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ABSTRACT
This article examines the boundaries of the “official church” through the lens of the lived 
religion concept using qualitative fieldwork conducted in the Belarusian Orthodox Prošča 
monastery. The study is based on an anthropological methodology: semi-structured inter-
views and participant observation, as well as analysis of documents and materials. The 
main goal is to trace, through the lens of local narratives, how clergy, pilgrims and local 
residents emically define and negotiate these boundaries in their religious lives. The re-
sults show that the concept of the “official church” or “official religion” is indeed impor-
tant for believers, but it is also highly fluid and context-dependent. This study challenges 
established dichotomies between “official” and “folk” religion, demonstrating that the 
boundaries of the “official” are negotiated and redefined in practice, rather than being 
determined solely by theological doctrine or academic consensus. The study once again 
highlights the value of an emic perspective, where religion is understood through the lived 
experience of believers, rather than through imposed analytical categories. 
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Introduction

In the social sciences, the second half of the 20th century was marked by a tran-
sition of research interest from the study of macroscopic “phenomena” and 
“processes” to the study of local, more “human” manifestations of social reality. 
At that time, such scientific directions as historical anthropology, the history of 
everyday life, microhistory, etc. emerged. An orientation towards the inclusion 
of “simple” acting subjects and non-institutionalized practices, ignored by past 
scientific paradigms, appeared.

One such relevant approach is employment of the concept of “lived reli-
gion,” developed by such researchers as Robert Orsi,1 David Hall,2 and Meredith 
B.  McGuire,3 among others.4 This is a  holistic approach according to which, 
lived religion is religion in action, experience, practice and the understanding of 
individuals and groups, embedded in the context of life.5

The concept of lived religion has acquired followers among ethnologists due 
to its impartiality and “democraticism.” It perceives laymen as significant actors 
in the religious field. It also pays attention to the religious practices and meanings 
that arise, including in non-specialized places – i.e., in homes, workplaces, and 
public spaces, etc.6 

As for the methodological foundations of this approach, researchers working 
in this vein note its fundamental interdisciplinarity (this is also clear from the 
authors of collective monographs devoted to the problems of lived religion: they 
unite historians, sociologists, cultural scientists, religious scholars and ethnolo-
gists). Such authors also reject an a priori definition of religion. One of the found-
ing fathers of the concept, Danièle Hervieu-Léger, noted that lived religion “is by 
definition fluid, mobile and not completely structured.”7 According to the Polish 
anthropologist Anna Niedźwiedź, “lived religion is a religion that ‘happens’ in 

1   �Robert A. Orsi, “Everyday Miracles: The Study of Lived Religion,” in Lived Religion in 
America: Toward a History of Practice, ed. David D. Hall (Princeton University Press, 
1997).

2   �David D. Hall, ed., Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of Practice (Princeton 
University Press, 1997).

3   �Meredith B. McGuire, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life (Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2008).

4   �Bahdan Serdziuk, “Ethical Foundations of the ‘Lived Religion’ Concept,” in Religija 
i obšestvo – 18: Sbornik naučnych statej, MGU imeni A. A. Kulešova, 2024, 180–83.

5   �Aaron W. Hughes and Russell T. McCutcheon, Religion in 50 Words: A Critical Vocabu-
lary (Routledge, 2022).

6   �Hughes and McCutcheon, Religion in 50 Words.
7   �Danièle Hervieu-Léger, “’What Scripture Tells Me’: Spontaneity and Regulation Within 

the Catholic Charismatic Renewal,” in Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of 
Practice, ed. David D. Hall (Princeton University Press, 1997), 22.
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a certain place in the process of human life.”8 At the same time, as Orsi notes, 
the study of lived religion is an interest in the many ways in which believers re-
member, create, creatively adapt, mix, and share the various religious narratives 
on the basis of which they live.9 The form of coexistence of religious narratives 
and discourses in the space under study is related to the relationships between 
actors (competition, negotiation, deliberate non-engagement mutual influence, 
etc.). These actors can be individual believers, groups of laymen, visionaries, the 
media, government officials, local clergy, the episcopate, and so on.10 

The concept of lived religion calls into question the existence of a priori for-
mal boundaries between the religious and the secular, the sacred and the profane, 
the official and the unofficial. Questioning boundaries in the study of religion 
allows researchers to be more sensitive to the complex and varied ways in which 
people form and express religious beliefs and practices. This encourages a ho-
listic and context-based approach to understanding religion as it is lived and 
experienced by individuals and communities, rather than artificially confining 
these experiences inside rigid categories and boundaries that may not accurately 
reflect the richness of religious life.11

While scholars such as Hervieu-Léger and Orsi have already emphasized the 
contextual and dynamic character of lived religion,12 more recent research also 
points to its social and political embeddedness. Leonard N. Primiano’s approach 
highlights that the “speculative and conjectural” dichotomy between “official” 
and “folk” religion is not neutral but shaped by power relations: church insti-
tutions seek to legitimise certain practices while marginalising others.13 Marion 
Bowman also draws attention to how power operates in the field of religion, 
stressing that defining what counts as “orthodox” or “official” is always a form 
of negotiating authority.14 In this sense, I treat “the official church” not as a given, 
monolithic entity but as a category constructed in interaction – both accepted and 
contested by clergy, pilgrims, and local inhabitants. Following Bowman’s and 
Primiano’s arguments, this study examines how local actors in the Prošča monas-

8    �Anna Niedźwiedź, “From ‘Folk Religiosity’ to ‘Lived Religion’: Terminological Debate 
within the Polish Anthropology of Religion,” Gosudarstvo, religiia, tserkov‘ v Rossii i za 
rubezhom 34, no. 3 (2016): 181.

9    �Robert A. Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street: Faith and Community in Italian Harlem, 
1880–1950 (Yale University Press, 2002), 39.

10   �McGuire, Lived Religion.
11   �McGuire, Lived Religion.
12   �E.g. Orsi, “Everyday Miracles”; Hervieu-Léger, “’What Scripture Tells Me’.”
13   �Leonard Norman Primiano, “Vernacular Religion and the Search for Method in Religious 

Folklife,” Western Folklore 54, no. 1 (1995): 37–56.
14   �Marion Bowman and Ulo Valk, eds., Vernacular Religion in Everyday Life: Expressions 

of Belief (Routledge, 2014), 11–22.
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tery context reproduce, challenge, or strategically appropriate the idea of the “of-
ficial church,” thus revealing the fluid and contested nature of religious authority. 
This construction most obviously occurs in the negotiations between actors in the 
religious field, which in this article I will conventionally refer to as “tensions.”

Here, I will make a small terminological disclaimer. In this article, I follow 
Anna-Karina Hermkens, Willy Jansen, and Catrien Notermans15 in using the 
term “official church” synonymously with the term “official religion,” since ac-
tions take place in the context of the Christian church. Of course, from a termi-
nological point of view, the term “official church” can be problematic since, in 
addition to the phenomenon of “official” (religiosity/Christianity) considered in 
this article, it contains the ambiguous term “church.” However, during field re-
search, I noticed that the term “church” had in the perception of my interlocutors 
a connotation of “correctness” – that is, that very idea of “officiality” – and is 
more suitable semantically to the topic of research than the term “official reli-
gion,” which my respondents understood in a completely different way, i.e., as 
“state religion.” Thus, the term “official church” is considered in this article from 
an emic point of view. I note that in the utterances of my interlocutors, there was 
sometimes contamination from the theological and institutional understanding of 
the church, but in this study, I consider only those cases in which I was sure that 
the phrase “official church” was for my interlocutors an obvious expression of 
emic “official” religiosity.

