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“Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven
belongs to such as these” (Matthew 19:14)

We, Nordic Lutheran and Orthodox bishops, Western and Eastern in tradition — write with heavy hearts
of witnessing a profound violation of that which the Church holds most sacred: the inviolable dignity
inherent in every human person, and particularly the sanctity of childhood and the divine architecture
of family bonds. The forcible transfer of Ukrainian children to Russia represents not merely a political
or humanitarian crisis, but a deep wound inflicted upon the image of God itself, as it resides in each of
these precious children.

Christian faith and human rights agree in acknowledging each person’s infinite and inherent dignity.
This language provides us with a shared grammar through which we might articulate what our hearts
know to be true: that these children belong to God, to their families, and to themselves. International
human rights organizations and institutions, including Yale University’s Humanitarian Research Lab,
have documented the forced displacement of at least 19,500 Ukrainian children —though we must
acknowledge, with sorrow, that the true number likely exceeds what one investigation can capture.
These children have been subjected to an orchestrated erasure of identity: forced adoption, coerced
citizenship changes, and systematic re-education programs designed to sever them from their
Ukrainian heritage, their language, their culture, and their identity. Something essential about their
being has been taken from them by those who would remake them in the image of a foreign ideology
rather than allow them to grow in the image of their Creator.

This practice violates both international law and Christian witness which replaced allegiances of
nation, race, and class with fidelity to Christ’s law of charity. As the apostle Paul writes, in Christ all are
one (Gal 3:28). Christian teaching transcribes Gospel imperatives into public ethics. This crisis strikes
at human dignity, family integrity, and the protection of the vulnerable. Facilitating these children’s
return is a reaffirmation of the Church’s commitment to stand with the vulnerable.

Therefore, we appeal to all parties, particularly religious leaders in Russia, to recognize that forcible
transfer of children violates international humanitarian law — Article 50 of the Fourth Geneva
Convention and Article 9 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child — and may constitute crimes
against humanity. The Russian Federation must immediately cease all strikes and stop forced
transfers of Ukrainian children and collaborate with the Red Cross in facilitating reunification with
families and return to territories of origin. Children are not instruments of war or political ideology but
bearers of the divine image, deserving protection and preservation of their identity, family bonds, and
cultural heritage. The Church must stand witness to this fundamental truth.
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