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Abstract: The authors’ objective was to find out how and why the approach of the Russian Orthodox
Church to sociocultural adaptation of predominantly Muslim international labor migrants has
evolved from its initial stage to now. Research methodology is based on a critical analysis of
various sources, on observations, and archival materials. The adaptation program of the Church
was advertised as a secular project pursuing the goal of peacekeeping because of a tacit agreement
on mutual non-proselytisation between the basic faith-based communities in Russia. The initiative,
launched in December 2012, had to merge adaptation courses of all dioceses into a nationwide
network that then was expected to become part of an all-Russian system of preparation for language
and culture tests. The Church also planned to open its own network of testing centrescenters for
migrants. The authors emphasize that, although some of the diocesan courses were successful, the
initiative deteriorated due to many external and internal factors. One of them was that diocesan
courses have proven to be unattractive for labor migrants; their curriculum was too thick and
overloaded with information about Russian culture and Orthodox Christianity, while Muslim labor
migrants preferred to adapt to their new environment with a mediation of their own networks. It is
suggested by the authors that the main cause of the project’s non-fulfillment was an intra-church
cleavage between the enthusiasts of adaptation who convinced that diocesan courses must aim at
spreading the Orthodox faith to foreign workers, including Muslims, and the church officials who
promoted secular curriculum and forbade preaching Christianity to labor migrants.

Keywords: adaptation of labor migrants; policy of adaptation; Russian Orthodox Church; faith-based
organizations; Muslim migrants; adaptation network; migrant networks; Vsevolod Chaplin

1. Introduction

In accordance with the UN guidance, we understand international labor migration
as the movement of persons from one state to another for the purpose of employment
(IOM 2021). The article is focused on labor migrants who make up the majority of immi-
grants to Russia: by the end of 2020 there had been only 455 refugees and 19,817 seekers of
temporary asylum in the country (Tretiyakova 2021); the number of international students
as of mid-2021 was around 270,000 (Regnum 2021). At the same time, 2.68 million people
were estimated to be international migrant workers in May 2021 (Rambler 2021). This figure
is not precise, because it does not include citizens of the member states of the Eurasian
Economic Union (Belarus, Armenia, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan) who currently need no
work permissions.
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Most foreign labor migrants (as of the first half of 2019) arrive to Russia from Uzbek-
istan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan (Starostina 2019), thus being, at least nominally, Muslim.
The Russian population is culturally Christian; according to some estimates, 63% declare
being Orthodox Christians (WCIOM 2019), although mostly non-practicing. Cultural dis-
crepancies between the host society and the newcomers may also result from the gap in
the levels of urbanization and development between Russia and its neighbors. Apart from
cultural strains, Russian society sometimes envisions foreign labor migrants as stealing
jobs, dumping prices at the labor market, and competing with the natives for limited
public resources, such as health services and education. These tensions provoke multiple
everyday collisions between the locals and the newcomers, which exacerbate their mutual
lack of understanding.

Initially, the state paid insufficient attention to sociocultural adaptation of labor mi-
grants and suggested that they should be dealt with by commercial firms, or—in case of
illegal immigration—by police forces. It was in 2012 when the Concept of State Migration
Policy of the Russian Federation mentioned adaptation of foreign labor migrants as an
important public task. Since 2015 foreign labor migrants are to be tested in the Russian
language, history, and the foundations of law. Russian scholars agree that adaptation,
as opposed to integration or assimilation, means that international migrants learn the
norms and values of the host society, preserving, at the same time, their original identities
(Drobizheva 2010, p. 90). We suggest that successful adaptation depends on effective
intermediaries able to act as tutors, sponsors, or providers of social benefits, and that, like
in many other countries, faith-based organizations in Russia have the potential to become
facilitators of adaptation.

Assistance to labor migrants (including adaptation) forms a significant share of the
social services provided by Orthodoxy-based noncommercial organizations in Russia, but
their participation in the process of adaptation has not yet been subject to scholarly attention
(except: Curanović 2019; Lunkin 2019). Scholarly literature on sociocultural adaptation
of Muslim labor migrants is extensive, but it does not specify the role of the Orthodox
Church, which is the largest and the most influential religious organization in Russia
(see: Starostin 2011; Riazanova and Chernykh 2012; Vinokurova and Ardalianova 2017;
Cherepanova and Maksimova 2019; Olimov and Olimova 2019; Pronina 2020; Ledenyova
and Begasilov 2021, etc.); transnational migration with regard to Orthodox Christianity has
mostly been researched in the context of Orthodox believers moving to foreign countries
(see, for example: Hämmerli and Mayer 2014; Stoeckl 2014; Leustean 2019).

