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A  fundamental turning of the tables in British 
politics was cemented in place by Tuesday’s 
Queen’s Speech, when Boris Johnson’s 
Conservative government put forward a 

range of policies that could just as well have been 
offered by Labour. For the opposition, this is both a 
triumph and a disaster. A triumph because it means 
the Tories are committing themselves to a range of 
centre-Left policies of the sort that the rest of Europe 
would call social democracy. If the policies are good 
and the cause of social justice is served, what does it 
matter which party implements them?  

Yet this situation is a disaster for Labour’s prospects 
of electoral recovery, because the Opposition is left 
with not a lot to say either in Parliament or on the 
campaigning doorstep. How does it now differentiate 
itself from its political opponents? It is also a disaster 
for the Tory right wing, which sees its own party 
abandoning the free-market dogmas of its recent 
Thatcherite past. A free-market ginger group has been 
formed with just 40 Tory MPs as members, 11 per cent 
of the total. That makes Labour’s cry of “same old 
Tories” sound somewhat hollow. They are not the 
same, and that is the intention.   

The prime minister often speaks and acts as if he 
was leading an opposition recently brought to power. 
The economic might of the British state is to 
supercharge the country’s recovery from the damage 
the coronavirus has done, but also from the damage 
that previous Tory governments have done. There will 
be a strong emphasis on equality, under the mantra of 
“levelling up”. Investment, public and private, will be 
steered to the north of England. Those areas which 

once relied on heavy industry were suffering from 
economic depression long before the pandemic 
started. Margaret Thatcher’s deliberate shift from 
manufacturing to financial services was also a shift 
from north to south. 

Johnson’s rebalancing plans put heavy emphasis on 
vocational education and lifetime retraining, to 
provide more appropriate skills for the post-industrial 
age. With investment in renewed infrastructure, that 
should raise productivity and hence income levels. 
And by implication, therefore, no member of the 
working class need ever vote Labour again.  

This is already being reflected in voters’ preferences. 
Professionals with university degrees are more likely to 
support Labour, part of a new progressive coalition 
which also includes racial, sexual and ethnic minority 
groups who live in cities and large towns. As the 
startling Hartlepool by-election result showed – a 
virtual landslide for the Tories in a hitherto safe 
Labour seat in the north-east – this does not attract 
traditional working-class voters.  

The trap for Labour is to be drawn deeper into 
identity politics, already becoming quite factional, and 
to be distracted from the harder task of proposing 
well-thought-out economic and social reforms that 
address real problems. There is an urgent need for a 
radical solution regarding residential care for the 
elderly, for example. Labour now knows, however, that 
if these reforms look good, Johnson will steal them too. 
Perhaps providing ideas for the Tory social justice 
policy agenda is the best that Sir Keir Starmer can 
hope for, until such time, by no means inconceivable, 
that Johnson’s character flaws catch up with him.
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TRANSLATION T he Catholic bishops of England and Wales 

have been quietly at work rectifying what 
would otherwise gave been a glaring act of 
discrimination and injustice. They had 

decided in principle that extracts from the Bible to be 
read at Mass should in future use a modified edition of 
the English Standard Version – Catholic Edition that 
avoided the exclusive language of the original, whereby 
“men” is used to mean “men and women”, and “he” 
meant “he or she”. Realising that this would be an 
inexcusable mistake, they have been working  
their way through the text line by line, including 
women in, wherever they would otherwise  
have been excluded out.  

But they failed to tell anybody they were doing so, 
thereby substituting one injustice for another. The 
laity apparently had no right to know this was going 
on. As happens too often, lines of communication and 
consultation between bishops and laity seem to have 
broken down, making nonsense of any pretence of 
synodality in the decision-making structures of the 
Church in England and Wales.  

Nevertheless they have gone some way to pacify the 
angry objections at what appeared to be a throwback 
to an obsolete tradition, when references to “man” 
were assumed to mean both sexes. But have they gone 
far enough? Language is loaded with meaning, some 
of which lies below the surface. To use it exclusively is 
to convey that women do not really matter, part of a 
much wider ideological mindset which takes 

discrimination against women for granted. That 
ideology can infect theology too.  

For instance, does Christ’s masculinity enter into his 
dogmatic definition as “Son of God” or is it incidental, 
so that the inclusive phrase “child of God” would serve 
just as well –!or better? Is the term “God the father” – 
metaphorical though it is – meant to include or 
exclude the possibility of God as mother? If Christians 
too can be “sons of God” as in Matthew 5:9 (“Blessed 
are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of 
God”), could there have been any intention to exclude 
women? If not, why then say “sons”? What about 
daughters? And what unconscious message is sent, 
say, to young Catholic women wondering if the Church 
really has room for them?   

It is no answer to say this issue only arose when 
1960s American feminists decided to make an issue  
of exclusive language. They drew attention to 
unconscious prejudices in speech, but it is much older 
than that. When Thomas Paine wrote his famous work 
The Rights of Man in 1791, it was by no means obvious 
that women were included in the title. Indeed, the 
following year Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of 
the Rights of Woman proved that the masculine noun 
did not necessarily embrace both sexes. Women had 
rights too, as women. So this is not a complaint of 
recent origin. Fortunately the bishops have realised in 
good time the trap they might have fallen into. Those 
who insist on using exclusive language do not really 
believe in the rights of women at all. 
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DESPITE the decreased number of 
parishioners, the small church of 
the Assumption of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary in the centre of Lviv 

in western Ukraine still has three liturgies on 
Sunday. Yurii Fediv, a local deacon, told me 
that the number of attendees had dropped 
by around 80 to 90 per cent during the last 
year. Most had chosen to stay at home during 
the pandemic; others had switched to other 
parishes in the suburbs.  

