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From the Editors

2017 marks the centennial of the Moscow Council of 1917–18. Although techni-
cally a regional church council—one whose proceedings were interrupted by the 
Bolshevik revolution and whose decisions were curtailed by the ensuing govern-
ment assault on the Russian Church—this council nevertheless had a momen-
tous impact far beyond Russia. Hailed by some as revolutionary (and decried by 
others for the same reason), the Moscow Council yielded an array of structural 
ecclesiological modifications unprecedented in hundreds of years. Preparations 
for the council included years of effort by leading Orthodox intellectuals, includ-
ing bishops, clergy, and laity. Some of the issues offered for the consideration by 
the council, such as the role of women in the church, had never before been raised 
by the ecclesial bodies. Convened under the patronage of the last ruling Russian 
monarch and dissolved after his abdication and murder, the council managed 
to accomplish the restoration of the patriarchate in Russia and to set in motion 
forces that changed the face of Orthodoxy for years to come. 

As world Orthodox churches continue to absorb the impact of last summer’s 
Holy and Great Council in Crete, it is pertinent to look back at the history, legacy, 
and lessons of the Moscow Council. For while the disunity of ethnic Orthodox 
churches initially produced a dismissive attitude toward the council in places, 
the geopolitical upheavals of the 20th century carried its momentum into the 
newly-formed jurisdictions in Europe and America. A hundred years later, it is 
clear that the council’s voice of reform reverberated throughout the Orthodox 
world even when it was not explicitly acknowledged. 

In this special issue, The Wheel has gathered historical documents and contempo-
rary analysis along with other materials related to the council’s enduring legacy. 
The issue begins with a remarkable firsthand account of the council’s chaotic po-
litical context and its internal proceedings written by an American scholar living 
in Moscow at the time. The text of the article appears here unchanged from its 
original 1918 publication in National Geographic.

We hope that this anniversary, combined with the rekindled conciliar process in 
the Church, will foster new and fruitful dialogue on the life of the Church in a 
changing and challenging world. 


