the 

following situation in his district.  

 The delivery of sermons . . . written in a fairly academic style, are not very useful, and 

 are even sometimes boring for the listeners. The clergy are almost never permitted to give 

 lively sermons on current themes ‘without notes’ . . . The clergy do not neglect discussion 

 with the people about current events, such as the war with Japan and the revolutionary 

 disturbances in our Fatherland. But this takes place more often in private discussion than 

 from the pulpit.
494

       

The participation of parishioners in religious discussions allowed for considerable deviation from 

the official program of a “reading,” as this description of the discussions in Otroch Monastery 

illustrates. “The program [for discussion] does not exclude the interlocutors from independently 

choosing this or that subject for discussion, especially if it involves circumstances from 

contemporary life.
495

 Just as the clergy needed the voluntary participation of parishioners for the 

construction and maintenance of schools and libraries, so did they require active participation in 

order to carry out the basic pastoral service of preaching.   
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Conclusion 
That the parish clergy contributed enormously to the spread of literacy in late Imperial 

Russia is beyond dispute. The question remains as to how those communities that received 

education from the clergy, and not from any secular institution, were uniquely influenced by that 

education. As we have seen, clerical education was a thoroughly cooperative endeavor. The role 

of parishioners was so pervasive throughout the entire system of clerical education, that it is 

absurd to portray clerical educators as an army of propagandists for the Tsar, shoving a doctrine 

of political conformity down the throats of an oppressed peasantry. This picture reveals more 

about the liberal ideologues and publicists who painted it based on their perception of the 

peasantry as inert and passive. The conservatism that intellectuals found so disagreeable about 

the parish schools was more likely a reflection of the conservatism of the peasantry than of the 

clergy. Indeed, the congregation of one rural parish reacted with horror to the seminarian revolts 

in 1905-6, and threatened to stop tithing for the diocesan seminary because it was producing 

radicals.
496

 In places where the peasants were influenced by political radicalism, parish schools 

were sometimes afflicted by the same violent disorders as the zemstvo schools.
497

 Yet, the clergy 

were not passive either, and they provided the leadership behind the enormous project of funding 

and organizing parish and adult education through association, cooperation, and mutual aid. 

Herein lay the distinguishing characteristic of clerical education.   

On October 18
th

, 1909, in the town of Saratov, Father Sofinskii conducted a beseda on 

the recent suicide of a boy, who had killed himself after his family could no longer pay for his 

education at the gymnasium. His prepared remarks were published in the diocesan press.  

A young life has ended – for what? Because of non-payment for the right to study. This 

 is what is happening before our very eyes. And this is at a time of enlightenment, when 
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 commerce and industry are being developed. In Saratov we have many factories and 

 mills, many people with incalculable wealth. . . . We see such examples of indifference 

 on the part of the rich to human needs in other centers of manufacture as well. Next to 

 wealth and luxury huddles desperate need. Are these the Christians of this time of 

 enlightenment? How can we explain these sad facts if not by a lack of Christian teaching, 

 if not a lack of Christian enlightenment. Only this can teach the rich the Gospel of 

 love.
498

   

 

This priest’s words reflected both the growing importance of education in the midst of 

industrialization, and the mentality of the parish clergy in this environment. While the priest 

went on to lament the foolishness of the act, his first priority was to condemn the situation that 

supposedly caused the boy’s desperation. The greatest expense in every clerical household was 

the education of their children, and the most important function of most clerical mutual-aid 

societies was to help those who could not meet it. The “Christian enlightenment” that it was the 

clergy’s task to impart, was the culture of charity and mutual-aid through which the 

impoverished clerical soslovie had built its own system of diocesan education.      
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Chapter 5: Working with the Parish Community 
 

 The preceding chapters have examined the influence of the diocesan network, as a 

community and as an institution, on the development of pastoral work. While the voluntary 

tithing and donation of parishioners sustained the clergy and their work, there remained a divide 

within the Church between the lay and clerical communities. For much of the Orthodox laity, 

contributions to their ancestral church, in the form of ritual candle purchases or support for their 

local clergy, were private and individual acts of piety. It was primarily the clergy that used parish 

and diocesan resources for mutual-aid and community work. As we have seen, parishioners 

provided important, but passive support for the Church’s responses to the crises of 1891-2 and 

1904-7. The previous chapter examined the cooperative relationship that developed between 

parishioners and clerical educators as a result of the increased demand for primary education in 

the late 19
th

 century. The common interest in education provided crucial support for the clergy’s 

“internal mission” to their own parishioners, but created no permanent bridge between the two 

communities. On the contrary, while clerical education may have instilled a more informed and 

self-conscious faith in the laity, the spread of education and the opportunities it provided also 

eroded the priest’s traditional authority and led more parishioners to question the clergy’s use of 

their tithes. The sustainability of the diocesan network, as a distinctly clerical form of 

association, had come into question by the early 20
th

 century. The parish became the focus of all 

attempts to revive and reintegrate the Orthodox community in the face of increasing social 

mobility and cultural transformation. The pastoral work of this period derived much of its 

impetus from a perception of the need to incorporate the laity into the diocesan system via the 
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parishes. This chapter assesses the extent to which such work, in Moscow and Tver, succeeded in 

galvanizing the parish communities, both internally and as part of a broader diocesan network.   

 Much of the historiography on the late imperial Church has focused on the rift between 

clergy and laity. Vera Shevzov, for example, points out that the Church faced an identity crisis in 

the early 20
th

 century due to the alienation of the laity from the practical affairs of ecclesiastical 

administration, a situation that developed over the 19
th

 century.
499

 The needs of the parish 

community had been sacrificed for the needs of the clergy and the institutional Church. 

Leont’eva points out that whatever independent existence the parish community had was 

compromised by the burden on parishioners of supporting their clergy, diocesan institutions, and 

other empire-wide charities.
500

 Freeze argues in his study of the parish clergy in the 19
th

 century 

that parishioners themselves had little interest in participating in parish charity and mutual-aid, 

and that the majority of the funds they were able to gather and manage independently, were spent 

on “that traditional popular fetish, church construction.”
501

 In response to evidence that 

institutions of parish charity increased their activity in the early 20
th

 century, Freeze argues that 

these supposedly charitable institutions, the popechitel’stva, continued to spend the majority of 

their resources on church construction.
502

 Despite these cumulative assessments of parish charity 

as a failed endeavor, localized research continues to provide evidence of impressive work by the 

popechitel’stva and other institutions of parish charity in specific dioceses.
503

 The interaction 

                                                           
499

 Vera Shevzov, Russian Orthodoxy on the Eve of Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 24-25. 
500

 Leont’eva. Vera i Progress, 114. 
501

 Freeze, The Parish Clergy in Nineteenth-Century Russia: Crisis, Reform, Counter-Reform (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1983), 289-291. 
502

 Gregory Freeze, “All Power to the Parish? The Problems and Politics of Church Reform in Late Imperial 

Russia,” in Madhavan K. Palat, ed. Social Identities in Revolutionary Russia. (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 174-208. 

In this article, Freeze is responding to: Glennys Young, “‘Into Church Matters’: Lay Identity, Russian Parish Life, 

and Popular Politics in Late Imperial and Early Soviet Russia, 1864-1925”, Russian History 23, (1996), 367-84. 
503

 For a study of parish popechitel’stva in Ekaterinburg and Penza dioceses, see: E. Iu. Apkarimova. “Tserkovno-

prikhodskaia blagotvoritel’nost’ na srednem urale vo vtoroi polovine XIX – nachale XX v.” in L. A. Bulgakova, M. 

F. Florinskii, V. G. Chernukha, eds. Blagotvoritel’nost’ v istorii Rossii. Novye dokumenty i issledovaniia (St. 



189 
 

between the diocesan networks and their parishes produced diverse results throughout the 

empire, and cannot be generalized according to Synodal reports and statistics alone.  

This chapter reassesses the role of the diocesan networks in shaping this most widespread 

form of Orthodox community throughout the empire by examining the parishes of Moscow and 

Tver in the context of the political and humanitarian crises of the early 20
th

 century. The parish 

received considerable attention from a variety of political players, ranging from liberals who 

sought to utilize the parish as a unit of local government, to revolutionaries who sought to 

destroy the parish altogether. This chapter, therefore, begins with an overview of the political 

and ecclesiastical controversies of the 19
th

 century that shaped discussion of the “parish 

question” in the 20
th

 century. It then examines the priorities of parish clergymen themselves – 

both religious and professional – that informed their pastoral efforts to influence parish 

communities. In conclusion, the Imperial Church’s last humanitarian relief campaign for the 

victims of the First World War will serve as a case study for a final assessment of the 

relationship between coordinated pastoral work and lay Orthodox participation in the faith 

community of late Imperial Russia.  

Background: The Development of the Parish Question 
 The alienation of parishioners from active involvement in parish life was, ironically, 

directly related to the development of a socially engaged parish clergy during the 19
th

 century. 

As we have seen, while the Over-procurators of the Synod demanded bureaucratic and social 

services from the parish clergy, the state could not cover the cost of education and social support 

for the expanding clerical soslovie that made such service possible. These resources had to be 
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drawn from the parishes. The first consequence of this burden was the expansion of parish 

boundaries in the 18
th

 century, allowing parish clergymen to draw on the support of larger 

numbers parishioners. As a result, the parish was no longer contiguous with the rural community, 

or obshchina.
504

 Even more significant was the parishioners’ gradual disassociation from the 

management of their parish church’s funds. As parish tithes became increasingly important for 

the support of seminaries and poor clergy, the income and property of each parish gradually 

came under the authority of the diocesan hierarchy. In the understanding of the Church 

authorities, all donations for the local parish church became the property, not only of that church 

or parish community, but also of the Church in general. This view received legal confirmation on 

June 26
th

, 1808, when income from candle sales was officially diverted from parish income and 

designated for the support of ecclesiastical schools.
505

 Thus, while the mid 19
th

 century witnessed 

the establishment of diocesan networks and mutual-aid among the clergy, it also saw the 

exclusion of parishioners from an active role in the development of the diocesan community. 

 Ambitions for the revival of the parish’s social relevance acquired considerable 

momentum among officials and intellectuals during the reforms of the 60s. After emancipation, 

the question arose as to how peasant communes, strewn across the hinterland, could reasonably 

be organized for self-administration. Reformers and publicists made note of the fact that, with 

the abolition of the gentry’s hegemony over the countryside, the only historical tie uniting 

scattered peasant communities was the parish. Some reformers expressed enthusiasm at the 

prospect of uniting the religious and administrative foci of the rural community into one 

assembly point. Yet, the parish plan encountered certain practical inconveniences, chief among 

which was that not all the empire’s peasants were Orthodox. Considerable numbers of Muslims, 
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Catholics, and Protestants lived alongside the Orthodox peasantry in many provinces. Another 

problem was that parish boundaries sometimes transgressed those of the uezd or even province. 

Nevertheless, the parish was adopted as a convenient template for the organization of peasant 

self-administration. The state editorial commission included a stipulation in the General 

Regulation on Peasants (articles 43-45) that the new rural volost’ should correspond with the 

parish where possible. Parish boundaries could be consolidated but, if possible, not divided in the 

delineation of the volost’.
506

 This decision provided encouragement to those who believed that 

the Orthodox community of the parish composed the fundamental unit around which Russia’s 

liberated society could coalesce.  

If the revival of the parish represented an abstract ideal for some of the more devout 

social reformers, it bore immediate and practical importance for the institutional Church. The 

parish provided the main source of income for most parish clergymen and their families, and it 

had supported the development of the diocesan networks. Yet, emancipation, along with growing 

discontent among impoverished parish clergy, forced the Church authorities to reexamine the 

parish system. Peasant parishioners, saddled with redemption payments for the land they had 

received from their former barons, had no desire to increase their voluntary tithes to offset the 

burdens of clerical poverty and an expanding system of seminaries and ecclesiastical schools. 

Moreover, the gentry’s partial withdrawal from the countryside meant that many parishes lost the 

financial support of the local baron. To address these problems, Alexander II placed parish 

reform in the hands of a joint commission of Synodal prelates and state ministers, which was 

convened to draw up a program for Church reform in January of 1863. The State Council 

received editorial authority over the project. As Freeze explains, this Special Commission was 
                                                           
506

 Ibid., 68-73. Jane Burbank, “Thinking Like and Empire: Estate, Law, and Rights in the Early Twentieth 

Century,” in Jane Burbank, Mark von Hagen, and Anatolyi Remnev, eds. Russian Empire: Space, People, Power, 

1700-1930 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007), 201.  



192 
 

characterized by the conflicting priorities of Church and state leaders. All participants wished to 

improve the lot of the parish clergy and stimulate more active participation in parish life. Yet, 

state officials sought to elicit support for the Church from the population so as to remove the 

burden from the state, while the prelates resisted any resolution to limit their authority over 

Church institutions. The deliberations of the Special Commission resulted in an ambiguous 

authorization of partial lay participation in the management of parish funds.
507

  

The most lasting accomplishment of the Special Commission was the establishment, on 

August 2
nd

, 1864, of the parish popechitel’stvo. This institution was ostensibly intended to give 

parishioners responsibility over parish life and to elicit the support of the most dedicated 

members of the parish community. The popechitel’stvo was to collect voluntary donations to be 

used to maintain the parish church, support the clergy, and support local charity. However, these 

organizations were not permitted to manage their parish church’s funds, and had to raise their 

own donations separately from the regular tithes collections. As Shevzov points out, the 

popechitel’stva, were essentially social, rather than ecclesiastical, organizations. They were 

“legally segregated from the Church proper.”
508

 The establishment of this institution extended no 

new responsibility to parishioners over their parish. It was, thus, difficult for priests to convince 

their parishioners to accept this new burden, and the institution spread to few parishes. 

Moreover, by 1870 the popechitel’stva that had been established throughout the empire 

collectively spent 85% of the funds they had raised on church construction and renovation, 

versus 11% and 4% on charity and support for the clergy, respectively.
509

 In reaction to these 

figures, Church leaders feared that transferring full responsibility over parish income to 

parishioners would bankrupt the dioceses and more completely impoverish the parish clergy. In 
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the same year that these statistics were collected, the Synod received a stream of petitions and 

applications from many parishes and a number of provincial zemstvo assemblies for the 

resolution of disagreements with parish clergy over the right of the popechitel’stva to control 

their churches’ finances. In response, the Synod reiterated that these associations only had the 

right to dispose of those funds that they had collected themselves.
510

 It seemed that it was only 

with the help of traditionally passive contributions to church coffers that the diocesan networks 

could continue to support and educate the parish clergy.  

 As discussed in previous chapters, the hierarchy zealously guarded the integrity of the 

spiritual domain [dukhovnoe vedomstvo] in order to minimize bureaucratic intrusions into the 

clerical sphere of operations. The parish community acted within this domain as custodian, rather 

than legal owner, of their church’s property. By perpetuating the odd arrangement in which 

parish property was attached to the parish church, rather than to members of the parish 

community, the hierarchy resisted the confiscation of that property by the bureaucracy, the 

zemstva, or the peasantry. Social reformers who sought to develop the parish as a civic 

organization expressed the traditional Slavophile antipathy toward the Petrine reforms that had 

created the separate spiritual domain, and promoted calls for recognition of the parish as a “legal 

entity” [iuridicheskoe litso] that would have independent, legal control over its own property.
511

 

In 1880, the assembly of the Moscow provincial zemstvo petitioned the Synod for such 

recognition, arguing that the parishes could effectively participate in charitable projects only 

when they had legal control over their property. The Synod replied by acknowledging the need to 

facilitate broader participation in parish administration. But it rejected any changes to the legal 

status of the parish on the grounds that this would result in spiritually divisive court disputes over 
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parish property. The income and real estate of each parish was to remain the inalienable property 

of each parish church, and of the Church in general.
512

 For the next twenty five years, the Church 

was dominated by the rigid administration of Over-procurator Pobedonostsev, and little was 

done to change the status quo. In tandem with the general atmosphere in the wake of the Great 

Reforms, the Church reforms of the 60s had led to disillusionment among idealists who had 

anticipated a new life for the Church. The crackdown on open discussion that followed fostered 

the growth of utopian visions of the Church’s future rebirth.   

Dreams of the Parish 
 Unlike the parish clergy’s own institutions of association, the parish was intensely 

scrutinized by critics of Church, state, and society from across the political spectrum. In her 

survey of the Church reform debates of the early 20
th

 century, Shevzov points out that there was 

at this time no “uniform, official ecclesiological vision in Russian Orthodoxy,”
513

 and this was 

especially true in regard to the parish. In addition to prelates and Church scholars, statesmen and 

liberal reformers also weighed in with their own ambitions for the parish. Most of these 

reformers gave short shrift to the role of the parish clergymen who would have to implement 

their particular visions for the parish – preferring to focus on what they believed the parish 

should be rather than on the work that would be required to make it so. Even those aspiring 

reformers who did recognize the importance of pastoral work, particularly the prelates, still 

managed to create obstacles to that work for the sake of their own priorities. A fair assessment of 

the clergy’s role in building the parish community requires an understanding of the various 

interests involved in the parish debates and their influence on the parish as an institution.   
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 Slavophile idealization of the ancient Russian parish, uncorrupted by Petrine regulation, 

remained a prominent position in ecclesiastical politics up to 1917.
514

 Yet, Slavophilism had 

undergone changes and acquired considerable variety since the days of Khomiakov. The notion 

that Petrine reform had engendered all the problems that plagued the Church and Russian 

civilization was taken up by reformers from opposite sides of the political spectrum, promoting 

contradictory visions of the future Church and parish. In its crudest form, the Slavophile myth of 

the ancient parish was used to justify maintenance of the socio-economic status quo. It was easy 

for defenders of social privilege to argue for an end to parish support for diocesan institutions, 

because the pastoral work that such institutions produced potentially threatened such privilege. 

Criticism of the social work and educational work of the parish clergy can be found in numerous 

articles in the diocesan journals, never authored by actual parish clergymen. A 1901 article in 

Moscow’s diocesan periodical lamented the fact that pastoral work no longer left priests any time 

for farming, and had led to the practice among clergymen of leasing their plot of parish land to 

peasants for income rather than taking the time to work it themselves. “We may also point out 

the opinion of the incompatibility of pastoral service and agricultural work as a reason for the 

neglect of the latter among the clergy. This opinion is now unfortunately quite widespread.”
 515 

Seminary study, the author argued, should include instruction in agronomy at the expense of 

philosophy and history. He also expressed hostility toward urbanization and social mobility in 

general.  

All who engage in farming declare in common that working people are becoming worse 

and worse every year, that they become more expensive and less honest, especially in 

places with mills and factories. Thanks to this hindrance to agriculture, it may come to 
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pass that work on one desiatin[2.7 acres] of land will cost more that the revenue it 

brings.
516

  

A similar sentiment was expressed by the founders of a charitable society in Moscow the next 

year. These philanthropists, a monk and two noblemen, expressed alarm at the fact that graduates 

of parish schools were leaving their villages to find “easy work” in the city, “to the detriment of 

agriculture and to the love for work among the people.” The goal of this society, therefore, was 

to provide charity for those students of one parish school who, upon graduation, “discover love 

for agricultural labor and peaceful, peasant life, and who desire to remain on the land rather than 

being seduced by the lure of easy work on the side.”
517

 By providing parishioners with extra 

work, and by educating them to find work outside of the village, parish clergymen were 

challenging a vision of the rural parish held by certain conservative noblemen and even members 

of the monastic clergy – that it should support the existing order.  

Parish clergymen were too close to the lives of their parishioners to subscribe to naïve 

myths of idyllic rural life. Their views of the urban environment were complex. One rural priest 

noted in his 1905 report to the Tver consistory that: “Moscow and Petersburg are, without a 

doubt, centers of mental enlightenment for our fatherland. Yet, these cities provide a haven for 

many and various false teachings.”
518

 While they identified the city as a source of vice and 

radicalism, parish clergymen were too involved in the struggle against rural poverty and 

ignorance, both in the clerical soslovie and among the peasantry, not to recognize the educational 

and financial benefits of urban life. Laura Engelstein remarks that some conservative Slavophiles 

shared with their Marxist counterparts the false “association of faith with tradition and its loss 
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with material progress . . .”
519

 This was not the case among the parish clergy. The kind of 

charitable society mentioned above was an exception in that it had no parish clergymen among 

its members. It was thanks to the ubiquitous presence of parish clergymen in almost all Orthodox 

associations that the Church did not, in fact, behave as an obstacle to social mobility and 

economic opportunity.     

 The original Slavophiles and their more faithful intellectual heirs were not opponents of 

socio-economic change. Their idealization of the rural community was not motivated by the 

desire to keep it in thrall, but rather to prevent its exploitation. Susanna Rabow-Edling argues 

that what many have perceived as conservatism and passivity in the Slavophile philosophy was 

actually a desire to effect social change through community rather than through the state. She 

points out that the Slavophiles, together with Johann Gottfried Herder and other romantic 

philosophers who inspired their ideas, fundamentally distrusted legalism in any form, and viewed 

the state as a necessary evil that should exist for the sake of the nation, not the other way around. 

If society could reform itself on the basis of customary law and popular morality, the forcible 

and impersonal state would be rendered obsolete.
520

 This would be accomplished by elevating 

the common people, the true bearers of Orthodox Russian culture, and not by holding them 

down. Nicholas I and his censors perceived an unspoken desire to limit autocratic authority in the 

writings of the Slavophiles.
521

 This subversive element of Slavophile thought may have been 

born out most conspicuously in the realm of Church politics. Khomiakov’s influential work, The 

Church is One, attributed the unity of the Church to a mystical bond of sobornost’, or 
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“supraindividual Christian consciousness,”
522

 among the common people of Russia, rather than 

to the authority of the hierarchy. This theology of Christian community, emanating from the 

parish, presented a “microecclesial” alternative, as Shevzov calls it, to the principle of apostolic 

authority in the early 20
th

 century debates on Church reform.
523

 Duma deputies would later 

appeal to sobornost’ in speeches calling for greater parish autonomy.
524

 One important legacy of 

Slavophile thought was to provide the parish community with a theological defense against those 

who held ambitions for its potential utility for Church and state.   

 The Slavophile ideal of the free parish community found practical application in the 

debates over support for a professional parish clergy. In his 1885 article on the parish, for 

example, the prominent Slavophile, D. F. Samarin, conceded that the clergy had to be provided 

for, but not at the expense of the parish. He argued that the state was responsible for providing 

parish clergymen with salaries as repayment for Catherine II’s confiscation of monastic 

property.
525

 The main spokesman for parish autonomy in the early 20
th

 century took this 

argument a step further. Alexander Papkov, who was a latter-day Slavophile, played a prominent 

role in the debates on Church reform. He rejected the option of a state-salaried parish clergy and 

opposed bureaucratic intrusion into parish life.
526

 Papkov believed that the life of the Church 

and, by extension, that of the Russian nation, could only be preserved by an active Christian 

community. “This can best be accomplished on the foundation of the parish, and that is why we 

must clean from this foundation all obstacles, all hindrances, and all impurities. That is why the 

question of the Orthodox parish . . . is so important and so holy.”
527

 As late as 1917, Papkov 

                                                           
522

 Ibid., 103. 
523

 Shevzov, Orthodoxy on the Eve of Revolution, 35-53. 
524

 Rozhkov, Tserkovnye voprosy, 272-273. 
525

 Quoted in: Papkov, Tserkovno-Obshchestvennye voprosy, 175-176. 
526

 Shevzov, Orthodoxy on the Eve of Revolution, 39. 
527

 A. Papkov, Besedy o pravoslavnom prikhode (Petrograd: Sinodal’naia Tipografia, 1917), 4. 



199 
 

argued that by coming together and sharing their community’s skills and resources as well as its 

needs and problems, parishioners could obviate the need for state support from outside their 

immediate faith community. But, this would require the active participation of the entire 

community including women. He based this vision on an imagined parish of ancient Russia, in 

which everyone had fulfilled their obligations without compulsion. “This understanding in 

ancient times prevented arguments and disputes over the obligations between clergy and 

parishioners, and upheld peaceful relations between them.”
528

 Papkov’s vision of the ideal parish 

actually resembled the diocesan communities established by the parish clergy during the 19
th

 

century – not in ancient Rus’. The real “parish question” was how this culture of mutual aid 

could be transferred from the exclusively clerical, diocesan networks to the parish communities.   

