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- Abstract- 

 

The article is based on the little-known sources on the situational 
pastoral alliance, mutual assistance and Christian charity of the head of the 
Romanian Orthodox Mission in Transnistria, Metropolitan Vissarion (Puiu), on 
the one hand, and Archpastors of the Russian Orthodox Church – Metropolitan 
of Rostov-on-Don Mykolay (Amasiyskyy) and Bishop of Melitopol Seraphim 
(Kushneruk), on the other hand, at the final stage of World War II. Biblical 
truths and virtues, service to people and the bright ideals of the Creator 
remained the cornerstones of the Christian ministry of the Bishop in the 
difficult conditions of the war. 
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The paradox of the present 

The history of Orthodoxy in the south of Ukraine in the 20th century has a 

number of segmental gaps, primarily caused by the mono-church policy pursued in 

different historical periods by the state formations and regimes: the Turkish 

imperial, Russian imperial and Stalinist totalitarian regimes, Romanian occupation 

administration, and the Soviet atheistic regime. In fact, even now, in the third decade 

after proclaiming Ukrainian Independence (1991) and after granting the Tomos on 

the Autocephaly of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine by Ecumenical Patriarch 

Bartholomew of Constantinople (2019), this paradoxical situation in the Ukrainian 

Orthodox life continues to be felt due to the implementation of the insidious 

“Russian world” project through the activation and financial support of its adherents 

from the outside in the south-western territories of Ukraine. After all, Orthodox 
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parishes that are in the service of the Moscow Patriarchate dominate the Ukrainian 

churches – the Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU) which has recently merged the 

Ukrainian Orthodox Church – Kyiv Patriarchate (UOC-KP), the Ukrainian 

Autocephalous Orthodox Church (UAOC) and some bishops of the Ukrainian 

Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP). The latter dominates the 

OCU and the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church (UGCC), both numerically and 

financially, and thus affects a large part of the population, which, unwilling to 

change the ideological laws of justice and Christian tolerance and virtue, is still 

under the influence of the illusory paradise – the USSR, except that they have begun 

to go to the church actively. 

 

Sources from the past 

Going deeper into the military past, we find a number of little-known 

moments of interfaith contact between the bishops of the warring parties, whose 

interests coincided when it came to missionary activity and religious influences on 

the occupied people. Until recently, the object of our historiography was the inter-

church relations between the leaders of the Romanian and Ukrainian Orthodox 

Churches during the occupation of Ukraine in 1941-1943
1
. The current article is 

based on exclusive materials from the “Metropolitan Vissarion. The Romanian 

Orthodox Mission in Transnistria in 1943” Foundation, stored in the National 

Archives of Romania (NAR) (Bucharest). Protocol materials, various acts and 

correspondence are of great importance for understanding the essence of both 

personal and interfaith relations of Romanian and Russian archpastors. In addition, it 

turns out that on the Romanian part, a very authoritative head of the Romanian 

Orthodox Mission (ROM) in Transnistria, Metropolitan Vissarion (Puiu), known for 

his sincere commitment to Slavic Orthodox culture
2
, remained an influential player 

in the religious field. And if the contacts of Ukrainian pastors, considering some 
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Ukrainophobic sentiments of the ruling elite of Romania and of some bishops of the 

Romanian Orthodox Church, were inconspicuous, the contacts with the Russian 

Orthodox Church (Tikhon branch), were still Christianly frank. Metropolitan 

Vissarion’s commitment to the Russified traditions of Orthodoxy on the Dnieper 

Hills, which was acquired during his studies at Kyiv Theological Academy in the 

early 20th century, played its role too, we wrote about it before
3
. 

 

Episcopal contacts and Christian shelter in Odesa 

During the war years the relations between the bishops of two churches began 

at a time when since the summer of 1943 German and allied troops (Romanian and 

Italian ones) began to lose military initiative before the offensive operations of the 

Red Army. Realizing the complexity of the situation for the Orthodox clergy, who 

“fed” the flock in the German-controlled lands of the Don and Kuban, the bishops of 

the Autonomous Orthodox Church (AOC) sought refuge for themselves and their 

subordinates. In this sense, we cannot agree with the opinion of the Russian 

historian M. Shkarovskyy that the Romanian Patriarchate tried to extend its 

influence to Rostov region
4
. Most likely, a small number of “autonomist” bishops in 

the German-controlled lands, being excommunicated by the Moscow Patriarchate 

for cooperating with the occupiers, sought support among Romanian bishops. Not 

accepting Soviet power, being repressed by the NKVD punitive organs in the 

1930s
5
, they feared a repeat of the tragic fate of those who remained in the newly 

liberated Soviet territory. After all, immediately after the liberation of Rostov-on -