It should be noted that, in contrast to the theorist of the concept of “vernac-
ular religion,” Primiano, who completely denies the existence of boundaries 
between “official” and “folk”  in terms of religion,16 theorists of lived religion 
insist that these boundaries exist insofar as they are emically significant for the 
people themselves, for whom, for example, it is important to distinguish between 
practices that are part of their religiosity and practices that are alien to them, as 
well as practices that they do not consider religious.17 Bowman, who has been 
developing both concepts of “vernacular” and “lived” religion, suggested that to 
obtain a realistic view of religion as it is lived, it should be viewed in terms of 
its interacting components: “official religion” (meaning the emically-accepted 
orthodoxy at any given time, albeit subject to change), “folk religion” (meaning 
belief and practice that is generally accepted and transmitted, regardless of the 
official view), and “individual religion” (the product of the received tradition, 

15   �Anna-Karina Hermkens and Willy Jansen, eds., Moved by Mary: The Power of Pilgrim-
age in the Modern World (Routledge, 2009), 182; 

16   �Primiano, “Vernacular Religion,” 37–56. 
17   �Elena G. Trubina, “From ‘Everyday Life’ to ‘Everyday Religion’: ‘Lived Religion’ No-

tion,” Manuscript 13, no. 11 (2020): 186.



173 Boundaries of the “Official Church”...

in conjunction with personal beliefs and interpretations).18 At the same time, 
it is important to remember that these fluid boundaries are not always clearly  
defined (nor lived religion itself). In the life experiences of individuals and com-
munities, boundaries may be fluid, overlapping, or absent altogether. Therefore, 
researchers must be open to exploring how people recognize, shape, or defy the 
boundaries of religious phenomena, and move within, across, and redefine the 
boundaries between what is sacred and profane, or official and unofficial in their 
religious lives.

Questioning the a priori boundaries of “official” religious practices is an im-
portant and frequently encountered component of research associated with the 
lived religion concept. Sometimes researchers uncritically perceive “official reli-
gion” as something reflected in the theological and liturgical texts of the church 
and manifested in the actions of priests. As Orsi notes, in speaking about official 
and unofficial religions or churches, researchers often bring their own vision 
of “the official” and form artificial boundaries, alien to the people under study. 
In his work The Madonna of 115th Street, Orsi asks rhetorical questions: Does 
“unofficial” religion refer exclusively to the religious practices and beliefs of the 
laic? But what then becomes of “unofficial” religion when religious elites partic-
ipate in it (as they almost always do)?19 This series of questions can be continued: 
What if some church hierarchs/texts consider a certain maxim to be official, and 
some do not agree with them? What if something is officially practiced in one 
diocese, but outside the boundaries of the official in another? Etc.

Thus, the lived religion approach invites the researcher, when talking about 
the boundaries of the “official church,” the “official religion,” or “traditional 
practices,” to always start from the context of the place being studied, to resort 
whenever possible to an emic perspective, and to critically rethink the usual defi-
nitions, starting from the individual experience of believers.20

Among authors working with the concept of lived religion, there is no clear 
opinion about whether we should talk only about the boundaries within the lived 
religion of a particular place, including all actors and all religious and non-reli-
gious elements in that place (including clergy, as the official church),21 or wheth-
er one can also talk about the boundaries between the lived religion of a place 
and external actors (for example, the “official church,” as represented by the 

18   �Marion Bowman, “Phenomenology, Fieldwork and Folk Religion,” in Religion: Empiri-
cal Studies, ed. Steven J. Sutcliffe (Ashgate, 2004), 3–18.

19   �Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street, 32.
20   �McGuire, Lived Religion, 4–6.
21   �Hall, Lived Religion; Willy Jansen and Catrien Notermans, eds., Gender, Nation and 

Religion in European Pilgrimage (Ashgate, 2012), 4–5.
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texts and liturgical decrees of the hierarchs).22 While agreeing with Hall that the 
religious life of clergy is certainly part of the lived religion of a particular place,23 
it is still worth taking into account the published decisions of church administrative 
bodies and the presence of official theological and administrative texts, as well 
as clearly-regulated official religious rites. These official elements or actors can 
moderate religious life in a given place from the outside. Of course, in lived reli-
gion of specific places, these elements can be perceived and interpreted in different 
ways. However, the key point, in my opinion, is that these official texts and bod-
ies themselves exist independently of their reception, reading and interpretation 
in situ. Thus, they may influence the lived religion in a particular place, but they 
themselves are not influenced by it because they are not included in the context 
of that place. A similar case is illustrated by Edith Turner in an article describing 
the reformatting (or standardization) by the official church (in that case, official 
Christ-centered Catholic theology) of the veneration of the Virgin Mary at Knox.24 
This undertaking is consonant with the idea of “universal Christianity” proposed 
by William Christian;25 however, within the framework of the concept of lived 
religion, the researcher is interested in what “universal Christianity” is from the 
emic point of view of believers, and not from the position of academic theology.

In this article I will address the problem of the emic perception of the official 
church in the Belarusian Prošča monastery (Russian: Проща). To do this, I will 
analyze how and when in local narratives the boundaries of the “official” are/
were built, realized, shifted and destroyed by both clergy and laity, and I will also 
try to identify the main types of these boundaries. 

The Prošča Monastery was chosen as a location because it is not only a pop-
ular destination for pilgrims in Belarus, but also because it was established quite 
recently – i.e., in the post-socialist years – and we can therefore observe the 
process of “negotiation” between the main actors of the religious field and the 
formation of a religious picture in the present time.

Taking into account the debate noted above about whether the official church 
can be an actor external to lived religion, I will also describe cases when, in my 
opinion, the official church is perceived by informants either as an internal or 
external (“universal,” according to W. Christian) actor in the religious life of 
Prošča.

22   �Edith Turner, “Legitimization and the Suppression Effect of Mary Appearances: Knock, 
Ireland,” in Anthropology and Religious Choice, ed. Anna-Karina Hermkens and Willy 
Jansen (Routledge, 2009), 183–200.

23   �Hall, Lived Religion, 9.
24   �Turner, “Legitimization,” 183.
25   �William A. Christian Jr., Local Religion in Sixteenth-Century Spain (Princeton University 

Press, 1981).
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Methodology

This article is the result of an anthropological study combining desk research (the 
analysis of historical data, monastery information booklets, media publications, 
Orthodox and secular web pages) and qualitative field research that took place in 
Prošča and surrounding settlements in April and August 2023. 

The main part of the field research was carried out on the grounds of the 
Prošča monastery, part of the research was carried out in Babrujsk (the central 
town of the diocese to which the monastery belongs), and one-day trips were also 
made to nearby settlements: the town of Asipovičy, and the villages of Karytnaje, 
Kachanоŭka and Lapičy. 

The main methods used in conducting field research were semi-structured 
interviews and participant observation. The informants of this study were res-
idents of the monastery (4 hieromonks and 2 sextons); 5 clergy, 3 sextons and 
4 employees of the parish (svechnicy26) in neighboring cities (Babrujsk and Asi-
povičy); as well as 17 pilgrims from 5 different cities of Belarus and 4 resi-
dents of surrounding villages (39 people in total). 43 semi-structured interviews 
(4 repeated) were conducted with clergy and laity along with a number of long 
spontaneous conversations with monks and pilgrims during joint preparation of 
meals, cleaning the church territory and other activities.