 The main obstacle to Papkov’s vision of the autonomous Christian community was the 

burden of state-imposed responsibilities that parishioners ultimately bore by supporting their 

clergymen. The bureaucratic and civil service obligations that the clergy were called upon to 

perform by the state had not diminished by the early 20
th

 century. In addition to their regular 

duties of composing statistical reports for the civil and ecclesiastical authorities, parish 

clergymen were called upon to respond to local emergencies. During cholera outbreaks, for 

example, priests received orders from the provincial governor, passed through the consistory, to 

instruct their parishioners in proper sanitary practices and to supplement the work of the police 

by monitoring compliance with those instructions. The clergy of Moscow and Tver received such 

orders as late as 1908 and 1910, respectively.
529

 For all this work that they performed – often for 

no compensation – parish clergymen were non-productive professionals. The resources 
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necessary to feed and educate this separate society of quasi-civil servants continued to come 

from parishioner tithes, subsidized but not replaced by government funding. This source of 

funding did not increase along with the size of the clerical population, and responsibility for 

impoverished members of the clerical soslovie became an official as well as a social obligation 

of the parish priest. In 1901, Moscow’s priests were reminded in their diocesan journal of their 

official duty to oversee the care and supervise the behavior of poor members of the clerical 

soslovie living within their parishes.
530

 As a typical blagochinnyi report from 1905 illustrates, the 

magnitude of this responsibility had not diminished by the early 20
th

 century. 

There are eight male orphans and sixty two female orphans in the okrug. Forty two of 

them receive aid from the diocesan popechitel’stvo. Several receive a pension from the 

diocesan pension fund [emeritel’naia kassa] and live in houses left to them by their 

families. One lives in a rented apartment for lack of her own. All the orphans behave 

honestly.
531

 

 Calls to “revitalize the parish” were often accompanied by proposals to increase Church 

subsidies in order to relieve parishioners of this burden. Yet, as Rozhkov explains, even when the 

Third Duma designated 14,000,000 rubles for clerical salaries in 1911, these funds provided 

fairly insignificant norms for rural priests in need of this aid: 100 - 300 rubles a year. Such a 

salary seemed merely a grant to relieve poverty, and not a source of real support. Moreover, if 

parishioners believed that their priest was receiving a state salary they might decide to stop 

supporting him, and the priest would find himself in terrible material circumstances.
532

 

Parishioners continued to provide crucial support for the diocesan networks up to and beyond 

1917.  
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Ironically, Papkov’s arguments for parish autonomy struck a chord among proponents of 

local government who wished to extend the civil service functions of the clergy and of the 

parishes to the realm of zemstvo work. Proposals emerged from both liberal and governmental 

perspectives seeking both to liberate the parish community from state tutelage and increase its 

relevance in local administration. Rozhkov cites a government memorandum from 1903 

acknowledging that the state would have to provide more funding for clerical education before 

the parish community (obshchina) could be strengthened. Only then could it assume the burden 

of zemstvo work. Prominent political figures in the 20
th

 century, including Witte and Plehve, 

continued to support such proposals.
533

 In fact, the parish clergy already collaborated with and 

performed services for the zemstva. Zemstvo officials periodically wrote to the consistory, 

praising clergymen for the uncompensated services they performed. In 1909, for example, the 

Bogorodskii uezd zemstvo of Tver Province requested a medal for one priest in recognition of 

his thirteen years of administering the oath of office to new officials for no pay.
534

 In 1914, the 

bishop of Tver wrote the following comments in his letter to the Over-procurator, arguing 

against the imposition of zemstvo taxes on the clergy. 

The great majority of the clergy should be considered zemstvo workers, if not zemstvo 

employees. They work as teachers of catechism in zemstvo schools, as attendants in 

zemstvo hospitals, shelters for the elderly, orphanages, and jails. They participate in small 

zemstvo credit unions, cooperatives, and grain banks. They work as statisticians, 

providing the zemstva with data on births, marriages, deaths, infectious and epidemic 

diseases, and harvests. They participate in zemstvo fire brigades.
535
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Proponents of local government took the clergy’s fulfillment of such civic functions for granted, 

and assumed that parishioners would willingly fund even more zemstvo work if only they were 

given control over parish property. Freeze cites an article from 1905 calling not just for 

recognition of the parish as an independent legal entity with property rights, but also for its 

transformation into a “small zemstvo unit” [melkaia zemskaia edinitsa], with powers of taxation 

and administrative responsibilities.
536

 Liberals and zemstvo activists paradoxically wished both 

to empower parishioners with the kind of local, ecclesiastical autonomy that Papkov advocated, 

and then deliver that newfound autonomy over to institutions of local government. Peasant 

parishioners, for their part, did not necessarily trust their local zemstvo to represent their 

interests
537

 and could not have welcomed the prospect of converting voluntary tithes into 

mandatory taxation for the support of local government. Peasant hostility toward state 

interference in the parish community may have contributed to the failure of even the 

conservative Third Duma to muster the political consensus necessary to secure adequate 

government support for the empire’s parish clergy. All but the most right-wing peasant deputies 

opposed increased funding for the Church.
538

 

 The Church prelates and their intellectual allies envisioned a very different role for the 

parish. Churchmen who adhered to the “macroecclesial” model, as Shevzov calls it, viewed the 

apostolic authority of the prelates as the true source of Church unity, rather than the bond of the 

Christian community that Khomiakov had described.
539

 While the party of the hierarchy also 

drew inspiration from Slavophile ideology in their critique of the Petrine, state-managed Church, 
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they wished to liberate the Church in order to augment episcopal power, not to enfranchise the 

laity. Professors and monastic clergymen of the Moscow Theological Academy, for example, 

were conspicuous critics of the uncanonical practice of transferring bishops between dioceses.
540

 

Members of the hierarchy were more concerned with preserving the diocesan institutions under 

their authority than promoting a more dynamic or autonomous parish. As Metropolitan Vladimir 

of Moscow put it in his 1906 commentary on Church reform: 

Despite the undeniable benefits that we could expect for the revival of parish life by 

involving parishioners in the management of their church’s finances, it seems to me that 

this issue demands extreme caution. It could come to pass that all the church’s resources 

would be spent on the parish with nothing left for the Church or for vital Church 

institutions such as clerical schools.
541

  

 

Nevertheless, like many of his colleagues, Metropolitan Vladimir recognized the need to 

encourage more active involvement in parish life, and professed his hope that the brotherhoods 

and popechitel’stva could “revive the parish.” Because of their opposition to the transfer of 

authority over parish property to parishioners, the prelates placed special importance on the work 

of the parish clergy to foster such activity. As Metropolitan Vladimir put it: “The dedication of 

one pastor can accomplish much in this regard. . . . And it is still better if the entire parish gathers 

around its pastor and its church to form a close community, the members of which live one life 

with common interests.”
542

 Yet, all individual pastors relied on their diocesan network to support 

them in this dedication. As we have seen in preceding chapters, recognition among the prelates 

of the need for voluntarism at the parish level induced the Synod to grant progressively greater 

rights of association and responsibility over diocesan resources to the parish clergy. In repeatedly 

stressing the importance of cooperative, pastoral work the prelates revealed their hope that free 
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association among the clergy could compensate for the limited rights of the parishioner to build 

strong parish communities. 

While allowing the diocesan networks to operate, the prelates nevertheless restricted their 

activity by insisting on the maintenance of their ultimate authority over all diocesan property. To 

quote Vladimir yet again: “Church funds and property are holy possessions, which by Apostolic 

law is subject to the authority and disposal of the bishop.”
543

 What this meant in practice was that 

not even the pastor could make a management decision of any significance without the explicit 

consent of the prelate, the attainment of which involved a cumbersome application process. 

Thus, a parish priest could never make a quick bid on a potential property acquisition for his 

parish, and always lost out to other buyers or had to pay more than the initial asking price.
544

 The 

remarkable case of a sly property acquisition by a rural popechitel’stvo in Tver diocese illustrates 

the awkward situation that resulted from the assertion of apostolic authority over the 

management of parish property. In 1909, a parish priest in Korchev uezd, Fr. Nikol’skii, wrote to 

the Tver consistory, asking for the bishop’s permission to finalize the purchase of an estate by 

his parish’s popechitel’stvo. This purchase had in fact been concluded in 1898 when the previous 

priest had taken out a loan, through the popechitel’stvo, to purchase an estate of 222 desiatins 

(about 599.4 acres) from a noble family for 16,000 rubles. While a local notary had approved 

this purchase, the “senior” notary in the city of Kashin had refused to confirm it until the 

bishop’s approval was obtained. Fr. Nikol’skii openly admitted that his deceased predecessor, 

“knew why the senior notary did not confirm the purchase, and perhaps even knew that he would 

never confirm it. But, he did not petition the diocesan authorities because he knew that they 
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would not allow the popechitel’stvo to take out such a sizable loan.”
545

 However, the Senate 

passed a law on January 31
st
, 1900 that authorized all charitable associations affiliated with the 

Church to purchase property without prior authorization. Citing both this law, and the fact that 

the popechitel’stvo had paid off all but 2,708.41 rubles of its debt for the purchase, Fr. Nikol’skii 

requested that the popechitel’stvo be confirmed as owner of the estate. The consistory took three 

years to respond. In January of 1912, Tver’s bishop signed a decision that the original purchase 

had been illegal and could not be retroactively confirmed. However, in light of the fact that the 

popechitel’stvo had paid most of its debt through timber sales and parishioner contributions, the 

purchase could now be confirmed under the new law – an apparently meaningless distinction.
546

 

This scenario illustrates the bureaucratic obstacles that the Church itself created for “parish life.” 

Parishioners were expected to contribute actively and financially to a community in which they 

held no property rights. The pastor, in turn, was expected to lead this community with extremely 

limited managerial authority. The above example provides a glimpse into what enterprising 

clergymen might have accomplished for their parishes in the absence of such paternalistic 

oversight. 

While the parish priest was more or less disregarded in all of the above theories for parish 

renewal, it was he who most directly influenced the daily religious lives of millions of Orthodox 

Christians. He was forced to carry out his work despite obstacles created by the state and the 

episcopate. The response of many parish clergymen to these political inconveniences was an 

attitude of stoic dedication to pastoral work. A remarkably frank article published in Moscow’s 

diocesan journal in 1906, for example, related the comments of one priest at a meeting of pastors 
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in which he openly accused Church and state authorities of stifling parish life, and praised the 

dedication of the parish clergyman despite this environment.   

Why is he not affected by those influences that have destroyed our parishes; the pressure 

of the secular and ecclesiastical authorities, material deprivation, the union of Church and 

state, and so on? It is obvious that these influences are insignificant and cannot hinder the 

work of a priest.
547

 

This attitude helped parish clergymen to circumvent the obstacles placed before their work. For 

example, the prelates’ insistence on maintaining their apostolic authority over all Church 

property and clerical institutions had not prevented the parish clergy from developing their 

systems of education and mutual-aid, as we have seen. The pastor did not own the property on 

which he lived and worked, but only used it as long as he remained in the parish to which it was 

attached. Yet, the parish clergy had been able to enrich their diocesan communities by investing 

their income into diocesan property. In 1905, bishop Antonii of Chernigov characterized the 

situation thus: “It is not rare that the clergy of this or that diocese, school district, or church will 

acquire property with their own resources, but, according to current legislation, place that 

property in the name of the church, educational institution, or diocesan administration, i.e. 

fictitious owners.”
548

 Despite such jealous disapproval on the part of certain hierarchs, it had 

become clear by the end of the 19
th

 century that the clergy could only shoulder the burden of 

state and pastoral service if they were allowed to at least manage their own diocesan resources. 

For their part, the parish clergy understood that parishioners would have to play a role in 

managing the diocesan systems into which their tithes had been invested, if those systems were 

to survive.  
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The Religious World of the Parish Pastor 
 While there were serious practical motivations behind clerical efforts to strengthen the 

parishes, the unique religiosity of the parish clergy must also be considered as a factor in the 

development of pastoral work and the formation of the parish in late Imperial Russia. Just as 

there was no single ecclesiological vision of the parish in the official Church, neither was there 

any established pastoral theology. While parish priests were given a wide variety of 

responsibilities, there was little theological framework for such tasks as the organization of 

parish mutual aid or the elicitation of support for a temperance society. Parish clergymen 

approached these tasks as part of their pastoral mission. As we have seen, the practice of charity 

and mutual-aid was a way of life and means of survival within the clerical soslovie from at least 

the early 19
th

 century. The text of the 1821 Synodal ukaz establishing the diocesan 

popechitel’stvo for poor clergy indicated that this officially sanctioned institution was established 

to support a pre-existing culture of mutual-aid rather than to enforce its practice.
549

 The struggle 

against poverty dominated the daily existence of most clergymen, and could not but influence 

their religious world and performance of their pastoral duty. The writings of parish clergymen 

from the Moscow and Tver dioceses reveal the conspicuous place of charity in their system of 

morality and understanding of their work. In their capacity as spiritual leaders, moreover, it was 

to be expected that these pastors would strive to impart their understanding of Christian duty to 

their parishioners. By the early 20
th

 century, parish life in Moscow and Tver was characterized 

by the sustained efforts of clergymen to elicit participation in mutual-aid and charity among the 

peasantry. 

 It is important to distinguish the pastoral ideology of the parish clergy from that of the 

hierarchy. In her study of the social activism of the parish clergy in early 20
th

 century St. 
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Petersburg, Jennifer Hedda identifies a change in the writings on pastoral theology between the 

first and second halves of the 19
th

 century.  

The emphasis on clerical authority over the laity was eroded by a new current of thinking 

that stressed an attitude of love toward parishioners, manifested in an intense dedication 

to identifying and serving the needs of parishioners not only for holy rituals and dogmatic 

instruction but increasingly for spiritual counseling, moral guidance, and eventually even 

material assistance.
550

             

 

Yet, prominent works of pastoral theology from the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries continued to 

stress the dynamic of authority and obedience that Hedda identifies with the early 19
th

 century 

Church, giving little attention to questions of social activity and “material assistance.” In his 

1888-9 lectures to the students of the St. Petersburg Theological Academy, for example, 

Metropolitan Veniamin (Fedchenkov) stressed the spiritual authority of the pastor rather than his 

responsibilities as a community leader. As he explained, Christ founded the institution of the 

pastor by bestowing a special gift on the twelve Apostles and their successors, which set them 

apart from the laity. They were sent not only to the unbelievers, but were also separated from the 

rest of the faithful by being initiated into the special mysteries of the faith and given the sole 

right to preach and perform rituals. Thus, even sinful or unworthy pastors should be obeyed, and 

doing so helps Christians avoid “the sin of personal pride.”
551

 Such a model of pastoral work was 

not opposed to a closer partnership between priest and parishioner, but this was not its main 

emphasis. In the 20
th

 century, the then Metropolitan of Kiev, Antonii (Khrapovitskii), produced 

an influential work on pastoral theology in which he argued that the pastor can only carry out his 

mission in a “society of sin” by remaining an integral part of the body of the Church. In this 

context, Antonii expressed scorn for the work of zemstvo activists and others who try to achieve 
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“moral progress” in this sinful world. “To listen to them, it turns out that all life’s moral 

difficulties could be solved if only there could be established everywhere sobriety societies, 

vegetarianism, or handicrafts.”
552

 Again, while Antonii may not have opposed such non-

liturgical activities outright, he was skeptical of their importance for the revival of parish life. In 

a 1909 article, he proposed a return to the parish of old Rus’. “Then there was no cause to disturb 

the authority of the priest, when the 121 rules of the Nomocanon were in full force, which stated 

that the layman who defied the priest shall be expelled from the Holy Trinity, damned and exiled 

to the place of Judas.”
553

 These prelates seemed to place more emphasis on the pastor’s authority 

than on his ability to elicit voluntary participation in an active parish community. From their 

perspective, initiative within the Church should travel along the lines of hierarchy, down to the 

priest, to be received with obedience by parishioners. The great counter-example to this outlook 

among the hierarchy, as Hedda explains, was the pastoral ideology of Metropolitan Antonii 

(Vadkovskii) of St. Petersburg, the driving force behind the social activism of the capital’s parish 

clergy.
554

 Yet, the pastoral work of the parish clergy extended far beyond the capital, under the 

purview of prelates indifferent or hostile to free association among clergy and parishioners. The 

pastoral work of this period cannot be attributed to the leadership of the hierarchy.          

 The practical pastoral work of the parish clergy was theologically marginalized, in part, 

because simple priests lacked political and intellectual influence in the Church. The Church’s 

spiritual and intellectual authorities from among the monastic clergy did little to address the 

social and cultural problems that their subordinates faced in the parishes, and their few attempts 
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to do so were stifled in the oppressive political climate that prevailed in the Church before the 

reform movement. The intellectual career of Archimandrit Fedor (Bukharev) illustrates this 

climate.  The son of a deacon from Tver, Fedor received tonsure in 1852 and became an 

ecclesiastical censor in St. Petersburg in 1858. In his most controversial work, On Orthodoxy in 

Relation to the Modern World (1860), Fedor argued that the Church could address the social and 

intellectual problems of the modern world without fear of falling into error because Christ would 

take upon Himself any sins of the mind that might result.
555

 Fedor’s biographer and former 

student, P. V. Znamenskii, speculated that the monk’s ideas were driven, in part, by the 

realization that, “The non-participation of Church learning and sermonizing in modern life, 

which had significantly weakened the Church’s influence in society in former times, was now 

absolutely untenable.”
556

 Because of the unwanted controversy that arose as a result of Fedor’s 

relatively mild suggestions, he was relieved of his post as censor, sent to monastic seclusion and 

forbidden to publish any more work until he renounced his monastic vows. Fedor’s intellectual 

successors were Orthodox laymen, who could build on his ideas without the censorship of 

conservative prelates and bureaucrats. Such controversy was completely removed from the daily 

concerns of the parish priest, who could not avoid “the modern world” if he tried.  

Fedor’s work resurfaced in 1906, after Pobedonostsev’s dismissal and the relaxation of 

censorship. In addition to his exposé of “the Bukharev affair,” Znamenskii could find little 

material to draw on from high Church culture to address contemporary social problems. Yet, he 

did write an article in Tserkovnye Vedomosti on the St. Petersburg priest, A. V. Gumilevskii, 
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whose pioneering pastoral work had coincided with Fedor’s controversial writings.
557

 Social 

problems and the work of the parish clergy were emerging as prominent issues in the clerical 

press at this time of social and political ferment. Representatives of the parish clergy were 

included in the Preconciliar Commission that discussed Church reform from March to December 

of 1906.
558

 The speech of a parish priest, Fr. Netsvetaev, before prelates and ministers in the 

apartment of the Over-procurator was published in Tserkovnye Vedomosti in 1908.
559

 Whether or 

not the social work of the parish clergy had a place in the ecclesiastical vision of the Church 

hierarchy, the importance of this work to the survival of the Church could no longer be ignored.     

 At least as early as the reforms of the 1860s, when they gained the necessary freedoms of 

association and expression to perform such work, parish clergymen had made efforts to rally 

their parish communities around institutions of charity and mutual aid, similar to those that 

existed in the clerical community. Fr. Gumilevskii became a prominent pioneer of pastoral 

community leadership when he established St. Petersburg’s first two charitable brotherhoods in 

his parish in 1863
560

, and published his ideas on pastoral work in the journal, Dukh Khristianina, 

that he was able to open with three other priests in 1861. In an 1862 issue of his journal, 

Gumilevskii argued that:  

the most common form of religious community in Russia is the parish. The parish 

represents the local community in its religious sense, and the parish clergy represents the 

local, ecclesiastical administration. The priest should be present in all corners of parish 

life and hear all the groans of real poverty. The parish, as a Christian community, 
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penetrated by the love of Christ, is obligated to care for its poorest members, and for the 

orphans and widows of its clergy.
561

      

 

Gumilevskii expressed the outlook of other parish clergymen of his time – that the parish should 

sustain both clergy and parishioners, and that the mutual-aid culture of the clerical community 

should penetrate the culture of the Orthodox laity as well. In 1862, one other priest in St. 

Petersburg and four priests in Moscow established charities to care for poor parishioners.
562

 

These priests, thus, anticipated the Special Commission’s establishment of the parish 

popechitel’stvo in August of 1864 by more than two years. The prelates and ministers of the 

Special Commission had primarily intended the parish popechitel’stva to address clerical 

poverty, “to maintain the services and welfare of the parish church and clergy,”
 563

 and to fund 

charity and education for parishioners secondarily. It was these parish clergymen of the two 

capitals during the reform period, therefore, who set the precedent for using this institution 

primarily to relieve poverty. In 1907, one parish priest in Moscow expressed his embarrassment 

at the official rules of the popechitel’stvo, which encouraged participants to designate funds for 

the support of their clergymen, and he avoided reading them to his parishioners.
564

 Subsequent 

decades witnessed the increasing involvement of the parish clergy in poverty and disaster relief, 

both through the use of their own institutions of mutual-aid as the preceding chapters of this 

study have shown, and increasingly through the organization of parish associations.  

 Given the paucity of academic, theological work by parish clergymen, the religious 

convictions that drove pastoral work can only be glimpsed through articles, reports, and private 

writings by priests, deacons, and sacristans. Such writings do not provide evidence of 
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disagreement with the doctrine of apostolic succession and ecclesiastical authority. For example, 

in a diary entry from January of 1914, the archdeacon Nikolai Tsvetkov of Volokolamsk, 

Moscow province, recounted some advice he had written to his brother.  

I wrote a letter to my brother Petr, a sacristan in Moscow’s Aleksandrov women’s 

institute. Congratulating him for obtaining this respectable position as a sacristan in the 

capital city, I first advised him to be obedient to the dean. ‘For obedience is the light that 

guides one to virtue. Obedience is spring that releases the shoots of virtue. Obedience is 

the sun that illuminates the beauty of virtue. Without the sun, all is dark and invisible. 

Without obedience, all virtue is incomplete and infirm. It befits all Christians (us no less 

than others) to live with obedience and to end their lives under obedience.’
565

 

 

The religious convictions of the parish clergy differed from those of their hierarchs in emphasis 

rather than in fundamentals. Tsvetkov beautifully illustrates this difference in emphasis in 

another entry from December of 1913, in which he relates a beseda he conducted on the subject 

of St. John of Kronstadt, the hybrid pastor-ascetic.  

In conclusion I answered the question: ‘In what way is Fr. John great?’ They say he is 

great because of his miracles. But, miracles are lower than deeds. He was great because 

of his love: with God’s blessing he fulfilled the most difficult of all the commandments – 

to love ones enemies and foes, and all who are close. It was because of this 

commandment that he had no rest day or night.
566

         

 

Tsvetkov’s daily labors of caring for his wife and daughters, relatives, parishioners, and an old 

blind man living in the parish shelter, had shaped his understanding of his duty and of the 

Christian life. Tsvetkov’s understanding of the practical deed as an essential expression of 

Christian love was not unique among the parish clergy.  

By the early 20
th

 century, the practical application of Christian love was both a value that 

parish clergymen sought to impart to their parishioners, and a tangible goal they sought to 

accomplish. Most parish clergymen viewed the charitable deed as an outgrowth of, rather than a 

substitute for, traditional piety. In his speech at the establishment of a charitable society for a 
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girls’ gymnasium in 1901, a priest described the relationship between “material and spiritual 

charity” [milost’ telesnoe i milost’ dukhovnoe]. He first emphasized the greater importance of the 

latter, but then explained how the two are connected. “It happens in life that material charity 

assumes spiritual significance, and is transformed into spiritual charity.”
567

 Yet, as organizers of 

mutual-aid in their own communities, and as quasi-government employees for the supervision of 

public health, parish clergymen sometimes displayed more concern for the practical effectiveness 

of the pastoral deed than with its origins in the religious community. In another article on the 

“internal mission” of the pastor to society from 1902, the author described both the practice and 

the accomplishments of charity as necessary for creating the conditions in which Christian 

morality can thrive.    

In the sphere of social life, the internal mission fights against need of all kinds that 

oppress the poor classes. The mission especially works to organize housing for the 

impoverished because in most cases the moral life of the population depends on decent 

housing – not to mention the fact that people’s understanding of health is connected with 

their access to comfortable and healthy housing.
568

  

In some cases, therefore, parish clergymen viewed the success of their practical work among the 

population as a precondition for the success of their moral instruction. Even such practically 

minded clergymen maintained that the indoctrination of their parishioners with respect for 

Christian service remained the ultimate goal of their pastoral work and a precondition for its 

practical success. The author cited above went on to say:  

The mission, thus, collaborates in the establishment of various associations, organized for 

different kinds of mutual-aid, loan funds, companies for the organization of inexpensive 

apartments, and consumers’ societies. The mission also works to instill into the members 

of these societies the spirit of true Christian self-sacrifice, on which their success 

depends.
569
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Nevertheless, the clergy’s own diocesan networks were more effective tools for practical work 

than parishioner organizations that attracted only intermittent participation. There arose a certain 

tension, therefore, among the parish clergy between the movement to utilize their own networks 

for pastoral service, and the movement to promote more active cooperation within the parishes 

that supported those networks. This tension acquired a very practical dimension in the early 20
th

 

century.  