Don, the Bolsheviks hanged eight priests for collaborating with the Germans
6
. After 
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the evacuation from Kamianets-Podilskyy, the Archbishop of the Autonomous 

Church Damaskin (Malyuta) was also arrested by the NKVD and exiled to Siberia, 

later he died in the camp. 

As a result, Metropolitan Mykolay of Rostov (Amasiyskyy) and five 

archpriests and archdeacons following the retreating Wehrmacht troops first moved 

to Rostov-on-Don and later to Mariupol, where they stayed for seven months. When 

the fighting reached them in Azov region, the clergy moved to Odesa in mid-

September 1943, into the centre of the Romanian zone of administration of the 

southwestern Ukrainian lands, to the so-called Transnistria Governorate. The media 

during occupation covered this topic quite actively, and taking into account the fact 

that the Russian-language newspapers were controlled by the Russian chauvinist 

circles, we can imagine the ideological orientation of those publications. The 

newspapers recorded not so much the very fact of Mykolay’s arrival as the inhuman 

suffering and warm welcome, which was shown to the Metropolitan by the head of 

the ROM in Odesa. “Deeply touching feelings are evoked by the tall, mournful 

majestic figure of the Archpastor, whose features are exhausted by deep wrinkles, 

witnesses of the horror he experienced,” “Odesskaya Gazeta” wrote
7
. Metropolitan 

Mykolay was housed in the spacious chambers of the Orthodox Mission, where he 

had the opportunity to receive believers who showed affection and respect for him
8
. 

However, since his arrival in Odesa on September 19 and until October 25, 1943, for 

more than a month, Metropolitan Vissarion was in no hurry to officially meet with 

the refugees – Metropolitan Mykolay and his retinue. The most probable reason was 

the fact that the head of the Romanian Mission, Metropolitan Vissarion was busy 

and he had consultations with the Patriarch Nicodemus of the Romanian Church, the 

Governor of Transnistria G. Alexianu, and, accordingly, Marshal I. Antonescu. It is 

clear that Vissarion had no authority to make an independent decision on this issue. 

Only on October 25 in Odesa the Metropolitan organized an official meeting with 

“the clergy – refugees from the Don and Kuban, led by His Eminence Metropolitan 

of Rostov Mykolay.” A very interesting source for understanding the essence of the 

unity of the representatives of the Romanian and Russian Orthodox Churches is the 

speech
9
 made by Metropolitan Vissarion at the same time in the Bishop’s house. The 

speech began with a description of the world war, “which was the result of a clash of 

civilized nations, a clash that destroyed cities and ended millions of human lives that 

could otherwise benefit humanity”
10

. “The war caused a huge avalanche of refugees 

who, hoping to escape the threat of death, sought reliable protection and shelter. 
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You, who came from the Don and Kuban, running from a similar horror to the 

province still protected by God called Transnistria, which is free from the yoke of 

the Bolsheviks, belong to the category of such refugees...”. Vissarion emphasized 

that, guided by the Christian feelings caused by the suffering of refugees, the 

Romanian Orthodox Mission sought to receive everybody with the heartfelt 

kindness and love that refugees deserved, whoever they were. 

Separately from the speech of the Archpastor we will single out the thesis on 

which the Romanian Metropolitan especially emphasized. “Opening fraternal 

embraces to all who come to us with joy,” said Vissarion, “we address you with one 

condition that the clergy be of the Orthodox Tikhon branch, so as not to bring 

discord and sorrow into our Church and among our people, who are completely 

Orthodox now.” Speaking about misunderstandings between the Romanians and the 

Russians, the Metropolitan avoided their main reasons, carefully explaining them 

only by “the political claims, but this is not the place to talk about them now.” 

