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had come to the conclusion that the camp system, despite tireless
propaganda to the contrary, had done very little to re-educate criminal
offenders and it was time for a new and more ‘human’ approach.
This was the motivation behind the recent decision to introduce
parole as a reward for good behaviour; allowing Christians access
to the camp was an experiment to help improve internal morale
and conduct. The disintegration of standards in Soviet prisons was
vividly illustrated by an article in Moscow News on 2 July, documenting
a mutiny in a prison colony in the Peschanka District, Vinnitsa,
Ukraine. Dramatically entitled ‘Give us a Journalist and a Priest’,
the article explained that what lay behind the inmates’ demand for
a priest was that they wanted ‘someone to talk to us as human
beings’.

Metropolitan Filaret spoke to a gathering of 700 prisoners and
the public address system relayed his message to anyone who was
not there in person. The newspaper reported that the prisoners were
receptive to the message. One said that, if the church could help bring
about a reconciliation between criminals and the society from which
they are outlawed, he at least would be prepared to try to put the
Ten Commandments into practice. Prisoners were now permitted to
wear crosses around their necks, reported Kiselyov, an offence until
recently punishable by solitary confinement. The camp governor
promised that any Christian literature which the Metropolitan had
brought would be available to the prisoners without restriction and
in future there would be a room where a priest could hear confessions
and administer communion.

Kiselyov continues with a reflection on how hard all this must be for
the ranks of professional atheists to stomach. There will be some who
will try to reverse what is happening, but he ends with an affirmation
from Metropolitan Filaret that it is the church’s responsibility to care
for all these people and to be a positive influence in society as a
whole.

The same newspaper followed this article three weeks later with
another which reported that Hieromonk Sergei had visited the Moscow
prison of Butyrki, an occasion arranged jointly by the press office of
the Ministry for Internal Affairs and the new Orthodox publication,
Moscow Church Herald. A ministry spokesman said that this was a
response to the call made by the Congress of People’s Deputies to
make every effort to combat crime. In recent months there has been
a spate of articles in the Soviet press revealing disturbing trends in
the frequency of organised and violent crime. Father Sergei had
talked to the prisoners, trying to inspire hope and the courage in
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them to undertake to lead a new life. Photographs of the priest at
the entrance to the prison and talking to the inmates accompanied
the article.!3 Metropolitan Alexi of Leningrad who, incidentally,
was nominated by the Soviet Fund of Mercy and Health and stands
on this mandate, said in a recent speech to the Congress of People’s
Deputies that if men and women had been taught the biblical com-
mandments, ‘Do not steal’, ‘Do not kill’; ‘Do not bear false witness’,
it would have saved Soviet society from many of its present ills.14

In Riga the main Protestant denominations have come together
to form a ‘Latvian Christian Mission’, the principal aims of which
are social initiatives and evangelism. They list prison work as one
of the objectives: ‘Corrective labour colonies are an area for our
special attention. Initial practical experience suggests the most positive
results.’15

One of the new evangelical Christian publications printed a remark-
able article three months later entitled ‘Within the prison gates’,
continuing the story of the Latvian Christian Mission. The ‘boldness’
of the officials of the Ministry of the Interior in Latvia has given
Christians the opportunity to preach the Gospel in prisons and to
distribute Christian literature. The author notes the diversity of
nationalities among the 250 or so people participating in this, while
regretting that there are not more Latvians involved. The first visit
to a women’s prison had been very emotional, thanks especially to the
singing of a Baptist choir and a remarkable gesture from a Roman
Catholic gardener:

He gave each of the female inmates a daffodil. Afterwards the women
told me that this flower, even more than the words accompanying the
gesture, had moved them. Many of them had never in their lives received
such a gift. And, they went on, even though they did not yet understand
many of the words which passed over them, yet the feeling of warmth and

love remained. This light remaining in the soul could not be confused
with anything else.16

The second visit in April 1989 concentrated on a service of worship,
prayers and a question and answer session, where everyone observed
a great openness to the Word of God. Not all were total strangers
to the faith: some had been brought up in it, but had subsequently
abandoned it. There were those who requested prayers for them in
their own local churches. The prison officials later testified to such
an improvement in the outlook and behaviour of the inmates that
they wanted to establish these services as a regular event — but the
writer points out with sadness that so very little Christian literature
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is available in Latvian as a follow-up that a unique opportunity is not
being taken to the full.