Voices from the Parishes     
 The social upheaval of the early 20

th
 century lent urgency to clerical efforts to establish 

participation in mutual-aid as an essential feature of Orthodox Christian life. Many clergymen 

recognized the growing hostility of parishioners to the Church, which culminated in the tithe 

boycotts of 1905-6, as an indication of the unsustainability of the diocesan networks that lived 

off the largess of an increasingly assertive peasantry that lacked direct access to those networks. 

In their reports, these clergymen expressed not only trepidation, but also guilt over their 

parishioners’ alienation from the diocesan system. 

At church meetings [parishioners] have begun openly to demand explanations as to what 

taxes their church pays and to what end. To what lengths have we church deans and 

blagochinnye not gone in the past, with pain in our hearts, to dissemble before the church 

elders, hiding the true purpose of church taxes from them? We have begged them and 

appeased them so that they would be more obliging and somehow refrain from asking, 

‘where does our church’s money go?’ And if they asked more boldly, then we became 

timid, turned red, and gave them vague rather than specific designations of church taxes. 

Or, with vexation we would plead: ‘the authorities demand it of us.’ But now it has 

become impossible to hide and remain silent and our situation has become extremely 

difficult.
570

 

The writings of clergymen, even from before the tithe boycotts, portray pastoral work as a kind 

of crisis response. A 1901 obituary lauded a priest from rural Moscow for having been, 
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“Sensitive to the questions of the time,” in that he “delineated a broad program for the 

establishment of charitable and educational institutions in his community.”
571

 This priest had 

epitomized the Christian ideal of the parish clergy by impoverishing himself through secret, 

charitable contributions, which were only discovered after his death. At the same time, the 

obituary emphasizes the contemporary importance of the late priest’s work. Institutions had to be 

added to the diocesan infrastructure to facilitate the participation of parishioners in the kind of 

mutual-aid and charity that had sustained the clergy for so long. Yet, the clergy’s attempts to 

organize charity were not always welcomed by their parishioners. In order to build up his parish 

as a focus for charity and mutual-aid, the pastor had essentially to reshape the devotional culture 

of his parishioners to include the systematic practice of mutual-aid and charity. There was hope 

among the clergy that such a transformation might fortify the Church’s position in Russia’s 

changing society, and pave the way for closer cooperation between clergy and laity in the 

expansion of a common, diocesan community.  

 An examination of parishioners’ complaints and praises of their clergymen reveals 

widespread interest in pastoral work. The Orthodox believers of Russia remained exceptionally 

devout,
572

 and they valued their pastor’s dedication to maintaining their ancestral church and 

performing the ancient liturgy. While most parishioners were not opposed to charitable work by 

their parish clergymen, this was not typically the main quality they sought in a pastor. Letters to 

the diocesan consistory from parishioners in praise of their pastor, usually nominating him for a 

cross of honor, almost invariably begin with commendations of his effective maintenance and 

renovation of their church. The organization of charity is sometimes praised, but often as an 
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afterthought. These letters present mirror-images of the accompanying endorsements by the local 

blagochinnyi, which typically emphasize the pastor’s charitable accomplishments, and mention 

church maintenance along with sobriety, as merely expected prerequisites of a worthy 

clergyman.
573

  

It was not only benighted village parishioners who prioritized the ritual aspect of pastoral 

work. In an articulate and fiercely assertive letter to the Metropolitan of Moscow from 

September of 1905, a group of urban parishioners complained that their priest refused to perform 

the commemoration of the dead on Sundays. In compliance with his orders from the diocesan 

authorities, he performed this rite on weekdays, when parishioners were too busy to attend the 

service. The letter quotes a professor of canon law, Pavlov, as well as passages from the Bible to 

argue against this state of affairs. “The Sabbath was made for man and not man for the Sabbath. 

(Mark 2:27)” Their erudite arguments were followed by a threat to defect to other parishes, and a 

warning that some might “convert to various sects,” which would impoverish the parish. Such an 

outcome would be a shame, they remark, as their parish is already short of money, “as a result of 

extensive charitable activity.” This charity work is referenced in a purely practical sense. The 

parishioners’ real concern is satisfaction of their devotional needs. “The prayers of our pastor 

alone, to which we cannot join our prayerful sighs, do not satisfy us and do not give us complete 

spiritual comfort.”
574

 For many parishioners, charitable work was a peripheral function, not an 

essential duty, of a good pastor. 
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 The writings of parish clergymen – articles, reports, and obituaries – reflect their 

awareness that their priorities, as pastors, were not necessarily those of their parishioners. 

Dedicated pastors expressed hope that their efforts would change common perceptions of the 

Church. In a 1907 contribution to Moscow’s diocesan journal, a priest explained his intentions in 

organizing a parish popechitel’stvo. “I wanted to show the peasants, at least on a small scale, the 

concern of the Church for their needs. After all, the peasants have become accustomed always 

and everywhere to view the Church as an institution to which they must give  . . .”
575

 Frequent 

reports that such institutions existed only on paper, or had declined due to apathy or 

disagreements among parishioners, indicate how often these efforts must have seemed futile.
576

 

One blagochinnyi reported in 1906 that the clergymen under his purview, “often help poor 

parishioners in their difficult circumstances and needs with money and material sacrifices . . .,” 

but that their ability to perform such work was limited, in terms of time and money, by their 

“direct responsibilities,” the traditional services demanded by the state and by parishioners.
577

 

Yet, clergymen praised those pastors who possessed the fortitude to persist in their charitable 

work despite the coldness of parishioners. In his obituary for a young priest, killed by a train in 

1907, a Moscow deacon remarked that, “He did not receive the sympathy of those for whom he 

labored. With the help of God and the support of various philanthropists, he carried all the 

concerns for his parish on his shoulders alone.” This priest eventually earned their appreciation, 

and many parishioners wept at his requiem.
578

 This was the hope of activist clergymen – that 
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parishioners would eventually respond to their work, and come to participate in parish-based 

charity and mutual-aid. 

 Despite their differing priorities, parishioners expected leadership from their pastors, and 

it was through their work as community organizers that many parish clergymen achieved 

success. For the maintenance of even those purely ritualistic aspects of parish life, parishioners 

relied on their pastor’s skills at organizing contributions of money and labor. The parishioner 

commendations, cited above, often credit their pastors with providing the initiative and 

organization behind church renovations. Clergymen were socially conditioned to perform such 

fundraising tasks because of their reliance on voluntary tithes and the ability to cooperate 

financially with other clergymen. Beyond mere fundraising, parishioners valued pastors who 

could galvanize their scattered communities into a cohesive parish. “His reverent services and 

preaching of the word of God has attracted parishioners, despite our parish’s dispersal across 

various places around Sergiev Posad, to visit the temple of God and to unite into one, common 

flock.”
579

 This quality was especially valued in the early 20
th

 century because of the crisis of 

faith that laymen and laywomen felt as acutely as their clergymen. The influx of urban vice and 

radical ideas as a consequence of industrialization led many of the Orthodox faithful to feel that 

their world was under attack. In many cases, it was. Participants in icon processions during 

Orthodox holidays were subjected to the drunken jeers of young factory workers who had lost 

their faith while away from the village.
580

 More calculated harassment was organized by radicals. 

Parishioners in several parishes of Tver’s Novotorzhskii uezd were afraid to attend service on 

Easter Sunday of 1905 because pamphlets had been circulated threatening to set off bombs in 
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their churches on that day.
581

 The Orthodox faithful appreciated the innovations of their parish 

clergy to attract young people back to the Church. In this sense, the cultural crisis of the early 

20
th

 century actually presented the clergy with an opportunity to rebuild and reshape their 

parishes.       

 The sobriety society may have been the most versatile institution available to priests for 

galvanizing their parish communities in an extra-liturgical capacity. Clergymen first began 

opening parish sobriety societies in the 1880s, and they achieved great popularity in the early 

20
th

 century.
582

 Sobriety societies fell under the supervision of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, 

represented by the provincial governor. Membership was open to people living within a society’s 

designated sphere of operations – usually one parish, but sometimes an entire city. Students, 

soldiers, and ex-criminals were forbidden to join, and the societies were subject to immediate 

closure should the governor learn of criticism of the state by its members. Finally all the 

activities that a society organized had to be authorized by the governor. Nevertheless, this 

institution helped pastors to bypass government restrictions on parishioner associations because 

almost any activity could be justified in a sobriety society for the sake of providing parishioners 

with a recreational alternative to drinking. Members could participate in religious activities such 

as liturgical singing, religious processions, and discussions of religious readings, as well as 

secular activities such as chess, billiards, plays, concerts, alcohol free social gatherings, and 

attendance of lectures and public readings with projected images.
583

 This regulatory leeway 

afforded pastors room for innovation, and sobriety societies varied greatly as they were molded 

to fit the needs and tastes of parishioners. On the one hand, these societies earned the 
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appreciation of parishioners by addressing a serious social problem. In his 1907 speech in the 

Over-procurator’s apartment, the aforementioned priest from rural Arkhangel’sk claimed to have 

won the gratitude of his parishioners through the work of his sobriety society.  

How happy are those whose husband or son have given up vodka! They offer heartfelt 

thanks, kneel and do all they can to express their gratitude for this innovation. ‘Angels 

now fly around us since our son stopped drinking,’ said one woman. One man bragged: 

‘look father at how much grain I have gathered; how much hay and straw I have 

prepared. There is enough for two households. . . . I do not go to the tavern. It’s boring to 

sit around with nothing to do.’
584

 

 The variety of amusements that they could provide made the sobriety societies popular social 

clubs. By the 20
th

 century, many had over a thousand members.
585

 Where they could be 

established, temperance societies proved to be the most popular Church based associations on the 

parish level. 

 Those parish priests who were able to organize successful sobriety societies used their 

administrative leeway not only to attract membership with interesting activities, but also to 

achieve their pastoral aims. Pastors displayed considerable innovation in their approaches to 

promoting sobriety. Some invited inductees to forswear alcohol with an oath in church, and to 

achieve abstinence as a “voluntary Christian feat [podvig].”
586

 Another pastor considered this 

approach to be dangerous, and instructed members of his society to take an “internal oath” of 

abstinence.  

An oath can too strongly effect people of weak spirit (as alcoholics are). It shakes their 

very being and, if a person cannot keep his vow (as is often the case), it weighs heavily 

on his conscience as a grave sin. The Troitse-Viaznikovskii society handles the matter 

more simply: An inductee into the sobriety society must listen to a prayer to the local 
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icon, the ‘Iverskoi’ Mother of God. During the prayer, the inductee must kiss the icon, 

Gospel, and cross, making an internal oath.
587

  

 

In shaping the social component of these associations, pastors emphasized the importance of 

their members’ voluntary and personal responsibility toward one another as well as to 

themselves. In addition to supporting each others’ efforts at sobriety, members were encouraged 

to financially sponsor the participation of those who were too poor to pay society dues.  One 

priest explained the arrangement thus: “Each person inducted as a full member contributed 1 

ruble and 20 kopeks for the Society, of which 1 ruble is used for routine expenses, and 20 

kopecks are invested in a special fund to aid particularly needy members.”
588

 Members were also 

encouraged to extend such social support beyond the confines of the societies. The organization 

of charitable contributions for poor members of the parish was almost always included among 

the activities of a parish sobriety society. In 1906, one society in Tver diocese spent 121.06 

rubles on clothes, shoes, books, livestock, food, and assistance with burials, and marriages for 

poor parishioners.
589

 Yet, the organizer of this society stressed that such contributions, and 

membership dues in general, were strictly voluntary, in order to avoid accusations that the 

association existed for his profit, rather than for the community. “Collective donations or the 

contributions of some members for use by the society are taken as payment . . . [Otherwise] 

Suspicions could arise that the society was established only in order to increase the priest’s 

personal income.”
590

 Many of these sobriety societies, thus, bore striking resemblance to the 

clergy’s own diocesan institutions of mutual-aid. Pastors incorporated charity and mutual-aid 

into these associations not just to provide community support for the common endeavor of 

sobriety, but also to instill these practices into the religious life of their parishes. 
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 Despite their disadvantages, the parish popechitel’stvo remained the most effective 

institution for promoting charity and mutual-aid among parishioners in the early 20
th

 century. 

Although many Church associations incorporated charity into their operations, it rarely became 

the focus of the organization. Temperance societies, parish school associations, choirs, and even 

brotherhoods usually focused on more specific goals than general support for needy members of 

the parish community.
591

 Dedicated pastors often elicited participation in their popechitel’stvo by 

combining this activity with the devotional practices to which skeptical parishioners were 

accustomed, such as prayer before an icon and group singing.
592

 One pastor delivered a sermon 

in which he called upon his parishioners to extend the life of their parish beyond the walls of the 

temple. Quoting James 2:26, “For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is 

dead also,” the priest argued that the work of a parish popechitel’stvo was essential for the 

demonstration of the Christian love which they otherwise expressed only in word and thought.   

We, here in this church, compose the parish. We have come here to live our parish life, to 

pray to God, and when the service is over we go home to tend to our own affairs. That is 

the extent of our parish life. . . . Brothers! When you leave the temple, stop at the 

threshold and look upon the stretched out hands. . . . Those are your brothers and sisters 

who grew up with you. You know them as your neighbors and now they have fallen into 

poverty. Is it not painful for you to see them in need? . . . If you want the temple of God 

to be in order and in grace, form a parish popechitel’stvo. . . . Then we would gather 

under the blood of our mother – the Church. We would discuss the needs of our temple, 
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we would discuss how to satisfy those needs, and we would think of how to provide alms 

for the poor people of our parish.
593

 

There is no question that these efforts bore fruit in many parishes. Despite Freeze’s analysis of 

Synodal documents and statistics indicating empire-wide apathy toward the work of the 

popechitel’stva, the present study along with other local-level studies provide evidence of 

impressive work by the popechitel’stva in many parishes.
594

 Tver and Moscow were two of a 

number of dioceses that contained extremely active parish charities.
595

 Synodal statistics indicate 

that the popechitel’stva of both Tver and Moscow consistently dedicated the largest portion of 

their income to charitable and educational activities.
596

 Successful popechitel’stva existed in a 

minority of parishes, even in most successful dioceses. Yet, this minority must be more closely 

scrutinized before parish charity is dismissed as a failure.   

 Closer examination of the parish popechitel’stvo, through local-level research, adds 

clarity to the picture presented by Synodal statistics. The Over-procurator’s report, for example, 

indicates that there were only 114 and 120 parish popechitel’stva operating in Moscow diocese 

during 1903 and 1904, respectively, while 1,554 priests and archpriests were registered in the 

diocese. The corresponding numbers for Tver were 175 and 180 popechitel’stva among 1,137 
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priests and archpriests during those years.
597

 Blagochinnyi reports to the consistory on the 

popechitel’stva in their districts during these years offer some insight into why these numbers 

were so low.
 598

 Some of these reports include detailed information submitted to the blagochinnyi 

by priests about their popechitel’stvo, including budgetary information. This information reveals 

that most successful popechitel’stva derived a significant portion of their income from 

investments, either in interest from financial investments, or rent collected on land or apartments. 

Such income supplemented the often meager dues that members of the popechitel’stvo could 

afford, and often constituted more than half of the association’s collective wealth. (In Moscow 

this ranged from about 2,000 to as high as 20,000 rubles.) For example, the 1903 income of one 

popechitel’stvo, in Moscow’s Prechistenkii District [Sorok], was listed as follows: “Member 

dues – 190 rubles. Rent collected for church land – 150 rubles. Rent collected for apartments – 

583.33 rubles. Interest from invested capital – 98.80 rubles. Taken from the collection box – 

20.48 rubles.”
599

 Real estate investments were also used to house parish schools or alms houses. 

The success of a popechitel’stvo thus depended on the ability of its organizers to raise sufficient 

funds to make such an investment. Dedicated parishioners could sometimes make the necessary, 

collective sacrifice to put their popechitel’stvo into action. A peasant land society in one parish, 

for example, came up with 4,000 rubles for the purchase of a two-story, wooden building.
600

 

Such an investment was usually too difficult for peasant parishioners, however, and required the 

contribution of wealthy philanthropists, often from outside the parish. In 1887, for example, one 

Moscow Merchant donated 23,000 rubles to be divided among popechitel’stva throughout the 
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diocese as 100 ruble contributions.
601

 Many priests, however, were unable to obtain such 

contributions from inside or outside of their parish. One Moscow priest described his attempt to 

establish a popechitel’stvo in this way. 

The first attempt to establish it at dinner in the house of a baron did not discourage me. I 

knew that in some cases, noblemen could be sensitive to the real needs of poor people – 

but could outsiders? It is difficult to demand such sympathy from them; they were 

accidental guests [of the baron – D.S.], and if they always responded to the invitations of 

every priest they met, then, due to the transient nature of their lifestyles, they would have 

to become members of too many popechitel’stva.            

 

Having failed in this first attempt, the priest appealed to his parishioners, but found that they 

lacked the resources for a collective investment, or even for regular dues. “Among the peasants, 

there were about five who were well-off enough to pay humble, three-ruble dues, and those were 

all somewhat parsimonious. The remaining majority, I knew, would probably meet my proposal 

with only platonic sympathy.” The priest was, thus, unable to open a popechitel’stvo in that 

parish.
602

 The difficulty of raising sufficient funds in most parishes can thus partially explain the 

small number of popechitel’stva, even in dioceses with active participation in charitable activity 

such as Moscow and Tver.  

 In those parishes where a sufficient investment could be scraped together for a 

popechitel’stvo, the organizations proved their worth in terms of efficient and appropriate 

responses to immediate needs, based on local knowledge. Reports and articles on the work of the 

popechitel’stva frequently mention aid for victims of emergencies such as fires and floods.
603

 

Even those with scant resources could stand ready for emergencies, such as a popechitel’stvo in 

rural Tver with only two hundred rubles in 1906, “from which parishioners distribute grants in 
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cases of great misfortune.”
604

 Those popechitel’stva that obtained the critical mass to provide 

regular services empowered parishioners to address those problems that were most important to 

their communities. Parishes in industrialized cities were confronted with urban poverty. One 

large popechitel’stvo in the center of Moscow, in the Tverskaia-Yamskaia district, purchased a 

two-story building to provide housing for impoverished industrial workers and their families. In 

1904 it housed fourteen impoverished families on the top floor and twenty male orphans on the 

bottom floor.
605

 One sizable popechitel’stvo in a rural parish, on the other hand, provided crucial 

support for the parish school, provided aid to needy peasants, and protected the dignity of poor 

families by caring for their dead. In 1903, its priest reported the following expenditures:  

Burials for the poor – 22 rubles. Given to the poor on holidays – 129.64 rubles. Salaries 

for parish-school nightwatchmen – 77 rubles. Given to the victims of a fire in Pokrovskii 

village – 57 rubles. Payment for insurance on the parish school – 30.40 rubles. For the 

purchase of food for pupils in this school – 45.92 rubles. For the construction of drainage 

ditches around the cemetery – 23.65 rubles. Other expenses – 32.35 rubles.
606

   

 

Leaders of the popechitel’stva prevented waste and misuse of their limited resources by 

investigating requests for aid. Many reports detail investigations by clergymen in order to 

determine the proper distribution of aid. A 1903 report from one Moscow parish describes such 

investigations. 

Grants from the popechitel’stvo are given exclusively to poor residents of the parish from 

all social backgrounds, both families and individuals. They must be in true need of help 

and known for their poverty, industriousness, and honest behavior. Grants are also 

distributed to those unable to work because of sickness. Among those receiving grants, 

some are blind, deaf, paralyzed, and so on. In order to investigate the circumstances of 

those applying for aid, the parish priests, fathers Beliaev and Pomerantsev, visited their 

apartments and beheld sad sights of desperate need, poverty, and sorrow.
607
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In their efficient use of meager resources, these parish institutions resembled the clergy’s own 

charitable associations. Indeed, the parish clergy clearly provided the initiative and leadership 

behind most of the popechitel’stva. Although the Synodal charter specified that any parishioner 

could serve as chairman, the parish priest filled this post in an overwhelming majority of 

popechitel’stva.  

 The writings of parish clergymen indicate that poor parishes without their own 

popechitel’stvo sometimes possessed strong communities with the potential for robust charitable 

activity. One blagochinnyi in a rural district of Tver reported in 1906, for example, that “No 

parish popechitel’stva have been opened in the churches of the okrug because of the poverty of 

the parishioners.” Yet, these poor and devout parishioners were, “sympathetic and charitable to 

all who are in need and who ask for help.”
608

 Some pastors were able to organize mutual-aid 

activity even in such parishes that were too poor for a popechitel’stvo. In his speech in the Over-

procurator’s apartment, Fr. Netsvetaev described a small credit association that he had 

established for his parishioners, who could collectively contribute no more than a few rubles a 

month to the parish charity. This credit society could distribute small loans at no more than 1% 

interest per month with the help of the state bank. This would provide parishioners access to 

emergency funds without going into perpetual debt with unscrupulous creditors.
609

 Thus, the 

presence of parish popechitel’stva, or lack thereof, does not tell the entire story of parish-level 

charity and mutual-aid. There was one glaring distinction between these parish associations and 

those of the parish clergy, however, in that the former did not pool their resources to send aid 

throughout the diocese, as did the latter. 
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The obvious solution to the underdevelopment of poor parishes would have been the 

same that was employed by the clergy to save their poorest communities from destitution – 

cooperation among all parishes in the diocese.
610

 Parishioners, unfortunately, lacked such 

institutions as the clergy’s diocesan popechitel’stvo or diocesan congress that could have 

coordinated such inter-parish cooperation. Moreover, the popechitel’stva’s financial segregation 

from the tithe economy effectively excluded them from the diocesan network and limited their 

ability to establish ties with members of other parishes in an ecclesiastical context. Only urban 

parishes, because of their physical proximity to one another, and the fluidity of their 

membership, were able to collaborate across boundaries. Rural popechitel’stva could easily 

disintegrate as a result of the loss of an important patron, the loss of pastoral leadership due to 

illness, or a disagreement among parishioners.
611

 Yet, an urban popechitel’stvo could transfer its 

wealth and institutions to the care of a neighboring parish in such cases. Examples of such 

collaboration were found not only in provincial capitals like Moscow and Tver, but also in 

smaller towns such as Torzhok in the Tver Province.
612

 Moreover, some urban popechitel’stva 

were able to become city-wide institutions by extending their services beyond the limits of their 

own parish, and earning the support of patrons throughout the city. In 1901, a popechitel’stvo on 

Moscow’s Arbat street opened an almshouse, a parish school, and inexpensive housing, all in 

one three-story building that it erected on parish land.
613

 Ironically, therefore, the parish 

community – traditionally associated with rural Russia – proved more successful in the urban 

environment at meeting the challenges of the 20
th

 century. The role of successful popechitel’stva 
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in the care and education of the urban poor, in particular, must be considered in any account of 

industrialization and social transformation in late Imperial Russia.  

A Parish Network? 
The priorities of the hierarchy and of the parish clergy for the parish communities 

converged amidst the multiple crises of 1905-7. Not only did the Church suffer from 

revolutionary hostility and tithe boycotts during this period, but it also experienced a drastic 

reduction in its privileged political status. Nicholas II’s Edict of Toleration removed legal 

restrictions on conversion away from Orthodoxy on April 17
th

, 1905. The unfavorable 

comparison presented by the state of church-based mutual-aid and charity in many Orthodox 

parishes versus that of “sectarian” evangelicals, Catholics, Volga-German Lutherans, and even 

Old Believers
614

 had always been a concern, but grew to alarm with this semi-legalization of 

religious competition. On November 18
th

, 1905, the Synod issued a “decree on the organization 

of parish life and pastoral councils.”
615

 This decree has already been discussed in chapter two, in 

connection with its legalization of pastoral assemblies.
616

 Although couched in the language of a 

provisional measure, this decree took the crucial step of finally granting parishioners direct 

access to the management of their church’s resources. The decree cited the need for expediency 

to justify the exclusion of the civil authorities from the framing of this reform. “The organization 
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of the parish-community according to concrete law cannot be accomplished immediately, as it 

would require legal work and a great deal of revision. Under the current, difficult circumstances, 

however, the long term delay of this extremely important matter would be highly undesirable.”
617

 

With Pobedonostsev’s tight control over the Church at an end, and the Empire reeling from war 

and revolution, the Synodal prelates were able to push through a reform without regard for the 

interests of the Imperial or local government. Despite renewed calls from the Kadet party and 

Witte for the parish to be granted independent legal standing with control over tithe funds,
618

 the 

decree of November 18
th

 preserved the parish’s status as part of the spiritual domain under the 

bishop’s authority. It contained no concession to popular demands for parishioner elections of 

priests. The decree invited parishioners to participate in the management of parish and diocesan 

funds, but only for parish and diocesan needs and under the supervision of their pastors. The 

decree entrusted parish priests with fortifying the Church from below by integrating the laity into 

the diocesan networks that the clergy had built for their own communities. The episcopate’s 

belated acknowledgement of the importance of local, voluntary association to the vitality of the 

entire ecclesiastical structure thus dovetailed with the parish clergy’s own understanding of the 

need to incorporate the laity into their mutual-aid networks.     