The authors’ research objective is to find out how and why the approach of the Russian
Orthodox Church (the ROC) to sociocultural adaptation of international labor migrants
has evolved from its initial stage to now. Our methodology is based on a critical analysis of
the relevant official church documents and statements on sociocultural adaptation, and
of various printed and electronic sources that mirror competing intra-church ideological
platforms. Besides, in 2012–2014 one of the authors was employed by the church and public
project for adaptation of migrants “Enlightenment”; their observations and archival mate-
rials have also contributed to our research. Evaluating the attitudes of Muslim migrants
toward adaptation, we relied on data obtained through qualitative research conducted
in 2011 in the Perm Krai of Russia. Our study was qualitative in nature and implied no
collection of quantitative data.

The article is in the analytical framework of “public”, or deprivatized religion that,
according to Jose Casanova, “enters the undifferentiated public sphere of civil society to
take part in the ongoing process of contestation, discursive legitimization and redrawing
of the boundaries” (Casanova 1994, p. 65). The Russian Orthodox Church operates, in
Casanova’s typology, at the civil society level: it is not an established state church, being, at
the same time, unable to mobilize religious groups and confessional parties politically. In
the situation of religious pluralism, the Church has to articulate its positions on important
public issues having in mind not only the state as a dominating partner, but also the
interests of other faith-based actors present in the public sphere. This leaves no option but
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accepting “the inviolable right to privacy and the sanctity of the principle of freedom of
conscience” (ibid., p. 57) and, in fact, prevents the Church from promoting its own agenda.
Instead, it has to declare itself as a provider of social services and a defender of the common
good (see: Mitrofanova 2019). We theorize that this position can indeed make the Church a
stronger public actor. This position also has its weakness, however, in that it can prevent it
from fulfilling the Christian mission.

Initially restricted material and human resources of faith-based organizations (FBOs)
limited them to assisting people in their countries of origin. In the last decades, how-
ever, faith-based organizations have started contributing more to global socioeconomic
development and humanitarian initiatives (see: Clarke 2006; Ter Haar and Ellis 2006;
Hefferan et al. 2009; Deneulin and Rakodi 2011; Agensky 2013; Adogame et al. 2014;
Tomalin 2015; Heist and Cnaan 2016; Papouras 2016; Prodromou and Symeonides 2016;
Robert 2016; Heuser and Koehrsen 2020, etc.). Some FBOs form networks to extend their
services to other countries1, while others provide local responses to global social concerns,
including poverty, inequality, and underdevelopment. Faith-based social engagement in
the sphere of global migration has become particularly visible in the aftermath of the 2015
“refugee crisis” (see: Permoser et al. 2010; Appleby 2011; Snyder 2012; Ager and Ager
2015; Bompani 2015; Kazmina 2017; Mattes 2017; Mavelli and Wilson 2017; Lyck-Bowen
and Owen 2019; Schmiedel and Smith 2018; Kulska 2020; Lunkin 2020; Lyck-Bowen 2020,
etc.). Most publications on the topic are empirical case studies, and their comparative
discussion is impeded by national and regional peculiarities. The majority of authors agree
that FBOs working with migrants and refugees often confront accusations of proselytizing
their doctrines and having “secret agendas” (see: Reda 2012; Tittensor 2012; Agensky
2013, p. 471; Heist and Cnaan 2016, p. 239; Kazmina 2017, pp. 161, 173; Heuser and
Koehrsen 2020, pp. 9–10, etc.). What makes the situation of the Russian Church unique is
that it remains the only known FBO whose commitment to working with migrants is not
motivated by humanitarian emergencies; from the very start the ROC declared its intention
to become a systemic care provider for foreign workers in Russia.

2. The ROC’s Foundational Documents and Policy on Labor Migrants

Russia is constitutionally a secular state, but, as the late Patriarch Aleksii once men-
tioned, “the Church is separated from state but . . . [it] cannot be separated from society”
(Patriarchia 2007). Founding principles of the ROC’s public activity were blueprinted in
“The Basis of the Social Concept” adopted by the 2000 Bishop’s Council (detailed analysis
of the document may be found in: van den Bercken 2002). The document specifies that
the mission of the Church can be fulfilled “through good works aimed to improve the
spiritual-moral and material condition of the world” (The Basis 2021, Article I.4), includ-
ing “peacemaking on international, inter-ethnic, and civic levels, and promoting mutual
understanding and co-operation among people, nations, and states” (ibid., Article III.8).
The Church in the public sphere “enters into co-operation with the state, even if it is not
Christian, as well as with various public associations and individuals, even if they do not
identify themselves with the Christian faith” and sets no direct task “to have all converted
to Orthodoxy as a condition for co-operation” (ibid., Article I.4).

