
The first o f the w orld relig ions to come to
Belarus w as Christianity. It began to infiltrate from
Byzantium in the 9 th century. By the 10 th century,
Christianity w as established in the Duchy of Polotsk,
the oldest state formation w ithin the territory of to -
day’s Belarus. The official year in w hich Christianity
w as adopted is considered to be 992 AD, w hen the
Polotsk Bishopric Chamber w as founded. The ar-
rival o f Christianity from Byzantium conditioned the
domination of Eastern trad itions w hich are also
present in Belarus today. Therefore, Christianity had
appeared and established itself in these lands even
before its official sp lit into the Orthodox and Catho-
lic churches in 1054.

Catho lic ism o f the Latin trad it ion en joyed a
sign ifican t ex pansion after Grand Duke Jag ie llo
o f Lithuan ia, signed the Krev (“ b l ood ” ) Un ion in
1385 (w hen Belarusian lands became the nucleus
o f the Grand Duchy o f Lithuan ia, o r GDL, founded
in the 12 th cen tu ry ).

Islam came to these areas in the 14 th century
w ith the Tartar troops h ired by Grand Duke Vitaut
in o rder to rein fo rce h is army. A large part o f those
Tartars later settled in the GDL. Famous literary
and histo rical ev idence o f th is is a copy o f the Ko-
ran w ritten in Belarusian, but using A rab ic
ligatured scrip t.

Judaism w as brought by Jew ish merchants,
and their p resence increased as the foreign eco-
nom ic ties o f the GDL ex tended. A great number o f
Jew s moved to the GDL in order to escape oppres-
sion, because this state o ffered a certain degree of
to lerance in its relations betw een relig ions. An-
o ther facto r that influenced the concentration o f
Jew s in th is area w as Catherine II’s ed ict o f January
3, 1792 that first in troduced the so-called settle-
ment line — a certain rad ius from large cities, in-
side w hich Jew s w ere banned from settling. Due to

those circumstances Jew s made up 50 or more
percent o f the population o f various tow ns in the
19 th century. They preserved their faith by liv ing in
compact communities.

The Reformation brought Protestantism to the
GDL, and it was spreading from as early as the 16 th

century in the forms of Lutheranism, Calvinism,
Aryanism, and so forth 1. Those trends, however, did
not become widespread, remaining as the faiths of
individual prominent feudal lords (particularly Cal-

vinism and Lutheranism). Some of their subordinate
peasants were also forced into those faiths, as well
as Germans and other immigrants from Protestant
backgrounds. The growth of Protestant churches
was largely halted by the signing of the Lublin Union,
following which GDL Catholics were able to rely on
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strong support from Poland in fighting against the
Reformation 2.

The Lublin Union of 1569 merged the Polish King -
dom and GDL into a federal unitary state and gave
Roman Catholicism additional opportunities to ex -
pand into the East. An important milestone in this
process was the Church Union signed in Brest in
1596; to a great extent the preservation of the
Byzantine tradition in these lands was possible
thanks to that treaty. By the end of the 18 th century,
the majority of Uniates resident in the Belarusian
parts of the GDL 3.

The Old Believers came to the GDL in the 18 th

century to escape oppression by the Russian au-
thorities, and settled in compact groups all across
the GDL.

Thus, thanks to historical circumstances, the GDL
developed a tolerant attitude towards different faiths,
resulting in the presence of a multitude of religions
among the population.

The annexation of the Belarusian lands to the Russian
Empire in the late 18th century brought about changes in
the religious life of the people. Despite the fact that all
faiths were formally permitted, the Orthodox Church en-
joyed much greater opportunities for expansion because
it was the state religion of the Russian Empire.

Before the partitions of Poland (Rzeczpospol i ta),
there w as one Orthodox eparchy w hose seat w as in
M ahyleu. In 1755, Georgiy Kaninskiy became head
of the eparchy and started an active campaign to
promote the spread of the Orthodox Church. When
the first partition occurred in 1772, he requested
permission from Catherine II to convert Uniates into
Orthodoxy. In 1780, perm ission w as granted to ap-
point Orthodox priests to vacancies in Uniate
churches. Thus, the expansion of the Orthodox
Church into Belarusian lands occurred mainly
through conversion from the Uniate faith 4. Until
1905, conversion from Orthodox to another faith re-
mained illegal5.

The partition of 1772 meant that about 100 000
Catholics went over to the Russian Empire. Catherine II
decreed that all directives and messages from the Ap-
ostolic Capital could only be publicised among the
Catholic population w ith the empress’s approval6. The
annexation of new territories entailed changing of bor-
ders of Catholic bishoprics. A large part of the Catholic
clergy were displeased by this joining and the changes
that were taking place in the Catholic Church and soci-
ety. Conspiratorial organisations started to form, and
some of the clergy sided w ith the French during the
1812 invasion and participated in the uprising of
1830–1831. An 1832 edict led to the closure of a great
number of monasteries. The next step was to reduce
the amount of monasteries and categorise them as

“regular” or “ irregular,” the latter were prohibited from
accepting new monks. If there were less than eight
monks left in a monastery, it was closed down.