The Synod’s 1905 parish reform was guided by a half-century of pastoral work by the 

parish clergy, and would rely on the grass-roots momentum of this work if it were to succeed. In 

his critique of the parish popechitel’stvo, Freeze refers to the attempts to reform this institution 

as, “clear admission that the councils were of little significance.”
619

 The 1905 parish reform was 

certainly intended to address the inadequacies of parish associations, yet the language of the 
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decree indicates that it was also intended to build upon and expand the work of these 

associations.   

A Christian’s first community, beyond the limits of the family, forms around the temple 

and near the church pastor. . . . And now devout people find the realization of this 

community in brotherhoods and parish popechitel’stva, uniting for mutual-aid, charitable 

works, faith and piety, and presenting a strong spiritual bulwark against external currents 

in opposition to faith and true Christian freedom. But, such popechitel’stva and 

brotherhoods do not exist everywhere.
620

 

The framers of the Synodal decree hoped that parishioner associations could be made more 

ubiquitous by investing them with greater authority. It proposed to entrust charity, church 

beautification, and other financial concerns of the parish to a single “parish council.” This 

assembly was to be composed of twelve members elected by a general parish assembly for which 

it was to serve as an executive organ. Unlike the popechitel’stvo, the parish council was to help 

the priest manage church income and property rather than holding its own collections, separate 

from regular church tithes. Also unlike the popechitel’stvo, however, the parish soviet had to be 

chaired by the priest, who had the authority to dissolve the body should disagreements arise.
621

 

The prelates clearly hoped that by offering parishioners an active role in the management of 

parish resources, parish clergymen might be more successful at eliciting active participation in 

parish community life. Yet, by endowing the priest with ultimate authority over the soviet, the 

framers of this decree had created an escape clause to prevent these new organizations from 

seizing parish assets and bankrupting the dioceses. 

 The decree contained another measure that revealed the connection in the understanding 

of the Synodal prelates between the diocesan networks of the parish clergy and the vitality of 

their parish communities. The authorization of pastoral councils granted parish clergymen nearly 
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untrammeled freedom of assembly, stopping just short of inter-diocesan collaboration, which 

would have infringed upon the jurisdictional boundaries of the diocesan prelates. These councils 

were ostensibly intended to facilitate more effective pastoral work toward the creation of parish 

councils and the revival of parish communities. “The instructions laid out here, with the aim of 

renewing parish life and expanding the sphere of pastoral activity, cannot but evoke the need for 

special pastoral assemblies for the exchange of ideas regarding these tasks.”
622

 Furthermore, the 

councils were connected to the parish communities more directly through the suggestion that 

members of the parish councils be invited to take part in them. 

The Holy Synod blesses the convening, according to need, of pastoral councils within the 

boundaries of the blagochinii okrug, the uezd, and the diocese for the discussion of 

questions arising in connection with pastoral work, with the proposal that laymen from 

among the members of parish councils, parish popechitel’stva and brotherhoods be 

invited, should the need arise, to take part in these councils.
623

  

In other words, the Synodal prelates envisioned the possibility that parish community leaders 

could be drawn into some of the assemblies and discussions by which the parish clergy’s 

diocesan networks were organized. The decree of November 18
th

 was aimed at a great deal more 

than the creation of new parish institutions. Its framers sought to integrate parishioners into the 

management and administration of the tithe economies of both the parish church and of the 

diocese. While ultimate authority lay, as always, with the diocesan bishop, the parish priest was 

given the role of initiator and supervisor over this process of inviting parishioners to take part in 

the management of Church assets. This amounted to a remarkable vote of confidence on the part 

of the prelates, who hoped that the parish clergy would voluntarily extend the use of resources 

that supplied their individual livelihoods and supported their communities to their parishioners 

for the good of the Church as a community.  
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 The final years of the Imperial Church did not, in fact, witness the creation of parish 

networks along the lines of the clergy’s own diocesan system. The incentive of access to church 

funds, combined with the priest’s enhanced authority over its operations, seems in some cases to 

have made the parish council a more effective pastoral tool than the popechitel’stvo for the 

promotion of charity and mutual-aid as an essential component of Church life. In his 1908 

speech before prelates and ministers in the Over-procurator’s apartment, Fr. Netsvetaev 

described his use of his parish’s council to promote pious engagement in worldly affairs. 

The council does not limit its activities to religious-moral and educational tasks. As its 

chairman and administrator, I pursue the following goals. Firstly, the influence of the 

Church should penetrate all aspects of human life and activity: social, family, and private. 

Secondly, the entire order of life and all the activities of each of my parishioners should 

be sanctified by the consciousness of God, and penetrated by the spirit of Christian 

devotion, brotherly love, and mutual-aid. Thirdly, the parish church should be the center 

of parish life, unifying everyone not only in questions of faith and morality, but also for 

purely practical affairs.
624

 

 

Such aggressive pastoral leadership in the midst of the Church’s existential crisis may have been 

responsible for scattered instances of inter-parish collaboration. In a report from January 19
th

, 

1906, for example, one priest explained that when his parishioners ceased contributions to the 

parish popechitel’stvo, under the influence of revolutionary agitators, the institution had been 

kept alive by a sobriety society in a neighboring parish, whose members contributed donations 

until his own parishioners were persuaded to resume their support.
625

 Yet, inter-parish 

collaboration in mutual-aid and charity remained a rarity. Only three parish councils participated 

in Tver diocese’s famine relief effort of 1907-09.
626

 As discussed in chapter two, the 

participation of parishioners in pastoral assemblies may have contributed to the decision of 

Tver’s diocesan network to channeling a slight majority of the diocese’s relief funds toward lay 
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famine victims. Yet, lay participation remained undocumented, and could have played no more 

than a minor role in the pastoral assemblies that were organized and dominated by the clergy. 

The success of the parish councils, where they even existed, seems often to have been limited to 

the unification of the parish’s own scattered communities for collective decision making, with 

broader, inter-parish collaboration no more than a goal on the distant horizon.
627

  

         The failure of the November 18
th

 reforms to integrate parishioners into the clergy’s 

diocesan networks must be attributed to the failure of the parish council to materialize as a viable 

institution at the parish level. Unlike the parish popechitel’stva, the parish councils were never 

statistically counted. Yet, the archival records of Moscow and Tver do not reflect a significant 

presence of this institution in either diocese. One reason for the parish council’s poor 

performance seems to have been the revolutionary situation during which it was established. 

Much of the population was seized by hostility toward all representatives of the tsarist regime in 

1905, including the clergy. These were certainly not the best circumstances in which to build a 

closer partnership between clergy and parishioners for the management of diocesan resources. 

One blagochinnyi in Tver diocese submitted the following assessment of the results of the 

November 18
th

 reforms in his 1906 report to the consistory: 

This important matter, in these difficult times for the Church, demands great caution and 

tact. Recently, the peasants have become more and more dissatisfied with the clergy in 

many districts of our diocese. . . . I know that in three parishes, in an uezd outside of my 

jurisdiction, the parishioners have composed proposals for a reduction in payments for 

[religious] services. Such a proposal, unexpected by the clergy, was raised in a parish 

council in Novotorzhok uezd, and was followed by political discussions regarding the 
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general lack of rights, the unlimited authority of the police, and of the hard lot of the 

peasant.
628

 

Many peasants were apparently unwilling to use the parish councils to compromise with their 

pastors, preferring to seize the opportunity to reduce their financial obligations altogether. For 

their part, the clergy found it difficult to take parishioners into their confidence in this volatile 

atmosphere. One priest, for example, “incautiously” conveyed to his parishioners his opinion that 

diocesan taxes were indeed too high and should be reduced. In response, his parishioners 

declared an end to all diocesan contributions, and this boycott temporarily spread to neighboring 

parishes.
629

 On the one hand, the failure of the parish councils to take root suggests that the 

Church’s attempt to cede authority to the peasantry seems to have been “too little, too late,” to 

forge a more integrated Christian community before the collapse of the imperial government. On 

the other hand, the tithe boycotts of 1905-6 died down, and the peasantry continued to provide 

voluntary support for their clergy up to and beyond 1917. Despite their volatile mood, the 

Orthodox faithful remained committed to their Church.  

 After the recovery from the 1905 revolution and the apparent failure of the parish 

councils to take root, parish clergymen in both Moscow and Tver raised the suggestion at 

assemblies and in consistory reports that church elders should be invited to participate in the 

blagochinnyi assemblies and diocesan congresses. It was the job of these elders, elected by the 

other parishioners, to supervise the priest’s expenditure of tithes. In his 1906 report to the Tver 

consistory, one blagochinnyi argued that only by including church elders in the diocesan 

congresses could the clergy relieve the growing demands from parishioners that their tithes be 

accounted for. One parish clergyman brought this idea before Moscow’s 1908 diocesan congress, 

suggesting that the inclusion of church elders as well as lower clergymen in congresses could 
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create more effective Church taxation for the benefit of the entire diocesan community.
630

 The 

Synod finally issued a decree on this matter in response to pressure from the Duma in 1909. In 

drafting funding legislation for the support of the parish clergy, a Duma committee had 

suggested to the Synod that, if parish clergymen were to receive some relief from their financial 

burdens, then parishioners should be given a voice in “questions of Church economy” through 

inclusion of the elders in local and diocesan congresses. In the decree that resulted, the Synod 

explained that this practice had been taking place in eight dioceses since 1906, and now should 

take place in all of them.  

On the one hand, the participation of church elders in congresses can bring them closer to 

their clergy. On the other, the elders can serve to warn of and prevent against the 

arguments that arise between parishioners and clergymen over their churches’ financial 

issues.
631

       

Having failed to fortify its position at the parish level, the Church hierarchy was now compelled 

to sanction even greater freedom of association among clergy and laity at the diocesan level. 

 Church elder representation at clerical assemblies was also unsuccessful at integrating the 

laity into clerical networks. Moscow diocese seems to have preempted the Synod’s decree, as 

“several church elders” were in attendance at Moscow’s 1908 diocesan congress on the same day 

that the decree was issued.
632

 Yet, there is no indication that this meager presence significantly 

increased its influence in subsequent years. At the outbreak of the First World War, the Moscow 

consistory still felt the need to admonish blagochinnye to include church elders in all local 

assemblies for the organization of humanitarian relief, indicating that their presence had yet to 
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become an essential feature of the clerical networks by 1914.
633

 In January of that year, Tver’s 

diocesan congress passed a resolution to declare the right of church elders to take an active role 

in financial deliberations at clerical assemblies, and to assert the equality of their votes with 

those of clerical representatives.
634

 The fact that such a resolution was deemed necessary five 

years after the Synod’s original decree, does not reflect a successful inclusion of church elders in 

clerical assemblies in the intervening period. The same congress discussed the problem of large 

blagochinnyi districts, in which the prohibitive costs of travel made it difficult to convene local 

assemblies.  

If in some, relatively small blagochinnyi districts, no more than half the local clergy and 

barely a fourth of church elders appear at local assemblies, then those districts that are 

spread out over 80 or 100 versts make it even more difficult to convene, which becomes a 

difficult obligation for the clergy.
635      

 

While clergymen held a vested interest in participating in local assemblies and diocesan 

congresses, church elders may have been less willing or unable to bear the financial burden of 

periodic travel to district and diocesan centers. Archival records of clerical assemblies in 

Moscow and Tver are too incomplete to present a clear picture of the involvement of church 

elders in diocesan management. Yet, the evidence presented above suggests that the effort did 

not achieve success before 1914.  

 One obvious precondition for the integration of the laity into the diocesan networks was a 

shift in the priorities (and funds) of these networks away from diocesan institutions and toward 

local, parish institutions that would directly benefit parishioners. Limited cuts in the funding of 

clerical institutions seem to have been implemented by the clergy unilaterally, under pressure 

from their parishioners. For example, members of the Bezhetsk district assembly justified their 
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decision, in July of 1914, to reduce salaries for employees of their local, ecclesiastical school by 

citing the discontent of parishioners with the amount of money they were being asked to 

contribute. 

. . . the deputy fathers, in consideration of the difficult situation of the clergy in some 

places and the rebukes of parishioners regarding the over-taxation of their churches . . . 

have deemed it just and appropriate to reduce church collections [for the ecclesiastical 

school] by 1 kopek, and to collect six kopeks from each parish soul, instead of seven.
636

 

 

In other words, parishioners continued to influence the diocesan networks through indirect 

pressure rather than through direct participation in clerical assemblies. Synodal statistics suggest 

that this process produced results over time. In 1893, the first year after diocesan funds had been 

used to relieve famine victims, diocesan popechitel’stva throughout the empire spent a total of 

2,195,148.06 rubles to relieve clerical poverty, while parish popechitel’stva collectively spent 

2,566,097.22 rubles on parish needs.
637

 Without accounting for the change in value of the ruble 

over time, we can examine the same figures in 1913 to see that, 20 years later, a much larger 

proportion of the money that parishioners dedicated to their religious lives was actively spent on 

the needs of their parish communities rather than passively contributed as tithes that the clergy 

used to support their own poor. During the empire’s last full year of peace, diocesan 

popechitel’stva spent a total of 1,783,862.93 rubles, while parish popechitel’stva spent a total of 

4,914,244.81 rubles.
638

 Less progress seems to have been made toward the goal pursued by many 

pastors of persuading their parishioners to use this money to strengthen their parishes as religious 
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communities through mutual-aid. In 1893, only 357,892.96 rubles, or 14 percent of the 

expenditures of parish popechitel’stva were spent on charity and education. By 1913, this figure 

had risen to only 19.4 percent, or 953,689.02 rubles, with the great majority of funds spent by the 

parish popechitel’stva dedicated to church construction and renovation. Yet, some dioceses 

reported more progress than others. In 1913, Tver’s parish popechitel’stva spent 9,257.43 rubles, 

or 87 percent of their expenditures on charity and education. Moscow’s parish popechitel’stva 

consistently reported the highest or second-highest expenditures (after St. Petersburg diocese) on 

charity and education in the Empire, and the lowest figures on church renovation. In 1913, these 

figures were 72,292.23 rubles and 377.19 rubles, respectively.
639

 In light of this gradual transfer 

of wealth from the diocesan networks to the parishes, and the even more gradual increase in 

parishioner participation in parish and diocese-based charity and mutual-aid, it is conceivable 

that, given more time to develop, a more robust parish network might have emerged to 

consolidate the Orthodox communities of provincial Russia. Unfortunately, the Imperial Church 

did not have this time. 

The Church at War 
 In 1914, the Church faced the outbreak of war and the development of yet another all-

embracing social catastrophe. The clergy worked together with communities and associations 

such as the Red Cross and Union of Zemstva to address the various crises engendered by the war 

that soon grew beyond the tsarist regime’s capacity to contain.
640

 In its initial stages, few could 

have imagined that the war in Europe would prove far more disastrous than the war, revolution 

and famine of 1904-7, much less that it would bring down four empires and ignite two, 
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successive revolutions in Russia. In 1914, the population was less politically volatile than in 

1905. Harvests were plentiful and the urban economy was expanding due to foreign investment 

and a stable currency.
641

 In the absence of an imminent humanitarian disaster, the parish clergy 

led a war-relief campaign that focused on support for the military, and particularly on the care of 

wounded soldiers. This campaign demonstrated yet again the impressive capacity for self-

sacrifice on the part of the clergy. But, it was driven almost entirely by the parish clergy, with 

little active participation by the laity. Parishioners displayed much more active involvement in 

the effort to support the families of soldiers in their own communities. Because of the magnitude 

of the military crisis and the initial stability of the home front, the parish clergy conducted their 

campaign to aid soldiers and the military as their first priority, ultimately diverting diocesan 

resources away from the parishes. Even as more laymen and women were beginning to 

participate in parish life as part of a community network, the parish clergy continued to use that 

network as an auxiliary civil service for the crumbling regime. This dual function proved too 

great a burden for the Orthodox parish.  

 The Church entered the war relief effort as one of many professional and social 

associations that pulled together in an impressively broad-based campaign to withstand the 

strains of the conflict.
642

 Yet, the regime remained deeply suspicious of free association among 

the population, and ultimately sabotaged the empire’s own system of social support by outlawing 

public congresses in April of 1916.
643

 The Church, however, found itself free of any such 
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restrictions or oppressive oversight. The extent of this freedom was reflected in the Synod’s 

instructions calling for relief work within the parishes. 

In the interest of rapid organization of aid for the families of individuals at war, and in 

consideration of the fact that there has been no experience or precedent in parish life for 

such a task [my emphasis – D.S.], the Holy Synod has added special instructions to the 

decree of July 20
th

 . . . which called upon the diocesan bishops to order the immediate 

establishment in each parish of a popechitel’stvo council, on the grounds laid out in the 

same Synodal decree, for the care of the families of soldiers, and to entrust those soviets 

with such care.
644

     

 

The characterization of this effort as unprecedented was quite odd in light of the Church’s 

history of charitable and humanitarian relief work over the preceding decades. It reflected the 

Synod’s hope that “parish life,” so tightly regulated in the past, could now rally the population in 

this moment of crisis. The Synod’s decree established yet another new parish institution, the 

popechitel’stvo council. Like the parish council, this institution was to grant its members access 

to their church’s resources, essentially placing control over the relief effort in the hands of new 

and existing popechitel’stva. The preoccupied regime exerted so little control over the Church’s 

war relief effort that, after the campaign was already underway, one obedient bishop even asked 

the Synod for instructions as to how his diocese should be spending the donations it collected. 

The published reply, was that all donations collected during church services should be sent to the 

Synod’s economic department, to be passed along to the Red Cross, while all individual 

donations should be spent according the wishes of the donator.
645

 Yet, archival records from 

Moscow and Tver contain no evidence of funds being sent to the Synod during the relief 

campaign. The extent and focus of each parish’s participation in the relief effort would be 

determined by the parish clergy and by the parish community.  
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 In the absence of centralized direction from the bureaucracy or the Church hierarchy, 

parish clergymen cooperated among themselves and combined their efforts with those of secular 

organizations, including branches of the Red Cross, municipal administrations, and the zemstva. 

Prominent white clergymen in Moscow organized one of the largest war relief organizations. On 

July 25
th

, 1914, twelve out of seventeen of Moscow’s urban blagochinnye assembled at the 

bishop’s residence to establish a “War-Charity Commission,” five days after the Synod’s decree. 

Seized by patriotic enthusiasm, the assembled archpriests resolved that the Commission would 

donate a portion of the funds it gathered directly to the armed forces, use another portion for the 

care of wounded soldiers, and dedicate the final portion to the support of soldiers’ families. The 

archpriest A. V. Nikol’skii, had already designated one apartment on the territory of Kazan 

Cathedral, of which he was dean, to hold ten beds for wounded soldiers. The Cathedral would 

provide them with food, clothing, and medical care. Archpriest Ioann Vostorgov, the dean of St. 

Basil’s Cathedral who was to chair the new Commission, proposed to offer moral as well as 

material support for the army by delivering patriotic sermons and holding “religious-patriotic 

gatherings” in parish schools.
646

 While initially confined to the capital, the Commission soon 

drew voluntary support from parishes and monasteries throughout the diocese. By the beginning 

of September, it had established forty three clinics with six hundred beds, supplied with clothes 

and regular medical care, for which it contributed an initial sum of 40,000 rubles and a planned 

monthly payment of 25,000 rubles. More clinics were to be opened, as well as a workshop to sew 

clothes and sheets for patients.
647

 The clerical leadership of the War-Charity Commission 

determined that their efforts could be more effective if coordinated with other, public 
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organizations, and decided to combine forces with other groups in the “United Organization” 

working under the umbrella of Moscow’s municipal administration.
648

    

Parish clergymen who did not participate in Moscow’s War-Charity Commission joined 

the campaign for wounded soldiers independently and with equal zeal. Of all the diocesan 

reports on this activity that were published in Tserkovnye Vedomosti, Tver’s was the most 

detailed. In October, Tver’s consistory reported the establishment of one clinic at the bishop’s 

residence, and another occupying the top two floors of Tver Seminary, the latter providing care 

for five hundred wounded soldiers. These clinics were supported by a long list of patrons 

including at least seven associations of parish clergymen from throughout the diocese.
649

 These 

consolidated, diocesan efforts were supplemented by smaller operations that some clergymen 

organized locally. The clergy of at least four of Tver’s diocesan districts (okrugi) opened their 

own clinics with up to forty beds for wounded soldiers. A further sixteen groups of parish 

clergymen – organized by district or individual parish – pledged monthly contributions of 

between 25 and 112 rubles for the support of zemstvo, Red Cross, and municipal clinics.
650

 

Tver’s impressive report, however, contained far fewer examples of direct involvement by 

parishioners. It listed two popechitel’stvo councils that opened their own parish clinics with ten 

beds each. One brotherhood and one popechitel’stvo council in the town of Kashin organized 

collections for the Red Cross. Finally, one popechitel’stvo council promised a monthly 

contribution of 30 rubles to the clinic in the bishop’s residence. With the exception of the work 

that these five lay organizations performed, parishioner participation in the effort was limited to 
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passive contributions in church, or acquiescence to the donation of some of their church’s 

savings. Moreover, fourteen of the groups of clergymen specified that some or all of their 

contributions came “from their own resources”[iz svoikh sredstv], or from their “salaries and 

incomes.”
 651 

Even as the parish clergy were working in cooperation with the zemstva, merchant 

associations, and other manifestations of what liberals like Miliukov referred to as “the public” 

[obshchestvennost’], they did so in their traditional capacity as a distinctly clerical network 

providing an auxiliary civil service, rather than as leaders of an emerging parish network.     

 The parish clergy’s enthusiastic support of the military in 1914 presents a curious 

contrast with their relief work in 1905. During the war with Japan, as discussed in chapter two, 

the parish clergy of Moscow and Tver declined to give the military use of their educational 

institutions as clinics, and focused their relief efforts on famine victims. In 1914, the same 

communities eagerly extended the use of diocesan property and resources for use by the military. 

Most seminaries throughout the Empire were at least temporarily occupied by troops in 

September of 1914, and some, such as Tver, indefinitely converted portions of their facilities into 

clinics.
652

 Teaching staffs in many seminaries pledged two percent of their salaries to support of 

military clinics.
653

 Some clerical students pledged portions of their meager scholarship stipends 

for the same cause.
654

 Many individual clergymen offered the use of their personal residences for 

wounded soldiers, and one sacristan complained to the Moscow Consistory that his priest was 

trying to evict him from his parish apartment in order to house wounded soldiers there.
655
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Numerous seminarians and young priests volunteered to serve in the army as soldiers or as 

military chaplains.
656

 “Several parishes,” as reported in the journal of the War-Charity 

Commission, even sent donations directly to the army and navy until the city administration 

urged them to use this money to care for the wounded instead.
657

 The tendency of the parish 

clergy to prioritize the military crisis over care for local family members of soldiers was 

reasonable, given the relative severity of the two problems. The state had granted generous 

compensation to peasant households who had lost their farm laborers to conscription, and there 

was, as of 1914, no food shortage.
658

 On the other hand, as early as August of 1914, tens of 

thousands of wounded soldiers were pouring into Moscow alone. Smaller clinics in the 

surrounding districts were utilized once the number of wounded in Moscow reached 70,000.
659

 

The parish clergy’s efforts to address this problem provided comfort for many victims of the 

conflict. Yet, these efforts also diminished the role that the clergy could play in coordinating 

local mutual-aid to relieve the suffering of their own parishioners.  

War Relief on the Home Front  
 The local-level campaign to provide assistance to the soldatki, or soldiers’ wives, through 

the parish network lacked the scale of the military relief effort, but was more impressive from an 

organizational perspective. Although poorly documented due to minimal oversight by the 

consistories during the war, the Tver Consistory gathered more detailed information – in this 

case through a “Central Committee” that gathered blagochinnyi reports on local relief efforts 

during the summer of 1915. Tver’s parish clergymen displayed great dedication to this campaign 
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as well. Some preached sermons in which they, “beseeched and exhorted relatives and neighbors 

to extend what help they could to the needy families of soldiers.”
660

 At least one priest, a 

widower without children, housed and fed two relatives of a soldier in his own home.
661

 The 

reports suggested that parish priests were able to elicit fairly widespread participation in this 

campaign to aid poor, military families. Most of Tver’s blagochinnye reports indicated that at 

least half, and often all, of the parishes under their supervision had opened a popechitel’stvo 

council specifically for local war-relief efforts. Through broad-based support and the use of local 

knowledge, parish communities were able to accomplish a great deal with limited resources. 