The document did not examine missionary work; the latter is discussed separately
in a statement of the Holy Synod “On the contemporary external mission” issued in July
2013. Without mentioning international migrants at all, this document provides some
important clues to the policy of the Church on their sociocultural adaptation by making
a difference between the internal and external mission. The internal mission concerns
potential members of the Church, “including those who are baptized but not sufficiently
enlightened in the Orthodox faith and who have no experience of participation in the
sacramental life of the Church” (On the External Mission 2021). Potential members can
also be those who are not baptized: in 2003 Patriarch Aleksii spoke about those being
Orthodox Christians due to “the fact of baptism, or their faith, upbringing, culture, world
vision, or a family tradition”, and insisted that the Church “has no right to abandon its
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God-given pastoral responsibility for their destiny” (Religare 2003). The external mission
addresses “those who are outside the Church... adherents of various beliefs and bearers
of various worldviews, both religious and non-religious” (On the External Mission 2021).
Regarding this form of mission, the ROC declares impossibility of proselytism not only of
the followers of other religions, but also of their potential adherents. The external mission
is seen as “indirect”, or “the mission of presence”, that is, “witness to the Gospel... through
the expression of Orthodox position taken by the Church in various areas of public and
cultural life”, including social work and peacemaking (Ibidem).

This position of the Russian Church may seem hardly understandable from the view-
point of many other Christian denominations, which feel free to spread the Word of God
whenever they see the smallest opportunity for doing so. However, by differentiating the
external and internal mission, the Church makes a valuable contribution to the preservation
of peace in Russian society, where religion is commonly attributed to representatives of
specific ethnicities, even in case they are personally non-religious: Orthodox Christianity
to Russians and Ukrainians, Catholicism to Poles and Lithuanians, Islam to Tatars and
Chechens, etc. (see: Curanović 2012, pp. 62–63). “Ethnic Muslims” is a frequently used
term that covers all the members of ethnicities with Islamic historical backgrounds: Tatars,
Tajiks, Uzbeks, peoples of the Caucasus, et al. (see: Krindatch 2014, p. 37). Terms like
“ethnic Buddhists” (Kalmyks, Buryats) or “ethnic Lutherans” (Germans, Estonians) are
less common but are fully intelligible in the Russian context2. Baptists and other legally
recognized Protestant groups are seen within this paradigm as quasi-ethnicities, especially
if being Protestant in the third, or fourth generation. Fragile interreligious and interethnic–
these concepts can hardly be treated separately–peace in Russia is based, above all, on
renouncing proselytism of ethnic groups not in your domain and on opposing to those
who neglect these unwritten conventions, for example, to Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons,
or, in case of Islam, to radical Islamists (see: Kazmina 2015). Faiths, whose representatives
observe the rules, are mentioned in the preamble to the 1997 Law on Freedom of Conscience
and Religious Associations as religions having historical roots in the Russian Federation.
These are Orthodoxy, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism, and some undefined “Christianity”.

Having the above-said in mind, we conclude that sociocultural adaptation of pre-
sumably Muslim labor migrants carried serious consequences for the reputation of the
Russian Orthodox Church and for its relations with both other “religions with historical
roots” and the state. Some enthusiasts had started their adaptation projects earlier, but the
idea of systemic church work in this sphere came up approximately in 2011, going hand
in hand with changes in the government’s position on sociocultural adaptation of foreign
workers. The person behind the idea was Archpriest Vsevolod Chaplin (1968–2020), a
permanent chair of the Synodal Department for Interactions between Church and Society
in 2009–20153. As he later acknowledged in his memoirs, Fr. Chaplin authored most of
the Basis of the Social Concept and other important church documents (Chaplin 2016, pp.
59, 73). Striving to enforce the public role of the Church, he declared that: “if we do not
set for us the tasks of changing society, we are worth nothing” (Danilova and Chaplin
2011). Some of his proposals shocked: to introduce all-Russian “modest” dress code, or to
open Orthodox nightclubs (Ibidem). It was not always clear when he articulated the official
position of the Church, and when expressed his private opinion. Despite this, journalists
mostly presented everything he was saying as a church position.

