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on local religious contexts and how they are inscribed in the broader context of the growing role of the church in emerging
community welfare in contemporary Belarus. In this article, special attention is given to the analysis of activities of the Union
of Sisterhoods and the sisterhoods in Lida and Novogrudok. These sisterhoods mainly work to achieve important social and
charitable objectives. In the case of brotherhoods, their main activities have been confined to educational and missionary

work, as seen in the example of the Three Martyrs of Vilna brotherhood in Minsk.
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Introduction

The Orthodox Church has always underlined the
importance of social, educational and charity work,
as a fulfillment of the Gospel’s principles. Moreover,
such work has provided a good chance to involve or-
dinary parishioners in activities where they can act as
members of the church and, at the same time, perform
functions regarded as important, significant and useful
by the wider public. Those parishioners who wanted to
be involved in social, educational and charitable work
were often united in entities called brotherhoods and
sisterhoods, although at times they avoided formal
organisation, acting as volunteers'. These brother-
hoods and sisterhoods, keeping their religious essence,
embraced at the same time some features of regular
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), functioning
in a partial dependence on the Belarusian Orthodox
Church (BOC).

Existing literature provides some information about
these brotherhoods and sisterhoods, with a description
of their origin, essence and historical role in different
places, including Belarus?. Activities of the BOC have
been analysed both by sociologists and by political sci-
entists [1; 2]. However, the issues of the contemporary
role and activities of brotherhoods and sisterhoods in
the BOC were not given full consideration. Moreover,
civil society is often seen as weak and underdeveloped
in Belarus, and the role of NGOs is often wrongly seen
as predominantly political. This article emphasises the
importance of the church in the border overlap between
state and third sector, its contribution at grass roots
level to the growing role of community and extended
kin in times of moral challenges and economic shor-
tages. Filling the existing gap in current literature,
this paper analyses the contemporary activities of bro-
therhoods and sisterhoods in Belarus, including their
participation in various social and charitable projects.

The aim of this article is twofold: to map grass roots
activities of believers in Belarus and to bring these ac-
tivities into the broader context of discussion of the
role of the third sector in social protection in Belarus.
Theoretically our study is informed by a neo-institu-
tionalist approach to the study of civil movements and
voluntary associations [3]. The concept of organisa-
tional field can be defined as a structured set of ac-
tors involved in solving a set of problems, as well as
the connections between these actors and categories
of knowledge that arise from the interaction between
them [4]. Actors in such organisational fields are stra-
tified by the amount of resources they have at their dis-
posal, the number and strength of their connections,
and also by the legitimacy of their claims to participate
in this field [5].

For grass roots voluntary organisations such as
religious brotherhoods and sisterhoods aiming to co-
operate with government bodies and church authori-
ties (or at least solving the same social problems with
them and sharing the same understanding of existing
challenges), the problem of legitimation is one of the
most significant. For relatively new participants in the
field, or for those participants whose claims are not
enshrined in the regulatory norms of this institution,
legitimacy, according to Scott [4] can be increased in
several dimensions:

a) regulatory, when it comes to the adoption of
organisational forms that are acceptable in the given
field, adherence to legislation, etc.;

b) normative, when there is, for example, the adop-
tion of existing or introduction into the organisational
field of new norms or ethical codes;

¢) cultural and cognitive — adaptation of exis-
ting language, theoretical knowledge, and myths to
strengthen the significance of the organisation [4].

!An interesting example here can be given by the Minsk parish in the honour of the icon of Theotocos «Pantanassa». According
to priest Kirill Sholkov, rector of the parish, they have no formal brotherhood or sisterhood, but they have around 400 volunteers in

the parish, doing various social and charitable work.