The Metropolitan’s speech, among other things, was permeated with 

uncertainty about the near future, neither in the civil nor in the religious life of the 

region. Realizing that the military cause of the struggle against Bolshevism ends 

with the victory of the latter, Vissarion said, “We do not know what will happen in 

time, whether we stay here or there will be another government, we are not confused 

by this thought. […] Our activity is in full compliance with the tasks set by the 

Mission: to revive church life and pave the best paths for the future, for the faith and 

the Orthodox Church in Transnistria”
11

. Then the Metropolitan mentioned the work 

done by him as the head of the Mission during the year: the administration of the 

clergy was reorganized both in Odesa and in the field. At the time of the entry of 

German-Romanian troops to Transnistria, only 23 priests were found, later there 

were 617 priests, and the number of parishes reached 2,000. This work was still 

unfinished, Vissarion said, because it required significant funds. However, in his 

opinion, the beacon of faith among the people was not extinguished, and “we note 

with great joy that the churches are full of believers.” In Odesa, the formerly 

destroyed Metropolitan chambers were restored, and the former house of 

Archbishop Dimitriy (Kovalnytskyy) was rebuilt, which housed the Mission’s 

Office, a dormitory for priests and staff, a canteen for officials, a lecture hall, and a 

printing house. The workshops for manufacturing church utensils, with different 

sectors – artistic painting, the manufacture of copes and clerical vestments, a 

carpentry workshop and a workshop for manufacturing candles were organized. 

During the year the Mission restored the St. Mykhayil’s Convent and the 

Skete at the Big Fountain. At the same time, the work was carried out to restore two 
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monasteries – the monastery of St. Panteleimon and the monastery of St. Illya. The 

latter served as the Cathedral, instead of the Church of the Transfiguration which 

was destroyed by the Bolsheviks in 1936. The Mission helped open 

the Oleksandr Nevskyy Church within the walls of Odesa University and the 

Cathedral in the former maritime school. The Mission made efforts to ensure that the 

“Law of God” was taught in all schools in Transnistria, conversations were held 

among factory workers, and various periodicals were published. The ROM 

established and maintained a shelter for the elderly and the infirm, two shelters for 

children, offered funds for the Society of the Blind, etc. 

Not being sure of the victory of the German-Romanian troops, the 

Metropolitan said that “if the province remains part of Romania, the above-

mentioned beginnings will be continued by the Mission, and if another authority is 

established, whatever it may be, the Orthodox Church will continue them. 

Everything  that was done without paying attention to the difficult conditions of the 

war was done for the recovery of the sons of our Orthodox Church, no matter what 

nationality they belonged to”
12

. 

In response to the warm welcome, Metropolitan Mykolay and 12 evacuated 

Orthodox clergymen wrote a letter of appreciation to Vissarion, who “provided the 

most cordial refuge as well as the opportunity not to stop serving the Church of 

Christ”
13

 in Transnistria. Among the signatories
14

 there were six archpriests as well 

as one priest, archdeacon, deacon and two psalmists and one eparchial minister. 

The continuation and even deepening of cooperation between the Romanian 

Metropolitan Vissarion and the autonomous archbishops was a joint meeting, which 

took place on November 12 in the Metropolitan chambers in Odesa (7, 

Mytropolycha Str.) with the participation of the hierarchs: Metropolitan Vissarion, 

the head of the ROM in Transnistria, Metropolitan of Rostov-on-Don Mykolay 

(Amasiyskyy), Archbishop of Mykolayiv and Kherson Anthoniy (Martsenko), and 

Bishop of Melitopol and Vicar of Tavria Diocese Seraphim (Kushneruk) and others. 

In the presence of the clergy and “in fraternal consent”, the Holy Fathers made a 

number of decisions, which were communicated to the Patriarch of Romania 

Nicodemus, Marshal J. Antonescu and the Governor of Transnistria G. Alexianu. 

Each of those present at the meeting agreed on the division of pastoral 
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responsibilities and direct participation in the spiritual leadership of church life in 

Transnistria. The bishops were arranged as follows: Metropolitan Mykolay (former 

Metropolitan of Rostov), while in Odesa, was to take care of the church 

administration of the counties of Odesa, Ovidiopol, Ochakiv, and Berezovka; 

Archbishop Anthony (former Bishop of Mykolayiv and Kherson), living in Balta, 

was to “manage church affairs” in Balta, Ananyiv and Golta counties; Bishop 

Seraphim (former Bishop of Melitopol) was given the northwestern counties of 

Transnistria – Tulchyn, Mohyliv and Yampil. The spiritual management of the 

Transnistrian counties (Rybnytsya, Dubosary and Tiraspol) was entrusted to the 

former Bishop of Maramures Vasyliy (Stan), who was removed by the Hungarians. 