In November 2011, speaking in the Civic Chamber of the Russian Federation, Fr.
Chaplin linked sociocultural adaptation of international labor migrants to preventing
tensions between migrants and the locals that could easily grow into an interethnic or
interreligious violent conflict (Youtube 2011). From his viewpoint, which soon became the
official position of the Church, the ROC’s contribution into adaptation of migrants would
pursue not its narrow parochial goals (such as attracting new believers), but the goals of
peacekeeping and mediation, which are important for society as a whole. Later Patriarch
Kirill explained that the Church had two reasons for being involved into sociocultural
adaptation of foreign migrants. One of them was a Christian duty to help people in
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need. Another reason was that “lack of any understanding of the local culture, local
language, local traditions, and customs [on the part of migrants] often provokes everyday
collisions . . . To correct this situation, the Church has joined this endeavor” (Russkaya
Narodnaya Liniya 2013). Summarizing what has been said or written in this regard, the
authors can indicate four basic aspects of peacekeeping mentioned by representatives of
the Church in connection with its adaptation plans: (1) preventing violent conflicts between
migrant workers and the locals; (2) preventing radicalization of labor migrants by Islamist
agitators; (3) ensuring that everyday collisions with the newcomers will not be utilized
by the extreme Russian nationalists; and (4) preventing hostility to Russia in the origin
countries of migrants at its borders. From the start, the Church spoke about “adaptation”,
and not “integration” because the government promoted this terminology.

On 19 April 2013 Patriarch Kirill signed the Agreement on Collaboration between the
Church and the Federal Migration Service of the Russian Federation providing for united
effort in the sphere of sociocultural adaptation of labor migrants “on the basis of respect
and observance of the traditional values and norms” (Patriarchia 2013, Article 2). The
document does not mention any religion lessons, being focused on teaching the Russian
language, culture, and law, on developing positive attitude to people of other ethnicities
and faiths, on overcoming xenophobia, and promoting interethnic friendship, etc. (ibid.,
Article 3). Soon, most of the dioceses of the ROC signed similar agreements with their
regional offices of the Migration Service.

To clarify the position of the Church, in November 2014 the Supreme Church Coun-
cil adopted a short (about 7000 characters with blanks) document “The principles and
directions for working with migrants in the Russian Orthodox Church”, consisting of
two small chapters. It repeats that the ROC’s involvement into sociocultural adaptation
is driven by its striving for peacekeeping (reference to Mathew 5:9). The mission of the
Church is designated as “cultural” because it respects other religions with historical roots;
therefore, labor migrants will learn about Orthodoxy only in the framework of «culture
studies», without a perspective of conversion (Patriarchia 2014a). In the course of the year
Fr. Vsevolod Chaplin further explained that “lessons offered to devout Muslims or to
non-believers, are, of course, neither lessons of God’s Law, nor any other special missionary
project”, although “we are not able to prevent conversion of many of them into Holy
Orthodoxy” (Prikhozanin 2014). The last words might have sounded disturbing, and later
he confirmed: “many of those who come to our society are Muslims. We have no intention
to change their beliefs, but it is our duty to teach them culture and moral foundations of
our society, because, without this knowledge, they will inevitably conflict with the local
population” (Patriarchia 2014b). These and similar statements were needed to tranquilize
both state authorities and leaders of the other faith-based communities, and to reassure
them that the ROC had no intention of violating unwritten interreligious agreements on
non-proselytisation. Islamic migrants too were the addressees of this message: they had to
be persuaded that attending church adaptation classes would not be dangerous for their
religious and ethnic identities. Later, the strategy proved to be successful because some
local Islamic communities and associations of labor migrants enthusiastically supported
the church adaptation initiative.

Ecclesiastical speakers contributed such enormous effort into pro-adaptation campaign
that they neglected its anticipated side effects represented by immediate backlash from
the nationalist Church members, extremely hostile to all non-Slavic migrants, be them
Muslim or Christian (from Georgia, Armenia, Ossetia, or Abkhazia). Several days prior to
signing the agreement with the Migration Service, Fr. Vsevolod Chaplin had called “not
to be afraid of the new people in our society, but to do everything for them to become
an organic part of this society” (Interfaks-Religiya 2013). This strong statement provoked
Dmitrii Demushkin, a former skinhead and one of the extreme nationalist leaders of that
time to renounce Fr. Chaplin’s words by saying that: “we always thought that the task
of the Russian Orthodox Church is to spread the Word of God and Orthodoxy, and not
to adapt migrant religious communities in Russia” (Natsionalnyi Aktsent 2013). Another
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nationalist activist, Aleksandr Zhuchkovskii, member of the Movement Against Illegal
Immigration (outlawed in 2011) and of the unregistered National Democratic Party, labeled
the Church’s involvement into adaptation of foreign immigrants as untimely, because “our
Russian people are not yet Christianized and not enchurched” (Zhuchkovskii 2014, pp. 33,
43). Similar positions, often unarticulated, were and still are relatively common both for
regular Church members, the clergy and even for the hierarchs. Nationalist opposition,
however, was never powerful enough to have meaningful hampering effect on the church
adaptation program, and the resistance of nationalists was limited to non-participating and
being skeptical.