Similar initiatives are being undertaken not just in the Baltic States,
but also by Baptists in Ukraine, who published three reports in their
Ukrainian language publication, Khristianskiye zhitya (‘Christian Life’)
about prison visits in their area. Young Baptists visited the Berezansky
corrective labour colony for the first time on 13 August 1989 and
conducted a service of songs, readings, prayers and a sermon by
a man who had himself sat behind bars more than once for his
religious faith. Such was the impact of this visit on at least one of
the inmates that he sent a letter of thanks to those who had taken
part in the service. Another group went to the Bila Tserkva strict
regime corrective labour colony and their visit was reported in the
local newspaper, Kievska pravda, on 12 September 1989.

A decade which had begun with evangelists such as Valeri Barinov,
the Leningrad rock musician, in desperate trouble for trying to reach
lost souls at first on the street, later in prison himself, ended with the
state encouraging the church to give priority precisely to this ministry.
In the challenging world of perestroika there are few more dramatic
examples of official volte-face.

Hospitals, Psychiatric Clinics and Old People’s Homes

The development of Christian work in hospitals, psychiatric clinics
and old people’s homes is less dramatic than that in the prisons, but
none the less real.

One effect of glasnost has been the general recognition and
acknowledgment of the appalling conditions prevalent in every
institution set up to care for people. With no possibility of travel
the populace had until recently accepted what they were seeing
as standard and inevitable, just as anyone would have reacted to
visiting an operating theatre in the days before anaesthetics. The
main problems fall into two categories: lack of personnel and physical
conditions. Some sources, including Kharchev in the speech cited
at the beginning of this chapter, claim that in the Moscow region
alone there is a shortfall of 20,000 medical personnel, which in itself
can only prejudice the relationship between the hospital staff and
the individual. Add to this a prevalence of filth, overcrowding and
sometimes the lack of even the most elementary needs of clinical
medicine, and the picture which emerges is inferior to conditions in
some parts of the third world.
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An article in Literaturnaya gazeta charting the growth of the
miloserdiye movement opened with a horrifying description of
corruption and negligence in an old people’s home in Voronezh,
a city of approximately one million 500 kilometres south of Moscow.
Nurses expected extra payment before they would give even the most
elementary nursing care and sanitary conditions were such that there
was only one shower room to two hundred people. Clearly, someone
took a high-level decision early in 1988 that it might be possible to
alleviate the effects of the enormous shortfall in personnel and to
improve staff—patient relationships if it were permissible to summon
help from the only available source which would cost the state
nothing: the local churches. Mr Gorbachev implied such a request
at his meeting with the leaders of the Russian Orthodox Church in
April 1988.

The response was immediate, though uneven. Leaders of the
Russian Orthodox Church correctly claimed that such ‘charitable’
activity had been an essential part of Christian concern since time
immemorial, but they were clearly caught unprepared, as Soviet law
had specifically banned any such work since 1929. As Fr Matvei
Stadnyuk, Dean of the Moscow Patriarchal Cathedral, stated in
an interview with Ogonyok, an article, incidentally accompanied by
a heart-rending photo reportage of priests in cassocks and other
believers going about their task of hospital visiting, people have
become passive, have lost the prompting to take initiatives:

Everywhere they are waiting for some directive . . . a decision, an order,
a telephone call. You can compel someone to go out on a subbotnik
[so-called voluntary Saturday labour, such as tree-planting] — we go,

we’re used to it. But can you force someone to go and exercise charity?
Hardly.1?