These resources were, however, unnecessarily limited. The temporary success of the local 

campaign provides a tantalizing glimpse of what the parish clergy might have accomplished had 

they consolidated more resources in their parish communities rather than siphoning off diocesan 

funds to aid the military. 

 Tver’s parish priests elicited broad participation in assistance for military families 

through cooperation with other, local organizations. The collection of charitable contributions 

was carried out in the parishes just as they always had been – during church services and through 

door to door collections by icon-bearing processions.
662

 The personal leadership of the parish 

priest remained indispensible for such activity. In one case, a popechitel’stvo disbanded when its 

priest became too ill to participate.
663

 Yet, in order to maximize the effectiveness of these local 

efforts, priests relied on cooperation with other, local organizations. For example, funds were 

withheld in numerous cases when military families were already receiving support from a 
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zemstvo or local factory.
664

 Priests also provided the zemstva with information about relatives of 

soldiers who were not receiving the state aid for which they were eligible.
665

 More importantly, 

priests were able to integrate the popechitel’stva into the peasants’ own system of mutual-aid. 

Relatives and members of rural communes had always assisted families that were temporarily 

unable to work their own fields or bring in their own harvest.
666

 With so many families in this 

situation during the war, clergymen worked with their parishioners to determine who was 

receiving such assistance during the summer harvest and who was not. One blagochinnyi 

specifically described how members of popechitel’stvo councils in his parishes had convened 

their respective village assemblies in order to determine how many families were still in need of 

assistance.
667

 Members of popechitel’stva throughout the diocese volunteered to help military 

families in their fields. Other popechitel’stva provided funds to hire field hands for those families 

with no other sources of help.
668

 At least in Tver, the parish networks and their popechitel’stva 

were taking on the important task of connecting mutual-aid networks in the hinterland, and 

linking them with the zemstva. 

 Tver’s local relief campaign did not suffer for want of generosity or dedication on the 

part of clergy or parishioners. Some blagochinnye forwarded letters from their priests to the 

Central Committee praising the generosity of their parishioners. For example: 

I cannot fail to remark on the joy that was felt in carrying out collections. Despite the 

extreme poverty of the parish, the population met the collection with great sympathy and 

willingly contributed what they could. The council that organized the collection counted 

on no more than about 30 rubles. In fact, they received almost 48 rubles and 40 rubles in 

kind. The heavy feeling of timidity that at first oppressed those carrying out the collection 

soon changed to joy.
669
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Nor did the clergy, as a group, withhold diocesan resources from the parishes. The Central 

Committee extended small grants to the popechitel’stva when local funds were not available to 

meet pressing needs.
670

 In at least one case, the assembled clergy of a blagochinnyi district 

pooled their own resources to hire child care so that soldiers’ wives could leave their children 

and go to work.
671

 Moreover, the popechitel’stvo councils had the authority to access their own 

church’s funds, which they did in numerous cases. Despite this apparent dedication to the 

support of local military families, Tver’s parishes failed to accumulate significant relief funds for 

this campaign. The following statistical report, submitted for Tver’s first blagochinnyi district, 

reflected the highest donation figures in the diocese for the month of June.
672

 

 

Name of the Church 

Reported by the Parish Popechitel'stva 

Number 

of 

Military 

Families 

in the 

Parish 
Remainder 

from May 

Donations Collected in June, 1915 

Monthly 

Donations 

One-Time 

Donations 

From 

Parish 

Church 

Funds Total 

Diocesan Cathedral 
  

2.15 r. 

   Aleksandro-Nevskaia 99 

 

102.75 r. 

  

102.75 r. 

Bogoroditserozhdestv. 57 

 

40 r. 

  

40 r. 

Borisoglebskaia 22 138.39 r. 37.35 r. 

  

175.74 r. 

Vladimirskaia 42 3.30 r. 72 r. 

 

15.18 r. 90.48 r. 

Voznesenskaia 7 94.19 r. 20 r. 

  

114.19 r. 

Zhivonostoistochnich. 20 3.50 r. 56 r. 15 r. 

 

74.50 r. 

Il'insko-Znamenskaia 12 195.44 r. 37.90 r. 

  

233.34 r. 

Ioanno-Predtechenskaia 27 

 

30 r. 

  

30 r. 

Mironositskaia 18 155 r. 40 r. 

  

195 r. 

Nikolaevskaia 36 

 

30 r. 

  

30 r. 

Nikol'skaia Zver. 17 2.63 r. 75.50 r. 

  

78.13 r. 

Pokrovskaia 31 

 

40 r. 

  

40 r. 
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Semenovskaia 31 83.14 r. 72 r. 

  

155.14 r. 

Smolenskaia 35 

 

42 r. 

 

13 r. 55 r. 

Sretenskaia 30 200.90 r. 81.50 r. 

  

282.40 r. 

Troitskaia 44 

 

65 r. 4.80 r. 

 

69.80 r. 

Khristorozhdestv. Convent 25 

 

30 r. 

  

30 r. 

Khristorozhdestv. Monastery 15 96.51 r. 48.50 r. 

 

4.35 r. 149.36 r. 

Candle Factory 
  

27.61 r. 

  

27.61 r. 

Committee of Princess 

Elizaveta Fedorovna 
   

1000 r. 

 

1000 r. 

Total 568 

973 

rubles. 

950.26 

rubles. 

1,019.80 

rubles. 

32.53 

rubles. 

2,975.59 

rubles. 

 

This district produced sufficient reserves to support its 568 military families only thanks to the 

donation of 1,000 rubles by the Committee of Princess Fedorovna. The parishes of other districts 

matched the donation figures of the diocesan center, but lacked the support of the Imperial 

family or other wealthy donors. Therefore, most other blagochinnyi districts provided less than 

two rubles per family every month. As noted above, some priests suggested that these donations 

were all that their parishioners could offer. Yet, the substantially larger figures reported for the 

support of clinics demonstrate that Tver’s pastors could have gathered much more for their 

parish communities, both from diocesan funds and from outside donors.  

 The Imperial Church’s last humanitarian relief effort exposed the residual gap that 

existed between the clergy’s diocesan networks, and the parish communities they oversaw. In 

retrospect, it is easy to identify the parish clergy’s diversion of diocesan resources away from 

their parish communities for the sake of a doomed military struggle as a mistake on the part of 

Russia’s pastors. Yet, even without the benefit of hindsight, the clergy’s decision to throw their 

support behind the military effort as the most obvious humanitarian concern in the summer of 

1914 must be viewed as a misallocation of resources. By doing so, the parish clergy involved 

themselves in a state-level struggle, removed from the immediate concerns of their parish 

communities, and for which they could only offer auxiliary support. As a result of this decision, 
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moreover, they relegated themselves to a secondary role in the local organization of support for 

their own communities as well. Their error was motivated by pastoral duty, and the clergy’s 

performance in this last relief campaign demonstrates that the divide between pastor and parish 

was not the result of clerical exclusivity or clannish estate-loyalty (soslovnost’). Nor, if Tver’s 

records are at all indicative of parish mutual aid in other dioceses during the war, was this gap 

the result of parishioner apathy. The Imperial Church’s last coordinated relief effort actually 

demonstrated that Russia’s parish clergy had succeeded in inculcating their parishioners with a 

culture of parish-based mutual aid, and that this culture had established the parish as a possible 

nexus of cooperation between rural communities and local government. It was the parish clergy 

themselves who had failed to relinquish their traditional role as pastor-civil servants for the sake 

of a more inclusive social network.   

Conclusion 
The residual gap that separated the clergy’s diocesan networks from the parish 

communities that sustained them can be traced to the important role of the imperial state in 

shaping the Orthodox pastorate. While the parish clergy’s performance of practical, pastoral 

work for their parishioners was entirely voluntary, and supported by the cooperative efforts of 

the entirely clerical community, it could not have succeeded without state subsidies for 

seminaries, parish schools, and limited clerical salaries. Without such subsidies, the clergy could 

never have achieved the level of education that their seminary network provided. They never 

could have enlisted the help of their entire soslovie to spread literacy. They could not have 

afforded simultaneously to satisfy their parishioners’ religious needs for beautifully ornate parish 

churches and to use fund from those churches’ coffers for the relief of poverty. The legacy of this 

important role of the state bestowed a slightly top-down perspective on pastoral work, frequently 
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being driven more by the clergy’s vision for their communities than by their parishioners’ actual 

wishes. Thus, practical pastoral work was never entirely rooted in popular religious practice. 

Whatever progress the parish clergy may have made in bridging this gap over the first decades of 

the twentieth century were erased in 1914 by their misguided decision to contribute their 

resources and those of their parishes to a disastrous war effort rather than for the support of their 

own communities.   

There is considerable evidence that parish based mutual-aid organizations were gaining 

support over the Russian Empire’s last decades. Much less progress was made at eliciting the 

participation of parish communities in a diocese-wide mutual-aid network. The gradual transfer 

of funds from the clergy’s diocesan networks to parish organizations was largely carried out at 

the clergy’s own initiative, or under indirect pressure from the laity. A major obstacle to direct 

cooperation between the clerical and lay communities, as this chapter has illustrated, was the 

volatile political atmosphere of the early 20
th

 century. Within the first decade of this century, the 

clergy had managed to win a significant degree of autonomy from state control over pastoral 

work. Yet, much of the population continued to regard the clergy as representatives of the 

unpopular regime, and even associate their non-liturgical work with state policies. This 

perception stemmed from the Church’s long relationship with the Russian autocracy and status 

as the official religion of the empire. The final chapter of this study will examine the parish 

clergy’s inability to transcend this historical tie outside of the “spiritual realm” (dukhovnoe 

vedomstvo), and the consequent disadvantages that they experienced in their interactions with 

Russia’s growing public sphere.       
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Chapter 6: The Church and Politics 
 

 The place of the parish clergy in late Imperial Russia was shaped not only by their 

pastoral work among the Orthodox population, but also by their position as representatives of the 

official religion of a diverse, multi-confessional empire. This study has examined the parish 

clergy’s often successful responses, within their own spheres of the diocese and parish, to the 

many challenges presented by the rapid economic and social changes of the early 20
th

 century. 

Yet, in the broader context of the Russian Empire, the clergy proved much less adaptable to the 

post-1905 environment. Despite the fact that the 1905 Revolution was ignited by a demonstration 

led by an Orthodox priest, Fr. Gapon, many contemporaries and most historians have viewed the 

clergy as steadfast opponents of the expansion of social and political liberties from 1906 to 1917. 

Indeed, the Church’s traditional ties with the tsarist regime became a major liability for the 

clergy’s ability to adapt to the more open society of the Duma period. State enforcement of the 

Orthodox clergy’s monopolies on proselytism, religious education, and other public expressions 

of faith entailed state control over such expression. By leaving in place restrictions on the 

clergy’s ability to participate in public life in an increasingly open social environment, the 

regime forced the clergy to compete in that environment at a disadvantage. The clergy’s response 

was to withdraw from participation in representative politics and interaction with non-Orthodox 

communities. Yet, this withdrawal must not be misinterpreted as social intransigence or political 

passivity. As a group, the parish clergy did not ally themselves with reactionary or disaffected 

social groups in order to protect their own interests. As representatives of Russia’s universal 

(vselenskaia) Church, the parish clergy stood by the interests of their peasant parishioners. In 
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marginalizing the parish clergy’s political voice, the regime muffled the cultural resonance of 

their pastoral work. 

 The parish clergy, and other members of the clerical soslovie, were expected to instill 

political loyalty into their parishioners in exchange for the favored status of their religion. They 

were accordingly subjected to a higher degree of censorship than almost any other segment of 

Imperial Russian society. “Political unreliability” could result in a priest being defrocked or a 

seminarian denied ordination. A single police report to the consistory was enough to justify this 

designation.
 673

 Young men and women of clerical origin were routinely blacklisted from 

employment in any educational institution as a result of mere political suspicions.
674

 This level of 

political oversight distorted clerical participation in public life. Even their work as elected 

representatives to zemstva or city dumas was circumscribed by this looming threat to their 

livelihood and to their status as members of the diocesan and parish communities. The 

combination of political control and protection by the state conditioned most clergymen to 

withdraw from political controversies and rely on the authorities to guard their interests. The 

dynamic was further complicated by the Edict of Toleration on April 17
th

, 1906, after which 

subjects of the empire were no longer forbidden to convert away from Orthodoxy. This loss of 

political protection was not compensated by an increase in their political freedom. The regime 

sought to confine the parish clergy’s public presence, beyond their traditional pastoral work, to 

loyal advocacy of the autocracy. This policy damaged the clergy’s political credibility among the 
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population and hamstrung their ability to compete with ideological opponents of both the Church 

and the regime, including revolutionary atheists.  

 Clergymen and their families held political sentiments that were informed both by 

practical considerations and by their mission as pastors of the Church. Despite the power of the 

authorities to defrock and otherwise punish clergymen and their families, pastors were more 

beholden to their parishioners than they were to the regime. Thus, practically speaking, the 

concerns of the former trumped those of the latter in shaping political sentiments among the 

parish clergy. Moreover, as this study has argued, the parish clergy’s cooperative efforts to serve 

the needs of the laity had become an integral component of the pastor’s spiritual mission by the 

early 20
th

 century. After a brief foray into parliamentary politics, during which pastor-deputies 

did represent the interests of the peasantry, the clergy were reigned in through intimidation and 

the manipulation of their elections. The parish clergy could openly have pursued more 

specifically clerical priorities had they rallied around a more loyalist or reactionary political 

program. Yet, this would have required the clergy to ally themselves with disaffected or 

reactionary political groups. To oppose land reform or to support the reestablishment of 

unlimited autocracy would have put the clergy at odds with the interests of their own 

parishioners. For these reasons, this chapter argues, the Russian Empire never experienced a 

“clerical party” in response to the advent of mass politics as did many other European countries 

by the turn of the century.
675
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Political Attitudes of the Parish Clergy 
 An examination of clerical voices from the late 19

th
 and early 20

th
 centuries does not 

reveal a culture of political quietism. Like most of the population during this period, the parish 

clergy exhibited general dissatisfaction with the political status quo in the empire. The clergy had 

a unique source of grievance in the restrictions on political expression attached to the pastoral 

profession. Since 1890, clergymen had been explicitly forbidden either to hold public office in 

the zemstvo or city duma or to vote in elections for those bodies.
676

 It is due to this prohibition 

against clerical participation in politics that attitudes among the parish clergy are so difficult to 

assess. Articles penned by parish clergymen often hinted at dissident sympathies rather than 

expressing them outright. For example, in 1901, an article appeared in Moscow’s diocesan 

journal discussing Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical on Christian democracy – Graves De Communi 

Re. The article outlined the ideology of Christian solidarity for the protection of workers’ rights, 

and then went on to accuse the Pope of “Jesuitical hypocrisy” in using this ideology to conceal 

his true, power mongering motives.
677

 The author did not condemn the ideology outright, and 

may himself have been using this supposed condemnation of Catholicism to mask an exposition 

of a foreign religious ideology of Christian democracy. The political ferment of subsequent years 

emboldened clergymen to espouse controversial ideas more openly, often by inserting such ideas 

into more conventional arguments or disingenuously attributing those ideas to the regime. Amid 

the violence of 1905, for example, a “group of Moscow pastors” published an appeal to the 

people to stop their fighting in the streets so their newly won freedoms could be established. 

“Life will establish a bright future through freedom of expression, conscience, assembly, and 
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private property, which have been granted us already!”
678

 The authors, thus, openly endorsed 

political reform as pastors, under the guise of opposing revolutionary violence. Political opinion 

among the clergy was, of course, diverse. Yet, the abundance of such cautious and indirect calls 

for reform and the extension of civil rights in clerical writing indicate that a large portion of the 

Orthodox pastorate was dissatisfied with the political situation.      

 The clergy’s need for discretion in political dialogue hindered their ability to organize 

broad-based support for reform. Even in the midst of the relatively open political dialogue that 

took place during the 1905 revolution, it was rare for a clergyman to express public support for 

any dissident agenda. Instead, articles in support of reform were written pseudonymously or 

signed cryptically like the above-mentioned article by “a group of Moscow pastors.”  This 

practice was so common in the diocesan press that it became expected. One priest responded to 

an inflammatory article by a seminarian that criticized the seminary system by dismissing the 

piece as a product of youthful impetuosity. The author’s immaturity was evidenced by the fact 

that he actually signed his article. “‘What an advanced man of letters I am – and such a 

progressive person, let everyone know about it!’ This [immaturity] is obvious from the fact that 

the satirical article is signed with the full name and surname of the author.”
679

 This need for 

anonymity rendered public political dialogue among the clergy extremely difficult.  

 Even when the parish clergy gained the right to engage in politics, their activity was 

subject to special regulation by the Synod. Although clergymen gained the right to vote and 

stand for election to the zemstvo, city duma, and State Duma in 1906, the Synod officially 

forbade clergymen to join the Constitutional Democratic Party.
680

 That there was considerable 
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support among the clergy for the “Kadets” and for the dissident “Liberation Movement” is 

reflected in the diocesan press only by the abundance of complaints against such support.  

 The question arises as to how the clergy should behave toward this party [the Kadets] and 

 the possibility of its influence on the internal politics of the government. We have already 

 witnessed a pastoral assembly in one of the cities of our diocese at which a priest 

 suggested that the clergy join this party of people’s freedom; and in our clerical press the 

 opinion is expressed that the more ‘manly’ of the clergy will attempt to join this 

 triumphant party.
681

      

 

The kind of open support for the Kadets in the diocesan press about which this author 

complained is difficult to find. Most open support for dissident movements would have been 

expressed in less conspicuous fora, such as the pastoral assembly to which the author referred. In 

contrast to their coordinated humanitarian campaigns, any unsanctioned political movement 

among the clergy would have been extremely difficult to organize on a diocesan or inter-

diocesan level.  

 The political disenfranchisement of the clergy was justified according to the traditional 

separation of the Orthodox Church from the state. This tradition was the legacy of the Byzantine 

doctrine of Symphonia, or harmonious coexistence of secular and religious authorities.
682

 If 

Symphonia had ever been possible in Russia, it had ceased to be so after Peter the Great’s 

Spiritual Regulation of 1721 replaced the patriarch with the Synod. As stated in article 65 of the 

Svod Zakonov, “Autocratic power acts in Church administration through the Holy Governing 

Synod, which it established.”
683

 As the preceding chapters have illustrated, bureaucratic 

interference in Church administration was routine. Yet, members of the hierarchy continued to 
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advocate clerical abstinence from partisan politics in the name of symphonia. Moscow’s 

Metropolitan Vladimir published an endorsement of this concept in the heat of the 1905 

Revolution, in the Synod’s publication Tserkovnyi Vestnik.  

 The Church stands above all parties that feud with one another. It is wrong to accuse her 

 of serving only the rich. To both sides she declares the undeniable truth that the root of all 

 earthly sorrow and injustice must be found not in the external order, but in the sinful ruin 

 of man’s heart with selfishness and greed, whether it beats under the rich man’s frock 

 coat or the worker’s smock.
684

   

This strict neutrality could only be maintained by disassociating the Church from the specific 

details of any and all political controversies of the time. Vladimir equated this disassociation 

with Christ’s own refusal to act as a legal arbiter as recounted in Luke 12:13. 

 Once, when a man came before Jesus and said: ‘Teacher, tell my brother to divide the 

 inheritance with me,’ the Lord replied: ‘friend, who made judge or arbiter over you?’ 

 Christ did not make it His task to meddle in mundane affairs. He was not sent to make 

 new laws and establish economic order. Otherwise His work would quickly have died. 

 External laws and social orders age more quickly than the lawmakers. Christ made no 

 declarations regarding the correct form of government. He did not answer the questions 

 as to whether it is better to have bureaucracy or popular rule, egalitarian socialism or 

 division into higher and lower classes, into nobles and peasants, into employers and 

 workers, into rich and poor.
685

   

 The fundamental flaw in Vladimir’s solution to the political question stemmed from the fact that 

the Church, and the parish clergy in particular, were already closely associated with the “external 

laws and social order” of the tsarist regime. The clergy were required to pray publicly for the 

health of the tsar, and pronounce anathema against those who opposed the autocracy. When 

serving as pastors to factory workers, clergymen were required to pray for the health of the 

factory owner.
686

 This political conformity that the regime imposed on the Church undermined 

the clergy’s supposed neutrality in the eyes of the general population. By the early 20
th

 century, 

churchmen of all ranks and political persuasions were united in their calls for the reform of 
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Church-state relations and the restoration of true symphonia.
687

 Metropolitan Vladimir was, 

himself, one of seven leading churchmen to sign an appeal to the emperor asking for the 

convocation of an “all-Russian” Church council, or Sobor, to reform ecclesiastical organization 

and reestablish the Russian patriarchate.
688

 On Dec. 27, 1905, the emperor officially 

acknowledged the necessity of the Sobor in a memorandum to Metropolitan Antonii, first 

member of the Synod, to be convened at the first opportune moment. He cited the war with Japan 

as the reason for its delay.
689

  

 While parish clergymen also espoused the concept of symphonia and aloofness from 

partisan politics, they did not typically understand this to mean political passivity. The 

restoration in 1906 of their right to participate in elections and run for public office raised new 

questions about the pastor’s relationship to politics. The months after the emperor’s 1905 

October Manifesto witnessed a partial and temporary relaxation in censorship of the clerical 

press
690

, which facilitated a public dialogue on this subject among the parish clergy. Some 

reactionary churchmen, mostly from among the monastic clergy, declared that the clergy’s role 

in the newly established Duma was to elect loyal advisors for the tsar and to ensure that 

autocratic will retain the force of law.
691

 Yet, few parish clergymen were willing to act as 

propagandists for the authorities. Some of the more outspoken dissidents, especially from among 

the parish clergy of the capital, called for the Church’s liberation from the autocracy. “When it is 

even asserted from the church pulpit that the success of Orthodoxy is conditional upon the 

existing form of government and inseparable from it, we observe with horror how, because of 
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age-old prejudice, the Church is trampled and humiliated.”
692

 Yet, advocates for the clergy’s 

complete disassociation from the regime were also in the minority. Few clergymen were opposed 

to the autocracy per se, which funded clerical education and guarded their status as pastors of the 

empire’s official and favored religion. Most clergymen focused their resentment on the 

bureaucratic controls imposed on their pastoral work. The notion that the Church should remain 

“above” partisan politics continued to hold sway among many clergymen who simultaneously 

believed that pastors should actively address the practical and political concerns of their 

parishioners. As one clergyman put it: “The priest should know how to explain to the laity the 

meaning of different forms of social and political life. This is his indispensable obligation.”
693

 In 

this new political climate, many parish clergymen espoused a non-partisan pastoral activism that 

was to serve the interests of neither the bureaucracy nor the clerical soslovie, but only of the 

Orthodox narod.
694

 

 Practically speaking, pastoral activism was motivated by the need to combat the influence 

of ideological opponents of Orthodoxy, such as atheist revolutionaries, and to promote general 

trust and confidence in the parish clergy. The peasantry comprised the target audience of this 

activism, as most parishioners were from this soslovie. The parish clergy could not be perceived 

as representing a narrow, clerical agenda if they were to retain the trust of the peasantry on 

whom they depended for support. Nor could they allow their anti-clerical opponents to portray 

them as agents of the regime who were indifferent to the social issues that had sparked the 1905 

Revolution. Social justice, therefore, became a politically salient issue for parish clergymen, 
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some of whom, as Duma deputies, even advocated the redistribution of land to the peasantry.
695

 

Yet, advocacy for social justice was extremely difficult for pastors whose sermons were censored 

and whose political activity was tightly regulated. In the eyes of the common people, this highly 

restricted status had associated the parish clergy with the political status quo. In this context, 

parish clergymen realized that Orthodox pastors could not be obedient public servants. They had 

to approach pastoral work as a calling.  

