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Talking up the
majority’s rights
David Martin looks at
the Russian Orthodox
reply to modernity

The Russian Orthodox Church 
and Human Rights
Kristina Stoeckl 
Routledge £90
(978-0-415-65871-3)
Church Times Bookshop £81

LAST September, I sat opposite 
Metropolitan Hilarion in the 
atmosphere of a semi-eroticised 
clerical court, talking about Bach — 
he has composed his own St 
Matthew Passion, magnificently 
recorded by the Moscow Con-
servatoire — and about the active 
part played by the Church in Putin’s 
Russia, and specifically Russian 
foreign policy towards Syria.
 I had been speaking about 
secularisation and secularism (and 
Habermas’s notion of the “post-
secular”) at Moscow State Univer-
sity, and my first questioner had 

asked about St Paul’s teaching 
concerning the “powers that be”. 
A little later, Bernice Martin 
lectured in front of the double-
headed eagle of Byzantium about 
the evanescence of the majority 
faith of Roman Catholicism in 
Brazil, as an oblique way of 
indicating the possible advent of 
serious religious pluralism in Russia. 
 These are the themes of Kristina 
Stoeckl’s remarkable and pen-
etrating analysis of the way the 
Russian Church is handling its 
return to power in a context where 
it recognises its need to make a 
response to modernity, in particular 
human-rights discourse. As some-
one who regards Habermas’s 
notion of the “post-secular” as 
speculative, normative, and socio-
logically ignorant, I am glad 
Stoeckl shifts to Charles Taylor’s 
notion of a shared fragility and 
self-consciousness felt by particip-
ants in the debate on the public 
place of religion.
 It is this self-consciousness that 
underpins the need of the Russian 
Orthodox Church to respond. 
Moreover, in the person of Metro-
politan Hilarion, the response 
tacks subtly in the direction of 
redeploy ing human rights, under-
stood theologically as an emphasis 
on divine creation, and on the 
com munity rather than the in -
dividual, either to defend the rights 
of majority communities and 
their specific national traditions, 
as in Russia, or of religious minor-
ities. 
 Stoeckl focuses on a series of 
official statements both from the 
“European” human-rights side and 
the Russian Orthodox Church, 
though she also looks at the clashing 
rights involved in the prosecution 
of the Pussy Riot punk group for 
invading the rights of worshippers 
in pursuit of the right to protest at 
the Church’s increasing collusion 
with Vladimir Putin.
 She notes that the Russian Ortho-
dox Church redefines “Christian-
ophobia” as positive discrimina- 
tion against majority religious 
traditions: for example, the Lautsi 
case against crucifixes in Italian 
classrooms. It also envisages an 
alliance of con servative Roman 
Catholics and Orthodox against 
“critical” RCs and liberal Protest-
ants.
 Stoeckl pins some hopes on the 
idea that the Russian religious 
intelligentsia will follow in the 
footsteps of the murdered Alex-
ander Men.

The Revd Dr David Martin is 
Emeritus Professor of Sociology at 
the London School of Economics.

Church Times Bookshop 

Books that have a Church Times Bookshop 
price can be ordered from Church House 
Book shop in any of the following ways 
(please mention “Church Times 
Bookshop price”):

Website: www.chbookshop.co.uk/ofct08aug14
  Quote CT217 in “voucher code” box
  when checking out. Discount price may vary
  slightly online.
Orders:  phone 0845 017 6965
  (Monday 9.30 a.m.-5 p.m.; Tuesday-Friday 9 a.m.- 

5 p.m.) 
Enquiries: 020 7799 4064 (hours as above) 
Email: bookshop@chbookshop.co.uk
Post:  Church House Bookshop, 
 31 Great Smith Street, London SW1P 3BN
Pay by  any major credit card (not American
  Express) or Switch/Maestro, or by cheque 
  payable to “Church House Bookshop”.

Please add postage: UK orders up to £25, 
postage is £2.50; £25.01-£75, postage is £5.00; 
orders of £75.01 and above are postage free. 

Overseas orders and postage will be quoted for 
individually. CT Bookshop prices are valid for 
two months after publication date. E&OE

new titles just 
published

In Praise of Darwin: George 
Romanes and the evolution 
of a Darwinian believer by 
J. David Pleins (Bloomsbury, 
£23.99 pbk (CT Special Offer 
£19.99); 978-1-62356-594-7).

Deep Church Rising: Recover
ing the roots of Christian 
orthodoxy by Andrew G. Walker 
and Robin A. Parry (SPCK, £16.99 
(£15.30); 978-0-281-07272-9).

Running into No Man’s Land: 
The wisdom of Woodbine 
Willie by Jonathan Brant (CWR, 
£7.99 (£7.20); 978-1-78259-265-5).

Basil of Caesarea by Stephen 
M. Hildebrand (Baker Academic, 
£19.99 (£18); 978-0-8010-4907-1).

The Spiritual City: Theology, 
spirituality and the urban by 
Philip Sheldrake (Wiley-Blackwell, 
£19.99 pbk (£18); 978-1-118-
85566-9).

Selected by Frank Nugent, of the Church 
House Bookshop, which operates the 
Church Times Bookshop.

THE essays in Fighting the 
Ideological War: Winning 
strategies from Communism to 
Islamism argue that the United 
States will never defeat extreme 
Muslim groups by responding to 
them only with violence. Instead, 
the authors argue, governments 
need to start with a much greater 
understanding of the ideologies that 
they oppose, and analyse how past 
conflicts have been resolved — for 
example, with Communism or 
Fascism — in order to find other 
ways of dealing with Islamism. The 
editors of the book are Katharine 
Gorka and Patrick Sookhdeo (Isaac 
Publishing, £9.99 (£8.99); 978-0-
9853109-0-5).