Another intra-church ideological platform had in the long run much large devastating
potential for the adaptation initiative. This ideology is known as “ouranopolitism”, or
“heavenly citizenship” (see: Mitrofanova 2017). Its informal leader was Father Daniil
Sysoev (1974–2009), son of a baptized Tatar mother. Undermining tacit interreligious
conventions that concerned non-proselytism of “someone else’s” ethnic groups, he wrote
that “it was absurd that one can be Muslim, or Buddhist by birth” (Sysoev 2021) and even
wore a recognizably Greek clerical hat (pill-shaped) instead of a Russian one (cylindrical)
thus stressing non-national and non-ethnic nature of Orthodox Christianity. This con-
cept of heavenly citizenship resulted in promoting proselytisation of Muslims, or “ethnic
Muslims”–members of ethnic groups historically professing Islam, not necessarily foreign
migrants. Approximately one month before his assassination (according to popular opinion,
by some Islamic extremists)4, Fr. Daniil publicized the baptism of a woman from Dagestan:
“Kira, formerly a devout Muslim, became Daughter of God . . . I am asking all my Orthodox
friends to pray for Kira, baptized yesterday in our church, who should become the first
in the conversion of Dagestan” (Sysoev 2009). This passionate preacher initiated several
missionary projects, of which some were dedicated to catechizing labor migrants, and
many people in the ROC remain under the influence of his ideas. Unlike nationalists, they
welcomed church adaptation classes for migrants but could not accept a de facto ban on
the Christian mission. Consequences of this situation will be discussed below.

3. The Enlightenment Project: Successes and Failures of the Church
Adaptation Courses

“Enlightenment: linguistic and cultural adaptation of migrants”, officially presented
as a “church and public project” started in December 2012 in partnership with the Federal
Migration Service and under supervision of Maksim Parshin, an employee of the Synodal
Department for Interactions between Church and Society. It was the main initiative of
the Department, and personally of Fr. Vsevolod Chaplin in the sphere of adaptation of
foreign workers, with an aim to build all-Russian network of adaptation courses based
at the dioceses of the Church (RIA Novosti 2013). Two years in sequence the project did
win so-called presidential grants for noncommercial and nongovernmental organizations,
contributing into development of civil society institutions. According to the rules of
the grant competition, it was partly financed by state, and partly by the participating
dioceses. The NGO that implemented the Enlightenment Project was the Russian Orthodox
University of St. John the Divine.

The project started as a pilot test at six dioceses where local enthusiasts had already
opened adaptation courses. These dioceses were: of Stavropol and Nevinnomyssk, of
Pyatigorsk and Cherkessk, of Rostov-on-Don and Novocherkassk, of Khabarovsk, of
Ekaterinodar and Kuban, and of Kaliningrad; later the dioceses of Sakhalin and the Kuril
Islands, and of Saratov joined. In total, the project encompassed seven dioceses in six
regions of Russia. By that moment nearly all the participating dioceses (except that of
Ekaterinodar and Kuban) had signed agreements with their regional offices of the Migration
Service. Several other dioceses declined invitations into the project, including the Diocese
of Moscow, already having its own adaptation courses based on completely different
principles (see below). The city of Moscow joined the network only closer to the end of the
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project, and was represented not by the diocese, but by a secular party (Foundation “Good
Neighborhood”, Dobrososedstvo).

The Enlightenment Project was to stimulate the dioceses to open more adaptation
courses, because local administrators and teachers–previously often volunteer workers–
now received financial support. Besides, it had to merge adaptation courses of all dioceses
into a nationwide network with a single curriculum and its own course books. This
network then was expected to become part of an all-Russian system of preparation for
language and culture tests that would integrate courses initiated by religious and lay
associations. Having the latter in mind, it was advertised as an entirely secular project (RIA
Novosti 2013). One of the employees, a baptized Tatar (“ethnic Muslim”), had to conceal
their identity using an invented Russian surname in public. Fr. Chaplin later confirmed
that: “We are not organizing the courses, say, to convert Muslims into Orthodoxy. These
people will remain Muslim. While teaching the Russian language, we’ll speak with them
not about faith, but exclusively about language, culture, traditions of our country, about
our established morality norms” (Dozhd 2014). Dioceses mostly worked in partnership
with local institutions for higher education (for example, the Diocese of Rostov–with the
Southern Federal University, the Diocese of Kaliningrad–with the Immanuel Kant Baltic
Federal University, etc.), and professional teachers of Russian as a foreign language worked
out the language-related part of the curriculum and tests.