2Andpyuwerko H. TIpocBeTUTEbCKAs M 671ar0TBOPUTE/IbHAS IesTeIbHOCTD IIPaBOCIaBHbIX 6paTcTB Ha Beapycn // XpUCTUAHCTBO
KaK MHTErpupyoumii GakTop MUPOBOIL KyJIbTYPHI : c6. moki1. XXIV mexxayHap. Kupwmino-Medoamesckux ureruit / YO «MHCTUTYT
Teosioruy uMeHu cBsATbIX Medonust u Kupusna» Benopyc. roc. yu-ta ; C. 1. lllatpaBckuii, cesi. CBsitocnaB Porambekuiit. MUHCK :
XpucTuaH. 06pa3oB. IEHTP UM. CBAThIX Medoaus u Kupuina, 2009. C. 182-185.
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This article will analyse the increasing role of Or-
thodox brotherhoods and sisterhoods in the civil sphere
of Belarus through the prism of the above-mentioned
levels. The data for this article has been obtained from
the unpublished reports of sisterhoods and in-depth
unstructured interviews with the representatives of
the brotherhoods and sisterhoods. The unpublished

reports were received directly from the brotherhoods
and sisterhoods themselves, and the interviews were
arranged with the use of online technologies. Almost
all the people whom we approached agreed to be inter-
viewed; there were no requests for anonymity, there-
fore the real names of interviewees have been men-
tioned in this article.

Historical background

The foundation of the first Orthodox brotherhoods
in the territory of what is now Belarus takes us as far
back as the 11" century. According to Gennadiy Toro-
povich, «At the foundation of the [first] church bro-
therhoods, the Christian life of the first centuries was
taken as an example, based on the commandments of
the Saviour and apostles, who were speaking about the
community and love, which Christians should have
among themselves»°. After the Union of Brest, which
opened the era of imposing Roman Catholicism in Be-
larus, the Orthodox brotherhoods were playing a cru-
cial role in the defense of Orthodoxy, publishing books
and pamphlets, and founding new churches and mona-
steries. Such a defensible role (to protect Orthodoxy)
lost its significance after Belarus joined Russian Em-
pire; therefore, in the 19™ and early 20 century bro-
therhoods and sisterhoods were mainly fulfilling cha-
ritable functions, helping sick, poor, and other people
in need. The educational mission of brotherhoods was
not completely driven out; interestingly, in the early
20" century some brotherhoods even declared politi-
cally-driven objectives, aimed at the «struggle against
the revolutionary movement»®. The 1917 October
revolution and the subsequent dominance of anti-re-
ligious policies in Belarus destroyed these formal or-

ganisations of parishioners: they were not tolerated by
the communist regime, which severely restricted the
rights of the Orthodox Church, leaving it a very narrow
(ghetto-like) space to function.

Since then, restrictions were strongly and violent-
ly imposed in succession; it is not surprising therefore
that the sisterhoods and brotherhoods were able to re-
sume their activities in the BOC only in the twilight of
the communist era. According to Elena Zenkevich, the
revival of sisterhoods in contemporary Belarus can be
traced to December 1988, when a key role was played
in this process by Metropolitan Philaret (Vakhromeev).
The starting point of this revival stems from a par-
ticular event: in a sermon after the Sunday Liturgy,
Philaret asked parishioners to participate in charitab-
le and social work, specifying that help was needed by
some hospitals in Minsk. As Zenkevich emphasizes:
«Twenty people responded to this call, and on 15 De-
cember 1988, under the chairmanship of [Metropoli-
tan] Philaret, the organising meeting took place to es-
tablish the sisterhood named after St. Sofia of Slutsk,
whose relics are at the Minsk Cathedral»’. These were
the first steps, which opened a new era for the fulfill-
ment of social, educational and charitable functions of
the Orthodox Church.

Sisterhoods and the Union of Sisterhoods:
towards legitimation and expansion

Reflecting growing religious participation and re-
ligious revival, the newly established brotherhoods
and sisterhoods attracted a great number of people,
who were willing to serve the church in various capa-
cities, including giving help to those in need. Initially
these organisations aimed at registration as separate
legal entities, which would ensure a higher degree of
autonomy, including gathering donations for social
initiatives and participation in competition for grants
from various international foundations. Later on it was
decided at the highest levels of the BOC to structure
and standardise the process of registration: the legal
department of the Exarchate drafted a standardised

statute of brotherhoods and sisterhoods. It was also
decided in the Exarchate that registration would be al-
lowed in case of real necessity and if there was at least
several years’ experience of successful work by bro-
therhood or sisterhood®.