I noted that the local residents from surrounding villages did not attend ser-
vices in Prošča and were not parishioners of the rural churches restored by the 
monks of Prošča in the last decade. So, for example, 11 people were present at 
the Sunday service in the village of Kachanоŭka, and only 2 of them lived in 
the village. The remaining nine were residents of Asipovičy and Babrujsk, who 
regularly came to confession to the hegumen of Prošča. In general, institutional 
religiosity occupies very little place in the lives of rural residents in the vicinity 
of Prošča. They come to church only to baptize a child or perform a funeral ser-
vice for the deceased. Thus, practically, local residents do not participate in the 
formation of religious life in the Prošča Monastery, so the main participants of 
this study were monks, church workers and pilgrims. Consequently, the number 
of participants who worked in some capacity in the church (18) and participants 
from among the laity (17) turned out to be approximately equal in the frames of 
this research.

26   �Svechnica (rus., literally, “a  candles lady”) is a  church employee (woman) who is on 
duty during the day. The svechnica sells candles, icons, jewelry and other church goods, 
and accepts orders for special services: among others, weddings, funerals, and baptisms.
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Field-Site Description

The Prošča Monastery is located in the forest in the vicinity of the village of 
Kokhonovka, Asipovičy district, Mahilioŭ region (Belarus). The monastery is 
part of the Babrujsk diocese, formed in 2004. Today, 4 hieromonks27 live in the 
monastery. According to the acts of the Belarusian Orthodox Church Synod, the 
monastery was founded on April 14, 2022.28 Nevertheless, this official recogni-
tion was a consequence of previously active religious life in Prošča, which was 
revived back in the 1980s after the dissolution of organized religion associated 
with the anti-religious campaign of the Soviet government. At the same time,  
religious life in Prošča before the Soviet period obviously had much more  
ancient roots.

The beginning of the revival of religious life in Prošča is associated with the 
activities of Evgenia Sidorovich, to whom, according to local legend, the Mother 
of God appeared in the late 80s and ordered her to build a church in the forest in 
a place called Prošča. In the 90s, Evgenia, together with a group of eleven wom-
en, built a small chapel with her own money. After the death of Evgenia and most 
of these women, the sisterhood of Prošča moved to the city of Asipovičy, and the 
male monastic community began to form in Prošča.

The full name of the monastery is “The Men’s Monastery in Honor of the 
Icon of the Mother of God ‘Life-Giving Source’”. This name was assigned to 
the monastery by the Synod of the Belarusian Orthodox Church; it is indicated in 
the registration acts and on the plaque at the entrance to the monastery. However, 
the monks themselves, parishioners and pilgrims call the monastery “Prošča,” 
The name Prošča appears on the monastery’s website and on its social media 
profiles.29 

It is worth noting that despite the fact that in this case the word “prošča” is 
a proper name, in the Belarusian language it denotes a specific type of religious 
object. The Belarusian word “Prošča” probably goes back etymologically to the 
Slavic word “prosit’” – to make petition, to express a request. In modern Ukraini-
an, “proshcha” means pilgrimage, and is a pre-Christian version of its North Rus-
sian counterpart “palomnichestvo” (rus., pilgrimage).30 In the Belarusian language, 

27   �A monk who is a priest.
28   �“Zhurnaly zasedaniya Sinoda Belorusskogo Ekzarhata,” April 14, 2022, Church.by, 

http://church.by/sinod/zhurnaly-zasedanija-sinoda-belorusskogo-ekzarhata-ot-14-
aprelja-2022-goda.

29   �Prošča Monastery website, accessed March 2, 2025, https://www.xn--80a1ace0c.xn--
90ais/.

30   �Alexandr V. Nazarenko, Drevnyaya Rus’ na mezhdunarodnyh putyah: Mezhdisciplinarnye 
ocherki kul’turnyh, torgovyh, politicheskih svyazej IX–XII vv. (Yazyki russkoj kul’tury, 2001), 
625.
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despite the presence of the Christian word “palomnictva” (bel., pilgrimage), the 
archaic word “proshcha” was retained for some certain religious objects.

Belarusian proshchy are usually natural features that stand out from the rest 
of the landscape. An important attribute of many proshchy is the presence of 
a source of fresh water, which is considered healing. The archaeologist Ludmila 
Duchyc notes that proschy are certainly ancient witnesses of pre-Christian relig-
iosity on Belarusian lands.31

Today in Belarus there are several proshchy. Residents of the surrounding vil-
lages come to proshchy on the days of the new moon and on Radunitsa.32 The tra-
dition of sacrifices noted in ethnographic notes of the 19th century is preserved 
in proshchy to this day. People who come to proshchy for healing donate food, 
coins and valuable objects to the holy place, and tie ribbons and towels on trees.33

The presence of both the cult of the new moon and healing springs in Bela-
rusian proshchy became an ideal lacuna for the veneration of the Virgin Mary. 
In religious studies, a pattern of relationships between local cults of the Virgin 
Mary and celestial bodies has been observed in various cultural contexts. This 
relationship is explained by the fusion of the liminal image of the Mother of God 
with local pre-Christian liminal goddesses of the heavenly bodies and fertility.34  
Another important pattern is the presence of healing objects (holy springs, stones, 
etc.). This is already associated with the Christian image of the Virgin Mary as 
a healer.35 Thus, in Belarusian proshchy, these two patterns coincided, creating 
fertile ground for the merger of cults.

This combination of pre-Christian and Christian elements is largely reflected in 
the monastery under study and influences the boundary-building of local actors. 
Taken together, these contextual and historical observations provide the necessary 
background for analyzing how the boundaries of the “official church” are perceived 
and constructed in Prošča. The specific history of Prošča, its vernacular categori-
zation, and the coexistence of pre-Christian and Christian symbolic layers create 
a unique context for examining emic perceptions of the official church, which will 
be examined in the analysis of empirical data presented below.

31   �Ludmila Duchyc, “Proshchy u hіstarychna‑kul‘turnym landshafce Belarusі,” in Tradycyі 
і suchasny stan kul‘tury і mastactvau, ed. Volha Pacyupa (Prava i  ekanomika, 2013), 
56–65.

32 � A pre-Christian day of remembrance of ancestors among the Eastern Slavs, not prohibited 
by the Orthodox Church, however, not included in the liturgical charter.

33   �Duchyc, “Proshchy,” 60.
34   �Vihra Baeva and Albena Georgieva, “The Worship of Mary in the Region of Asenovgrad 

(Central Southern Bulgaria): Sites, Rituals, and Narratives,” in Traces of the Virgin Mary 
in Post-Communist Europe, ed. Tatiana Zachar Podolinská (VEDA, 2019), 257.

35   �Tatiana Zachar Podolinska, Marian Devotion Among the Roma in Slovakia (Springer 
Nature Switzerland, 2021), 4.