Some of the diocesan courses were successful. In Khabarovsk the regional office of
the Migration Service helped in establishing connections between the diocese and owners
of local businesses that employed foreign migrants. Administration of a stone quarry
at Korfovskii company town organized lessons for workers during their working hours
and even provided transportation for the teachers. Besides, the local Muslim community
and leaders of ethnic diasporas encouraged labor migrants to enlist and provided, when
needed, interpreters and venues. Another success story was Rostov-on-Don. Here, it was
the local Afghani community (people who fled from Afghanistan after the withdrawal
of the Soviet army) who asked the diocese to do adaptation classes for Afghani women.
These people were, however, not foreign workers; they were either refugees or naturalized
citizens of Russia. As for labor migrants, the regional office of the Migration Service
assisted in reaching agreements on adaptation classes with “Rostov Foundry Plant, Ltd.
(Rostov-on-Don, Russia)” and other enterprises that employed foreign workers.

Course books issued in the framework of the project encompassed three learning
modules: language, culture and history, and law. Intended not just for diocesan classes,
but also for a nationwide network of adaptation courses, the books are written in a secular
manner, although not always consistently. Far from attempting to Russianize migrants, the
authors tried to be as less Russocentric as possible and mentioned among representatives of
Russian (obviously, not in the ethnic sense) culture people like a Russophone Kyrgyz writer
Chinghiz Aitmatov. The book includes a text for reading practice “The traditional religions
of Russia” that describes equity and peaceful coexistence of the four religions with historical
roots mentioned above. Most attention is paid to Islam, and the topic is illustrated with a
picture of the Kazan Kremlin where a mosque and an Orthodox church stand peacefully
next to each other (Mitrofanova 2013, p. 17). The course book has an extensive chapter on
religious culture (icon-painting, etc.), approached, as it was promised earlier, from the angle
of culture studies. In fact, the first course book is dedicated not so much to specific Russian
(folk) culture, but generally to the culture of late industrial society. For example, a text about
women in Russian family and society warns the reader against possible misinterpretation
of women’s behavior and clothes: “in Russian culture a woman’s direct glance to man, or
her smile, have no special meaning and are not reprehensible” (Mitrofanova 2013, p. 47).
Nothing about a “modest dress code” can be found in this book that is reminiscent of Soviet
modernization practices in the Asian parts of the former empire.

The second course book, prepared by different authors, is similar in many aspects,
but more focused on Central Asia. Friendship between ethnic groups in the Soviet pe-
riod is illustrated here by reconstruction of Tashkent, the capital of Uzbekistan, after the
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devastating 1966 earthquake (Chaplin 2014, p. 166). The chapter about Russian culture
in Central Asia is dedicated exclusively to church buildings and accompanied by their
photographs (the author suggested that they would remind labor migrants about their
home countries). The course draws parallels between Christianity and Islam and claims
that “the Holy Scriptures of these religions have many things in common” (ibid., p. 168).
References to Soviet modernization evaporated: the duty to respect women was mentioned,
but the above-cited words about their behavior and smiling omitted. The cultural part too
became less modernity-oriented, for example, a text about cinematograph had been cut
out5. Our impression is that the approach of the second course book is more conservative,
probably, because Fr. Vsevolod Chaplin edited it himself.

Notwithstanding evident achievements of some dioceses, the Enlightenment Project,
by its end in 2014, had not reached its strategic goal: no church-based adaptation network
for labor migrants was in place. Some dioceses left the project (of Kaliningrad, of Pyatigorsk
and Cherkessk, and of Ekaterinodar); others did not progress (only 22 migrants graduated
for the whole period on the island of Sakhalin). Initially, the Enlightenment Project implied
that its curriculum and course books would underlie a standard national test for labor
migrants, which in 2014 did not yet exist. State, nevertheless, demonstrated no interest in
the achievements of the project; and finally, a consortium of state universities developed
standardized tests and a curriculum. The Church, or, at least, Fr. Chaplin planned to
open its own network of testing centers for migrants (Interfaks-Religiya 2014), but it was
never delivered.

The Enlightenment Project, in spite of its exceptionally good start, deteriorated due
to many external and internal factors. One of them was Fr. Vsevolod Chaplin’s resigna-
tion in December 2015 and his loss of ability to influence the Patriarchal policy. Besides,
in April 2016 the Federal Migration Service was dismissed, and its functions related to
adaptation of foreign migrants transmitted (in 2017) to the Federal Agency on Nationalities’
Affairs. In their recruitment of students, dioceses heavily depended on good personal
connections with the regional offices of the Migration Service able to mediate between
local administrators of the courses and owners of businesses. Without their administrative
support the diocesan courses have proven to be unattractive for labor migrants. Approx-
imately for one year no specific government body was responsible for adaptation and
this fact had a negative effect on the Church’s plans as well. Unlike its predecessor, the
Agency on Nationalities’ Affairs did not sign cooperation agreement with the Church,
nor with any of its dioceses. At the moment, the Agency supports some initiatives of
faith-based non-commercial organizations, but none of them is dedicated to adaptation of
foreign migrants.