The Tsarist attitude towards Catholics varied. Pe-
riods of loyalty would change into oppression, espe -
cially after an uprising. The 1905 law on religious
tolerance led to numerous Orthodox Christians con -
verting to Catholicism, but the Tsarist establishment
only tolerated Catholics as long as their interests did
not conflict with those of the empire.

As far as the Uniate Church was concerned, the at-
titude of the Russian Empire was strictly negative. An
edict of April 1794 ordered that any obstacles prevent-
ing Uniates from returning to Orthodoxy be removed.
Uniate priests were banned from staying in areas
where they had formerly had temples. Generally, the
official policy aimed to abolish the Uniate Church. Tsar
Nicholas I planned to strengthen the Western prov-
inces of the Russian Empire by increasing the presence
of the Orthodox church. This was achieved by convert-
ing Uniate churches to the Orthodox faith. The Uniates
suffered a severe blow follow ing the uprising of
1830–1831, when more than half the Basilian monas-
teries were abolished to avenge their monks’ participa-
tion in the uprising. Simultaneously, the Tsarist
government was pursuing a policy aimed to control
the Uniate Church, which resulted in it being abolished
by merging it w ith the Orthodox Church in 1839. The
29th Cossack regiment was sent to Vitsebsk province in
January 1839 in order to prevent unrest among believ-
ers. The feared unrest struck nonetheless, and the
Basilian monks and nuns put up the strongest resis-
tance. The Uniates were doomed, however, since their
poor clergy, gentry, and peasantry were unable to
w ithstand state policy and the treachery of the Ortho-
dox Church patriarchs.

The Russian government’s attitude towards
Protestant movements was rather liberal. This was
mostly to do w ith the fairly small Protestant popula-
tion and their inconsequential influence on society,
but the Tsarist authorities nevertheless took steps to
limit the Protestants’ activity. “Once Belarus had been
joined to Russia, i ts Protestant traditions were put on
ice, as if awaiting better tim es.” 7

The first communities of Baptists and Evangelist
Christians appeared in Belarus in the 1870s, followed
by Adventists in the early 20 th century, then Method -
ists, Jehovah ’s Witnesses and others which gained
an increased following throughout the 20 th century.

The establishment of the Soviet regime radically
changed the nature of relations between religion and
the state. Throughout its history, the USSR applied a
policy of state atheism, according to which fighting reli-
gion was seen as being akin to the fight against capital-
ism, and it was Karl Marx who dubbed religion the
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“opium of the people.” This policy dealt a serious blow
to all faiths.

The state paid special attention to banning the “re-
vivalist wave” among religious organisations which had
become quite influential in the early 1920s. The Uniate
Church was unable to revive itself in Soviet Belarus, but
continued to exist, despite certain difficulties, in West-
ern Belarus which was then part of Poland.

Even early as the first few years of its existence,
the Soviet regime began to take a heavy toll on the
material position of all churches by expropriating
their buildings and other property. The church-rob -
bery campaign reached its peak in 1922, based on a
resolution by the administration of the Central Exec -
utive Committee (CEC) entitled “Concerning means
of confiscating church valuables in use by groups of
believers.” This was implemented under the pretext
of a need to help the starving people of the Volga 7.
Priests and laymen were harshly repressed if they
opposed the state policy. In 1922 alone, 201 Ortho -
dox priests were executed by shooting in the
Byelorussian SSR 8.

The next step taken by the CEC to limit the rights
of churches was its 1929 resolution “On Religious
Associations,” which banned all clerical activity out -
side of churches and temples.

The repression campaign of the 1930s hit the Catho-
lics painfully. The overwhelming majority of the clergy
were repressed, which meant that, by the end of the de-
cade, the religious life of Catholics in Eastern Belarus
was in fact only able to carry on deep underground.

Other religious movements also suffered from the
destructive effects of the 1930s’ repression which ef-
fectively forced them into the underground as well.

After WWII, all the religions were in a difficult situ -
ation, but the Soviet regime remained most loyal to -
wards the Orthodox Church. Aleksiy Simanskiy,
elected Patriarch of Moscow and All The Russias in
1945, was awarded four Orders of the Labour Banner
during the course of his patriarchate 9. The way the
church hierarchy was treated, however, did not re -
flect the actual state of the Orthodox Church. The
number of parishes, monasteries and convents was
dwindling; strong anti-religious propaganda resulted

in reduced followers of all the religions; and espe -
cially strong pressure was put onto the Protestant
and Judaistic communities.