 Are modern pastors idealists? Do they enthrall society with their teachings, their lives, 

 their selflessness, their dedication to the victory of the Christian ideal? . . . Or is 

 pastorship among us merely a profession by which to earn a living, which does not meet 

 the needs of our inner convictions and of our hearts? We complain that seminarians do 

 not become priests. But, do they see in their fathers and brothers the image of a selfless 

 fighter for Christian truth who exposes lies without fear, a friend of the poor, and 

 defender of the destitute?
696

 

 

The author of these lines, “S. S. B.”, maintained that the pastoral calling stands above partisan 

political agendas. “Our Russia will be saved by neither the victory of the socialists, the 

constitutionalists, or the monarchists, but only by the strength of the Cross and the Gospels.”
697

 

As pastors of the official Church of the empire, the parish clergy could not become associated 

with any, particular constituency. This author and many other clergymen saw non-partisanship as 

entirely compatible with aggressive social activism. Remarkably, “S. S. B.” went so far as to 

suggest that the parish clergy emulate the social activism of their revolutionary enemies.     

 Why not learn from the revolutionaries if to do so would be useful for us?! . . . From 

 them we can learn selflessness, zeal, readiness to defend the poor, courage before the 

 strong, everything that they use to attract the young! . . . Then the clergy will become the 

 center of a Christian social movement. Joining neither parties on the right, nor parties on 

 the left, the clergy will call everyone to the Christian life.
698    
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It was through the power of the deed – practical pastoral work – that the clergy would attempt to 

win the population back to the Church in the midst of social and political turmoil. Yet, how were 

the parish clergy to lead a “Christian social movement” without the help of political 

organizations? The author advocated unified, pastoral action through clerical associations, 

including the anticipated Sobor. “This [Christian social movement] is what the Orthodox clergy 

should consider as a basis around which to unite. This is what should be discussed in pastoral 

assemblies, diocesan congresses, and all-Russian Sobors!”
699

 The Sobor, of course, did not take 

place until 1917, while the Bolsheviks were seizing power in Petrograd. It was, indeed, through 

pastoral councils and diocesan congresses that the parish clergy attempted to organize responses 

to the political challenges they faced over the last years of the Russian Empire. Their limited 

success was not for lack of zeal or confusion over priorities, but due to the unique restrictions on 

political expression that they faced as pastors.  

Ecclesiastical Politics 
 In the context of the Church’s internal affairs, the parish clergy demonstrated their ability 

to apply unified political pressure to the Church hierarchy and government in defense of their 

corporate freedom and interests over the first decade of the twentieth century. The political 

transformation of 1905 affected the Church’s internal politics as well as its relations with lay 

society. Before 1905, the parish clergy gained extensions to their rights of association by proving 

the usefulness of such association through effective, pastoral work. Thus, as was discussed in 

chapter one, the parish clergy regained the right to hold local assemblies in 1896, as even 

Pobedonostsev recognized the utility of these assemblies for management of the dioceses.
700
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After 1905, however, even as the parish clergy and the hierarchy united in their calls for the 

Church’s emancipation from state tutelage, many prelates continued to restrict the parish clergy’s 

freedom of association in their own dioceses. In the midst of the Church reform movement, 

driven in large part by the desire to reduce the influence of the state bureaucracy over the 

hierarchy, some prelates became even more strident in their defense of the prerogatives of their 

own consistory bureaucracy, which they viewed as an extension of their apostolic authority. 

These bishops viewed the assumption of administrative responsibilities by parish clerical 

associations as a threat to that authority. Archbishop Antonii (Khrapovitskii) of Volhynia, a 

leading voice in the reform movement,
701

 anticipated the Church’s rebirth in a spirit of filial piety 

toward the ecclesiastical hierarchy. He abhorred the use of collective decision making that had 

infected the government, and vehemently opposed its spread to the Church. In a 1909 article, he 

wrote: “Parliamentarianism is the substitution of the patriarchal principle of obedience and trust 

with other principles – control and limitation . . . parliamentarianism substitutes the ethical with 

the legalistic, evoking personal and class interests.” To introduce such principles into the Church, 

he argued, would be like subjecting the authority of a father to the consultative approval of his 

children.
702

 Such intransigence in the midst of the reform movement provoked bolder and more 

organized protests from the parish clergy. In 1907, for example, the parish clergy of Viatka sent 

a delegation to St. Petersburg, which petitioned the Synod (unsuccessfully) to overrule their 

bishop’s relentless suppression of their diocesan congresses.
703

 Many parish clergymen had 

greeted the October Manifesto with enthusiasm and awaited the extension of democratic 

governance to their own social condition. 
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 In at least one instance, the collective voice of the parish clergy bore results in the Duma. 

Owing to their status as auxiliary civil servants and recipients of state subsidies, the parish clergy 

attracted the support of the Third Duma for their bid for more control over funds to support 

pastors in poor, rural parishes. Tver’s blagochinnyi reports had frequently mentioned that 

diocesan consistories were distributing this government aid to the wrong parishes because they 

measured need in terms of the number of parishioners, or “souls,” in each parish, without 

considering the wealth of those parishioners – not to mention fires, floods, bad harvests, and 

illnesses – of which only the local clergy had reliable knowledge.
704

 Yet, the prelates had 

guarded their exclusive right to request and distribute Synodal aid until a sub-budget commission 

of the Third Duma intervened. In order to more effectively utilize funds designated for 

impoverished pastors, the commission prompted the Synod to pass a reform on July 5
th

, 1908, 

requiring prelates to obtain the input of clerical assemblies and diocesan congresses for inclusion 

in the submission of a request for state aid from the Synod.
705

 Prelates were as opposed to 

intervention in clerical affairs by the Duma as they were to such intervention by the imperial 

bureaucracy, considering both to be in violation of the Church’s independence from the state. 

Yet, the Duma’s involvement in budgetary concerns that affected Church and state alike forced 

the hierarchy to recognize autonomous pastoral associations as an integral component of the 

Orthodox diocese.  

 Having firmly established their right to take part in decisions of diocesan administration, 

the parish clergy were able to defend their corporate interests within the ecclesiastical system, 
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sometimes at the expense of the monastic clergy. Representatives to Tver’s diocesan congress in 

1908 passed a resolution to sell unused timber on monastic land throughout the diocese. Only 

half of the revenue gleaned from the sale of this timber would go to the monasteries while the 

other half would be used for the education of clerical children.
706

 Monastic clergy elsewhere 

seem to have been struck by the growing influence of the parish clergy within diocesan 

administration. The following summer, delegates to the all-Russian congress of monastic clergy 

at Trinity-Sergius Lavra proposed that monasteries form their own unions to press for their 

interests before the consistories.
707

 Yet, advantages over the administration of diocesan wealth 

that the parish clergy gained through their assertive associations did not translate into political 

autonomy. The prelates retained apostolic authority over their dioceses, which meant that any 

common endeavor on the part of the parish clergy – administrative or otherwise – required their 

bishop’s approval and was subject to his veto. Thus, the parish clergy’s long held desire to 

convert the office of blagochinnyi back to an elected position, rather than a bishop-appointed 

post, was never realized. As late as January of 1914, deputies to Tver’s diocesan congress 

attempted to abolish the monopoly of the blagochinnye over the right to chair and convene local, 

blagochinnye assemblies. The bishop of Tver vetoed this resolution. The blagochinnye retained 

the exclusive right to chair these assemblies, which elected the deputies to the diocesan 

congresses.
708

 Although they were animated by the parish clergy’s culture of mutual aid and 

local initiative, clerical association were ultimately bound to the Church hierarchy. This 

inescapable tie drastically limited the parish clergy’s freedom to participate in the public sphere 

of late Imperial Russia.   
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The Parish Clergy and Secular Politics 
 After a sixteen year hiatus, the parish clergy reentered electoral politics among the laity 

in 1906 with cautious enthusiasm. Blagochinnye reports to the Tver consistory from this year 

expressed elated anticipation of change mixed with an eagerness to appear loyal to the regime. 

As one blagochinnyi remarked, “All the clergymen of this district, without exception, are strictly 

conservative, as should be expected. With trust and gratitude they greet these benevolent reforms 

in the realms of both politics and in the life of the Church. Yet, they are not carried away by the 

contemporary trend toward revolution.”
709

 Some blagochinnye felt compelled to excuse the 

political speeches or writings of clergymen in their districts.
710

 Other reports claimed that the 

collective pressure of the local clergy had dissuaded the more politically minded among them 

from engaging in provocative activity. In one case, at a district assembly of clergymen, a group 

of sacristans were prevented from submitting a petition of complaint “somewhere or other.”
711

 In 

another case, local clergymen stopped a priest from attending a political meeting, which was 

unlikely to have been dangerously radical, as it was reportedly organized by a land captain 

(zemskii nachal’nik), a noble representative of the Ministry of the Interior. “One priest from the 

village of Semenovka, Aleksandr Povedskii, was nearly drawn into the contemporary movement, 

encouraged by the crafty attention of the local land captain, who invited Fr. Povedskii to a 

meeting he had organized. Yet, the brotherly influence of neighboring priests dissuaded him.”
712

 

While the political conservatism expressed in these reports was certainly exaggerated for their 

intended audience, the diocesan bishop, the incidents they related are indicative of the political 

behavior of the parish clergy. A strong dissident streak among the parish clergy was tempered by 
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their collective caution. Even as they sought to effect social and political change, the parish 

clergy strove to preserve their protected status as pastors of the official Church. Diocesan 

associations initially facilitated independent and robust participation in the first two Dumas on 

the part of the parish clergy. Subsequently, Church and state authorities used these very 

associations to isolate and neutralize the threatening political presence of the parish clergy.   

  The Orthodox clergy participated in the first two Dumas as part of the landowners’ curia. 

Parish clergymen did not, in fact, own land, but merely used Church land that was attached to 

their parish. Participating in elections as “landowners” freed clerical deputies to the Duma from 

the direct supervision of the Church authorities. On the other hand, clerical participants in Duma 

elections were initially elected by the parish clergy’s own associations before entering into 

cooperation with the rest of the landowners’ curia. One of Tver’s blagochinnyi reports described 

the early stages of this organization. 

 According to the will of your Holiness and the decree of the Tver Consistory on 

 December 28th 1905, we proceed with the organization of preliminary election meetings 

 that were approved by decree of the Senate on December  11th, 1905 in preparation for 

 elections to the State Duma.  At the request of two blagochinnye (of the second and third 

 districts) on February 6th of this year I arranged a preparatory electoral assembly for 

 the clergy of the uezd in the town of Zubtsov. It was agreed at this assembly to invite 

 those deans who did not arrive to take part in the elections. It was also agreed, in the 

 interest of complete freedom of action, to send every priest a list of deans with a request 

 to mark desirable candidates (20 people) for the uezd electoral assembly. After receiving 

 the packages, the elected delegates from each blagochinnyi district will be invited. The 

 packages will be opened and a list of candidates composed according to the number of 

 received votes and reported later. Now shall we begin local negotiation with minor 

 landowners for support at the elections.
713

  

 

It is clear from this snapshot of the broad participation in the clerical election that clerical 

deputies to the first two Dumas were truly representatives of their fellow pastors and not fringe 

radicals representing dissidents among the laity as some historians have speculated.
714
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 Clerical deputies to the Duma faced more dire consequences for dissident activity than 

their lay colleagues. Any activity considered disloyal by the Church hierarchy constituted 

grounds for defrocking. Six Orthodox priests were elected to the first Duma. Despite the 

prohibition against joining the Kadets, four of these deputies were formally or informally 

associated with that party. One of these deputies, archpriest Ognev, was defrocked for signing 

the Vyborg Manifesto.
715

 The other signatories of that document, which called upon the 

population to practice civil disobedience in protest against the dissolution of the first Duma, were 

simply banned from standing for election a second time. Nevertheless, the clerical presence in 

the next Duma was even more oppositionist in character. Of the ten Orthodox priests elected to 

the second Duma, three were Kadets, three were Trudoviks, and one was a Socialist 

Revolutionary.
716

 These seven deputies were united in their advocacy of peasant interests, 

including land redistribution. When summoned before Metropolitan Antonii of St. Petersburg in 

May of 1907, these priests all denied formal membership in leftist parties, including the 

forbidden Kadets, claiming that they merely joined factions as independent deputies. Antonii 

forbade them to cooperate with leftist parties and suggested they join the moderate Octobrists. 

Yet, three of the deputies – Fathers Kolokolnikov, Arkhipov, and Tikhvinskii – refused to cease 

their work in defending the poor. These, along with the Kadet-aligned Father Briliantov who had 

refused to appear before Antonii, were all defrocked.
717

 This not only ended their careers as 

Orthodox pastors, but also barred them from serving any longer as Duma deputies. By law, 

priests, along with civil servants, could neither vote nor run for office after being dismissed from 
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service.
718

 Despite the reforms of 1906, the Orthodox parish clergy continued to face unique 

restrictions to their freedom of political expression.   

 The political face of the Orthodox pastor changed in the third and fourth Dumas not only 

as a result of political restrictions on parish clergy, but also due to a collaborative effort by the 

state and Church hierarchy to regulate the entire process of clerical participation in politics. 

Beginning with the third Duma, a separate curia was created for the election of deputies from the 

Orthodox clergy. Clerical campaigning and voting would now take place exclusively within the 

parish clergy’s associations, blagochinnyi assemblies and diocesan congresses, which allowed 

the prelates to monitor and control the entire political process among them. Argyrios Pisiotis 

presents an analysis of this process based on his research into the writings of the official 

missionary and prominent right-wing activist, archpriest Ioann Vostorgov. The Over-procurator 

of the Synod, Izvol’skii, dispatched Vostorgov on a mission to monitor clerical elections 

throughout European Russia, during which he submitted numerous reports on his meetings with 

prelates and governors. From Simbirsk, for example, Vostorov wrote, “At the last electoral 

congress there will be no extreme leftists among the priests, even if such make it to the electors: 

they will all be given missions and summons out of the city.”
719

 From Tver, he reported an even 

more systematic process of coercion and intimidation. The chairmen of the clergy’s local 

congresses were called before the bishops and governor who instructed them to compile lists of 

loyal and dissident clergymen in their districts. The latter were to be excluded from the electoral 

process by confining them to their parishes or sending them on fictitious errands. Any leftist 

priests who managed to be chosen as electors would then be excluded from the city of Tver 
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during the elections.
720

 In short, Pisiotis’ research reveals the reduction of Duma elections among 

the clergy to a farce.   

 The clerical presence in the third and fourth Dumas was both larger and less active than 

that of the first two. There were forty eight clerical delegates to the fourth Duma, including 

bishops, comprising over twelve percent of all delegates
721

 – a number grossly inflated beyond 

the clerical soslovie’s actual proportion of the general population. Yet, those prelates who, with 

state approval, had manipulated elections among the parish clergy to suppress maverick activity 

among their delegates were themselves unwilling to render the Church’s presence in the Duma 

for use as a political tool by the regime. Instead, the conservative delegates fell back to the 

interpretation of symphonia as disengagement from partisan politics. In his memoirs, 

Metropolitan Evlogii, who served in the second and third Dumas as Bishop and representative of 

Kholm, described his general distaste for this work. “The longer I was there the more strongly I 

felt that work in the Duma was fundamentally remote from the Church, even hostile to her. . . . 

The Church and politics were mutually exclusive.”
722

 While the clergy of the third and fourth 

Dumas shunned involvement in pressing debates over issues such as agrarian and judicial 

reform,
723

 their presence was conspicuous in all debates and committees involving the direct 

concerns of the Church. These included such issues as the reform of the parish, parish school 

funding, and annexation of the province of Kholm from the Kingdom of Poland for the 

integration of its Orthodox population into the Russian Empire.
724

 This half-participation in 
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politics actually provoked a political backlash against the clergy, greatly complicating their 

public position in the Duma era.  

 The clerical deputies’ policy of using the Duma to protect the interests of the Church 

while abandoning their advocacy for social justice reinforced the perception of the clergy as 

agents of the regime. The regime had done much to create this perception by using the Church to 

legitimize its authority, and clerical deputies had faced resentment of their religion’s official 

status from the outset of Duma proceedings. Ioann Vostorgov complained that, during opening 

prayers held in the first Duma, many delegates had turned their backs, smoked, or laughed to 

demonstrate their contempt for the Church.
725

 Resentment of the clergy only grew as a result of 

their inflated presence in the last two Dumas and alignment with the monarchist bloc. Many of 

these conservative clergymen considered themselves to be allies of the peasantry, but sought 

reform from the tsar rather than from below. As Metropolitan Evlogii later wrote, “my populist 

[narodnicheskie] sympathies did not make me into a dissident.”
726

 Even though the clergy did 

not actively oppose peasant and progressive deputies in the third and fourth Dumas, their 

conspicuous conservatism reinforced the anti-clerical propaganda of Marxists and liberals. One 

archpriest-deputy to the third Duma reported overhearing a conversation among peasant deputies 

in which they declared all priests to be, “a great evil in Russia, because they are not servants of 

the Church, but policemen who work for the government.”
727

 Evlogii reported sarcastic rebuttals 

of his requests for funding for monasteries. “Money for icons? . . . Icons are miraculous works. 

Let them be painted by miracles.”
728

 Clerical delegates found many of their priorities fiercely 

attacked in the last two Dumas. The primary example is the battle in the third Duma over parish 
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schools. As discussed in chapter four, clerical deputies faced broad opposition to the continued 

independence of and separate funding for the Church’s own system of primary schools. Evlogii 

expressed dismay that representatives of the “Orthodox peasantry,” the very people that parish 

schools were intended to benefit, were leading opponents of their continued existence.
729

 The 

parish school system was only saved when the State Council, the upper house of the Duma 

whose members were appointed by the tsar, vetoed the universal education bill that would have 

placed all primary schools under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Popular Education.
730

 This 

use of established authority to protect the Church’s privileges only fanned the flames of anti-

clerical sentiment. The efforts of conservative clergymen, orchestrated by the hierarchy, to 

insulate the Church from politics with the help of the state only served to alienate the clergy from 

large segments of the population.  

 The political passivity of the clergy became palpable at the local level as well. The parish 

clergy actively collaborated with local governments in the provision of education, medical care, 

and other services to the population. Yet, judging by archival records, clerical deputies to 

zemstvos and city dumas seem to have been little more than place fillers. Tver’s consistory 

received numerous requests from elected representatives of the clergy to city dumas to be 

excused from this obligation due to their infirmity or because they were overwhelmed by the 

combined responsibilities of work as representatives and as pastors.
731

 One of Tver’s 

blagochnnyi complained to the consistory in 1910 that the clerical representative to the city duma 

in his district was inactive. “Having taken this office upon himself, he completely neglects issues 

affecting the Church and the clergy and questions arising in the city duma that concern religion 
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and morality.”
732

 The blagochinnyi, in other words, expected his representative to serve as a 

pastor in public office, addressing issues of morality, and to defend the interests of the clergy. As 

in the Duma, however, clergymen in local government were unable both to remain aloof pastors, 

detached from the “mundane affairs” of “partisan politics,” and achieve their own “moral” and 

Church related goals as public officers. 

 The parish clergy’s difficult relationship with local government is best illustrated by the 

controversy over zemstvo taxation of parish land and buildings. As early as 1905, certain 

zemstvos began levying taxes on property attached to rural parishes and occupied by clergymen, 

their families, and their widows.
733

 As was the case in Tver, many clergymen considered this an 

infringement on their traditional exemption from taxation, established by Peter I in 1721, rather 

than a conflict between local interest groups. They therefore appealed to higher authorities for 

redress. Two uezd zemstvos in Tver diocese, Zubtsovskii and Novotorzhskii, began levying taxes 

on rural parish dwellings in 1909. In a letter to the bishop the following year, the clerical deputy 

to the Zubtsovskoe zemstvo explained why he was unable to resist this tax. He referred to 

himself in the third person, and sarcastically recounted the admonitions of the other zemstvo 

deputies.  

 It would seem that rural clergy who were interested in this public matter should have 

 provided their representative with the appropriate directives: but they were busy 

 compiling their documents at their blagochinnyi assemblies (2
nd

 and 3
rd

), and did not 

 deign to acquaint their representative with such directives of the Zemstvo Assembly. The 

 blagochinnyi of the first district did not even convene his clergymen for consideration of 

 this question. Thus, the clerical deputy appeared at the Assembly in the darkness of 

 ignorance in regards to this serious and fundamental question: ‘Does the rural clergy 

 oppose the levying of taxes on their homes, or are they confident that the taxation of 

 these homes will not pass the Zemstvo Assembly?’!? The deputy could know nothing of 

 this matter.
734
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Having failed to prepare a defense of their interests for the zemstvo assembly, the local clergy’s 

first response to these new taxes was to refuse to pay them. They sent the tax forms back to the 

zemstvo along with a letter, claiming that the dispute was for their bishop to resolve. “The clergy 

considers itself obligated to say that under no circumstances will it agree to pay monetary 

obligations to the zemstvo before it receives permission to do so from the diocesan 

authorities.”
735

 Members of the zemstvo were, of course, unimpressed by this appeal to apostolic 

authority over Church property, and began charging arrears. Meanwhile, the local clergy 

appealed to numerous authority figures: the provincial governor, the bishop, and (through the 

bishop) the Over-procurator of the Synod. It was to these authority figures that the clergy 

presented their most articulate arguments, such as the following appeal to the bishop.  

 The taxes do not correspond to the value of the homes, much less to their income. Being 

 in the village, of course, they do not produce income because they are not used for rent, 

 but serve only to shelter their owners. . . . Where can the parish clergy, burdened by 

 family and the education of their children, and subsisting on the support of their 

 parishioners, find the means to meet such an expense? This is why we appeal to Your 

 Holiness, as our Most Merciful Father and Archpastor, and tearfully ask that you grant 

 us, defenseless as we are, your powerful cooperation in freeing the Zubtsovskii uezd 

 clergy from paying taxes on their home. For, although an uezd zemstvo has the legal right 

 to levy taxes on homes built on private land, the parish clergy do not have private homes 

 in the strict sense because they do not own land. If the clergy build homes out of 

 necessity on Church land, then when they are transferred [to another parish] or die, 

 the land and structure pass to their replacement. How is this private property?
736

   

 

Such appeals led to nothing. The governor claimed that he had no authority to overturn taxation 

passed by a zemstvo. The assistant to the Over-procurator [tovarishch ober-prokurora] informed 

the bishop that zemstvo taxation, according to law, “depends directly on those individuals who 

are interested in the matter.”
737

 The bishop could only remind the zemstvo of all the services that 

parish priests performed for their organization for free, and request tax exemption on houses 
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occupied by poor widows, which the zemstvo denied.
738

 By 1914, the zemstvo had begun to 

seize and auction off the homes of clergy who could not pay their taxes.
739

  

 The Zubtsovskii uezd tax dispute is representative of the parish clergy’s relationship with 

representative government by the end of Imperial Russia’s Duma era. The parish clergy had been 

invited to engage in participatory politics. Yet, in order to prevent clerical deputies from 

embarrassing the regime for which they were required to pray, the state and the hierarchy 

imposed special restraints on clerical participants in government. With the threat of defrocking 

hanging over them and suspicious prelates monitoring their behavior in public office, clerical 

deputies were placed at a disadvantage in relation to other representatives in the midst of a 

volatile political environment. Moreover, they were unable to collaborate in politics with their 

own parishioners, whose interests were inextricably linked with their own. This situation 

shattered the parish clergy’s confidence in representative government. While they asserted 

themselves in the ecclesiastical sphere, parish clergymen fell back on the traditional authorities 

to protect their interests in secular politics, as did the Zubtsovskii clergy. Yet, while the 

authorities restricted the clergy’s political freedom, they could not always intervene in local 

politics on their behalf. Clerical appeals to the old order only fueled the kind of resentment and 

inflexibility exhibited by the Zubtsovskii Zemstvo. The parish clergy’s half-participation in 

representative politics weakened their standing among the general population. It hindered their 

ability to combat revolutionary Marxism and slowed their campaign to build parish networks on 

the model of their own cooperative associations.   
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Religious Intolerance 
 The parish clergy’s interaction with members of other faiths in the empire was subject to 

a combination of protection and restriction by the government similar that applied to their 

participation in representative politics. The Orthodox pastor enjoyed the legal insulation of his 

flock against the proselytism of other faiths. Such protection was only one of many regulations 

that the state imposed on the religious identity of all subjects of the empire. For example, all 

Christians were forbidden from converting to non-Christian faiths. Conversion from one non-

Christian faith to another required the permission of the Minister of Internal Affairs. Atheism 

was illegal. Particularly draconian laws were applied to the legally Orthodox who were deemed 

guilty of apostasy. Landowning apostates from Orthodoxy could have their property seized if it 

contained an Orthodox population. They were subjected to interrogation by the religious 

authorities, and could be deprived of their children. Children of mixed Orthodox and non-

Orthodox marriages were automatically considered Orthodox. Numerous cases are recorded 

against legally Orthodox apostates in the Belarus and Baltic provinces. Some of these ended in 

the seizure of property and children.
740

 The parish clergy were reluctant to enforce these laws 

against members of the communities on which they depended. As Freeze points out, reporting 

Old Believers to the authorities could earn them the distrust of their parishioners.
741

 Yet, as the 

public representatives of the official religion, they were implicated as accomplices in this cruel 

persecution. Moreover, despite the favored status of their Church, the parish clergy were placed 

at a disadvantage by their relationship with the regime. The clergy of no other religion endured 

such tight regulation of their sermons as did the pastors of the Orthodox Church.
742

 Proselytism 

was regulated even among the Orthodox clergy. Missionary work among the non-Orthodox 
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required a license, and was reserved for specially appointed missionaries. State regulation of 

inter-confessional interaction was both counter-productive and ineffectual. It damaged the 

Orthodox clergy’s public image and hindered their ability to compete with other faiths and 

ideologies.  