178 Bahdan Serdziuk

Ethnographic Analysis: Boundary-Making in Prošča

Following the “lived religion” theorists, I  initially decided to turn to the emic 
principle and look at the official church as believers in the location under study 
look at it. At the end of each semi-structured interview, I asked one or more brief 
questions that would allow the respondent to verbalize his or her understanding 
of official Orthodoxy. Here are some of these questions, which were asked in 
different forms, depending on the circumstances of the interview: What elements 
or practices do you associate with an official church tradition? Are there specific 
criteria or characteristics you consider when identifying something as an official 
religious practice? In your view, what distinguishes an “official” religious prac-
tice from an “unofficial” one? Can you provide examples of religious tradition 
and practices you consider to be official or unofficial? Etc. These and similar 
questions were asked at the end of the interview in order to avoid artificially re-
directing an interlocutor to verbalize the boundaries of the official church. One of 
the tasks was to find out whether an interlocutor spontaneously and independent-
ly comprehends the boundaries of the “official” and how they describe them in 
their stories. The bulk of the remaining questions from the semi-structured inter-
views were in one way or another related to the topic of the broader dissertation 
research – the veneration of the Virgin Mary in Belarus and the local traditions 
and practices associated with it.

The following answers were received: 26 people out of 39 (67%) responded 
that the official church is somehow manifested in priests and their words and 
practices; 5 people (13%) believed that the official church is constituted by the 
written decisions of the synod of the Russian Orthodox Church; also 4 people 
(10%) believed that what was authorized by Moscow Patriarch Kirill is official; 
2 people (5%) believed that official church traditions are what was approved by 
the Metropolitan Veniamin of Minsk (head of the Belarusian Exarchate of the 
Russian Orthodox Church); two people refused to answer this question.

For clarity, these data are visualized in a diagram (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Results of respondents’ answers to the question “what is the official 
church?” 

The fact that for most respondents the official church is associated with clergy 
is probably related to the activities of the post-Soviet media. A content analy-
sis of the most popular newspapers in the CIS countries, conducted by Russian 
sociologist Pavel A. Baev, showed that in articles devoted to Orthodoxy, parish 
priests mainly speak “on behalf of the official church”, expressing, according 
to journalists, “the opinion of the official church.”36 The influence of the press 
on the formation of the link “priest = official church” is also emphasized by the 
press secretary of the Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox Church Vladimir 
Legoyda.37

At the same time, during a content analysis of interview transcripts and notes 
made during long conversations with monks, it was possible to discover that 
despite the spontaneous declaration by respondents of the statement “the official 
church is what the priests do, what the priests allow,” the boundaries of the offi-
cial church in local narratives and, accordingly, in the perception of believers, do 
not lie statically around the priests and their actions, but move depending on the 
events described by an interlocutor.

The discrepancy between the boundaries of the official church declared by 
interlocutors during the survey and the boundaries of the church designated by 
interlocutors in their stories can be explained by the fact that before the question 

36   �Pavel A. Baev, “Church and clergy in Russia media discourse,” Sotsiologicheskie issle-
dovaniya 2, no. 322 (2011): 125.

37   �Vladimir Legoyda, “Chto takoe – oficial’naya poziciya Russkoj Pravoslavnoj Cerk-
vi,” Zhurnal Foma, October 6, 2020, https://foma.ru/vladimir-legojda-razjasnil-ch-
to-takoe-oficialnaja-pozicija-russkoj-pravoslavnoj-cerkvi.html.
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was asked, the interlocutors did not independently think about the boundaries of 
the official church, since this was not pertinent to their daily needs or interests. 
They only repeated the thesis they gleaned from the media. At the same time, in 
their stories, informants presented the boundaries of official Orthodoxy different-
ly and in many cases in more detail. This once again emphasizes the indispensa-
bility of a qualitative approach to the study of religiosity.

In total, 15 cases were noted that can be interpreted as spontaneous articula-
tion by interlocutors of the boundaries separating the official church from unof-
ficial practices and beliefs. In most cases, these boundaries were emphasized by 
the clergy. These data are in perfect agreement with the observation of Pascal 
Boyer, who argues that the differences between official and unofficial practices 
are primarily of interest to religious “professionals” – clergy and experienced 
laymen.38

If the answers given in the diagram above to questions about the essence of 
official Orthodoxy were based on positive statements by the interlocutors, then 
the analysis of the stories told by the interlocutors made it possible to consider 
the boundaries of the official church on the basis of contradiction and to see 
what, in their opinion, lay beyond the boundaries of the official church in a given 
situation.

It is worth noting that the phrase “border of the official church” was directly 
uttered by only one interlocutor: Subdeacon Nikolai-ORX39 said: “... here (in 
relation to icons as an image, and not an object of direct worship) is a border 
between the official church, official teaching and other, I would say anti-church, 
ideas and practices.” Despite the lack of verbalization of the word “border,” in 
the other cases described below, it is obvious that we are talking about some kind 
of emic speculative line that outlines the boundaries between the official church 
and unofficial religious practices in Prošča’s religious life.

In general, three main types of such boundaries can be distinguished, running 
in different planes. I will arrange these types in order of frequency of mention 
by interlocutors:

1.	 Boundaries between the official church and “paganism”
2.	 Boundaries between the laity and the official church
3.	 Boundaries between priests and the official church.

38   �Pascal Boyer, Religion Explained: The Evolutionary Origins of Religious Thought (Basic 
Books, 2001), 138.

39   �In this publication, I anonymised the interlocutors in the following form “Natalya-ORX” 
– the first part, the name, was randomly assigned to an individual corresponding to the 
real gender, the second part indicates the respondent’s declared religion, i.e. “ORX” for 
Orthodox, “RC” for Catholics.
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Below, I will highlight the specifics of each type of border, illustrating with 
examples. I will also describe specific situations in which these boundaries arise 
in the context of negotiations and tensions between different actors in the reli-
gious field.

These thematic types reflect the main criteria of what, in the perception of 
believers in Prošča, delineates the boundaries of the official church in a given sit-
uation. Of course, these thematic types are very arbitrary, and I have highlighted 
them for a more convenient systematization of examples. Further research may 
allow, if necessary, to clarify and supplement the typification.

The Boundaries Between the “Official Church” and “Paganism”

The first type of boundary of the official church, observed in the local narratives 
of the Prošča Monastery, is not only the most frequently mentioned, but also the 
broadest and most polymorphic. Its contours are closely shaped by the specific 
qualities of the place itself.

In Prošča, this category of boundaries is rooted in the persistence and ongoing 
reinvention of pre-Christian religious practices. These elements, still recogniza-
ble in the contemporary religious landscape, stem from the monastery’s location 
within a  distinct type of sacred site — a  prošča, as outlined above — where 
pre-Christian and Christian symbolic layers continue to intersect and interact.

Local clerics sought to carefully mark and guard the boundaries between of-
ficial church practices and “paganism” (emic). It should be noted that the term 
“paganism” is problematic in academic discourse. In scientific literature, it is of-
ten criticized for its evaluative coloring, historical load, and generalizing nature. 
At different periods, paganism has been understood as both the umbrella term 
for polytheistic religions of the ancient world and for any forms of belief that 
do not fit into the framework of world monotheistic traditions.40 Such a broad 
meaning makes the term methodologically unstable and requires special caution 
when used.41

40   �Markus Altena Davidsen, “What Is Wrong with Pagan Studies?” Method and Theory in 
the Study of Religion 24, no. 2 (2012): 183–99.