The activities of sisterhoods have been formalised
via the Union of Sisterhoods, which was formally es-
tablished in November 2000. The Union has never
had a state registration; in 2008-2019 it had a sta-
tus of a «separate structural entity» of the Belarusian
Exarchate. One of the main objectives of the Union,
as formulated in its official documents, was to «revive
and develop social services of the Belarusian Orthodox

3Toponoslm I'. Pob HBIHENIHYUX MMPaBOCIaBHBIX OPATCTB M CECTPUYECTB ropoaa MuHCKa B skKU3HM Beopycckoii TpaBoCIaBHOM
LePKBM : AUTUIOM. pabora. JKuposuuu: [6. 1.], 2002. 146 c. (Hereinafter the translation is ours. - S. M., N. Z.).

“Ibid.

>3enkesu E. (1. 1.) Cratbst st BACP. (The translation is ours. - S. M., N. Z.).
This information is derived from the authors’ interview with Elena Zenkevich. The interview was conducted in Minsk on 21

February 2020.
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Church on the basis of Christian values and traditions»’.
As was recognised by Metropolitan Pavel, who had been
in charge of the BOC in December 2013 — August 2020,
«for many years the social service by the Belarusian Or-
thodox Church was conducted almost exclusively by the
sisters of mercy (i. e. members of these sisterhoods. —
S.M.,N. Z)»8.

The Union aimed to provide informative and legal
support for sisterhoods and served as a platform to ex-
change the most valuable experience. It has never ta-
ken on a formal controlling function; the sisterhoods
continued to function either as constituent parts of lo-
cal parishes, or in close alliance with them, having the
assistance and supervision from their parish priests.
In April 2019, by the decision of the Synod of the Bela-

rusian Orthodox Church, the Union of Sisterhoods was
transformed into the Association of the Sisters of Mer-
cy of the Belarusian Orthodox Church. To some extent,
this was a lower status, since the association became
a structural entity of the synodal department on church
charity and social service’. As was explained by Fr. Kirill
Sholkov, head of department, «the association is bet-
ter, since sisterhoods report to priests and bishops, and
there is no need for centralised organisation»!. Inte-
restingly, there has never been some similar «umbrella»
organisation for brotherhoods, although some of them
(youth brotherhoods) have functioned in close coope-
ration with the synodal youth department.

The number of sisterhoods has been steadily gro-
wing, as can be seen in the table.

Number of Sisterhoods

Year 1999 | 2000 | 2001 | 2003

2004 | 2006 | 2008 | 2010 | 2012 | 2017 2020

Number of sisterhoods 31 53 68 82

84 98 114 127 131 178 | about 200

Source: Report on the activities of the Union of Sisters of Mercy of the Belarusian Orthodox Church in 2015; Descriptive report
on the activities of the Union of Sisters of Mercy of the Belarusian Orthodox Church in 2017; information by Elena Zenkevich.

However, the current information about the number
of brotherhoods and sisterhoods is a bit ambiguous; it
is reflective of the fact that most of them have chosen
not to register. According to the office of the Plenipo-
tentiary on Religious Affairs, there are 15 brotherhoods
and 10 sisterhoods in the BOC!!. This comes to a stark
difference when we take combined figures (registered
and non-registered organisations); in this case it will
be around 200 sisterhoods and 35 brotherhoods. The

explanation lies on the surface: charitable work, help
to poor and sick do not require, in most cases, formal
registration; there are always opportunities to conduct
this work remaining just a structural part of a parish.
Since the membership in sisterhoods and brotherhoods
ranges from 3 to 200 people, one can currently estimate
that several thousand people have been involved in this
work, with majority in the western region of Belarus,
especially Brest region.

Union of Sisterhoods:
mapping tasks and defining modes of operation

As is evident from the annual reports of the Union
of Sisterhoods, its activities embrace most areas of
social and charitable work, including assisting people
with disabilities, counselling services to families and
people in crisis, financial (or non-monetary) assistance
to people in need, participation in various internatio-
nal projects. The annual reports list the activities that
were undertaken by the union, with a detailed specifi-
cation of the sources of income, relevant expenditures,
and the events which took place. If we look at one of

the typical reports (say, for the year 2009), the follo-
wing should be noted.

First, the union emphasizes its status as a sepa-
rate unit of the BOC, stating the number of employe-
es (only four, two of them working on a part-time ba-
sis). It provides information about its budget, which
in 2009 was slightly more than 154 million Belarusian
rubles (around 55 thousand US dollars, based on the
average exchange rate for 2009). Almost entirely (more
than 99 %) this amount of money was received from

70 Coto3e cecTpUuecTs MUIOCEPOS [SnexTponHbIil pecypc] // Coo3 cecTpuuecTB Muiiocepansi bemopycckoii paBociaBHON
mepksu. URL: http://www.sestra.by/about/o-soyuze-sestrichestv (mata o6pamenns: 12.02.2021).