Far fewer people have volunteered for charitable work than needed
or expected. For example, according to Metropolitan Alexi, there
have been only eighty-four in a huge city like Leningrad.!® Then
there have been many who dropped it just as quickly as they had
taken it up:

Many parishioners who had taken up charitable work on the spur of
the moment abandoned it within a month or two. Some of them,
especially young people, proved to be unprepared psychologically for
the sight of the suffering of the gravely sick and the dying. The
dispersion of believers in the parishes and lack of contact with the
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local clergy also have a negative effect. The inertia of the stagnation
period is still there. The church’s estrangement from public life, the
blame for which was not hers, resulted in believers adopting a guarded
attitude towards society. Today, when the conditions for public activity
by Christians are favourable, many of us are not ready for it morally.!®

This article — important because the Fournal of the Moscow Patriar-
chate has always been among the most timid of publications and this
exercise in self-examination is a new departure — goes on to state
that in one place ‘about half of the forty people who volunteered for
hospital work have dropped out’ and the only answer is to bridge the
estrangement between the clergy and their flock. If there is no history
or practical experience, then there must be parochial libraries, where
activists can learn at second hand from the knowledge of others — but
that resource is non-existent, too.

At the same time, the article makes it clear that even these modest
beginnings are achieving positive results:

For instance, there is a very active group of young men and women.
Interestingly, after the hospital was visited by young believers many
patients expressed the desire to receive Holy Communion, wear a
pectoral cross, have small icons and memorise prayers. Some of the
nurses too wished to receive Holy Communion . . . A woman of about
sixty enters the ward. She holds a book. She tells me she is a parishioner
of St Nicholas Church . . . She proceeds to read the Lives of Saints
to the patients . . . Professor Anatoli Fedin, Chief Neuro-Pathologist
of Moscow . . . says: ‘Since volunteers first appeared in our wards,
the nurses and other personnel have shown more consideration for
the patients. It is no secret that we do have cases of rudeness and
negligence in hospitals. When nurses see people come here in their
free time to look after the patients, they begin working better themselves.
The volunteers’ work is having an especially strong educative effect on
the young nurses.’20

It is clear that, even with optimum help from outside its own
ranks, it will take the Orthodox Church years, probably decades,
to be in a position to take advantage of all the new opportunities.
The article above did not go far enough. Better communication
between priests and their parishioners is only a very small part of the
answer. The clergy themselves are not prepared for this extension of
their activities. Their demanding duties would not allow them to be
extensively involved in hospital visiting, but they are not experienced
enough to train others to do it, either. Why? Because pastoral teaching
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at theological seminaries has deliberately excluded training for any
activity which was not strictly in accordance with the letter of the law.
Propagandist spokesmen for the church went further than this: they
claimed that teaching was entirely according to needs and all social
welfare was safely in the hands of the caring state. Therefore there
could be no question of the Orthodox Church turning to foreign
agencies for help. This attitude, expressed in public Christian forums
in the West over decades, has produced its own sad consequences.
Reiterating the message that ‘everything is all right for us’ has led to
an atrophy in the West in those very areas where aid agencies might
have become active. No tradition has arisen; only in scattered places
is there the will to establish training or exchange programmes, and
even when the desire exists, the linguistic skills to back this up are
virtually non-existent.

The Protestant Churches in the Soviet Union are bound to some
extent to suffer from the above strictures, but have they shown a
more co-ordinated response to the new possibilities? While some of
the early evidence is impressive, it is too scattered to make even an
interim judgment on this question.