Fediv’s parish had been one of the first in 
Ukraine to break ties with the Moscow 
 patriarchate in November 1989, two years 
before the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
The struggle for recognition of the 
independence, or autocephaly, of 
the Orthodox Church in Ukraine 
culminated in a Unification 
Council in Kiev in December 2018, 
which brought together the leaders 
of the various branches of the pro-
autocephalous movement into a new 
Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU).  

On 5 January 2019, Bartholomew I (inset), 
the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, 
signed the tomos that officially recognised the 
OCU and granted it autocephaly, making it 
independent of the Russian Orthodox Church. 
Furious Russian Orthodox leaders immedi-
ately accused the Ecumenical Patriarch of 
fomenting schism and have urged other 
Orthodox Churches to continue to recognise 
Ukraine’s existing Moscow-linked Church. 

Fediv told me that polemics concerning 
who was “more Ukrainian” and “genuinely 

autocephalous” are mostly over, so his former 
parishioners no longer need to travel nine 
miles or more to attend services. Their nearest 
church is likely to be an OCU parish. Fediv, 
who is 39, was one of the youngest delegates 
at the Unification Council. He argues that 
granting autocephaly to the Orthodox Church 
in Ukraine was simply the climax of a natural 
process and not a revolutionary act; it is nor-
mal for autocephaly to follow political 
independence.  

A recent poll by the Razumkov Centre, an 
independent think tank in Kiev, found that 30 
per cent of Orthodox believers in Ukraine 

declare allegiance to the OCU and 22 
per cent say they preferred to stay in 

the Moscow patriarchate; the largest 
group, 44 per cent, highly likely 
non-practising, describe themselves 
as “just Orthodox”. To some extent, 

the division between Orthodox 
Ukrainians mirrors political divisions. 

But it doesn’t work that way in every 
region. In western and central Ukraine, where 

the Moscow patriarchate is quite strong, people 
aren’t pro-Russian, but many insist on the 
canonicity of the Moscow patriarchate and 
regard the OCU as schismatic. 

The new independent Church and the pro-
Moscow Church are both preoccupied with 
cementing their structures and resolving 
 internal problems. Having lost around 500 
parishes and much of its faithful during the 
last two years, the Moscow patriarchate has 
concentrated on holding on to its property. 
The OCU is short of well-trained priests, 

because many of the parishes that joined it 
from the Moscow patriarchate did not bring 
their pastors with them.  

Among ordinary believers, the fevered 
polemics of two years ago have begun to cool. 
While tensions between Ukraine’s two versions 
of Orthodoxy remain high, many in the OCU 
are optimistic that one day all Ukraine’s 
Orthodox Christians will be reunited, and 
communion restored between Kiev and 
Moscow. 

Vira Markovich, 75, a daughter of 
Volodymyr Yarema, who was the first 
Ukrainian priest to break with the Moscow 
patriarchate in 1989 and later became the 
primate of one of the independent Churches, 
believes that if there was goodwill on the other 
side, the OCU would be open for dialogue 
without hesitation. Fediv is less sure, pointing 
out that the current fear of invasion by Russian 
troops makes rapprochement with  Moscow 
hard to imagine any time soon.  

Russia’s proxy warfare in eastern Ukraine 
and its annexation of the Crimea in 2014 con-
verted former Ukrainian President Petro 
Poroshenko from being a parishioner of the 
Moscow  patriarchate into an enthusiastic 
supporter of autocephaly for the Church in 
Ukraine. His populist successor, Volodymyr 
Zelenskyi, elected in May 2019, initially 
 distanced himself from religious affairs, but 
his government has had a change of mind. 
To the horror of the Russian Orthodox Church, 
he has invited the Ecumenical Patriarch, 
Bartholomew, to Kiev to celebrate the thirtieth 
anniversary of Ukraine’s independence this 
summer.  

But it seems that the government won’t 
intensify its support for the OCU, to avoid 
adding to the tensions within society. The 
OCU has shown that it can exist without 
 special treatment or direct support. It has 
overcome splits and internal conflict without 
significant losses, and has built a pretty 
 effect ive system of governance. But a lot more 
work needs to be done: its theological 
 educational system has suffered during its 
 isolation from the rest of the Orthodox world, 
it lacks specialists in ecumenical  dialogue and 
its structures are an unwieldy blend of inher-
ited bureaucracies.  

Sixty-five-year-old Roman Maksymovych, 
a surgeon and a lay activist who was among 
those who sought autocephaly from the ecu-
menical patriarch in 1989, says that after the 
Unification Council and the signing of the 
tomos he begged friends not to surrender to 
euphoria. Now he’s arguing that his 
 contemporaries, who bear the baggage of the 
past, should make way for the younger 
 generation. 

 
Anatolii Babynskyi is a research fellow at  
the Institute of Church History, Ukrainian 
Catholic University, Lviv. 
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Orthodox Christians in the Ukraine are split between those still recognising Moscow’s authority and 
those who have asserted independence. !e fear of incursion by Russian troops and a planned visit to 
Ukraine by the Ecumenical Patriarch make a rapprochement hard to envisage / By ANATOLII BABYNSKYI 
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