30-71eTvie BO3POKIEHMSI CECTPUHCKOTO CTy>KeHUsT oTMeTwu B benapycu [dnekTpoHHbIit pecypc] // OduiimanbHbii mopran be-
JIOpYCCKOi TipaBociaBHOI 1epkBu. URL: http://www.church.by/news/30-letie-vozrozhdenija-sestrinskogo-sluzhenija-otmetili-v-

belarusi (mata o6paienus: 12.02.2021).

g)Kypl-lanbl 3acemanusi CuHonma Bemopycckoro dx3apxara ot 16 ampenst 2019 roga [dnekTpoHHbI pecypc] // ObuimanbHbIi
nopTan Benopycckoii nmpaBocwiaBHoit mepkBu. URL: http://church.by/docs/zhurnaly-zasedanija-sinoda-belorusskogo-ekzarhata-ot-

16-aprelja-2019-goda (mata o6parmenust: 12.02.2021).

10This quotation is from the authors’ interview with priest Kirill Sholkov. The interview was conducted by telephone on 26 March

2020.

11I/II-Id)opMaI_UAH 0 KOoH(eccMOoHaNMbHOI cuTyanuu B Pecrry6inuke Benapych // YIIOTHOMOUYEHHBIN 10 JejlaM PeUruil U Haluo-
HanbpHOCTei] : [caiiT]. URL: https://belarus21.by/Articles/1439296790 (mata obparmenwsi: 12.02.2021).
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foreign donors, and was aimed at the implementation
of different projects. No funding for the union was pro-
vided either by the church, or Belarusian governmental
and non-governmental structures, but the union ob-
tained grants from the World Council of Churches, and
the church agencies in Germany, Sweden, and Norway.
Also, the union was involved in a large UNFPA project
on domestic violence; the project included a separate
section on religious communities, with the Union as
a key and responsible partner. The outcome was the
BOC’s project on domestic violence, and a textbook
was drafted, becoming an important and unique con-
tribution to this sensitive issue from the largest Bela-
rusian confession.

According to the union’s reports, the main activities
have been confined to the following: (1) development of
cooperation and the service to provide help; (2) infor-
mational and educational activities; (3) project activi-
ties and fundraising; (4) organisational and administra-
tive activities'2. More detailed information in the report
reveals other trends. For instance, as described in sec-
tion (1), cooperation was developing with the Orthodox
Foundation of Prince Konstantin of Ostrozh (Bialystok,
Poland) — mainly within the project «Without barriers»,
aimed at helping people with disabilities. Also, the exe-
cutive secretary of the union Elena Zenkevich was in-
vited to give lectures at the faculty of social and peda-
gogical technology of the Belarusian State Pedagogical
University. The report lists a number of organisations
with which some bilateral cooperation was developed:
the Governmental Committee on Labour and Social Pro-
tection, Association of Multiple Sclerosis, Organisation

of the Prisoners of Concentration Camps, Association of
Social Workers and some others.

Informational and educational activities (described
in section (2)), apart from informing a wider audience
about ongoing activities and projects of the sister-
hoods, also included organising and participation in
many conferences and round tables. The union, for
instance, organised the round table «Children and vio-
lence», participated in the International Organisation
for Migration seminar «Counter-trafficking in the Re-
public of Belarus», where it presented the union’s ac-
tivities in this area.

Section (3) provides descriptions of small project
activities, listing also a larger project «Women in Ac-
tion», sponsored by a religious organisation from Ger-
many. As Elena Zenkevich emphasized, the sisters are
like «universal social workers. If there is an orphanage
near the parish, the sisters will work there; if there is
something else - the sisters will be there»'>.

In Minsk (and also beyond the capital) the most
famous and well-performing organisation is the Sis-
terhood at St. Elizabeth Convent. There are also ac-
tive sisterhoods at some parishes in Minsk, but if one
speaks about the regions in Belarus, then interesting
and meaningful examples can be found in the acti-
vities of sisterhoods in Lida and Novogrudok (Grodno
region). These sisterhoods work actively in the area of
education, giving help to orphans and victims of do-
mestic violence, and the effectiveness of their work is
not smaller than that in the capital. In the following
section we provide a closer look at these voluntary or-
ganisations.