Pastor Mikhail Zhidkov is the co-ordinator of the Baptist miloserdiye
programme. In a meeting I had with him in his Moscow office in
February 1989, he underlined the immensity of the needs in local
hospitals, and therefore of the task confronting a very much smaller
cadre of people than the Orthodox community. Although Baptist
leaders were not present at Mr Gorbachev’s Kremlin reception,
within a week (3 May 1988) the leaders of the Moscow Baptist
Church had had a meeting with the head doctor of the Kashchenko
Psychiatric Hospital and practical work was able to start immediately.
That this was the first venue for such work was itself remarkable, for
this was one of the hospitals where until recently there was systematic
abuse of psychiatry as a punitive measure under the aegis of the
KGB. However, the visiting immediately became a highly organised
activity. Every month after the morning service those involved would
meet to review the technical side of the work, to ensure that all the
arrangements were in order. They would go on to talk about any
problems they may have encountered and to pray for the special
needs of any individuals.

Five days a week two separate teams of believers enter the hospital,
morning and evening. At least a hundred Baptists are now regularly
helping in four different sections of the hospital, each with sixty
to seventy patients. In November 1988 the hospital administration
asked for increased help with old people, feeding them, changing their
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bedlinen and generally improving their morale simply by spending
time with them. There is no restriction whatsoever on the subject
of conversation, so there is free discussion about any aspect of the
faith, Bible reading has become standard practice and there is regular
prayer.

On 24 September 1988 an unprecedented event took place at the
Moscow Baptist Church. All the volunteers assembled for a special
service, at which they received not only the expected blessing of
the elders of the church, but, quite without precedent inside the
walls of a Christian building, of the hospital authorities, too. There
are remarkable photographs of the event, which concluded with a
‘fellowship meal’ — not, of course, a communion service, which would
have excluded the non-believers from the hospital administration, but
a very warm occasion for both groups to come to know each other.
During the service a further thirty volunteers came forward to offer
their help. All the non-Christian participants received a Bible and a
recording of the church choir. Perhaps most remarkable and moving
of all was what Valentin Kozyrev said, the first ‘sermon’ ever given
by an atheist in the Moscow Baptist Church, but spoken by someone
who was visibly moved by the unexpected surroundings in which he
found himself:

Had I been told several years ago that I, the chief physician of a
major hospital, a communist, would stand here before you in a Baptist
church, I would never have believed it . . . Pierre Dusson, a famous
psychotherapist, in his book Fighting Insanity drew a formula for curing
these unfortunate persons — ‘chemistry plus love’. And although we as
doctors and scientists are able to fulfil the first part of this formula
to some extent, we are virtually incapable of fulfilling the second
part, which is love. When you brothers came to my hospital and
offered this co-operation I immediately agreed to it, though I usually
need some time for making decisions. As a psychiatrist, I knew what
kind of people would come to us, what kind of hearts they would
have, and I knew as a specialist that it would be an example of
lofty charity. Some of our personnel workers doubted the success of
this project, but after two or three days of our joint work every doubt
disappeared . . . I want to thank the whole church and ask you to see
to it that this small detachment of nurses should be just the first of
many.2!

Subsequently, Western visitors have reported that now relatives of
those waiting for admission to the Kashchenko hospital are trying to
insist that patients should be assigned to those wards where they can
expect the ministrations of the Baptist helpers.
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Children

It is in the sphere of child care that the church has made the
most significant breakthrough. Children, as representatives of the
‘glorious future’, were untouchable, their ideological purity guaran-
teed by the strictest laws. Even a group of two or three children
from outside the household assembling there in strictest privacy to
receive encouragement in upholding Christian moral standards was
treated as an infraction of Soviet law and over the last twenty years
hundreds, possibly thousands, of men and women have received
prison sentences for organising such meetings. To reinforce the
imposition of communist morality, it was common to remove children
from parents as a result of a judicial decision and place them in
state boarding schools. To what conditions? There are dozens of
heartbreaking stories from the 1960s continuing right into the 1980s
which recount the horror and the shock of the child victims and their
attempts, sometimes successful, to run away.

Now the appalling conditions in those homes are open for the
inspection of glasnost and it is not a pretty sight. One of the extreme
ironies in the turn-about of perestroika is the open invitation to
Christians in many places to come in and clear up the mess.