 The disadvantage at which state regulation had placed the Orthodox clergy became 

obvious with the establishment of “religious toleration” at the beginning of the Duma era. 

Nicholas II announced his intention to relax religious restrictions in a decree on December 12, 

1904. Upon review of this decree, the Metropolitan of St. Petersburg, Antonii (Vadkovskii), 

immediately called for a corresponding relaxation of regulations on the Orthodox clergy. He 

argued before the Committee of Ministers that state tutelage, “renders the voice of the Church 

inaudible in both private and public life,” and that the continuation of such tutelage in an openly 

multi-confessional society would place the Church in an untenable position.
743

 In other words, 

the empire’s official religion would become the most restricted of all because of the state’s 

continued domination of its administration. While hopes for the reform of Church administration 

were never fulfilled, neither was the anticipated religious freedom entirely realized. The Edict of 

Toleration on April 17, 1905 did not herald complete freedom of conscience in the empire. 

Shortly after the edict, on August 18
th 

of the same year, the Synod issued a decree clarifying the 

legal procedure for conversion away from Orthodoxy. Those who wished to convert to a non-

Orthodox Christian denomination were required to declare their intentions to the provincial 

governor via the police administration. The latter were to pass this information on to the 

governor, and to the individual’s parish priest. “Toleration” entailed the freedom to convert away 
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from Orthodoxy through this intrusive procedure, but only to another Christian faith.
744

 Old 

Believers could now practice their religion openly, but the official Orthodox Church retained its 

monopoly over proselytism. Attempts in the Duma to legislate true freedom of conscience came 

to nothing.
745

 Thus, while the Orthodox clergy continued to be subjected to censorship of their 

sermons, regulation of their missionary work, and supervision of their internal administration, 

they also retained recourse to limited legal protection against competition from other 

confessions. Many parish clergymen continued to rely on those legal avenues that remained 

available to them to limit encroachment into their territory by other faiths. The inherent 

ambiguity of the Edict of Toleration resembled that of the reintegration of the clergy into 

electoral politics. Both reforms forced the clergy to compete in public life at a disadvantage. 

Both reforms encouraged the clergy to continue relying on state protection, damaging their 

public image through association with the regime.   

 Despite their sudden vulnerability as a result of the Edict of Toleration, many parish 

clergymen adapted to and even embraced their new position in the empire’s multi-confessional 

society. Articles in the diocesan press called attention to the connection between the clergy’s 

reliance on police enforcement of religious norms and the Church’s administrative subjugation of 

the state. “Remember that the time has passed when we could rely on the strength of political 

power, and thank God for that. Remember instead the words of the Savior: My grace is sufficient 

for thee, for my strength is made perfect in my weakness. (2 Cor. 12:9). We need not fanaticism, 

but toleration.”
746

 At the parish level, moreover, priests were encouraged to tolerate the presence 

of other confessions by their parishioners, who valued social harmony over religious conformity. 
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In letters to the consistory in praise of their priest, if parishioners mentioned other religious 

groups at all, it was usually to commend their pastor for maintaining amicable relations with 

them. In 1909, for example, parishioners from a church in the Lefortovo district of Moscow 

wrote to the consistory requesting that their priest be honored with a pectoral cross. Among his 

qualities and accomplishments, they noted that, “sectarians living among us, as well as members 

of other faiths such as Catholics and Lutherans, with whom he has dealings in connection with 

the German cemetery, regard him with the same deep respect as do we.”
747

 When parishioners 

did commend the missionary work of their priest, they described this work as a component of 

education and community-building rather than confrontation. In 1909, parishioners from the 

Volokolamsk district of Moscow province wrote to the consistory that: “The kindness and 

morals of our priest has earned him love and respect even from the Old Believers, from whom 

five families have left the schism for Orthodoxy thanks to his authoritative and edifying 

Christian persuasion.”
748

 From their standpoint as community leaders, the parish clergy had little 

incentive to act as police informers against religious transgressors. 

 Amid the upheaval and the euphoria of 1906, there were signs that a political 

rapprochement between the pastors of the official Church and members of other faiths might be 

possible. The blagochinnyi of Rzhev, a city in Tver province dominated by Old Belief, noted in 

his 1906 report that the “schismatics” had served as allies against revolutionary violence over the 

previous months. “The city is characterized by hostility toward and condemnation of all strikers. 

The Schism, in my personal opinion, as a source of strict conservatism, has done Rzhev an 
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important service by opposing the harmful trends of recent years.”
749

 The conservative 

Metropolitan Evlogii described his feelings of sympathy and admiration for those Muslim 

deputies to the Second Duma who experienced the same anti-religious bigotry as did the 

Orthodox.  

 I was able to observe how Muslim deputies, at their appointed times, left the assembly 

 and prayed in the Catherine Hall. They squatted in corners and prayed with rhythmic 

 motions of their bodies. Journalists and deputies laughed at them while they smoked, but 

 I was moved to respect them for bearing witness to their religious convictions.
750

 

 While the benefits of political cooperation with other confessions were not lost on all 

churchmen, the clergy’s political independence was too short lived for such a dramatic 

development. Nevertheless, there was potential for interfaith cooperation at the local level as 

well. The clergy’s relations with Old Believers had improved significantly by the early 20
th

 

century, even before the Edict of Toleration, largely as a result of the latter’s participation in 

clerical projects such as parish schools. Priests and parish school inspectors proudly reported 

contributions to parish schools from Old Believer communities, whether or not such 

contributions came with conversions.
751

 By the beginning of the Duma period, there was reason 

to hope that the clergy would transcend their public role as representatives of “official 

Orthodoxy.” 

 The clergy’s reluctance to relinquish the favored status of their confession, their 

defensive reaction to sudden vulnerability to competition after the Edict of Toleration, their 

simple xenophobia, and other obstacles to peaceful coexistence with other confessions, were all 

exacerbated by the institution of the diocesan mission. While confessions associated with non-
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Russian minorities were left in relative peace within the parameters of their own communities, 

Russian apostates from Orthodoxy were seen as a threat to the ancestral territory of the official 

religion. The cruel persecution of Old Believers had been tempered by the mid-19
th

 century. In 

1874, for example, the marriage ceremonies of Old Believers were officially recognized.
752

 Yet, 

the 1880s witnessed a resurgence of state harassment of “schismatics” as a component of 

Alexander III’s Russification policies, and in reaction to the spread of Protestantism among the 

Russian population. In 1888, the Synod promulgated the “Rules for the organization of missions 

and for the work of missionaries and church pastors among schismatics and sectarians.”
753

 

According to this decree, specially appointed missionaries were to be employed in each diocese 

to conduct and supervise missionary work among “schismatics and sectarians.” This work 

largely consisted of gathering information on apostates, prosecuting those among them guilty of 

attempting to spread their faith, and attempting to convert the rest.
754

 These missionaries were 

paid generous salaries so as to free them from any and all other pastoral obligations. Many, like 

N. Iu. Varzhanskii, a prominent member of the Moscow missionary council, were not even 

ordained clergymen.
755

 Yet, these professional missionaries were unlike other officials who 

strove to regulate pastoral work in that they worked alongside the parish clergy. Rather than 

restricting the parish clergy’s right to interact with other confessions, they usurped this 

responsibility from within the diocesan networks. 
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 While official missionaries depended neither on parishioners nor on clerical mutual-aid, 

they exerted influence over the diocesan networks. With the help of influential supporters, 

including the diocesan bishop, missionaries were able to secure a significant amount of funding 

for their work both from the Synod and from the diocesan parish clergy. At Tver’s diocesan 

congress of 1902, for example, the bishop blocked the motion by clerical representatives to 

allocate a parish taxation surplus of 12,472.92 rubles from the consistory’s savings to local 

educational expenses on the grounds that the salary of the diocesan missionary, Fr. P. V. 

Shavrov, was derived from the interest that these invested funds generated.
756

 Official 

missionaries occupied prominent positions in the largest Orthodox brotherhoods in the diocese 

such as the brotherhoods of Mikhail Iaroslavich Tverskoi, and of St. Peter the Metropolitan, in 

Tver and Moscow respectively.
757

 In this capacity, and with the bishop’s support, missionaries 

were able to siphon off time and money from the brotherhoods’ normal agenda to support “anti-

sectarian” work such as gathering information on apostates, establishing anti-sectarian libraries, 

and organizing their own anti-sectarian lectures. This work was only expanded after the Edict of 

Toleration. In May of 1908, the Synod approved plans to establish missionary councils in each 

diocese. Headed by a diocesan missionary, each of these councils would oversee a network of 

district missionaries throughout the diocese.
758

 While theoretically intended to lead the 

performance of missionary work by parish clergy and parishioners, these official missionaries 

actually retained firm control over missionary activity and the funds allocated to support it. Upon 

his appointment as chairman of Moscow’s missionary council in 1917, Vicar Bishop of 
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Dmitrovskii, Aleksii, expressed his concerns to Moscow’s then Metropolitan Makarii regarding 

the possibility of conflicts of interest within the council’s decision making structure. “Hitherto, 

missionary concerns and material concerns have both been resolved in the missionary council. 

Individuals with vested interests in the designation of funds have taken part, as voting members, 

in decisions regarding the allocation of resources.”
759

 The institution of the diocesan mission 

grew into an influential interest group that perpetuated itself within the ecclesiastical structure 

until the fall of the tsarist regime. Far more damaging to the office of pastor than this extraction 

of labor and resources from the diocesan networks was the voluntary abdication, by some parish 

clergymen, to the mission of their responsibility to meet the challenges (and opportunities) posed 

by other confessions and ideologies in late Imperial Russia’s increasingly complex society.  

 After the Edict of Toleration, official missionaries encouraged the regular parish clergy to 

utilize the remaining legal restrictions against apostates rather than directly interacting with 

them. These missionaries held special licenses that bestowed on them the duty of confronting 

apostates through debate and proselytism and delineated the territory in which they could 

perform this duty. The following license, issued in 1898 to an assistant missionary of peasant 

extraction reveals that this territory extended into the very churches of the parish clergy.   

 By order of His Imperial Majesty, Autocrat of all Russia, through the Moscow 

 Consistory, this license is issued to the peasant Afanasii Vasilev Kuznetsov, assistant 

 missionary of Luzhitsk okrug, Moscow province, to be presented at the appropriate times 

 to the civil authorities in both cities and settlements, asserts that he, Kuznetsov, has been 

 authorized by the Diocesan Authorities to conduct public and private discussions with 

 schismatic Old Believers and other sectarians in churches, monasteries, public buildings, 

 factories . . . in private homes, and under the open sky.
760
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While the parish clergy were not explicitly forbidden from engaging in religious discussions with 

the non-Orthodox, they were required to obtain specific permits to hold such public and private 

events that the bearer of the above license could organize at will. Rather than competing with the 

parish clergy for this privilege, however, official missionaries offered them assistance in utilizing 

what was left of their privileged status. Fr. I. Polianskii of Moscow, for example, published a 

series of articles in Moscow’s diocesan press in which he delineated the legal restrictions that 

remained in place against the non-Orthodox after the Edict of Toleration. 

 . . . it would be completely incorrect to presume that because the edict does not forbid 

 something, that it therefore permits it. The edict permits only that which is written in it, 

 and it is not written that members of other religions, Old Believers, and sectarians have 

 the right to conduct propaganda among the Orthodox. . . . In the journal of the Committee 

 of Ministers, it is clearly stated that propagandistic activity by various sects and 

 ideologies, if such should occur, should be investigated and prevented.
761

   

 

Polianskii had left his position as instructor at Moscow Seminary in 1903 to work as a full-time 

missionary, and was compensated with an apartment with heating and a salary of 3,000 rubles a 

year.
762

 This was quite an improvement over the 700 to 900 rubles a year that he would have 

received as a seminary teacher.
763

 It was in these missionaries’ interest that the parish clergy 

continue to appeal to them for assistance after the Edict of Toleration. By acting as legal advisors 

to rank and file clergymen, assisting and encouraging them to utilize legal restrictions against 

their religious competitors, official missionaries were protecting their own professional 

relevance. Many pastors obliged them. 

 Letters between Moscow’s parish clergymen and missionaries provide a glimpse of the 

damage that the institution of the diocesan mission inflicted upon the religious and social 
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authority of the Orthodox pastor. In 1912, one priest from the town of Mytishch, Fr. Protopopov, 

addressed two letters to the diocesan missionary, Varzhanskii, in which he recounted the 

attempts by local Baptists to win converts from among the Orthodox. The letters conveyed the 

priest’s great agitation in reaction to the attacks that these Baptists directed against Orthodox 

observance. “Regarding the Most Holy Mother of God, they claimed that She was a simple 

woman. . . . they said that one should not kiss the Gospels.”
764

 In addition to his rage that these 

sectarians should be permitted to speak publicly against the Orthodox faith, Fr. Protopopov 

expressed his fear that his parishioners might be won over by Baptist “propaganda.” “One young 

woman, who is very religious but uneducated, has had her Orthodox beliefs shattered by the 

shameless arguments of these sectarians. She has been left with no foundation and is suffering 

from internal strife.”
765

 What would seem to have been an important occasion for pastoral 

guidance, Fr. Protopopov viewed as cause for police intervention. He repeatedly pointed out that 

these meetings were illegal and asked Varzhanskii to have them shut down.  

 Because the law on sectarian meetings has obviously been broken, I humbly implore 

 Your Excellency to petition for their immediate closure in Mytishch, and for the complete 

 prohibition of local sectarians, of whom there are only seven, to hold any meetings 

 whatsoever in the future, including prayer meetings.
766

  

 

These letters reveal an acute lack of confidence on the part of this priest in his ability to resist the 

influence of just seven Baptist evangelists without police support. Such timidity is not entirely 

surprising considering the fact that the priest himself could not legally have held large meetings 

of his own without a permit, and that any public reply he could have delivered from the pulpit 

would first have to be written down and approved by his blagochinnyi. While these regulations 
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could have been circumvented, the diocesan mission offered the priest an easy alternative to 

breaking official regulations and meeting this challenge by himself.  

 The diocesan mission represented the continued sense of entitlement within the Orthodox 

Church to stand unchallenged as Russia’s official religion. The maintenance and embellishment 

of this institution after the Edict of Toleration perpetuated that sense of entitlement, even among 

a segment of the parish clergy. In response to the letters from the priest in Mytishch, Varzhanskii 

dispatched a subordinate missionary to observe the situation in that town. That missionary, 

Aleksei Tsvetkov, reported his confrontation with the Baptists, and seemed to think that he had 

gained the upper hand. He attended a Baptist sermon in a private home along with “fifty to sixty 

people.” The preacher, a man about twenty years old, proclaimed that, “of the Church of Christ, 

that is the Orthodox Church . . . there remain only scraps [rozhki da nozhki]. Those who claim to 

follow the teachings of the Apostles lead dissolute lives. If they carry the keys to the Kingdom of 

God they use them neither for themselves nor to admit others.” Several spectators, Tsvetkov 

reported, were offended and left. After the talk he approached the preacher and asked, “How can 

there remain only scraps of the Church of Christ when Christ himself promised Her eternal life?” 

Instead of an answer, they forcibly led him out. He was met on the street by some of the 

spectators who thanked him.
767

 This apparent victory for the missionaries was not deemed 

sufficient, however. Varzhanskii complained to the governor of Moscow. In April of the 

following year, the district police inspector was dispatched to Mytishch to warn all registered 

Baptists not to hold meetings for Orthodox Christians. The local police were also warned to 

enforce compliance with laws against proselytism.
768

 Professional missionaries were not, as J. 
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Eugene Clay has suggested, “the culmination of the rationalization of Russian Orthodoxy.”
769

 

Despite their generally high academic qualifications, often from a Theological Academy, 

professional missionaries utilized police force as a matter of course, even when peaceful and 

“rational” debate seemed to have been sufficient to deflect competition from other confessions. 

Rather than securing the privileged status of Orthodox Christianity, priests who cooperated with 

this policy of the diocesan mission sacrificed the ties of trust with their parishioners that were so 

crucial to the survival of the parish community.                 

 While it is difficult to estimate how many or what percentage of parish priests ever took 

part in efforts to regulate religious expression through police force after the Edict of Toleration, 

it is clear that this campaign affected the laity in general, beyond the confines of certain 

“sectarian” communities. As missionaries repeatedly pointed out, many spectators of the 

religious meetings they broke up were merely curious, Orthodox Christians. With the help of 

these missionaries, priests censored parishioners’ access to literature as well. In March of 1914, 

for example, a district missionary wrote to Varzhanskii regarding the illegal circulation of Lev 

Tolstoy’s religious writings by a local zemstvo library.  

 Respected Nikolai Iurevich [Varzhanskii]! I present the enclosed report that I wrote at the 

 request of the priest of Borisov, Fr. Vasilii Bogoiavlenskii, who learned from you that the 

 essays of L. Tolstoy, indicated in the report, are forbidden for distribution among the 

 people. . . . Believing that these essays were permitted  in public libraries, I was forced to 

 be reconciled with this evil. Now, since I have learned that these essays by Tolstoy are 

 not allowed in such places, but circulate among the people anyway, I happily accepted Fr. 

 Vasilii’s assignment to write you this report, and ask you to put a stop to this harm 

 inflicted upon simple people.
770
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The parish priest seems to have learned of an obscure prohibition against Tolstoy’s work from 

the diocesan mission, which encouraged him to request the seizure of this material from the 

library. The district missionary handled even that chore at the priest’s request. Such actions on 

the part of parish clergymen, however infrequent they may have been, were enough to lend 

credence to the accusations of anti-clerical public figures like Miliukov, who accused the clergy 

of stifling popular education and individual freedom.
771

 

 The preceding chapters have argued that the parish clergy sustained their parish and 

diocesan communities by eliciting the voluntary cooperation of parishioners in common 

endeavors of charity and education. No one was more directly beholden to the peasantry or more 

aware of the futility of trying to coerce them into loyalty than were the parish clergy. Yet, their 

inability to assume full leadership over their own diocesan networks ultimately prevented the 

parish clergy from controlling their public role in late imperial Russian society. Elements among 

the Church hierarchy and state officialdom inserted a network of professional “missionaries” into 

the clerical networks to assume control over interfaith conflict and dialogue. It was primarily in 

conjunction with the diocesan mission that the parish clergy ever acted against the peasantry’s 

freedom of association and freedom of education. This situation was analogous to the 

manipulation of the election of clerical Duma deputies at the diocesan congresses. The result, as 

discussed above, was that the parish clergy’s presence in the Duma was inflated numerically, but 

muzzled politically. In both cases, the usurpation and manipulation of the diocesan networks 

both inflated and distorted the clerical presence in the public sphere of late imperial Russia’s 

nascent democracy. 
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Black Hundreds 
 Although marked by missed opportunities, the political presence of the parish clergy in 

Imperial Russia’s Duma era is remarkable for what it did not become. Pressed on all sides by the 

hostile forces from the radical intelligentsia to newly emancipated religious competitors, the 

parish clergy were in an ideal position to form the base constituency for a chauvinistic nationalist 

party. While the hierarchy had suppressed their cooperation with dissident movements, the parish 

clergy were free to support nationalists and reactionaries. The same Fr. Vostorgov who 

orchestrated the manipulation of Duma elections among the clergy enthusiastically advocated 

this course of action. After new election laws created a separate clerical curia in 1907, Vostorgov 

wrote an article in which he called upon the clergy to form a mass political movement. As 

Vostorgov noted, the parish clergy were not merely priests, deacons, and sacristans. Their 

community encompassed a diverse group of Church servants including unemployed [zashtatnyi] 

clergymen and night watchmen [trapezniki], “and these also have the right to vote [in the clerical 

curia].”
772

 If this population could be united ideologically, Vostorgov saw potential for a 

powerful political force.    

 In ancestrally Russian cities, such as Moscow, where there are many cathedrals and 

 clergymen, the clergy could comprise an extremely large force . . . if it were completely 

 united in all its members in the election of candidates to the State Duma from the city, it 

 could present such a solid number of votes that is even difficult to estimate.
773

     

 

Freed by the new voting laws from interaction with “non-Russians, non-Christians, and petty 

landowners with revolutionary ideas,” the clergy could now form a constituency that was “the 

most national [narodnoe] of all the Russian estates [soslovii].”
774

 His dream was not to form a 

political party, which he considered to be a western import, but to ally a united clerical voting 
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bloc with ultra-nationalist, monarchist groups. Yet, Vostorgov proved much more successful at 

suppressing political expression among the clergy than at eliciting it.  

 The organization for which Vostorgov hoped to win mass support from the clergy, and to 

which he himself belonged, was the Union of Russian People (URP). This organization was 

founded in October of 1905 by the monarchist, anti-Semitic politicians Alexander Dubrovkin 

and Vladimir Purishkevich. The organization’s goals included defense of the autocracy, the 

Russian nation, and the Orthodox Church against the corrupting force of parliamentary 

democracy. It also commanded the loyalty of nationalist paramilitary groups, organized around 

anti-Jewish pogroms and known to themselves and others as “Black Hundreds.” As Walter 

Laqueur points out, because Russia was too ethnically diverse for demands of racial purity, 

Orthodox identity was particularly important to the Black Hundred brand of nationalism.
775

 In a 

letter to Vostorgov, who became a member of Moscow’s missionary council in 1913, one 

diocesan missionary identified himself as a “loyal blackhundredist.”
776

 Moreover, as Pisiotis 

points out, the URP adopted an extremely pro-clerical agenda in order to win the support of the 

parish clergy. This included demands for the retention of the Orthodox Church’s exclusive right 

of proselytism and missionary activity, the convening of the much anticipated Church Sobor, the 

restoration of the Patriarchate, and reforms to establish free elections of diocesan officials.
777

 

Although the clergy were forbidden to maintain formal ties with any political party after the 

creation of the clerical curia in 1907, the URP was not technically a party. Its reactionary 

program won it support in the ministries and imperial court, which ensured its freedom to pay 

court to the prelates and parish clergy. 
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     Although membership figures for the URP and Black Hundreds do not exist, it is clear 

that neither of these organizations received the clerical support for which they had hoped. The 

response of the Church’s leadership was mixed. While the Synod, as a whole, refused to condone 

an outright alliance between the ecclesiastical hierarchy and the URP, some prelates, most 

notably Metropolitan Vladimir of Moscow, supported and actively campaigned for the 

organization.
778

 Even in Moscow, however, the organization achieved nothing like the mass 

following for which Vostorgov had hoped. In March of 1909, a merchant who led a local chapter 

of the URP in Moscow province reported to Metropolitan Vladimir that:  

 Upon opening the Dmitrovskii section of the Union of Russian People . . . the following 

 clergymen took part in the first assembly: the Archimandrite of the Boris and Gleb 

 Monastery, Fr. Feodosii, the cathedral priests Fr. Kozlov and Fr. Felitsyn, and the priest 

 of Borisov, Fr. Afonskii. All other local clergymen, to our deep sorrow, did not attend 

 although they were invited.
779

 

Pisiotis notes that, empire-wide, the URP’s press organs repeatedly expressed frustration at the 

lack of support they received from the clergy in general.
780

 While clergymen did participate in 

the URP on an individual basis, they never constituted a mass movement. In Moscow, it is clear 

that clerical participation in URP activities were confined to lay-organized associations, and 

possibly the diocesan mission. There is no evidence to suggest that the diocesan networks of 

Tver or Moscow ever facilitated the organizational activities of the URP or the Black Hundreds.  