Sisterhood in Lida, named after St. Ephrosinia of Polotsk

This sisterhood was established in 1997, and in the
same year it obtained official registration, as a religious
organisation. St. Ephrosinia’s Sisterhood embraces the
most important areas of social and charitable work, in-
cluding giving help to orphanages, hospitals, people in
need and the victims of domestic violence. It empha-
sises the importance of its religious foundation, speci-
fying that it «acts in accordance with the rules and tra-
ditions of the Russian Orthodox Church», in order to
fulfill the duties of «service and help to those in need,
orphans, sick and old». In addition, this sisterhood
aims at helping to develop religious education, en-
couragement of good morality and piety, as well as the
development of useful recreation and good relations
within families. There are 40 members in the sister-
hood, representing various professions and activities.
For instance, senior sister Zhanna Voronis worked for
many years at the administrative post of «Lidselmash»

company, whilst also dedicating her time to social and
charitable activities'*.

The help to the local orphanage'® began from the
first months of the sisterhood’s foundation, although
it took some time to get the appropriate permission (it
was necessary to develop a workplan in order to obtain
the formal agreement of the city’s department of edu-
cation). Sisters, who are trained to work with minors,
come to orphanage for regular talks with children, or-
ganise celebrations of the main religious feasts and
tours to different places in Belarus. Also, every year
(since 2000) the sisterhood has organised a summer
camp for orphans; its role and significance is depicted
in the following way: «Children are fond of going to the
camp, since there they can get what they need most
of all: a feeling of freedom, independence, self-value,
and, of course (even if for only a short period of time)
to feel themselves part of a large and friendly family,

201yer 0 mesiTenpHOCTM Col03a cecTpuUecTs Muocepayst Benopycckoit mpaBociaBHO# Hepksyu 3a 2009 T.
3This quotation is from the authors’ interview with Elena Zenkevich. The interview was conducted in Minsk on 21 Februa-

ry 2020.

MBoponuc JK. CBenenust o CecTpyuecTse B uecTb mper. EBdpocuumm [10m0LKojL.
5Tt was closed in 2015; now members of the sisterhood provide their help to the local children’s social shelter.

74



3HaTh, YTOOBI MPEABUIETb...
To Know so that to Foresee...

where everyone shows care, love and respect. Here eve-
ry child is a member of a large family... <...> ...It is, of
course, not easy for the sisters to work in this camp,
since when you work with these children you have to
set an example in everything: in words, deeds, even in
small details»'.

Another principal area of work in Lida was related
to the issue of domestic violence, with the implemen-
tation, since January 2010 of the relevant project «As-
sistance to the victims of domestic violence». From the
very beginning it was aimed at the provision of advice
and, in case of necessity, shelter to women and women
with children who had been physically assaulted by
family members. The practical arrangements reflec-
ted a high degree of the project’s efficiency: renting
a flat (safe house) in Lida (where women could be ac-

commodated on a temporary basis, free of charge, in-
cluding provision of free meals); wide advertising of an
emergency phone number for women in danger (open
24 hours a day, 7 days a week); regular workshops and
seminars for families, sisters and priests. Initial fun-
ding for this work was provided by the sisterhood and
the foundation «Pravoslavnaya Initsiativa». From 2011
to 2015, the project was funded by the UNFPA, which
ensured excellent financial support for all aspects of
these activities. Since 2015, the sisterhood has re-
mained the sole source of funds; but the project is still
functioning, providing shelter to those in need. In Be-
larus, where the issues of domestic violence are not at
all times given appropriate consideration, the activi-
ties of such a centre, under the aegis of the largest con-
fession, have been of particular significance.