41   �In this article, the word “paganism” is used exclusively in the emic sense—that is, in the 
meaning that the informants themselves, i.e., Orthodox priests who participated in the 
study, give it. In their speech, “pagans” are local residents and pilgrims who practice or 
preserve elements of traditional pre-Christian beliefs, turning to trees, “spirits,” “ances-
tors,” and also performing rituals not recognized by the Church. Such practices are inter-
preted by priests as delusion, superstition or spiritual danger, and are contrasted by them 
with the “true” Christian faith. Thus, in the text, the term “paganism” does not express 
the author’s assessment and is not used as a  scientific category, but only conveys the 
point of view of representatives of the Orthodox clergy, recorded during field interviews.
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These boundaries between church practices and “paganism,” from the point of 
view of the local monks, separate good (Christianity) from infernal evil committed 
by “pagans,” “satanists” and “ved’mas”. Here and further in the article, the emic 
term “ved’ma” is used. The Russian word “ved’ma” is based on the ancient Slavic 
root “ved” (to know). According to A. Afanasyev, in East Slavic culture, a ved’ma 
is a person with the gift of foresight, capable of prophesying and healing. Ved’mas 
are able to cast “spells” – rituals aimed at exorcism, curing diseases, acquiring 
family happiness and well-being, or causing harm and misfortune to an enemy.42 In 
post-Soviet publications, the Russian word “ved’ma” is often translated into Eng-
lish as “witch,” since the functions of these characters are very similar.43 However, 
a detailed comparative analysis of the Slavic ved’ma and the Western European 
witch carried out by Mikhail S. Volodarsky and Sergey B. Kozhevnikov showed 
that these characters still have different connotations, so such a translation is not 
always appropriate in ethnological publications.44

 I note that in the speech of the Prošča’s clergy, there is often a conflation of 
the concepts of “pagans,” “satanists” and “ved’mas.” According to the local cler-
gy, “this is all paganism.” So, for example, in some of the stories of Father Da-
mian,45 the “ved’ma” in one phrase is both a “pagan” and someone who performs 
“satanic” rituals. Nevertheless, upon closer examination, the boundaries between 
the official church and these categories are still of a different nature. Here, we 
can distinguish three separate subtypes of boundaries separating official church 
practices from “paganism,” which are different in nature:

•	 Boundaries separating the official church from non-institutionalized  
“pagan” religious practices

•	 Boundaries separating the official church from institutional neo-pagan-
ism and ved’mas (witchcraft)

•	 Boundaries separating official church practices from “intra-church  
paganism” / “intra-church sectarianism.”

42   �Aleksandr N. Afanasev and Grigoriy A. Glinka, Volhvy, kolduny, upyri v religii drevnikh 
slavyan (Rodina, 2023).

43   �Ekaterina P. Tikhonova, “Ideas about a Witch in the Culture of Slavic Peoples,” Obsh-
chestvo: filosofiya, istoriya, kul’tura 8, no. 52 (2018): 202–5.

44   �Mikhail S. Volodarsky and Sergey B. Kozhevnikov, “Witchcraft and the Image of 
a Witch in Culture Medieval Europe and Russia,” MCU Journal of Philosophical Scienc-
es 1, no. 45 (2023): 89–100.

45   �Here and below, the names of the monks of the Prošča Monastery have not been changed, 
since these interlocutors are public figures and did not insist on anonymity. The names 
of the monks are given exactly as they presented themselves to their interlocutors. We 
agreed with the respondents during the field research to publish monastic names only. 
Monastic names do not reflect the real surname and name of the person, as they were 
given to the person during monastic tonsure. Other clergy were anonymized in the same 
way as the laity (see footnote 39).
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The Church Institution and Non-Institutionalized “Pagan” Practices

Let’s  look at examples related to the first subtype. According to the monks, 
believers who come to Prošča “remained evil pagans, and there can be no talk 
of any official Christianity there.” At the same time, Father Maxim (hegumen 
of Prošča) explains that “these people’s paganism is an omission, a flaw of the 
priests. We need to work with people, educate them, return them to the fold 
of the church.” Thus, the “pagans” from among the pilgrims are, according 
to the priests, outside the boundaries of the official church, but this boundary 
is potentially removable through mission. Father Maxim said that “When the 
church in Karytnaje was restored, three elderly women started coming there. 
I spoke to them and realized that, essentially, they were still pagans. I tried to 
correct their views a little and bring them back into obedience to the Mother 
Church. They began to attend our chapel from time to time. I thought that was 
already something. Still, I let them be — although occasionally they do things 
so strange that one cannot help but wonder whether Prince Vladimir really 
managed to baptize everyone, or whether some were left untouched. There is 
still a great deal of missionary work to be done”.

Another example is associated with the very popular religious object of 
Prošča – a birch and an oak tree growing from the same root (Fig. 2). Pilgrims 
often make donations to this object. People insert banknotes and coins into the 
gap between the tree trunks (Fig. 3).

Valentina-ORX, putting coins into the slot, told me that the organizer of 
their pilgrimage advised her to do so. Valentina said that she “doesn’t really 
believe in stuff like that,” but just in case she makes a  donation “for good 
luck.” Kirill-RC said that if you make a donation and walk around the tree, you 
can make a wish, and it will come true. He doesn’t remember who told him 
this, but, according to him, “everyone does it.” His wife, Anna-ORX, entering 
the conversation, explained that, in fact, a wish should be made near a special 
cross in the forest, and trees are simply “for happiness and health.” Belarusian 
ethnographers note that the veneration of miraculous trees and donations to 
unusual trees that stand out from the general landscape are archetypal practices 
common in all proshchy.46

The monks constantly emphasize that this practice is “pagan” and lies out-
side the boundaries of the official church. They prohibit pilgrims from donating 
money to the tree and threaten excommunication.

Father Irenaeus says: “Well, this is natural paganism. Obviously, these are 

46   �Valery Vinokurov, “Lechebnye prirodnye ob’ekty Belarusi (kamni, rodniki, ozera, holmy, 
derev’ya),” Ufokom, 2017, https://www.ufo-com.net/publications/art-9411-lechebnie-
prirodnie-obekty.html.
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non-church practices. (...) Only people who are outside the church do this. 
These, my friend, are pagans, not Orthodox.”

However, I note that the threat of excommunication can only be applied to 
church members. Consequently, in this case, despite the declared removal of 
“pagan” pilgrims to outside the boundaries of the church, the monks still de-fac-
to treat them as members of the church, but their practices are taken outside its 
boundaries.

Fig. 2. Local shrine – birch and oak growing from the same root. 
Note: Photographed by the author, 20. 04. 2023.
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Fig. 3. Coins in the gap between the trees. 
Note: Photographed by the author, 20. 04. 2023.

There are also a number of examples in which the border between the official 
church and “paganism” is recognized by clergy but is kept silent. This happens 
in cases of religious traditions widespread in Belarus and not included in the 
codes of Orthodox liturgics. This may include the consecration of “Thursday 
salt,” the consecration of Kutya, placing towels on the chapel floor under the feet 
of those getting married, eating a pancake from the face of the deceased after the 
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funeral service, and so on. The priests believe that it is useless to fight this type 
of “paganism,” since it is too strongly rooted in the religiosity of the laymen. In 
conversations among themselves, the priests clearly say that these practices are 
“wild paganism.” At the same time, in practice, they turn a blind eye to the fact 
that these rituals clearly lie outside the boundaries of official Orthodox liturgics 
and not only do not rebuke the parishioners, but also regularly perform such rit-
uals at the request of people.