 Historians have attributed the lack of mass clerical support for the reactionary political 

organizations that courted them to a variety of factors. Babkin, for example, presents evidence of 

growing anti-monarchist sentiments among the clergy in reaction to regime’s recalcitrance 
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toward all calls for Church reform.
781

 Freeze argues that the clergy were too divided among 

themselves, in terms of wealth, education, and geography, in order to present a unified political 

front of any kind. “Perhaps the most striking element in ecclesiastical politics was not the 

clergy’s conservatism or liberalism . . . rather, it was the coexistence of both currents—the 

inability of churchmen high or low to fight cohesively for the old regime or even for a new 

one.”
782

 Yet, the parish clergy had already proven themselves adept at overcoming all of these 

barriers through their diocesan networks in order to maintain their systems of education, mutual-

aid, and pastoral collaboration. While conservative prelates were able to paralyze these networks 

to exclude dissident clergymen from Duma elections, they raised no objection to the activity of 

the URP. The monarchists’ proposal to reform the diocesan power structure to allow for the free 

election of Church officers would have appealed to the parish clergy in particular. Contrary to 

Freeze’s assessment, the parish clergy of various diocese repeatedly demonstrated their ability to 

present organized and sometimes successful demands for greater freedom of association and 

administrative independence. No historian has ever accounted for the lack of response on the part 

of the diocesan networks themselves to the URP’s direct appeal to their struggle for 

organizational autonomy. They did not rise to the occasion for lack of the very precondition that 

Vostorgov had identified as necessary for a clerical mass-movement: the consolidation of the 

clerical soslovie into a separate interest group. 

 As this study has illustrated, the parish clergy were too conscious of their economic and 

social ties, as well as their pastoral obligations, to their parishioners to operate the diocesan 

networks as closed associations for the exclusive benefit of their own, clerical soslovie. It is 

telling that, four months before the publication of Vostorgov’s article on the political potential of 
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Church servants, a Moscow priest published a warning about the ill effects on pastoral work of 

the growth of just this class of watchmen [trapezniki], and other clerical servants.  

 At baptisms the communion bread bakers give [the child] a little shirt and perform little 

 services that no one needs and only cause confusion. There is only one goal here: ‘to 

 receive’ – and for those who perform the baptism, this is the whole story. Give to the 

 priest, give to the deacon (for registration), give to the watchman, give to the communion 

 bread baker, and to the needy.
783

 

 

In urging his fellow pastors to reduce and regulate the participation in religious services of these 

needy members of their own soslovie for the sake of effective pastoral work, this priest 

demonstrated his awareness of the long-term costs that the clergy would pay for short term 

benefits at the peasantry’s expense. This awareness, among the clergy in general, helped to 

ensure that the diocesan networks served as pastoral networks, and not merely clerical mutual-

aid networks. Had the latter case been the reality, the diocesan networks might have served as 

excellent political organizations for those groups that promised to serve clerical interests. The 

URP possessed both the freedom and inclination to do just that. Yet, as a “mass, anti-

parliamentary movement,”
784

 it sought to shut down all Duma-initiated reforms of the social and  

legal order. The population at large, including the peasantry, had no desire to disenfranchise 

themselves for the sake of the autocracy.
785

 Thus, to join the URP would have put the diocesan 

networks at odds with the lay communities that they served. The parish clergy proved unwilling, 

not unable, to rally behind a movement to sacrifice the rights of the population in order to 

preserve their own estate-privileges and possibly secure new ones.   
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Conclusion 
 The contributions of the Orthodox parish clergy to the tumultuous environment of late 

Imperial Russia seem paradoxical. Despite their extensive work at promoting local mutual-aid 

and education to strengthen communities against the social strains of rapid industrialization, the 

parish clergy’s role in the public life of Imperial Russia’s nascent democracy was inconspicuous. 

Because their public activity beyond the ecclesiastical sphere was so tightly restricted, the parish 

clergy tended to fall back on the support of the regime to protect their interests. Their appeals to 

entrenched authorities – the State Council, provincial governors, and the police – earned the 

parish clergy the animosity of progressive organizations in favor of political and social reform. 

This animosity, in turn, increased clerical isolation within Russia’s nascent democracy and 

exacerbated their dependence on the regime. Yet, as this chapter has illustrated, there is ample 

evidence of widespread discontent among the clergy with the political status quo under the 

autocracy. The parish clergy appealed to the authorities for support when their economic and 

confessional status was threatened, but few pastors actively collaborated with the regime to 

oppose social and political reform. Far from organizationally inept and socially “atomized,”
786

 

the parish clergy operated extensive social networks of which the hierarchy saw fit to seize 

control when they exhibited political independence. Rejected by the progressives and courted by 

the extreme right, the parish clergy had both the capacity and the opportunity to provide active 

support for the autocracy in exchange for political privileges, according to Fr. Vostorgov’s 

vision. Yet, even hand-picked clerical deputies to the Duma proved to be merely passive allies of 

the monarchist parties, and parish clergy at the local level provided only limited and inconsistent 

support for reactionary and xenophobic organizations. The parish clergy could not ally 
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themselves with intransigent fringe groups against the majority of the Orthodox population that 

desired political and social reform.  

 The parish clergy’s political status within the imperial regime was a mixed blessing. 

Their protected status within the “spiritual domain” of the official religion afforded them unique 

privileges of association through which they were able to organize the most extensive mutual-aid 

networks in the empire. These clerical networks facilitated a new kind of pastoral work utilizing 

diocesan resources and the cooperative efforts of clergymen and their families to provide 

important services to peasant parishioners. At the same time, the threat of losing these state 

sanctioned privileges of association, which provided for the education and security of the entire 

clerical soslovie, instilled the Orthodox pastorate with great political caution.  



297 
 

Conclusion 
 

 The revolution that began in Petrograd on the 25
th

 of October, 1917, ushered in a 

prolonged and vicious assault on society, which included the martyrdom of religious believers on 

a larger scale than any civilization had ever endured. In the view of political scientist Timothy 

Shah, the Bolshevik Revolution marked the beginning of a period of global subjugation of 

religion to secular forces that lasted until the second half of the twentieth century.
787

 It was only 

after the fall of the Soviet Union that the “secularization thesis,” the idea that religion would 

continue to recede from public life around the world, came under serious scrutiny. In 1999, the 

sociologist Peter Berger famously reversed his previous espousal of the secularization thesis, 

acknowledging that religious communities were actually growing in size and influence.
788

 In the 

midst of this resurgence of religion in the late 20
th

 century, historians began to reevaluate the 

social impact of religion over Europe’s “long 19
th

 century,” as well. In her article on the 

resurgence of the Catholic community in 19
th

 century Germany, for example, Margaret Anderson 

remarks, “Not the secularization of Europe in the nineteenth, but only the secularization of 

scholarship in the twentieth century can account for the absence of the Catholic revival from our 

research agendas for so long.”
789

 Other scholars have begun to reevaluate the importance of 

religious communities in the development of fin de siècle society. The dynamic role of the 

Orthodox community in Imperial Russian society at the turn of the century should occupy as 

conspicuous a place in this discussion as does its martyrdom. It did not recede before the 
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onslaught of the modern state and modern culture at the turn of the century. Rather, the Orthodox 

religious community grew into an important forum of interaction and cooperation among the 

various estates and institutions of late Imperial Russia. 

On the Eve 
 Early 20

th
 century Imperial Russia contained more voluntary associations and cooperative 

organizations than any other country in Europe at that time.
790

 Leopold Haimson, among other 

scholars, has argued that the persistence of soslovie distinctions within Russian society prevented 

close collaboration among these organizations, and ultimately resulted in the failure of the “dual 

power” of the provisional government and the collapse of Imperial Russian civilization.  

 The caste features that had remained imprinted on the institutions of self-administration 

 of ‘society’ since the Counter Reforms of the 1880s and the failure of Stolypin’s efforts 

 to eliminate them in the wake of the 1905 revolution obviously contributed to the 

 sharpness of the divisions between social groups.
791  

 

As this dissertation has argued, however, the legal and social distinctiveness of the clerical 

soslovie contributed to the solidarity of clerical communities, and facilitated their establishment 

of strong mutual-aid networks. Moreover, the expansion of these networks to include the lay 

community became a priority of pastoral work at the turn of the century. By the late 19
th

 century, 

transcendence of “soslovie isolation” had become a conspicuous refrain in the writings of 

clergymen and other Church publicists. Beginning with the famine relief effort of 1891-2, parish 

clergy throughout the empire voluntarily carried out the transfer of diocesan resources from their 

own communities to those of the Orthodox laity, primarily of the peasant soslovie. The years 

after the 1905 crisis witnessed sustained efforts, both by the parish clergy and the Synodal 
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bureaucracy, to incorporate laymen and laywomen into the diocesan organizations of the clerical 

soslovie as active participants. While these efforts met with only limited success, significant 

cooperation did take place across soslovie and institutional boundaries. The clergy’s parish 

schools, for example, attracted the active support of parish communities, as well as the 

collaboration of the zemstva. Far from the institutions of a marginalized caste, the parish and 

diocesan associations of the spiritual domain comprised an important part of the increasingly 

vibrant and complex social landscape of late Imperial Russia.  

 The institutions of the parish clergy served the interests of non-clerical communities 

because of, and not despite, the clergy’s unique role within the soslovie structure. The direct 

material dependence of the entire clerical estate on those communities for which pastoral work 

was performed rendered complete “soslovie isolation” a practical impossibility. The clergy’s 

material dependence on their parishioners has often been viewed as a weakness. The absence or 

inadequacy of state salaries for priests and their families was a constant refrain in the debates 

surrounding Church reform, and has been echoed by historians.
792

 Rural poverty certainly 

presented major difficulties for the basic functioning of the Orthodox community. Yet, the 

benefits of the clergy’s direct accountability to the laity were not lost on all clergymen. In a 1906 

report to the Tver consistory, one blagochinnyi remarked that, “Even these sad circumstances 

that compel the clergy to obtain their living from parishioners in exchange for liturgical services 

have their positive side in that this [relationship] brings the clergy closer to their parishioners and 

stimulates them to perform their duties with greater effort.”
793

 This dependence influenced the 

priorities of the pastor, and encouraged him to embellish those pastoral duties that garnered him 

the support and cooperation of his parishioners, such as the establishment of parish schools. The 
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fact that tithes and donations were voluntary, moreover, denied the Russian state the degree of 

influence that other European governments wielded over the clergy of their state churches by 

supplying their salaries or enforcing the payment of their tithes. The regime could not divide the 

clergy from their parishioners by employing the former as spies or policemen against the latter. 

While the parish clergy developed a distinctive understanding of religious community that was 

not necessarily shared by the laity, their practical interests could not be at odds with those of 

their parishioners.   

 The political changes ushered in by the October Manifesto complicated clerical 

interaction with the rest of society. 1906 marked the first meeting of the pre-Sobor commission 

to discuss Church reform, as well as the dramatic expansion of clerical autonomy within the 

spiritual domain. Yet, subsequent years witnessed the regime’s regulation of the clergy’s 

participation in representative politics and interaction with other communities outside of the 

spiritual domain. While these manipulative policies failed to achieve their intended goal of 

converting the clerical soslovie into a source of mass-political support for the monarchy, they did 

exacerbate hostility toward the Church on the part of liberals, radicals, and other supporters of 

political dissent. The parish clergy attempted to overcome these tensions by strengthening their 

cooperative relationship with the laity. While attempts to elicit direct lay participation in clerical 

networks failed to produce significant results, clergymen also took part in the cooperative 

organizations of their parishioners. Synodal permission for clerical participation in small credit 

unions was granted in September of 1907, with the explanation that this permission was intended 

to help clergymen establish with their parishioners “a foundation of mutual trust [vzaimnoi 

otvetstvennosti], which cannot exist without the understanding of the participants that economic 
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interests should unite people on the basis of Christian relations.”
794

 The movement among 

pastors to engage parishioners through their own organizations gained support in subsequent 

years. In 1914, one article in Tver’s diocesan journal expressed the idea that, through 

cooperatives, pastors might circumvent the barriers that the state had created between clergy and 

laity. “In France, rural cooperatives almost all work with the participation of the clergy. This, if 

you please, can be explained by the fact that, in spite of the all the government’s harassment of 

the Church, the mass of people are close to their pastors.”
795

 The same article expressed concern 

that, without this partnership, the growing cooperative movement among the peasantry might 

eventually be turned against the Church. This was a prophetic insight.  

 The first years of the First World War saw close collaboration between the diocesan 

networks, parish organizations, peasant cooperatives, and rural zemstvos. Yet, the general trauma 

of the conflict, together with the clergy’s sustained support for the increasingly unpopular war 

effort, exacerbated the divisions between these various organizations. During the civil war and 

its aftermath, the new Bolshevik social order appropriated much of what was left of the pre-war 

social structure. Cooperatives and trade unions provided a foundation for the new Soviet 

administration, while the official abolition of zemstvos and town dumas sometimes resulted in 

their transformation into Soviet departments.
796

 The religious community remained tenacious, 

even after the military victory of the Bolsheviks. Parishioners continued to support their clergy 

throughout the NEP period and, according the Glennys Young’s research, even used the village 

institutions of the Soviet regime to provide this support until Stalin destroyed rural society in his 
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campaign of collectivization.
797

 It was not for lack of stubborn and often heroic resistance that 

the Church’s institutions were shut down, plundered, and destroyed. Although legally and even 

culturally distinct, the associations of the spiritual domain were woven into the social fabric of 

Imperial Russia. This fabric did not disintegrate, but was ripped apart by the trauma of war and 

revolution. 

The Broader Context  
 The use of Imperial Russia’s spiritual domain as a forum for free association, 

voluntarism, and mutual aid placed Russian Orthodoxy within a broader trend throughout much 

of Christendom at the turn of the century toward religious social engagement. This trend 

included Pope Leo XIII’s 1891 Rerum Novarum, bestowing Church sanction on the organization 

of labor. Other movements emerged “from below,” as Walter Rauschenbusch characterized the 

early 20
th

 century Social Gospel movement in the United States. In his 1917 work, A Theology 

for the Social Gospel, Rauschenbusch asserted that the movement to engage in social work had 

been set in motion by widespread, religious conviction. “This new orientation, which is 

observable in all parts of our religious life, is not simply a prudent adjustment of church methods 

to changed conditions. There is religious compulsion behind it.”
798

 Yet, some historians have 

interpreted this trend, in all its various manifestations, as a sign of the withdrawal of religion, qua 

religion, from public life. In his study of the Canadian protestant clergy at the turn of the century, 

for example, David Marshal describes:   

 the accommodation of the clergy and churches to a society growing more secular, not a 

 march of progress towards the Kingdom of God. . . . Sensing that their congregations 

 were growing indifferent to spiritual homilies and references to the supernatural, 
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 ministers spoke of the Christian mission in the world with growing reference to morality 

 and the obligation to create social justice.
799

 

 

According to this version of the “secularization thesis,” therefore, the increasing involvement of 

clergymen and other religious activists in the social needs of their communities was simply 

another indication of the disintegration of those communities.  

 The inadequacy of this interpretation becomes particularly apparent when it is applied to 

the Orthodox Church in Russia. Despite the social changes that came with industrialization, war, 

and political unrest, the great majority of Orthodox Christians remained committed to their 

traditional faith. In their article on this enduring religiosity, Gromyko and Buganov comment on  

the immense amount of work and financial sacrifice that the Russian laity invested in their 

parishes. “The idea cherished by all believers, that everything done for a church would please 

God, precluded disdain toward any kind of work done in or for a church. Even washing the floor 

in a church is holy (St. Serafim Sarovskii).”
800

 For the parish clergy, the practical concerns 

surrounding religious life were greatest, and the ties between faith and community most 

apparent. Practical pastoral work was intended to preserve the Church as a community, and to 

enlist parishioner religiosity in the support of that community. As we have seen, parishioners 

were not always receptive to pastoral admonitions to redirect their religious lives toward the 

resolution of social problems or the spread of education, preferring instead to contribute their 

work to the support of more traditional practices connected with Church ritual. Practical pastoral 

work in Russia, therefore, was not a process of social appeasement. It ran counter both to popular 

demand and to the short-term material interests of the parish clergy. In order to understand the 

                                                           
799

 David B. Marshall, Secularizing the Faith: Canadian Protestant Clergy and the Crisis of Belief, 1850-1940 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992), 4-5. For other examples of this version of the secularization thesis, 

see: Gary Scott Smith, The Seeds of Secularization: Calvinism, Culture, and Pluralism in America, 1870-1915 

(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Christian University Press, 1985); Ann Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture, 

2
nd

 ed. (New York: Noonday Press/Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1998). 
800

 M. M. Gromyko and A. V. Buganov, “On the Outlook of the Russian People: Church Attendance and Attitudes 

Toward Churches and Priests,” Russian Studies in History 44, no. 4 (Spring 2006), 66. 



304 
 

historical significance of the faith communities of Russia, and of the Western world in general, 

account must be taken of the response of religious activists to the social and moral crises that 

came with political and economic transition. The dismissal of any and all such activity as the 

accommodation of religion to an encroaching secular reality is an oversimplification.       

 Some advocates of the secularization thesis have attributed the social engagement of 

religious communities to the domination of modern society by the centralized state. To avoid 

being pushed to the periphery of modern society by the non-religious institutions that have come 

to dominate public life, it is alleged, the Church allies itself with the now dominant centralized 

state. Through this alliance, however, the Church becomes a mere component of the apparatus of 

the state. It therefore loses its independent, religious authority and adopts the aims of the state. 

The Church ultimately takes part in the modern state’s intrusive regulation of society, 

contributing to the “dehumanization of the social structure.”
801

 Robert Lee echoes this narrative 

in his local study of the parishes of Norfolk, England from 1815-1914. As in Russia and many 

other European states that maintained official churches, the British government enlisted the 

Anglican clergy to carry out administrative tasks and perform social services. The state-imposed 

duties of these rural parsons included the management of state charity as poor law guardians, the 

administration of justice as local magistrates, and the indoctrination of social obedience as rural 

teachers. In carrying out such duties, Lee concludes, these clergymen helped impose state 

policies on an unwilling peasantry. This work often earned Anglican clergymen the resentment 

of their parishioners as when, for example, they informed on applicants for poor relief for having 

passed up low paid employment in accordance with the official policy of maximizing labor and 
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minimizing state aid.
802

 As poor law guardians, they broke up extended families by encouraging 

the rural poor to emigrate to other counties and towns with greater demand for labor. Lee alleges 

that clergymen brought state regulation even deeper into rural society than the law could 

penetrate by imposing rules and regulations on local customs.
803

 Other scholarship has examined 

the important role of the Anglican Church in organizing mutual aid and supporting communities 

among the working class in England.
804

 In Lee’s estimation, however, the Anglican clergy 

became agents of the social marginalization of their own religion. 

 Other scholars have applied this narrative of the cooptation of religious institutions by the 

forces of sterile modernity to the rise of political extremism. The marginalization of the Church 

and of the clergy by an impersonal bureaucracy set these elements adrift, rendering them 

susceptible to exploitation by the disaffected and radical political groups that dominated much of  

twentieth century Europe.
805

 A case study for this scenario is the Christian Socialist party of the 

late Austro-Hungarian Empire. Founded by the municipal councilor and eventual mayor of 

Vienna, Karl Lueger, in 1893, Austrian Christian Socialism began as a protest movement among 

lower-class, urban artisans against the political hegemony of upper-class liberals. With the help 

of Catholic clergymen, the Christian Socialists drew on the popular appeal of both Catholicism 

and anti-Semitism to dominate the Viennese electorate.
806

 In addition to inserting religious and 

racial hatred into parliamentary politics, the Christian Socialists anticipated later, totalitarian 

developments by institutionalizing such sentiments among their constituents through a variety of 
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clubs and societies, including youth organizations that trained with rifles.
807

 While their presence 

in this party was not enormous, clergymen played an important role as propagandists by 

spreading a political narrative of victimhood and reaction against “cultural lawlessness” among 

Vienna’s artisans, and later legitimizing the movement among a broader constituency.
808

  

 In his study of the Austrian parish clergy, William Bowman draws a connection between 

the 18
th

 century absolutism of Joseph II and clerical support for the Christian Socialists at the 

beginning of the 20
th

 century.
809

 Under “Josephinism,” the Church was dominated by the state 

and charged with carrying out practical, eudaemonistic policies. Clergymen became state 

employees, paid from revenues gleaned from secularized monastic land. Catholic confraternities 

were disbanded and replaced with a single, state-sponsored confraternity in 1783, which was 

designed to suppress devotional activity and direct the wealth of the confraternities towards  

public welfare.
810

 This state domination, Bowman argues, sapped the Church’s vitality over the 

19
th

 century. Their training in state-dominated seminaries and universities “emphasized the 

duties and responsibilities of priests to state and society more than their service to supernatural 

causes,” leaving them out of touch with their parishioners.
811

 The state’s cooptation of the 

Catholic clergy left the Church and the faith community socially and politically depleted.  

 Catholicism’s hold over Austrian society had been so weakened by the 1870s and 80s, 

 that the Catholic ‘universal church’ (Volkskirche) was dead and Catholicism and its 

 priests were now forced to compete along with other groups – first Liberals, then 

 Socialists – as one interest group or political faction among many in Austria.
812

 

 

Bowman seems to equate social and political pluralism with the death of religion as a 

constructive force in public life. He employs this familiar narrative of the marginalized religious 
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community to explain the political alliance of some clergymen with reactionary artisans and 

peasants, legitimizing their xenophobia in exchange for public influence. Not all scholars of late 

Imperial Austria agree with this assessment of the Catholic Church as socially and politically 

marginalized.
813

 Yet, in Bowman’s view, state influence over Austrian Catholicism discredited 

its “supernatural” authority over society, confining the work of its clergy to the realm of the 

practical and the secular. 

 It is clear that churches throughout the western world were confronted by state regulation, 

particularly in the 19
th

 century.
814

 The Imperial Russian state exerted particularly intrusive 

bureaucratic control over the Orthodox parish clergy, and that control significantly influenced 

the development of pastoral work. State-imposed service remained an entrenched feature of the 

pastoral profession throughout the nineteenth century, guiding the work of the clergy toward the 

practical needs of their parishioners. It was Pobedonostsev, the Church’s presiding bureaucrat for 

twenty five years, who ordered all parish clergymen to establish parish schools in 1881, and to 

transfer their own diocesan resources to starving communities in 1891. Yet, the influence of 

officialdom clearly did not marginalize the Church, demoralize the Orthodox community, or 

convert the parish clergy into “bureaucrats in black robes.” In a reversal of the secularization 

model, it was the parish clergy who assimilated and embellished state-imposed duties to 

accommodate their pastoral mission and their religious community: neglecting some bureaucratic 

tasks while pursuing others with a collective ardor that no amount of official coercion could have 

produced. As James Scott argues in his book, Seeing Like a State, official policies relied on 
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informal, improvised, and even technically illegal practices for their success.
815

 It was only 

through the voluntary cooperation of the pastorate that officially prescribed duties were 

translated into reality. By accepting responsibility for these duties, moreover, the parish clergy 

were able to expand the freedom of association of the Orthodox community within the “spiritual 

domain” of the Russian Empire. Close examination of pastoral work in the Russian Church 

illustrates the short-sightedness of attributing all bureaucratic initiatives to their official authors, 

and of equating their performance with submissiveness.  

 The history of Europe’s churches at the turn of the century must be assessed according to 

their specific social and political circumstances. A great deal of scholarship relies, instead, on the 

narrative of inevitable secularization and social irrelevance to explain the failure of religious 

communities to resist the rise of authoritarianism in the twentieth century. One notable exception 

is Richard Webster’s classic study of Catholicism under Italian fascism. In this work, Webster 

describes a robust network of cooperatives, rural banks, and trade unions organized by the 

Catholic clergy over the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries.
816

 Mussolini’s “blackshirts” would 

direct their violence at socialist and Catholic labor organizations alike. The fascist settlement 

with the papacy, like that with the monarchy, was reached both through offers of new privileges 

for the hierarchy and threats of increased violence against the institutional Church itself. This 

settlement required the Church to abandon unofficial Catholic associations and the Catholic 

“Popular Party” to state suppression. Clerical grassroots organizers came under pressure from the  
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hierarchy to withdraw from politics and refrain from cooperating with the socialist opposition to 

fascism.
817

 As the present study has argued, an analogous situation developed in late Imperial 

Russia. Even as the parish clergy obtained unprecedented freedom of association for the 

Orthodox community within the spiritual domain, the regime pressured the hierarchy to stymie 

their ability to organize themselves politically and interact with society outside of that domain. 

As in many other cases, and to its own detriment, the regime sabotaged a source of social 

leadership that might have resisted the centrifugal forces of war and revolution.
818

 Short-sighted 

political antagonism and petty authoritarianism among Europe’s political leadership contributed, 

along with the general trauma of total war,
819

 to the failure of moderate and democratic 

governments in the early to mid-twentieth century. The destruction of religious communities and 

the martyrdom of religious believers, together with many other 20
th

 century atrocities, must be 

viewed as untimely tragedies rather than as the culmination of all-embracing processes of 

secularization and modernization.  
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