The Russian word for boarding school, internat, itself sends a
shudder down the spine of many Soviet people, being synonymous
with just about everything which has gone wrong with the system
of care for the deprived. The one in Zhelybino, near Tula, two
hours’ drive from Moscow, is unusual only in that it has been
recently well documented because someone special decided to do
something about it. In Moscow in February 1989 I met a remarkable
priest, Fr Mark Smirnov, whom we have already quoted, a man
himself long since ‘barred from office’ by his own church for his
sympathy with dissidents. Now he has re-emerged in the role of
religious affairs correspondent for Moscow News. He published this
article just before I met him — an Orthodox priest exposing Soviet
incompetence in the official press and extolling the initiative of a
group of Seventh Day Adventists who did something about it. Fr Mark
described the conditions thus: ¢ “Sanitary norms” were violated to
the limit and the sick rate among the pupils skyrocketed . . . Regional
television showed a sad spectacle: premises resembling barracks, beds
standing edge-to-edge without even ordinary bedside tables . . .
The local authorities took the decision to build a new classroom
wing, but the whole project became bogged down because the
essential construction materials were not available — or so officialdom
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said. However, someone appeared on the scene who disproved this
contention:

One cannot say what would have happened to the boarding school were it
not for Yevgeni Zaitsev, a paediatrician at the Yasnogorsk district hospital.
The young doctor repeatedly visited Zhelybino and was shocked by what
he saw. Zaitsev couldn’t relax knowing that the children were sleeping in
the orphanage’s former church in overcrowded conditions, and knowing
that the boarding school had no money even to buy a refrigerator for its
medical room.22

Now comes the amazing revelation: it turned out that Dr Zaitsev
was a Christian, a Seventh Day Adventist, for whom helping his
neighbour was to put his faith into practice. He recounted to his
church in Tula what he had seen. They took up a collection in
the name of the ‘Lenin Children’s Fund’, with the specific request
that the money be used for the boarding school. Not only did they
manage to purchase the building materials which the state had
declared unavailable, but volunteers went themselves to undertake
the work. No one turned up drunk, Fr Mark tells us, no one smoked
on the job and the work was finished in five months. The local
authorities were delighted, but the author reflects on the continuing
anomaly that Soviet law still expressly forbids such enterprise. Why
should believers be presented with such a crisis of conscience when
they are acting only for the good of humanity?

It is, however, encouraging that the Adventists, for the first time in
Soviet history, have been able to establish an administrative centre, a
church, publishing house and seminary near Tula. It seems certain
that they will be able to develop such activity more readily in the
future, while in the past the whole movement has been only on the
fringes of legality.

The Orthodox Church has readily responded to the new opportu-
nities in a number of places, though it is still too early to assemble any
overall picture of what has been taking place. Alcoholism in the family
is one of the social evils which glasnost has exposed and the Orthodox
Church has begun to rise to the challenge of doing something about it.
‘Unusual Grandfather Frosts’ (Father Christmases) is how the Soviet
press describes a group of monks from a monastery in Lithuania
who visited child victims of alcoholism with presents at New Year
1989.23 The Orthodox Church there is engaged, the article tells
us, in the collection of funds to combat alcoholism in the family and
most of the children in the home are there because of their parents’
conduct.
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Metropolitan Mefodi of Voronezh was elected to the board of the
Lenin Soviet Children’s Fund at its inaugural congress in October
1987, an indication of the developments which were to occur the
next year. It seems that, despite its name, this organisation is entirely
open to Christian influence. In an interview with the Journal of the
Moscow Patriarchate, the Metropolitan referred to the Patriarchate’s
workshops at Sofrino, which manufacture ecclesiastical goods for the
whole church, and therefore make a tidy profit (the text is original,
from the English-language version of the journal):

The workshops have taken patronage over one of Moscow’s children’s
homes and not merely transfer money to a certain bank account, as was
done before, but give the home specific practical help. We visited the
institution, met with its director, found out what they need most, and
are now buying equipment for them, clothes for the kids, television sets,
bicycles — in short, everything they really require.24

The Metropolitan goes on to criticise the abysmal standards in
Soviet children’s homes, saying that those who come out of them
are simply not equipped to deal with life. They do not know how
to use money, or even in one instance how to make a cup of tea.
The only really practical solution is to begin the practice of adoption,
unknown in the Soviet Union, where ‘Czechoslovakia is setting a good
example’.