This situation brings us back to the above-mentioned rhetorical question 
posed by Orsi: if an action is performed by an official (priest), does it become 
official?47 In the course of conversations with pilgrims, I  discovered that this 
question can be understood not as rhetorical, but as quite practical. The fact is 
that these actions (like the consecration of “Thursday salt”, etc.) are perceived by 
laymen as quite official. After all, they had never heard from the priests that this 
was not so. It is interesting to note here that, on the one hand, priests make these 
practices “official,” being in the eyes of people the “official church” – in this case 
we can say that the official church is an internal actor included in the lived reli-
gion of Prošča. On the other hand, the priests themselves consider these actions 
to be unofficial, relative to the official church (in this case, the liturgics), which 
lies outside the religious life of Prošča; therefore, they are external actions, in 
this case having practically no influence on the religious life of Prošča.

Thus, from the examples discussed above, it is clear that the border sepa-
rating the official church from non-institutionalized “paganism” is potentially 
surmountable, discussed, and often even ignored in Prošča.

Church Institution and Institutionalized Non-Church Practices

The second subtype is a much stricter boundary separating the official church 
from institutional neo-paganism and ved’mas.

According to the monk Damian, “Prošča generally attracts pagans and Sa-
tanists.” He said that behind the fence of the monastery there is a group of stones, 
which for a  long time groups of neo-pagans from Minsk and other cities of  
Belarus regularly visited. They stopped to spend the night in the “ved’ma’s house” 
and “performed their satanic rituals in the forest at the temple.”

On the map of the monastery (Fig. 4), the location of the rituals is indicated 
by point 6. 

47   �Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street, 32.
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Fig. 4. Map of the Prošča Monastery.

According to the monks, the temple (rus. “kapishche”) was a chain of stones 
laid out in a circle. The monks never tried to carry out a mission among these 
institutionalized pagans in order to bring them into the boundaries of the official 
church (as is seen in the case described above with the “pagans” from among the 
locals and pilgrims). In this case, the monks said that “it is generally useless to 
talk to pagans. They are totally outside the church.” Father Adrian warns: “You 
shouldn’t communicate with pagans. It’s dangerous even for a priest – demons 
can tempt you there.”

In 2022 the monks destroyed the temple. They sprinkled the “pagan stones” 
with holy water, and, having performed a prayer service, assembled a calvary 
hill from them, concreted it and erected a cross (Fig. 5). After this, the visits of 
neo-pagans to Prošča stopped.

The line separating the official church from the “servants of Satan” is so obvious 
in Prošča that it literally appeared physically. On the territory of the monastery there 
is a small house in which until recently lived a very elderly woman – the last of 
a group of women who helped the visionary Evgenia Sidorovich in the construction 
of the chapel. It is unknown whether this woman is alive now – in February 2023 she 
left Prošča and by the end of the summer of that year she had not returned. The breth-
ren of the monastery unanimously insist that this woman is a ved’ma. According to 
Father Damian, she does not receive Holy Communion (that is, does not participate 
in the main church rite), and also constantly “teaches people all sorts of pagan super-
stitions.” These “pagan superstitions,” according to the monk, include “an ungodly 
attitude towards the Mother of God, when she is almost revered as a goddess,” as 
well as “all sorts of delusional prayers such as incantations,” “all sorts of pagan tradi-
tions like taking water from a holy spring at night, mixing something there, reciting 
sentences and walking around the tree, smearing it on the sore and all sorts of other 
pseudo-healing.” In addition, according to the monks, this woman was interested in 
healing “with the help of demonic power” and had regular clients.
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The monks’ long attempts to evict the practicing “ved’ma” from the monas-
tery house were unsuccessful, and then they decided to physically fence them-
selves off from the “servant of Satan” and the “ved’ma’s house” and erected an 
additional wall inside the monastery fence (Fig. 4) to physically manifest the 
boundary between official church piety and the “paganism” of those who came 
to visit “the ved’ma” to “serve satanic services together with her.”

“Official Church” and “Intra-Church Paganism”

Another form of boundary separating the official church from “pagan practic-
es” can be found among the clergy themselves. This border is the most elusive.  
Clergy try not to talk about it.

Fig. 5. Cross erected on the site of the former temple. 
Note: Photographed by the author, 02. 08. 2023.
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Most often, Prošča clergy draw this boundary around the practices of the 
female convents of the diocese. In the Babrujsk diocese, in addition to Prošča, 
there are two more monasteries. Both of these monasteries are female. In addi-
tion, female nuns also live in the Podvor’e (branch) of Prošča in the village of 
Karytnaje. According to the inhabitants of Prošča, the women nuns are poorly 
educated and, out of ignorance, teach people “paganism,” “non-church things” 
such as incorrect spell prayers, “ritual belief,” “excessive veneration of saints 
and the Mother of God,” and “the charging of sacred objects with energy of 
over-prayed icons” and so on. When I wanted to talk about this in more detail, 
the monks changed the topic of conversation; however, in practice, they try to 
protect the boundaries of official Orthodoxy from the “paganism” of the nuns. 
For example, during a tour of the monastery, the nun showed the pilgrims the 
“over-prayed icon.” Having distributed small copies of this icon to people, she 
showed them how to attach a small icon to a large one in order to “charge it 
with the power and energetics of prayerfulness” After the tour, Father Damian 
said that “we now witnessed a pagan witchcraft ritual.” He emphasized that 
there is no “prayerfulness power” for the icon, and it is impossible to charge 
the icon with any energetics. “This is not part of the official teaching of the 
Orthodox church” the priest said. The next day, this became one of the topics 
of his sermon, denouncing the “pagan” attitude towards icons.

Another example paradoxically took the monks of Prošča themselves beyond 
the boundaries of official Orthodoxy. During a  conversation with priest Petr-
ORX, who occupies an administrative position in the diocese, I asked whether 
the miracle of the bleeding of the icon of Christ, which Father Damian shows to 
pilgrims, was officially recognized. He replied: “Father Damian is a fan of tell-
ing fairy tales about all sorts of semi-pagan miracles (...) I can’t say that there is 
anything official there.” But he immediately made the remark: “But in general, 
of course, ‘according to your faith be it done to you,’ so anything can happen: if 
a person approaches with faith, then of course this miracle is real for him and, as 
you say, official (...) But of course you need to approach everything carefully and 
wisely, so as not to fall into paganism, as they say.”

Subdeacon Nikolai-ORX (one of the bishop’s assistants) answered the same 
question: “Indeed, in the church now there are, let’s say, pagan elements. This 
is, of course, due to the fact that the education of many priests is lame. Some 
are like that Father Damian, who has all sorts of miracles in Prošča, some 
generally spread all sorts of pagan concerns, ritual beliefs and almost esoteri-
cism. And even among the episcopate there are such, I will not name names. In 
short, this is scientifically called ‘intra-church paganism,’ that is, ‘intra-church 
sectarianism’.”

The term “intra-church sectarianism” was also used by one of the clergies of 
the Babrujsk diocese. I found this term in a Belarusian textbook on sect studies, 
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which is used in the educational process of the Minsk Theological Seminary. 
The textbook instructs clergy to treat “sectarianism” and “paganism” within 
the boundaries of the official church with extreme sensitivity and not resort to 
anathema.48

Summarizing the features of the first type of border, I note that the border 
separating the official church from the non-institutional “paganism” of pilgrims 
and local residents is mobile, potentially removable, and in some cases ignored. 
At the same time, the border with institutional paganism and ved’ma is clear and 
insurmountable. As for the boundary separating “paganism” within the official 
church, it is the thinnest and most elusive since it is articulated extremely rarely 
and is discussed behind the scenes.