Insanity in the Soviet Union
Michael Bourdeaux
enjoys a novel from 
1993 in translation

Before and During
Vladimir Sharov
Oliver Ready, translator
Dedalus £12.99
(978-1-907650-71-0)
Church Times Bookshop £11.70

THE leading words of the blurb of 
this novel “set in a psychiatric clinic 
in Moscow in the long decades of 
late-Soviet stagnation” led me to 
expect that it would be an exposé 
of the shameful abuse of this aspect 
of medicine (used as torture) in 
the Soviet Union. It turned out to 
be far different. It is a work of pure 
fiction, recounting the extended 
ravings of inmates who were deeply 
disturbed. 

 Since the late Alexander Solzhen-
itsyn, no Russian novels have 
penetrated Western consciousness, 
and we have had to wait a long 
time for this one: Vladimir Sharov 
is 62, and this was first published in 
Moscow in 1993. Superbly trans-
lated by Oliver Ready, of St Antony’s 
College, Oxford, it is worth the wait, 
and is the only one of his eight 
novels to have appeared in English. 
We should know more of him.
 The “ravings” are disturbing to 
us, too. They inhabit the sort of 
realm first explored by Nikolai 
Gogol, the 19th-century Russian-
Ukrainian novelist and playwright 
best known for The Inspector 
General. Sharov’s enclosed world is 
a phantasmagoria with a foot so 
firmly planted in reality as to upset 
many — Russians as well as us, as 
evidenced by the scandal created 
when the famous literary journal 
Novy Mir (New World) originally 
published it. 
 It upset many because of the 
satirical basis of the book, reflecting 

the hold that the ghosts of Lenin 
and Stalin still had (and have?) on 
the Russian mind. Inmates recount 
their imaginings to the author, who 
reports them objectively and in 
serious literary language. The nub of 
the book (not revealed in the blurb, 
but I must do so) is that Mme de 
Staël admired the French Revolu-
tion and begot the Russian one. She 
did, in fact, visit St Petersburg in 
1817 and obtained a Russian pass-
port. Endued with immortality 
(she died in 1817, aged 51), she 
lived on to inspire Lenin and — 
wait for it! — her progeny event-
ually produced Stalin (Staël —Stal 
— Stalin, whose real name was 
Djugashvili).
 There is much more, involving 
the composer Scriabin, and Lenin; 
but to unravel it you must read this 
book, which, incidentally, to me, has 
a controversial Christian underlay. 
  
Canon Michael Bourdeaux is the 
President of Keston Institute, 
Oxford.

St Basil’s Cathedral, 
Moscow (1555 and 
later), where each 
dome tops a separate 
church: one of the 
famous structures 
featured by Jon 
Cannon in The Secret 
Language of Sacred 
Spaces: Decoding 
churches, temples, 
mosques and other 
places of worship 
around the world, with 
fine photos, plenty of 
text, and pictorial 
“decodings” of, e.g., 
the Rose de France 
window in Chartres, 
and the Great Stupa 
at Sanchi, India 
(Duncan Baird 
Publishers, £25 
(£22.50); 978-1-
84899-111-8)

RIA NOVOSTI/AKG-IMAGES

Hard clerical life in Catalonia
Alexander Lucie-
Smith reads a dark
tale of an isolated
and rejected priest

Dark Vales
Raimon Casellas
Alan Yates, translator
Dedalus European Classics £9.99
(978-1-909232-61-7)
Church Times Bookshop £9

CATALAN literature barely features 
on the radar of most British readers. 
Indeed, most of us would be hard-
pressed to name a single author 
from Catalonia. Until the death of 
General Franco, the language was 
subjected to state-sponsored 
harassment. Hence, this book, 
published at the end of the 19th 
century, was really rediscovered 
only in 1980, and is only now ap -
pearing in English.
 The dark vales of the novel are a 
real place, located about 20 miles 

from Barcelona, but at the end of 
the 19th century remote, rural, and 
backward. It was a place that the 
author knew well, and the book is 
filled with portraits of the various 
characters who make their miser-
able livings in these isolated spots. 
The plot, which really gets into gear 
only about halfway through the 
book, after numerous episodes and 
vignettes, concerns the new priest, 
who has arrived to find the church 
in ruins.
 This man, Fr Llàtzer, has been 
exiled to the back of beyond for 
some theological fault, which is 
never properly explained. He is 
accompanied by a very pious old 
couple. The priest is well-meaning, 
but the peasantry are hostile, and 
very soon things go badly wrong 
for him, and he is rejected by his 
parishioners.
 It is a grim tale, and I wonder 
why it should be so terrible. The 
introduction tells us that the author 
committed suicide, and that this fact 
has its impact on the way we read 
the book. It is, at first sight, a novel 
about the hardness of the clerical 
life, especially in places where the 
priest may be the only educated 

member of the community, and 
share little of their background; but 
it is much more than just that: it is a 
parable about the impossibility of 
progress, and how the well-meaning 
often end up in despair. 
 Does the novel give the reader a 
flavour of Catalan culture? It 
certainly alerts him or her to the 
anti-clericalism that we read of in 
George Orwell’s Homage to Cata
lonia, but, apart from that, this 
tragic story has little to do with the 
place some of us know today.

Fr Alexander LucieSmith is the 
author of Narrative Theology and 
Moral Theology (Ashgate, 2007).