The context of the article would suggest that, if this plan goes ahead,
the authorities could well be looking for Christian homes for these
deprived children — an astonishing reversal of earlier practice. The
daily, Sovetskaya Rossia, has focused recently on just such a question
and published an article about the plight of Soviet orphans on 16
December 1989. It opens with a heart-rending statistic, revealing
that 1,100,000 children currently live in Soviet orphanages. When
one takes into account the stories related above it gives a sorry
picture of the sheer scale of the problem. The article goes on to
focus on several families who have adopted children. This is still in
the earliest stages, as a government decision was taken on this only
a year and a half ago. Some 180 families in the Soviet Union have
now adopted a total of 800 orphans who would otherwise have had a
bleak and loveless existence. Metropolitan Mefodi has made a house
belonging to his diocese available to a family who have adopted six
orphans and hopes that others will follow his example.

Following up their earlier contact with the young delinquents who
were still in the Danilov Monastery when the monks returned to
repossess it after so many years (see p.46), clergy from the centre of
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Orthodoxy in Moscow are now involved in one of the most difficult
forms of work with children: they are helping at the Children’s
Psychiatric Hospital No.6. They have repaired and made furniture,
returned the piano and bought a television set, a refrigerator and
games for the children. They have enlisted parishioners to sew
bedlinen and clothes. But the main mission of these men is to aid
the spiritual and moral education of these children who have been
disturbed psychologically as a result of unfavourable social conditions.
They are able to teach them and give them moral examples from the
past (presumably, direct Christian teaching, although the article does
not say so), which should lead to understanding the concept of love
for one’s neighbour. Then there are practical activities, with choral
singing taking pride of place.25

Physical or severe mental handicaps sometimes lead to the aban-
donment of a child by its parents and institutions which provide a
roof over the head of such ‘hopeless cases’, some of whom have only
a few weeks to live. It was into such a place in Moscow that one of
the parishioners of the Church of the Tikhvin Virgin first penetrated
early in 1989. She could not rid her mind of the terrible desolation.
She soon returned with a friend, then with another, and soon they
established a pattern of visiting. It was the staff of the home who,
when they realised that all the visitors were Orthodox believers,
asked that the children should be baptised. The administration first
took the question to higher authority, but it was referred back as a
local matter. Fr Vladimir Chuvikin and various other clergy became
involved:

We decided that each child should have a baptismal outfit. We bought
forty-eight white shirts, candles, small crosses and presents and with a
group of parishioners we went to the children’s home. Everyone was in
a holiday mood and looked forward to that Saturday in anticipation as
a great celebration. Two weeks later, 15 April, the children received
communion [there is no confirmation in the Orthodox tradition]. In
the future we shall support them spiritually and give help to these sick
children who so much need human contact and warmth.26

While physical conditions in the home are good, the article con-
tinued, and there is more than enough individual care, with seventy-six
nurses to fifty children, there is still a lack of love. Such activity was
central to the Christian tradition of the past and should become so
again, concludes the writer. Clearly, the spirit of Mother Teresa is
not confined to the Catholic Church or excluded from the native
tradition of the Russian people.
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The Baptist Church is in no way lagging behind the Orthodox in
this sphere of activity, either. In Kishinyov, Moldavia, its members
have helped with repairs in a children’s home and bought clothes
and crockery for them. Clothing, again, was on the supply list in the
village of Antonovka, Brichansk District, and here they alleviated the
primitive conditions by building a new bath house.