Belarus ’s religious life in the late 20 th century has
been marked by a great diversity of religions which
are both traditional and non-traditional for the re-
gion. The points at which they all began to grow
more active coincided with the beginning of the de -
mocratisation process at the turn of the last decade,
and with preparations for the 1000 th anniversary of
Russian Christendom celebration in 1988.

Another factor that stimulated the emergence of
various religious movements was the collapse of the
USSR and the restoration of independence to the
countries that had once constituted the Soviet empire.
The changing way of life, streams of new information,
and dropping standards of living forced former Soviet
people to change their outlooks radically. After realis-
ing that the “Communist paradise” had been a myth,
many people started to seek true heaven.

People’s inner urge to turn towards religion was a
good basis both for the expansion of traditional beliefs
(Christianity, Islam and Judaism) and the formation of
movements which were new to Belarus (Krishnaism,
Buddhism, Baha’ism, Aamoto), as well as for the widen-
ing of various Protestant movements within traditional re-
ligions. Unfortunately, destructive sects also began to
multiply in Belarus, including the White Brotherhood, Sa-
tanism, Aum Sinrikyo, the Church of Jesus Christ’s Disci-
ples, etc. In co-operation with some state institutions (e.g.
the state committee for religious and nationality affairs),
representatives of traditional faiths are striving to prevent
the spread of this kind of sects, and this has had some
positive results. For example, in recent years it became
possible to limit and, to some extent, liquidate branches of
such sects as the White Brotherhood, Aum Sinrikyo, the
Family of Love, and Ahmadzia10.

According to the state committee for religious and
nationality affairs, the follow ing list of religious organi-
sations were active in Belarus by January 1, 1999 :

Obviously, the degree to which these various
faiths affect life in Belarus differs greatly. The leading
faiths are traditional Catholic and Orthodox ones, w ith
Protestantism clearly becoming more influential.
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All
Belarus

Berastsye
region

Vitsebsk
region

Homel
region

Harodnya
region

Mahyleu
region

Minsk
region

Minsk
City

1 Orthodox
Church 1081 299 144 142 166 67 240 23

2
Roman
Catholic
Church

399 51 64 19 169 15 73 8

7 Faiths in Belarus (end of 18 th–20 th centuries), Minsk, 1998, p. 159.
8 Bozhim shlyakham (“In A Godly Way”) , No. 50, 1952, p. 51.
9 Yakunin G. — The True Face of the Moscow Patriarchy, Brest, 1996, p. 25.

10 Koktysh A. — The Sweet “Flute,” Svobodnye Novosti Plus (“Free News Plus”), No. 7,
2000.
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All
Belarus

Berastsye
region

Vitsebsk
region

Homel
region

Harodnya
region

Mahyleu
region

Minsk
region

Minsk
City

3
Greek
Catholic
Church

13 3 2 2 2 1 1 2

4
Catholics of
Roman
tradition

2 2

5 Old Believers 36 1 20 2 7 3 3

6 Reformed
Church 1 1

7 Lutheran
Church 4 1 2 1

8
Evangelist
Christians/
Baptists

233 75 26 21 19 27 50 15

9 The Council
of Churches 31 10 3 3 3 5 6 1

10
John the
Baptist
Church

1 1

11 New Apostle
Church 20 3 3 5 6 2 1

12
Church of the

First
Christians

1 1

13
Christians of
Evangelical

Faith
414 132 35 50 32 32 114 19

14
Christians of
Complete
Gospel

47 6 5 12 6 1 7 10

15
Christians of
Apostolic
Faith

9 5 3 1

16 Christ Church 6 1 1 1 1 2

17 Messianic
communities 2 2

18 Seventh Day
Adventists 45 13 9 7 5 3 6 2

19 Jehovah ’s
Witnesses 21 3 6 6 4 1 1

20 Mormons 3 3
21 Judaists 13 3 2 2 1 3 2

22 Progressive
Judaists 8 2 1 2 2 1

23 Muslims 24 2 5 10 1 4 2
24 Baha ’is 5 1 1 1 1 1
25 Aamoto 1 1
26 Krishnaists 7 1 1 1 1 2 1

2427 610 329 274 434 170 505 105



The state’s attitude to relig ion is impossib le to
sum up briefly . A lthough they do not support most
relig ious organisations in any w ay, from time to
time the authorities do grant certain priv ileges, par-
ticu larly to the Orthodox Church. “ The Belarusian
Orthodox Church is under the patronage of the
state, of President Lukashenka.” 11 Evidence of th is
can be found, fo r example, in A leksandr
Lukashenko ’s speech during a visit to M insk by
A leksiy II, Patriarch of M oscow and A ll The Russias,
in July 1995: “ Just recentl y, the state assigned aid
to the church which am ounted to 1 b i l l i on rou-
b les... A l though th is, of course, i s clear l y inade-
quate, but w e w i l l be continu ing w i th th is pol i cy.” 12

Inter-faith co-operation is developing mainly in
social fields.