The minutes of the meeting, held in Christian love under the chairmanship of 

the oldest of the hierarchs, His Eminence Metropolitan Mykolay, were signed by all 

the hierarchs, “as the decisions were aimed at intensifying the general struggle 

against communism, the enemy of both the Romanian and Russian churches, the 

struggle already started  by the Orthodox Romanian Mission in Transnistria”
15

. 

At the end of the meeting, on the same day, three refugee hierarchs of the 

ROC – Metropolitan Mykolay, Archbishop Anthony and Bishop Seraphim – sent 

telegrams of gratitude to Marshal I. Antonescu and King Michael I of Romania for 

their assistance from both clergy and laity. It should be understood that such signs of 

courtesy of the bishops to the Romanian leadership gave hope to those who were in 

the role of refugees to save not so much their souls as themselves. The front was 

moving rapidly to the West, and in the south of Ukraine it was becoming very 

dangerous to serve the local parish under the Romanian Orthodox Mission, which, 

after the departure of Metropolitan Vissarion from Odesa, was preparing to curtail 

its activities. Soon Metropolitan of Rostov-on-Don and the North Caucasus 

Mykolay (this is how he signed it) appealed to the Patriarch of Romania Nicodemus 

to grant him refuge in Romania. Referring to the difficulties caused by the 

relocation, the suffering caused by persecution by the Bolsheviks, old age and the 

“threat of future troubles”, the Metropolitan was forced to think about the future. In 

the letter, he asked the Romanian Exarch for permission
16

 to take refuge and rest in 

one of the monasteries in Romania, not only for himself but also for the Archpriest 

Fr. Ioann Kulagin and the nun, Sister Paraskeva Shynkarenko, who helped his 

infirmities. The Patriarch did not refuse, and when Mykolay moved to Romania, he 

accepted the jurisdiction of the Romanian Orthodox Church and was elevated to the 

rank of the Metropolitan. The Bishop lived out his life together with Archpriest 
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Ioann Nagorsky in the nunnery near Kaldarushany, where he died on January 31, 

1945
17

. 

The fate of those bishops and clergy of the Autonomous Church who 

remained in Ukraine after the liberation from the occupiers was different. Many of 

them were arrested by the NKVD for collaborating with the enemy, although in 

reality their collaboration was mainly limited to baptising children, opening 

churches and worshiping in them
18

. In April-May 1944, the KGB in Odesa Oblast 

arrested an “anti-Soviet group” of 11 officials of the Romanian Orthodox Mission, 

accused of “collaborating with Romanian intelligence, assisting the occupation 

authorities, and spreading hatred for the Bolsheviks”
19

. Later, 14 more people were 

arrested on similar charges, mostly priests who served in the parishes of Odesa 

region during 1941-1944: F. Florya, M. Dobrovolskyy, M. Ostapchuk, 

O. Arventyev, O. Pasichnyk, G.  Khrenovskyy, G. Sahaidachnyy, P. Shkarupin, 

A. Holonosov, A. Hrudko, G. Hdyeshynskyy, as well as the psalmist 

P. Hdyeshynskyy (the son of G. Hdyeshynskyy), hieromonks Z. Cherkez, 

S. Navalov and others
20

.  

In sum, we would like to emphasize that the active archpastoral 

communication of representatives of the Orthodox Churches during 1943-1944 had 

several arguments for this. In particular, being in long-standing and close relations, 

the Romanian Orthodox Church and the Russian Orthodox Church (Tikhon branch) 

in the face of military confrontation had a common goal, which further united them 

in the field of Christianization of the population atheized by Stalinist regime in the 

southern region. The leadership of the Romanian Orthodox Mission in Odesa sought 

to alleviate the plight of the priesthood and clergy who were refugees from the 

Soviet system by providing them with refuge, livelihood, and engaging them in 

pastoral worship. There was another important thing that clearly testified to 

Christian charity, realizing the previous experience of the Stalinist regime with its 

punitive measures against the Church and pastors, the leaders of the ROC did 

everything possible to save souls of those people who needed it. The fate of those 

Orthodox clerics who remained in the USSR was unfortunately tragic. 
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