It is also worth noting that in all these cases the official church acted as an 
internal actor included in the lived religion of Prošča. The priests in the examples 
considered themselves as the official church and tended to moderate local relig-
iosity on the basis of their own ideas about the boundaries between the official 
and the marginal.

Boundaries Between the Laity and the “Official Church”

The second type of boundary of the official church in Prošča is found in the 
words and actions of parishioners and pilgrims. This type of border is associated 
with the performance of Orthodox rites by clergy in Prošča. It can be divided into 
two subtypes:

•	 The official church as an internal actor of the religious life of Prošča.
•	 The official church as an external actor in relation to local lived religiosity.

The first subtype is often observed in cases where pilgrims do not understand 
or do not accept official liturgical practices. The observation of the French an-
thropologist Boyer has already been cited above, this claiming that the bound-
aries between the official and the unofficial are mainly of interest to clergy and 
experienced laymen, while the majority of laymen are not aware of these bound-
aries. This statement is perfectly confirmed in the field in a  number of cases 
where pilgrims began to recognize their practices as “unofficial” after they were 
identified as such by the priest. For instance, in the case of the tree donations 
already described above, the pilgrims did not realize that their practices went 
beyond the boundaries of the official church until the clergy told them so. I note 
that after the monks forbade the pilgrims to donate money to the tree, the pil-
grims still continued to perform these actions, though one of them told me that 

48   �Vladimir A. Martinovich, Netradicionnaya religioznost‘ v Belarusi: tendencii i opasnos-
ti (Belorusskaya Pravoslavnaya Cerkov’, 2010), 28.



191 Boundaries of the “Official Church”...

“you need to put it (coins) on the sly, you have to do it quietly, because it’s kind 
of impossible here. The church denounce it.”

Another fairly common example of the boundaries of the official church in 
Prošča is observed when pilgrims are waiting for the opportunity to collect holy 
water. In general, the holy water spring is open 24 hours a day and is accessible 
to pilgrims. However, the clergy of Prošča have a tradition of holding a prayer 
service at the holy spring in the morning after the liturgy. During the prayer 
service, priests limit access to water for about half an hour. At this time, one can 
often hear the indignation of pilgrims who are tired of waiting for the opportunity 
to get water.

For example, Victor-ORX said: “Here again the church is holding its services. 
We arrived at the wrong time, like that time.” Lyudmila-ORX was indignant: 
“Well, couldn’t they have told me right away when I called that the church would 
have some kind of event there?” I was only able to record two exact quotes from 
the waiting pilgrims. However, during the observations, every day several people 
waiting in one way or another expressed dissatisfaction with the long “official” 
rituals of the “church” and “churchmen.” Some people simply went for a walk in 
the forest around Prošča, or smoked in the parking lot, because “the official part 
is taking place”49 and “The church conducts its own services there”.

These examples are typical in cases where pilgrims are not regular parishion-
ers of Orthodox (or Catholic) churches, and such pilgrims are in the majority in 
Prošča (both according to the observations of the priests and the results of the 
interviews I conducted). From these examples, it is clear that pilgrims often do 
not correlate the holy spring with the Orthodox Church. They perceive the offi-
cial church as an actor competing with them for the right to use the holy spring. 
In this case, the church (represented by the priests) is one of the internal actors 
in Prošča’s religious life. 

Some pilgrims in Prošča not only do not consider themselves and their prac-
tices part of the official church but are even in opposition to it. At the same time, 
they often consider themselves Orthodox believers, but don’t want to deal with 
church rules. This phenomenon can be explained by the fact that, according to 
recent sociological studies, in modern Belarus there is a  significant degree of 
privatization of religious life50 and a crisis among religious institutions, which 

49   �It was unexpected to hear the phrase “official part” from the pilgrims in relation to the 
church service. In Russian, this phrase is mainly used to refer to state and other formal 
social events.

50   �Liudmila Titarenko, “Religious Pluralism in Post-Communist Eastern Europe: The Case 
of Belarus,” Anthropological Journal of European Cultures 19, no. 1 (2010): 40–53.
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intensified after the 2020 protests.51 The second subtype has less to do with the 
priests performing the rites, and more to do with the officially published rites 
themselves. As in the previous example, the image of the “official church” ap-
peared more often in the interlocutors’ stories in cases where a person did not 
agree with it (the church). For example, a  regular parishioner of the Babrujsk 
cathedral, Svetlana-ORX, told me that she was outraged that “there are official 
church rules for preparing for confession and holy communion. But the church 
does not think that there is a need for separate rules or any concessions for chil-
dren.” Svetlana noted that it was very difficult for her to get her eight-year-old 
son to read 30 pages of officially-established prayers before holy communion.

“I understand that the church offers us dead, standardized rules and prayers, 
so to speak (...) well, in general, the church rules are divorced from reality and 
the real life of believers (...) but our priest (in Babrujsk) is more flexible in it. He 
always meets us halfway, (...) and (performs rituals) reducing and adapting these 
official church instructions,” said Svetlana. In this case, according to the inter-
locutor, the official church is constituted by the liturgical rules of the Synod, the 
official rules of preparation for Holy Communion, but in a previous conversation 
(survey, Fig. 1) she said that she considered local priests to be the official church.

It is also worth noting that in some cases the “official church rituals” are per-
ceived by parishioners as something positive. For example, Oleg-ORX is glad 
that “in Prošča the priests serve everything as it should, as commanded by the 
church. They don’t cut anything from the liturgy. (…) I was in Orša, there is the 
end of the service there even before you have time to cross your forehead.” In 
this case, Oleg explained that the church “commanding the service” is “the Holy 
Tradition of the Moscow Patriarchate.”

In these examples, when the interlocutors refer to the official church, they are 
referring to the official system of beliefs and practices approved (and issued) by 
the Synod/Patriarchy. In this case, they perceive the church as an actor external to 
Prošča’s local lived religiosity. Such an official church influences local religious 
life from the outside, while it itself does not participate in negotiations and does 
not change under the influence of such actors as the laity or the clergy of Prošča.

This second type of boundary emphasizes that, depending on the context, in 
the perception of the laity, the official church can be represented both by local 
priests and the decrees of the Synod. This, on the one hand, is consistent with 
Hall’s  statement that the official church in the person of the clergy is includ-
ed in the lived religion of the places studied,52 and on the other hand confirms  

51   �Nataliia Vasilevich, “Persecution of the Catholic Church, Clergy and Laity in Belarus,” 
Christian Vision, December 18, 2023, https://belarus2020.churchby.info/persecution-of-
the-catholic-church-clergy-and-laity-in-belarus/.

52   �Hall, Lived Religion, 9.
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Turner’s observations that the official church can also sometimes be a force ex-
ternal to local religious life, influencing the formation of local lived religiosity, 
but not included in the negotiations.53

Boundaries Between Local Priests and the “Official Church”:  
Tensions Between Different Levels of Church Administration

Let’s move on to the third type of boundary of the official church in Prošča. It can 
be found in the words and actions of the priests. As noted above, in most cases it 
is the priests, both in their own eyes and in the eyes of the parishioners, who play 
the role of the official church. Despite this, in a number of cases priests speak of 
the official church as a third party, thereby separating themselves from it.