Such examples of Christian conduct can influence others — and
in the new Soviet conditions this is already beginning to take effect.
Baptists work in the Karl Marx hospital in Leningrad and twenty-six
of them now have a permanent entry pass. It is remarkable that
boys from a local school came to hear of what they were doing and
managed to follow their example and perhaps even more amazing
that this was held up as a public instance of exemplary conduct by
one of the leading government organs — lzvestia, no less.2?

The way is still not universally smoothed for these developments,
however. Questions are still being raised in the Soviet press as to
whether it is correct for believers to be allowed to look after sick
children. Priests are still sometimes barred from hospitals and one
may expect a continuing rearguard action from local organs of the
KGB. However, the spate of articles in the Soviet press extolling
miloserdiye, Christian charity, even at the highest level has already
significantly reduced that opposition and believers in many places
are launching with great determination into activities which are still
technically against the law, as well as flying in the face of generations
of Soviet dogma.

Organised encouragement and help is now needed from the outside
to render good the inevitable deficiencies resulting from atrophy.
Much of the goodwill is there already, but where it is not it should
be possible to cultivate it in the present climate. From Brest on the
Polish frontier to Vladivostok on the Pacific, training programmes
for local organisers are needed on a massive scale. Visual aids,
especially videotapes, to illustrate what is being done elsewhere,
could encourage believers nationwide. The prospects are limitless,
but the lack of preparation for them in the West is frightening. This
book, we trust, will encourage and stimulate a far greater effort by
the rich churches of the world than ever before — and Mother Teresa
of Calcutta has already demonstrated that Christians from the third
world can be practically involved as well, and perhaps provide the
most convincing example of all.



Postscript

Professor David Marquand wrote recently:

For the first time in seventy years there is a chance that a free
and democratic Russia may take its place alongside the other free
democracies of Europe. It is only a chance: as the brave men and
women who are now trying to turn Russia into a free democracy know
only too well, the obstacles are immense.

A free and democratic Russia would, however, be a prize of incalculable
value, not just to the Russians themselves, but to the whole of Europe and
indeed to the whole world. Meanwhile, it is becoming more and more
clear that the alternative to it is a return, not to restrained Brezhnev-style
stagnation, but to a nationalist and probably adventurist authoritarianism
- armed, of course, with nuclear weapons.

It must be in the interests of the West to encourage those Russians
who are struggling to use the window of opportunity which President
Gorbachev has opened up to their country into the mainstream of
European history . . .

The best way to make sure that they fail — the best way to ensure that
darkness once again descends on their long-suffering country, to whose
blood and tears we owe so much, and whose artists and thinkers have
made such a glittering contribution to our common civilisation — is to
restrict our European sympathies to what we misleadingly think of as
Eastern Europe and to forget that the real Eastern Europe includes
Moscow and Leningrad as surely as Warsaw, Prague and Budapest.!

Has anyone put the challenge of the new Europe more succinctly
than this? (It was in a letter to the Independent.) It is now a continent
of hope and opportunity, of excitement and change. Every politician
has to discard the old assumptions of a lifetime and join in drawing
a new map of Europe. Mr Gorbachev’s ‘common European home’
has come into existence in a few weeks, but hardly in the way he
envisaged. The house contains a Christian altar, but not all leaders
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have come to pray at it. Democracy has run way ahead of the creation
of new institutions to contain it.

The dangers are as apparent as the opportunities. Ancient rivalries
have resurfaced, but the settling of each old score creates a new
problem. The church in the new Europe faces the urgent challenge
of playing a mediatory role.