Individual migrants that were not employed by large industrial facilities ignored
diocesan courses and not considered them useful for passing a standardized test. The
curriculum was too thick and overloaded with information about Russian culture and
Orthodox Christianity that was not even included into the national test. A research
conducted by Svetlana Riazanova (in collaboration with Aleksandr Chernykh) in the Perm
Krai has shown that labor migrants mostly are not interested in being fully adopted to the
local communities because even those working in Russia for years eventually intend to
return to their countries of origin, and that Russian language proficiency is not crucial for
their work strategies (Riazanova and Chernykh 2011); similar data has been collected in the
other regions of Russia where foreign migrants are present (see, for example: Gasparishvili
and Smolentseva 2012; Pozdeev and Arzamazov 2015; Oparin 2016; Ous 2019; Ushkin
2019; Pronina 2020, etc.). As a rule, Muslim labor migrants adopt to the new environment
with a mediation of their own networks based on ethnicity or place of origin, without a
necessity to learn extensive information about another religion. Even established local
Islamic communities are rarely able to serve as intermediaries for adaptation, because
foreign migrants evaluate their faith practices and customs as alien (see: Riazanova 2019),
in particular those concerning interaction between men and women.
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In our opinion, the main cause of the project’s non-fulfillment was an intra-church
fundamental cleavage between the enthusiasts of adaptation convinced that diocesan
courses must aim at spreading the Orthodox faith, including Muslims, and the church
officials who promoted secular curriculum and forbade preaching Christianity to labor
migrants. The enthusiasts often voluntarily worked with foreign migrants long before the
Project Enlightenment, and even being employed by it, they sometimes openly renounced
its ban on preaching and refused to speak about faith in the framework of “culture studies”.
For example, when commissionaires of the project arrived in the city of Taganrog (Diocese
of Rostov) they found out that a young man teaching Russian history and culture to labor
migrants envisions teaching religion as his central task and, not being a priest or monk,
wears a cassock in class to be a visual symbol of Orthodoxy.

Besides, in mid-2010s systemic work with labor migrants was not a prerogative of Fr.
Chaplin’s department. The Synodal Missionary Department and the Missionary commis-
sion at the Diocesan Council of Moscow were promoting their own, catechization-based,
concepts of adaptation. In 2013 Hieromonk Dmitrii (Pershin), a friend of late Fr. Daniil
Sysoev and then the chair of the Moscow Missionary commission, initiated adaptation
courses for labor migrants from Tajikistan. Although he never articulated his opposition
to the tacit interfaith agreement on mutual non-proselytisation, adaptation for him was
clearly a missionary undertaking. Speaking about the most acute missionary issues of the
Russian Church, Hieromonk Dmitrii stressed that “we need to become comprehensible,
and, in the perspective, to become dear to our migrants” but that conversation with them
should be “honest” and without proselytism, unlike “some Protestant missionary projects”
(Filippov and Pavlova 2015). Adaptation for Hieromonk Dmitrii was, first of all, shar-
ing “religious meanings” as opposed to “culture studies” approach of the Enlightenment
Project (Zaitseva 2016).

In August 2013 the Synodal Missionary Department in collaboration with the Bel-
gorod Theological Seminary (having a missionary focus) offered its own blueprint of an
adaptation network for foreign labor migrants. Its key concept was cultural mission seen as
“the immersion of a migrant into the cultural context of the Orthodox tradition”, in order
“to facilitate the mission of conversion, for which the cultural mission is a preparatory
stage” (Kontseptsiya 2013, p. 2). The document renounced Orthodox proselytism, while
admitting that: “free conversion of the participants of the project is not rejected and would
confirm that the program was successful” (ibid., p. 9). The blueprint spoke less about adap-
tation, or even integration of labor migrants, but rather about their full assimilation: terms
like “anthropological correction of world outlook” and “ethnopsychological correction”
were used (ibid, pp. 9, 11). This Concept was widely discussed inside the Church, but never
supported by the Patriarchate because of its evident violation of the tacit agreements on
mutual non-proselytism between systemic Orthodox and Muslim organizations in Russia.
The Enlightenment Project remained the only adaptation program that had been officially
promoted nationwide, while other initiatives remained local and were, at best, tolerated by
the Church leadership.