In such cases, the border of the official church is narrowed to the Synod, the 
Metropolitan Veniamin of Minsk, or Patriarch Kirill of Moscow. At the same 
time, priests independently take themselves beyond the boundaries of the official 
church. These situations are quite rare and mainly arise when the priest does not 
agree with certain practical liturgical prescriptions of higher hierarchical bodies.

These boundaries emerged most clearly during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
During the difficult epidemiological situation, the Synod of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church issued special instructions for priests on the safe conduct of church 
ceremonies. These new liturgical instructions included basic sanitary rules: the 
use of antiseptics, respirators, disposable hygiene gloves, etc. The instructions 
paid special attention to the sacrament of the Eucharist, since this sacrament 
involves the partaking of the body and blood of Christ by all parishioners using 
one spoon and cup common to all. The instructions, in particular, instruct priests 
to wipe the spoon with alcohol after giving communion to each parishioner and 
give out the Zapivka (prosphora with water) in disposable containers.54

These liturgical instructions were received negatively or ignored by many 
Belarusian Orthodox priests. During the pandemic, only in the capital chapels 
and cathedrals of Belarus did I observe complete compliance with the instruc-
tions. Ignoring the synodal instructions also occurred in Prošča.55 According to 
Mikhail-ORX, who is a regular pilgrim to Prošča, not once during the pandemic 
did he see any changes in rituals related to compliance with sanitary standards 
in the chapel. 

53   �Turner, “Legitimization,” 183.
54   �For the full text, see “Instrukcija...,” Patriarchia.ru, March 17, 2020, accessed November 

27, 2025, https://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/5608607.html.
55   �It is worth noting that this study was conducted in Prošča in April and August 2023—that 

is, after the end of the pandemic—so in this case, I rely on data obtained from the words 
of informants, and not on direct observation.
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Priest Sergy-ORX (often serving in Prošča) claimed that he did not follow the 
official instructions, since “these “clever people” (said with sarcasm), the writers 
of the papers, had no idea how the people live and how the people perceive such 
liturgical innovations.” Priest Dimitry-ORX believed that “we, unfortunately, 
have seen how the official church, excuse me, caved in to the state apparatus. 
These rules simply do not apply to the sacrament of communion, where God 
himself is present. How can you become infected with something from the body 
of God?” In his opinion, “Ordinary priests have not yet lost the fear of God, 
unlike the officials.” To my question, “who is this ‘official church’ and who are 
these ‘officials’?” he replied that this was “the Holy Synod, of course, with their 
liturgical creativity.” Moreover, a few days before, the question “What elements 
or practices do you associate with an official church tradition?” Father Dimit-
ry-ORX replied, “Well, the Liturgy and everything that the priests do, well the 
clergy do, and all of us Orthodox.”

Another example of the boundary between priests and the official church (in 
this case, in the person of Moscow Patriarch Kirill) is noticeable in the case of 
the Prošča priests’ disagreement with the liturgical innovations of the patriarch 
related to the war in Ukraine. The Primate of the Russian Orthodox Church in his 
sermons repeatedly expressed support for the policies of Russian President Putin, 
and also ordered special prayers for the victory of the Russian army.56 The priests 
of Prošča note that “now Sergianism57 is returning again to its practices (the litur-
gical practices of the official church). Now their official church position and even 
theology, this currying favor with Putin will ultimately lead to nothing good.”

The priests also note that after the outbreak of the war they received an official 
order from the Minsk Metropolitan Veniamin to add a special prayer issued in 
connection with the war in Ukraine to the cell prayer rules and services. Accord-
ing to the priests, while praying, they skip lines about “victory over the enemies 
who have taken up arms against Holy Rus’”. Showing me the text of the prayer, 
the priest said: “well, officially the church has decided that it is necessary to pray 
like this (…) but we are skipping this victory rage.”

Thus, it can be noted that despite the fact that in most cases, priests are con-
sidered the official church, in a number of cases they take themselves beyond the 
boundaries of the official church and its practices, while narrowing the boundaries 

56   �“Kak Russkaya Pravoslavnaya Cerkov’ podderzhivaet vojnu i chto delayut svyashchen-
niki, s nej nesoglasnye,” Novaya Gazeta, December 21, 2022, https://novayagazeta.ee/
articles/2022/12/21/kak-russkaia-pravoslavnaia-tserkov-podderzhivaet-voinu-i-chto-de-
laiut-sviashchenniki-s-nei-nesoglasnye.

57   �Sergianism – church-historical and journalistic term meaning the policy of unconditional 
loyalty of the Moscow Patriarchate to the Soviet state and subordinate cooperation with it 
(see e.g. “Sergianstvo,” Drevo‑info.ru, accessed November 27, 2025, https://drevo-info.
ru/articles/117.html.).
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of the official church to the Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church, Moscow 
Patriarch Kirill and the Metropolitan Veniamin of Minsk and their theological 
and liturgical creativity. In this case, the official church is perceived by clergy 
informants as an external actor seeking to reformat local religious (liturgical) 
life, the lived religion of Prošča.

Conclusion

To summarize, this study is based on the concept of “lived religion,” which al-
lows us to analyze religious practices and the boundaries of the “official church” 
through the perception of believers themselves. The study once again empha-
sizes that the boundaries of the “official church” or “official religion” cannot be 
“objectively” defined, as they depend not only on formal institutions and canon 
law, but also on many factors related to the perceptions and practices of specific 
individuals and communities. Even structured questionnaires and surveys, re-
cording the opinions of respondents, cannot fully identify these boundaries, as 
they are subject to the influence of institutional discourses and external interpre-
tations. Instead, with the help of anthropological methods, the emic boundaries 
of the church become visible in local narratives. 

The lived religion concept, used in this study, challenges the rigid distinc-
tions between the religious and the secular, the sacred and the profane, and the 
official and the unofficial, encouraging researchers to adopt a context-based un-
derstanding of religious phenomena. It underscores the significance of exploring 
how individuals navigate and redefine these boundaries in their religious lives. 
Based on the analysis of interviews, three main types of emic boundaries were 
identified:

•	 Boundaries between the “official church” and “paganism” (the manifes-
tation of tensions between the church institution and non-institutionalized 
“pagan” religious practices).

•	 Boundaries between laity and the “official church” (tensions between  
pilgrims and the church institution).

•	 Boundaries between priests and the “official church” (as the result of the 
tensions between different levels of church administration).

The field study showed that believers in the Prošča monastery have actual 
ideas about “official” religion. These emic boundaries are comprehended by both 
clergy and laity but are more significant and topical primarily for clergy. The 
analysis of interviews and field notes showed that at first sight most interlocutors 
believe that the official church is embodied in the actions, words, and beliefs of 
priests. However, the boundaries of the official church in the perception of be-
lievers do not lie statically around clergy and their actions but move depending 
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on the events described by the interlocutor, and sometimes even the priests them-
selves are taken beyond the boundaries of the official church. 

The article emphasizes the importance of studying religion as lived religion. 
In essence, such an approach offers a nuanced framework for studying the di-
verse ways in which individuals and communities engage with and understand 
their religious beliefs and practices within the context of their lives. It encour-
ages researchers to critically examine and reevaluate traditional boundaries and 
definitions, ultimately enriching our understanding of religious phenomena in 
contemporary society.

The findings may contribute to broader discussions about the dynamics of 
religious power, local agency, and the interplay between institutional and  
non-institutional religious expressions in post-socialist Orthodox communities.