Nowhere is this more evident than in countering the rise of
anti-semitism in the Soviet Union. This is an area where there is
cause for trepidation, though it is far from clear as yet whether
the disturbing reports highlight individual and isolated instances,
making untenable generalisations from them, or whether there is
a major menace threatening disaster. One letter I saw recently from
a Jew in the Soviet Union talks of a situation not unlike that in
Germany immediately before the holocaust began. This surely must
be an exaggeration, though in saying so one must be careful not to
minimise the very real dangers which exist. After all, there never
has been a time when anti-semitism was absent from Russia. Since
the creation of the state of Israel it has often taken a semi-official
form, with attacks against Zionism acting as a code for strictures
against the Soviet Jewish community itself. In the age of glasnost,
some degree of popular anti-semitism has once again surfaced. It is
here that church leaders in the Soviet Union should unite in their
categorical condemnation of such attitudes and it is more than a little
worrying that, so far, there have been only a few isolated voices doing
so. There are, for example, some priests who are active in Pamyat,
an organisation which is more or less openly anti-semitic, even if its
founders did not originally intend it to be. They should be disciplined.
The Moscow Patriarchate is perfectly ready to condemn Fr Gleb
Yakunin for standing for election to the Moscow City Council, yet this
very priest stands against anti-semitism and, following his election, is
in a position to do something about it.

The Soviet Union is unquestionably in the early process of dis-
integration. Soviet action against Lithuania proves, not surprisingly,
that Mr Gorbachev is prepared to use whatever measure of force is
necessary to prevent this from happening. He knows that the West
is likely to back him, rather than introduce any measure which will
seriously harm his prospects, in the belief that this will benefit Western
commercial and security interests. It is hard to find words to describe
such a short-sighted and self-seeking attitude. Politicians agree that
the Baltic States have the right to independence, but they reluctantly
concede that it is a right which cannot be exercised, in view of the
greater concerns of the interests of the great powers. This is an
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argument we have heard often enough before. Until recently the
same was being said about Poland — yet its unilateral stance against
communism eventually became the trigger which fired the charge
that freed Eastern and Central Europe from foreign domination.
What moral right has the world to criticise President Landsbergis
for speaking in the same way’

The stance of the West over this issue is not only morally wrong. It
is also shortsighted. Western leaders are formulating no contingency
plans for dealing with what might replace the Soviet monolith. Do
the politicians of Europe and the USA really believe that Georgians,
Armenians, Azeris, Tajiks, Uzbeks and dozens of other nationalities,
about whom we have been able to say virtually nothing in this book, are
not themselves at various stages along the same route? Whatever the
Kremlin inherited from the Russian Empire, the Molotov-Ribbentrop
Pact or the spoils of the Second World War, the system which is the
end product of all this has no more legitimacy than did the old
Eastern Europe. Perhaps it would be utopian at the moment to
expect world politicians to admit as much, but it is absolutely realistic
to expect church leaders, East and West, to say so publicly, loudly
and insistently. Their silence on such issues continues a long and
sorry tradition where condemnation of communism is concerned.

Growing ethnic tension, combined with the insoluble economic
problems which Mr Gorbachev has not even begun to solve, will
speed the disintegration of the system. Inter-ethnic tensions will
inevitably increase. Here the churches of the Soviet Union have
a major role to play. It is they, perhaps alone, who can mediate,
just as they are already positively encouraging the development of
charitable work in their own communities. But they must go much
beyond this in proclaiming new values in a society which is already
well into the process of rejecting communism. With the election of
Patriarch Alexi, with his known conservative views, in June 1990,
the Church has not made the task easier for itself. Whatever the
inner tensions within the Orthodox Church which will undoubtedly
develop, Christians nevertheless have the opportunity of playing a
role in the various electoral bodies.

Never has it been more important for the West — and not only
Christians — to understand the nature of this challenge and to involve
themselves morally in the processes which are unfolding. There are, of
course, huge dangers ahead which no one would wish to minimise. But
there are also unprecedented opportunities. We must not be engaged
in paternalistically imposing our own solutions, but rather setting out
together in a spirit of common adventure together with those people
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now liberating themselves on Soviet soil. The spiritual answers belong
to the world, not to those living under one particular political system
Ma.terialism affects the whole world. Many believers in the Soviei
Union have long since shown the ability to retain spiritual values in
seemingly hopeless conditions. We have as much to learn from them
as they from us.
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