It was mostly due to this collision between the competing visions of adaptation that
an attempt to build up a network of church courses was terminated. At the moment, no
systemic adaptation of migrants is on the agenda of the Church, although labor migrants
are continuously mentioned among those in need of social support. Nevertheless, some
enthusiasts still work on sociocultural adaptation having Christian mission in mind. In 2018
Fr. Dionisii Grishkov opened in Moscow a free class of the Russian language for the children
of foreign migrants. He also initiated a free medical practice for non-citizens of Russia
(with the support of the Agency on Nationalities’ Affairs) and other charity projects. None
of them officially implies either sociocultural adaptation, or catechization, but Fr. Grishkov
admitted that their side effect might be providing “a gradual opportunity to acquaint
people with the fact that Christianity exists” (Youtube 2020). Under his supervision the
Orthodox Book of Prayers was translated into the Tajik language (Patriarchia 2018). Similar
projects are currently in progress in some dioceses where local enthusiasts still want to reach
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labor migrants. For example, in summer 2019 the Diocese of Khabarovsk implemented a
«Friendship, Cross, and Crescent» project for children from migrant families to learn the
Russian language and the foundations of Orthodox culture; officially it had no missionary
aspect (Patriarchia 2019).

4. Conclusions

We would like to conclude by stating that sociocultural adaptation of foreign labor
migrants that was initially an important part of the ROC’s agenda moved over time to the
periphery. State that in the beginning found the initiative promising enough to support
it financially lost interest in the project as well. One of the reasons was its implementers’
inability to achieve the intended objectives: the number of students remained insufficient,
and no nationwide network was ever built. A more profound reason was a general cooling
of church-state relations after the 2014 political crisis in Crimea. Patriarch Kirill never
spoke out in support of Crimea joining the Russian Federation; he did not even attend a
ceremonial meeting on 18 March 2014 addressed by the president of Russia. Up to now
Orthodox parishes of Crimea officially remain “foreign” religious associations subordinated
to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate, and their priests need
work permissions.

At the moment, assistance to labor migrants is a subdivision of social work; only
children from migrant families can have church-sponsored language and culture classes.
An ambitious project of 2012–2014 to build a nationwide network of diocesan adaptation
courses and testing centers for foreign labor migrants was unsuccessful. We think that the
key factor of its breakdown was internal, namely, that this church initiative was declared
“secular” and that its implementers continuously stressed that the project did not imply
“teaching religion”. Their reasons are fully understandable having in mind a tacit agreement
on non-proselytism between the basic religious communities in Russia and the role this
agreement plays in preserving domestic peace. This policy, however, remained puzzling
for enthusiastic missionaries who welcomed Church-based sociocultural adaptation but
only in accordance with their own model that implied teaching religion to migrants and
their subsequent conversion as an indicator of success.

The missionary model was not acceptable for the Church, which presented itself as
a responsible public actor. First, it would have devastating effect on relations between
religious and ethnic groups in Russia and, most likely, provoke intergroup conflicts. Second,
undermining domestic political stability would make the ROC an unreliable partner for
state; in the long run this could lead to oppressing its public activities, including social and
missionary work. Third, proselytism of adherents of other faiths is unacceptable also for
many members of the Church. Therefore, the official ecclesiastical position as embodied
in documents and in the Enlightenment Project was that church-sponsored adaptation of
labor migrants was secular and pursued peacekeeping goals. This articulated secularism
was enigmatic not just for the enthusiasts of missionary work, but also for most people of
the Church.

Entering the public sphere of civil society as a provider of social services and an
impartial (i.e., secular) conflict mediator, the Church can expect being appreciated, or, at
least, tolerated by state and other civic associations. At the same time, given freedom of
thought, conscience and religion, people in most cases join the Church not because they
want to be engaged into performing socially useful secular tasks (this can be much easier
achieved in lay civic associations) but because they want to achieve salvation there; and the
Christian way of salvation implies spreading the Word of God. As a result, an ambitious
program of adaptation was terminated because the Church’s self-assigned role of a secular
public actor came into collision with its task of preaching the Gospel.
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version of the manuscript.
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Notes
1 International Orthodox Christian Charities (IOCC) is the largest Orthodoxy-based humanitarian relief and development network

operating under the aegis of the Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops of the United States of America. Its programs include
assistance to refugees worldwide. The Russian Orthodox Church is also a participant of an international ACT (Actions by
Churches Together) Alliance, member of the Global Forum on Migration and Development.

2 Without going into details about the confrontation between constructivists and primordialists, we would like to mention that
although a Soviet practice of indicating people’s “nationality” (i.e., ethnicity) in passports was terminated in 1992, most of
Russian citizens are aware of their ethnicity.

3 In the end of 2015 the department was liquidated; Fr. Vsevolod, who had not received a new position, served as a dean of a
Moscow parish up to his premature death.

4 Fr. Daniil Sysoev was mortally wounded on 19 November 2009 by an unknown man wearing a medical mask. The crime has
never been solved, although Fr. Daniil several times admitted getting hate calls from Islamic radicals.

5 It was known at the moment that the standardized national test would be focused on Russian history, not on culture.
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