Sisterhood in Novogrudok

This sisterhood, named after St. John Theologian,
was established in 1999, and in 2000 it obtained official
registration. Currently, there are 14 members of sister-
hood, mainly representing educational organisations
of the town. Reflecting the background of its mem-
bers, the main activities of the sisterhood have been in
the area of education, or, as stated on the sisterhood’s
website, «spiritual and moral education and religious
education». More than 20 years of work ensured the
establishment of successful working partnerships with
local educational and governmental institutions, re-
flecting the influence and significance of the sister-
hood. In practical terms this is seen in the following.
First, in all schools of Novogrudok an optional course
«Basis of Orthodox morality» was introduced — with
the use of a syllabus, approved by the Ministry of Edu-
cation of the Republic of Belarus. Second, a Sunday
school of the sisterhood functions twice a week; the
sisterhood owns a library, with the collection of books
and films. In addition, its members have developed
teaching resource books on «Religion», «Old Testa-
ment» and «New Testament».

One needs to note that the activities of the sister-
hood have also specifically targeted disadvantaged
groups: for instance, a social service «Hand of Help»

was established in June 2018, with the objective of
helping lonely and incapacitated people'’. In the con-
cluding remarks of a lengthy 2018 report, the following
was emphasized: the regularity of common events with
educational and cultural establishments; the organi-
sation of more frequent pilgrimages for school pupils,
a greater interest of parents in the spiritual upbrin-
ging of their children, including those attending local
kindergartens. The practical results, as emphasised by
the senior sister of the sisterhood Irina Kokosh were
noted in the following: «Schoolchildren became less
aggressive, more respectful towards older people; they
use fewer rude words, they are more tolerant towards
the weaknesses of other people, and they think about
purpose in life and destiny of humans»'®. In a school
Ne 2 of Novogrudok, an innovative lab for spiritual and
moral upbringing has been functioning since 2002;
this has led to rising prestige for the school, with an
increasing number of parents choosing it as the best
option for their children. As was noted by Irina Kokosh,
who commented on the outcome of the lab’s functio-
ning, «the behavior of pupils was changing rapidly:
rude pupils become less rude, manners change, and
the parents are grateful that at home children get more
obedient and more careful»'’.

Brotherhoods: education and mission

Unlike the sisterhoods, the brotherhoods are more
diverse in their activities, and these activities are not
confined to charitable and social work only. In fact,
the charitable and social work is not the main focus of
many brotherhoods; instead they are more focused on
educational and missionary activities. To an extent, we

can divide and classify brotherhoods by the following
criteria or parameters.

First, there are «discussion clubs» brotherhoods,
serving like meeting places or discussion forums for
members of the parish, or those connected with them.
In this case, members of brotherhood meet on a re-

1Boponuc K. Ceenerns o CecTpudectse B yecTb mperl. EBppocyumy [1om01Koit.
17Kysijzuu B. (nmporounepeii), Kokow H. Otuet CecTpmuecTtBa B yecTb CBsToro anocrona MoanHa borocinosa B r. HoBorpynake 3a

2018 .

8Kokow M. Bo3BpalieHue K UCTOKAM. HoBorpyzox : [6.1.],2012. 10 c.

Tam sxe.
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gular basis and discuss the issues which are of interest
to them - often on the intersection of religion, poli-
tics, moral dilemmas etc. Sometimes these discussions
concentrate on purely religious issues, including the
language of services, relations with other Orthodox
or non-Orthodox churches, the role of the laity in the
church etc. However, as we said, this is regarded as an
aspect of the brotherhoods’ activities, but can hardly
be regarded as a key one. Therefore, a second group
(educational and cultural brotherhoods) is certainly
more important, being intertwined with some practi-
cal aspects.

An example of the first group (the «discussion club»
brotherhoods) can be found in the leaflet, produced
by the brotherhood named after St. Seraphim of Zhi-
rovichi, which operates from the Minsk’s Church of
the Icon of Theotocos «Vziskaniye Pogibshikh». This
leaflet indicates that the main objective of the bro-
therhood is to «unite young people... for an active par-
ticipation in the life of the Orthodox Church, including
helping to preserve the spiritual and cultural values of
the people of White Russia [Belarus]». This leaflet lists
the following activities of the brotherhood: «...to tra-
vel together, visit museums, cinema and exhibitions,
play sports», as well as to participate in Gospel talks,
to publish educational and information leaflets, and to
help the parish»%.

