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As my plane taxied to a halt in the airport of the Ukrainian city of Lviv I had the impression that I was arriving in the former Soviet Union. Ukraine had been up to recently one of the former Soviet Republics. As we walked from the plane towards a drab looking building we were greeted by a soldier with a scowl on his face and dressed in a Russian style military uniform. Inside the building there was a funeral like silence as we waited in line to have our passports stamped. The surrounding walls had huge paintings glorifying the achievements of the proletariat revolution under Communism. On the far side we could see an organized chaos as large numbers of people leaving the country milled around trying to weigh their bags. There were no proper weighing scales and counters for the attending staff. I had the impression of a new and bustling nation being born and in which the small building of the former Communist regime was unable to cope with the new demands. This was my first experience of what turned out to be a delightful people going through the transition from a backward and oppressive regime to integration into the wider European and world community. 

I had come to Ukraine on the invitation of the Ukrainian Catholic University to give a leadership course. As this is the first of a series of two articles, I will start by describing the context of the country I was working in, then, in the second article, talk about the course itself.
Localization
Ukraine is a country in Eastern Europe, with 46 million inhabitants. It borders Russia to the east, Belarus to the north, Poland, Slovakia and Hungary to the west, Romania, Moldova to the southwest, and the Black Sea and Sea of Azov to the south. 

It gained independence in 1991 with the dissolution of the Soviet Union and now seeks to become a member of the European Community and Otan, the western military alliance. It has the second largest military force in Europe, after that of Russia. The Ukrainian language is the only official language, while Russian is also widely spoken as a second language. The main religion in the country is Eastern Orthodox Christianity. 
A Troubled History

A historical perspective reveals a people who have emerged from incredible suffering. The collapse of the Russian and Austrian empires following World War I and the Russian Revolution of 1917, that brought the Soviet government to power, devastated Ukraine. It left over 1.5 million people dead and hundreds of thousands homeless. The Soviet Ukraine faced a famine in 1921.
In the early-1930s to satisfy the state's need for increased food supplies and to finance industrialization, Stalin, the communist party leader and dictator of the Soviet Union, instituted a program of collectivisation of agriculture. The state organized the peasants' lands and animals into collective farms and enforced this policy by the use of the regular troops and secret police. Those who resisted were arrested and deported. Increased production quotas placed on the farmers lead to millions starving to death in 1932–33. 

Two waves of Stalinist political repression and persecution in the Soviet Union (1929–34 and 1936–38) resulted in the killing of some 681,692 people; this included four-fifths of the Ukrainian cultural elite and three quarters of all the Red Army's higher-ranking officers. 
The total losses inflicted upon the Ukrainian population during World War II are estimated between five and eight million. Of the estimated 8.7 million Soviet troops who fell in battle against the Nazis, 1.4 million were ethnic Ukrainians. 
Unexpected Independence

An unexpected turn of events led to the possibilities of a new and exciting future for a long suffering people. After an unsuccessful attempted coup in 1991 to remove Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet reformist leader, and to restore the Communist party's power in the Soviet Union, Ukraine gained its independence along with other soviet Republics.
The incipient democracy struggled to free itself from the authoritarian practices of the past. In 2004, Ukraine became world news when images of its orange revolution were flashed around the globe as tens of thousands poured into the centre of Kiev (the capital and the largest city) to demand greater democracy after the presidential elections had been largely rigged. The people set up tents on the Square and waved a vast sea of orange flags as emotional speeches by Viktor Jushchenko and Juloia Tymoshenko offered hope and a mood of change. The revolution succeeded in ousting an authoritarian president. Three years later, my stay in Ukraine coincided with parliamentary elections of 2007 which, for the first time, were largely free of foreign influence, especially that of Russia. Oksana, one of my coordination team, was casting her vote, so I went along. I asked to go into the voting area to take a photo of this historic occasion. This was a new country, for the first time in its troubled history, taking tentative steps on the road to democracy. My request created a flurry. The organizers thought at first that I was an official representative of the European Community who had come to check on the way the election was being conducted. After my Ukrainian friends explained my position I was allowed in. 

Cf photos 41 & 42

The city of Lviv, where I was giving the leadership course, is a major city in western Ukraine. It was once the fourth-largest city in the Hapsburg Empire after Vienna, Budapest and Prague and so is a very historic city. It is located about 70 kilometres from the Polish border. 

Cf photos 58

Religion
The most widespread religion in Ukraine is Christianity. Christianity was adopted as the state religion by Prince Volodymyr in 988. Most of the faithful belong to the Orthodox Church which uses the Greek Orthodox or Byzantine rite. In 1596 a split occurred in the church, creating two churches: the Orthodox and the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church (sometimes known as the Uniate). A union with Rome was proclaimed by the latter at a synod (The Union of Brest) which guaranteed the retention of the Byzantine rite.  So the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church which had invited me to give the leadership course recognizes the primacy of the Pope as head of the Church but uses a similar Liturgical rite to Eastern Orthodoxy. As I was coming from the Roman Catholic Church, which in the Ukraine is only 2.19% of the population, I was going to be working within a very different religious world-view, that of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church . 