Ecumenical dialogue is obviously becoming more
active. For example, there is a group for interclerical dia-
logue based at the M insk International Education Centre
IBB. In 1999, some meetings were held as part of a pro-
ject entitled Reconcil iation in Europe — The Church’s
M ission in Ukraine, Belarus, Poland and Germany,
which began w ith interclerical dialogue designed to
bring peace between the churches of Germany and Po-
land in the early 90s. The chosen theme for the jubilee
year of 2000 was Social Work of Christian Churches in
Belarus. The first working meeting was held on Janu-
ary 21–22, 2000, w ith representatives of the Orthodox,
Roman Catholic, Greek Catholic, Evangelist Baptist and
Lutheran Christian churches in attendance. As a result
of the meeting, a provisional working group made up of
representatives of all the aforementioned faiths was set
up to co-ordinate social programmes.

There have been a number o f larger-scale ecu-
menical activ ities w ith jo int participation from dif-
ferent faiths e.g. The Sam ari tan ’s Purse, a
Christmas present-g iv ing event fo r child ren organ-
ised by the Bib lical Society o f the Repub lic o f
Belarus; the pub lication o f the Gospel accord ing to
St. M ark in four languages (Belarusian, Old Church
Slavonic, Greek and Russian), ed ited by the
Belarusian Orthodox Church’s b ib lical commission
(N.B. the BOC is the Belarusian Exarchy of the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church) w ith the participation o f the
Inter-Faith Bib lical Society .

The Biblical Society ’s activities generally focus
on distributing the Bible and other religious publica -
tions, and producing video films (including cartoons)
on biblical or daily-life topics, aimed at teaching chil -
dren and adults the Christian way of life.

Recent years have also marked the return, or re -
vival, of the Greek Catholic church in Belarus. It has
come a long way in the ten years since it resumed its
activity, making it difficult to imagine an ecumenical
dialogue without representatives of this faith nowa -
days. Lutheranism is also growing in popularity.

The various Protestant movements are the most
active in co-operating with other Christian faiths.

The Catholic church organises its ecumenical ac-
tivities according to resolutions from the 2nd Vatican
Assembly and the “Rules for the Application of Ecu -
menical Principles and Norms” of the Papist Council
for the Development of Christian Unity.

At present, ecumenical dialogue is most productive
wherever it provides practical assistance in social mat-
ters, publishing and some other fields. It is usually im-
plemented through joint projects finalised during
ecumenical seminars and conferences. The round-up
documents from these events include plans for various
projects to be undertaken by representatives of all the
faiths present at each given meeting.

The introduction of relig ious education into the
school curriculum was supposed to result in an ex-
pansion of ecumenical activ ity, but the subject is
usually taught by teachers w ho are non-believers
and had an atheist education. Among the clergy, Or-
thodox priests have the biggest influence over the
educational sector and contro l o ther faiths’ access
to it. There have been incidents w here Protestant
teachers w ere expelled from schools on the pretex t
that complaints had been received from parents
w ho claimed their children w ere being forced to
learn from “ the w rong Bib le.”

To summarise, we can state that the Belarusian
Orthodox Church maintains the strongest position in
Belarus, and enjoys a certain amount of support from
the state. The Roman Catholic Church is also quite
well rooted. The rest of the faiths come well behind
in terms of their membership and influence on life in
Belarus. In fact, other faiths are only allowed to ex -
pand their activities with the approval of the BOC hi -
erarchy, which also has significant sway over the
Belarusian authorities.
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world religions to come to Belarus was Christianity. It began
to infiltrate from Byzantium in the 9th century. By the 10 th
century, Christianity was established in the Duchy of
Polotsk, the oldest state formation within the territory of to -
day ’s Belarus. The official year in which Christianity was
adopted is considered to be 992 AD, when the Polotsk Bish -
opric Chamber was founded. The arrival of Christianity from
Byzantium conditioned the domination of Eastern traditions
which are also present in Belarus today. Therefore, Chris -
tianity had appeared and established itself in these lands
even before its official split into the Orthodox and Catholic
churches in 1054.
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1. Cultural organisations:
dark points � cultural organisations

light points � The Society of Belarusian Language

2. Local press:
big points � non-periodical issues (bulletins)

dark points � state press

3. Members of the Belarusian
Association of Resource Centres
(BARC):
bicolour points � regional resource centres

a four-colour point � �BARCNEWS�

one-colour points � resource mini-centres
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4. Non-governmental organisations.

5. Organisations dealing with human
rights’ defence and self-governance:
dark points � human rights� defence

light points � self-governance

6. Ecological and social organisations:
dark points � ecological organisations

light points � social organizations