As for the second group, a typical example of the
educational and cultural activities can be found in the
Brotherhood of Three Martyrs of Vilna (founded in
1992), which has been doing important work to sup-
port the status of the Belarusian language, including
the use of this language in the church. The members
of this brotherhood worked in the commission to
translate the Bible into Belarusian. The brotherhood
also publishes religious books in the Belarusian lan-
guage. Therefore, its informal title («island of Bela-
rusianness») in the BOC is not accidental. Describing
the activities of the brotherhood, one should note the

publication of the annual «Church calendar» (in Rus-
sian and Belarusian languages), with the numerous
additions: about family, Belarusian holy places, local
Orthodox churches etc.?! On the top of this, the bro-
therhood also publishes the journal «Orthodoxy» and
runs «A laboratory of Church history», which has al-
ready published some results of its research: reference
books on churches and holy places in Belarus. This
brotherhood holds an official registration; a former
chairman of the brotherhood Nikolay Matrunchik of-
fered the following explanation on how it was obtained
and why it was needed: «Approximately a year after
the creation of the brotherhood we got the approval
of the Church hierarchy for registration. Metropolitan
Philaret always trusted us and supported our initia-
tives. The brotherhood was already known in Belarus
and diaspora; therefore the registering authorities had
no objections. Besides, there appeared opportunities
for the development of international ties, and our fo-
reign partners wanted to cooperate with the officially
registered organisation»22.

Nikolay Matrunchik also pointed out that they
wanted to establish a Union of Orthodox Brotherhoods
in Belarus, and the certain steps were made in this di-
rection, while Metropolitan Philaret was not against
this initiative. However, it was not possible to realise
this initiative; possibly because a similar Union of
Brotherhoods in Russia was perceived with some sus-
picion by church authorities. Nikolay Matrunchik be-
lieves that brotherhoods could be regarded as NGOs,
subordinated to church structures, which have to agree
their activities with church hierarchy. Indeed, church
representatives speak about this subordination. As was
stated by the then BOC’s press-secretary Fr. Sergiy Le-
pin, who commented upon auditing procedures of the
Three Martyrs of Vilna Brotherhood, «this brotherhood
is an official structure of the BOC, not a private civil
initiative. The leadership of the brotherhood reports to
the BOC’s hierarchy»2>.

Recruitment and resource mobilisation

The establishment of brotherhoods and sisterhoods
happens, in most cases, when there are active peop-
le in parish, willing to do important charitable, edu-
cational, missionary and informational work. These
people take the initiative to gather their allies and to
establish a formal structure. The motivation could be
different — from the desire to fulfill the Gospel’s princi-
ples to serve to those in need and to the wish to estab-
lish a «real community» in the parish. Then, as a rule,

the initiative of laypeople, supported by parish priests,
should be approved by the hierarch of a relevant dio-
cese of the BOC. As Fr. Pavel Sergeev, who established
St. John Theologian Brotherhood in Minsk, said, he did
not see a real Eucharistic community in the cathedral,
no youth community, and he wanted to change it. At
that time, being a layman, he took some decisive ac-
tions to establish the brotherhood: «I invited people
from the cathedral to the meetings, I distributed leaf-

2BparcTBo B yecTs NpenogoGHoMydeHyKa Cepaduma SKupoBuuckoro [dmekTpoHHsIi pecype]. URL: http://hramvp.by/images/

bratZ.Pdf (marta o6pamenus: 12.02.2021).

BpanrBa ¥ roHap BilieHCcKiX mydaHikay AHTOHis, laana i SIycradis // Ipuxonm Cesito-ITeTpo-ITaBioBCKOTO cobopa I. MuH-
cka : [caitT]. URL: http://sppsobor.by/bractva/vilna/zvestki-pra-bractva/409#more-409 (mata o6pamienus: 12.02.2021).
22This information is from the authors’ interview with Nikolay Matrunchik. The interview was conducted by telephone on

28 February 2020.

B0ren Cepruii JlenvH: MaTpyHUMK pearmpyeT Ha IPOBepKy bpaTcTBa MMITY/IbCMBHO U HeaZeKBaTHO [JIeKTPOHHBI pecypc] //
Hamra HiBa. 1 cenrt. 2019. URL: https://nn.by/?c=ar &i=236471&lang=ru (gata o6pamenus: 12.02.2021).
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lets. We began to gather since July 2011 — first around
5 people; by October 2011 we had around 20 people.
We decided to start with our social services, helping,
for instance, the children, suffering from the cerebral
spastic infantile paralysis. People were coming and
joining us, very quickly. We received everyone, not
necessarily church-goers, since social service was our
main objective»?4,

As we mentioned earlier, most brotherhoods and
sisterhoods have chosen to function without offi-
cial registration, which does not make any obstacles
for their daily activities. Some have chosen to regis-
ter: this was normally a choice for the organisations
which planned to attract some external resources, in-
cluding grants. As was explained by Fr. Pavel Sergeev,
their choice to register was inspired by the desire «to
be independent, to attract external resources, not to
ask for these financial resources (from the Church. -
S. M., N. Z.)». However, the registration turned to be
a challenge: «It lasted for half a year — we had to prove
that we are a real brotherhood, not a sectarian orga-
nisation. The documents we brought to the Office of
Plenipotentiary on Religions disappeared from time to
time; we had to bring them again. We developed a new
statute, new activities, new directions of our work; but

every time we were requested to make minor correc-
tions, like to put comma in a different place. It looked
like a vicious circle; eventually we decided to stop di-
rect personal communication with the office and to
send all documents by registered mail. Guliako (head
of the office in 2005-2020. — S. M., N. Z.) even came
to the Minsk Diocese, trying to block our registration.
This only changed when Metropolitan Philaret defen-
ded our brotherhood... I am still not sure why the office
of Plenipotentiary was afraid to register a small youth
brotherhood»?.

However, this case was probably an exception ra-
ther than the rule: it appears that in most cases the
process of brotherhoods and sisterhoods registration
did not encounter any formal obstacles®®, although the
vast majority of them chose not to register. It seems to
us that the state has remained tolerant towards the ac-
tivities of brotherhoods and sisterhoods in any format,
both registered and non-registered, since it shares the
same understanding of existing problems in social
sphere. Besides, non-registered organisations have
been able to act, if the necessity arose, via local pari-
shes or even dioceses, especially in the regions where
the diocesan bishops have encouraged brotherhoods
and sisterhoods activities.

Concluding remarks

The brotherhoods and sisterhoods of the BOC
have now become firmly established not only on the
religious, but also on the civil society landscape, ac-
ting both as religious organisations and NGOs. These
organisations have provided excellent opportunities
for the faithful of the church to devote their time and
efforts to serving the wider community, in the areas
where such services are in high demand. Hundreds of
people have been involved in the day-to-day help to
the ill and poor, people with disabilities and people
in need of protection. A substantial amount of educa-
tional work has been conducted, with the drafting of
reference materials on domestic violence, drug and al-
cohol addiction, relationships in families and the up-
bringing of the children. The importance of this work is
especially noticeable at regional level, since the needs
of people living outside the capital city are at times
overlooked by governmental authorities and NGOs. In-
dividual self-conception as a Christian is intertwined
in these voluntary associations with a broader col-
lective identity expressed through collective action.
Even more important is that the forms of help that the
church can suggest neatly fit into the existing land-
scape of its organisational fields, providing necessary
structural opportunity for their operation and contri-
buting to their increasing importance.

One also needs to note that, apart from doing im-
portant social, charitable, educational and informa-
tional work, sisterhoods and, especially, brotherhoods
serve as important meeting and discussion places for
the local religious communities. Looking on the diffe-
rences and taking the gender dimension into conside-
ration, our study shows that the brotherhoods are
more autonomous, while sisterhoods managed to es-
tablish a sort of an «umbrella» organisation — the Uni-
on of Sisterhoods, which had successfully functioned
for more than 18 years, until it was transformed into
the Association of Sisterhoods in April 2019. The
number of organisations, which have obtained official
registration, is relatively low — this is reflective of the
policy of the BOC towards the issue of brotherhoods’
and sisterhoods’ registration. At the same time, many
of the activities conducted by these organisations can
be done without formal registration (in case of neces-
sity, the registration is normally obtained without ob-
stacles). Overall, the development and the role of these
organisations also depends on the perspectives taken
by the bishops; in the regions where the bishops are
more positive and supportive of the sisterhoods and
brotherhoods, their role is normally more substantial
and their presence is more vivid on both the parish and
diocesan levels.

%4This quotation is from the authors’ interview with priest Pavel Sergeev. The interview was conducted by telephone on 26 March

2020.
ZTbid.

25This is our assumption. Unfortunately, Plenipotentiary on Religions declined our request for an interview and refused to pro-

vide information on the registered brotherhoods and sisterhoods.
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