Throughout the course I had the feeling I was in another church from that with I had grown up in and I had to keep reminding myself that this Church was also “Catholic” in the sense it was united with Rome. The differences were many. The celebrations communicated a strong sense of mystery. The chapel in the retreat house had icons partially blocking the vision of the altar. I found this strange at first. A patristic theologian on the course explained to me the central role of icons in the Byzantine rite. “You can’t see the god-head anyway and so icons are a way of representing, as is creation. The icon is a sign of God’s presence.” In a church in Lviv, where I concelebrated Mass, the view of the altar was completely cut off by icons.  The priest only emerged through swinging doors, now and then, during the celebration, to communicate directly with the people. Most parts of the Mass were sung in a mantra-like melody by a choir. The priest   presided at the celebration with his back to the people. During the concelebration I was given a translation of the text but had great difficulty in relating it to the text of the Mass I knew. One priest on the course explained to me that liturgical rules were like dogma. Nothing could be changed. He gave the example of a schism in the past that had been caused by the decision of a Patriarch to allow a priest’s blessing to be given with two fingers touching instead of three. As the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church was an underground church during Vatican II, the Council has very little influence. So there has been no renewal. In the manual for the course we have a model of a very creative Eucharistic celebration for young people, as the final ceremony for sending on mission. However it was clear from the beginning of the course that nothing but a traditional Mass could be celebrated.
Cf photos 21-27
The sense of mystery in the celebration is all-pervading and maybe is something that we in the West are losing very rapidly. Maybe we could learn a lot from each other.  In the West secularism has tended to eliminated mystery and we tend to reduce our celebrations to a “pally-wally” affair. On the other hand, the Ukrainian Church needs to integrate mystery with the reality of everyday life. The challenge of both churches is to keep a creative tension between the absoluteness of God and the need to link faith and life.
From Persecution to Freedom 

During the communist regime churches were closed, those who practiced religion were persecuted, priests were killed, imprisoned or deported to Siberia. We visited the famous Studite Monastery in Univ, in the  Lviv region, which is now an important  centre of pilgrimage. During the Soviet period the monastery was closed down and many of the monks died for their faith. On the outside walls are paintings of some of these martyrs. Within the church the religious paintings were painted over and the building was used by the authorities for other activities. With independence the surviving monks were able to refound what is now a thriving monastery. The paintings have since been restored as can be seen.

 from the photographs.
Olena Karnauh, a member of my coordination team, took  me to visit her family. I was curious to hear from first-hand witnesses how the Church had survived, despite persecution.  Her mother recalled how her great grandmother had been shot in front of the family. I asked her how the  faith had remained alive. She explained that in her village the people persuaded the communist leaders not to knock down the Church but to turn it into a museum. On major feast days when their political bosses were sleeping the people would come together at 3.00 AM, to celebrate in the church. The different liturgical requirements for the Mass were kept by the people in their homes. The family also prayed together in the home. The people  also knew where the priest lived clandestinely among the population and would seek him out for baptism and other needs. They would also inform the priest when the authorities were coming to get him and so give time to flee to another hiding place. Their plight seemed similar to the Catholic population in Ireland during the penal laws and had the effect of strengthening the faith.
Cf photos 43-44 & 47-52

 Since1994, 138 religious buildings have been returned to their owners, 261 new churches have been constructed, and 1,739 more are being built. Since the fall of Communism there has been a strong religious revival. Churches are full. In the Church in Lviv, where I concelebrated, there were five Masses on the Sunday. All packed. People stood during the hour and a half ceremony. I was told that there were no pews because otherwise there would not be room for everyone. 
Married Priests

There has been an upsurge in vocations and seminaries are full. During a talk in the Holy Spirit Seminary the seminarians were dressed in black soutanes. They follow a rigid rule of prayer and study and only left the seminary to help out in parishes on weekends.  

A striking difference with the Latin Rite is that most priests are married. There were two married priests on my course. Uris had three children and was responsible for the cathedral parish and youth ministry in his diocese. He was completing a doctorate course in theology and has to go one day a week to the university in Poland. He told me that God had blessed him with an understanding wife who accepted his frequent absences, but at the beginning of the marriage it was not so. The second priest was Andres who was also married but with no children. After the course I visited Olena’s   parish. She informed me that there were five priests in the large parish, all of them married. I asked her how the parish was able to afford the upkeep and education of the five priests and their families. She suggested that the bishop probably helped out in some way. Roman Kisil, one of the seminarians on the course, had finished his seminary studies and was now working as a student chaplain. He hoped to be ordained but had postponed the decision. He claimed the seminary formation was very closed and he wanted to have more contact with the real world before deciding. A complicating factor is that priests can only get married if they do so before ordination. This can sometimes lead to rushed decisions which don’t work out afterwards. All bishops, however, are taken from the celibate clergy (diocesan priests or monks). Uris claimed that a married clergy would not work out in the Roman Church because it had no tradition in this area.
Cf photos 6 & 14-15 & 44-46

In my talk to the seminarians I congratulated them on the new religious revival in the country but suggested as future priests and spiritual leaders of their people they needed to prepare the Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church for a more deadly enemy than that of Communism:  secularism. A model of Church that works now may not work in the future as the country moves from a more rural to a modern and a postmodern cultural setting. Renewal will be essential if the Church is to face new challenges and present the gospel message in a way that will be meaningful to future generations. A traditional piety may not be sufficient to stem the advancing waves of materialism, consumer society and secularism. I pointed out that the example of what has happened to the Church in developed countries such as Ireland  indicates the need to prepare and learn from the mistakes of other churches. The pointers are already present in the Ukrainian Church. Vocations to the priesthood have diminished. Before there were 10 candidates for every vacancy, now there is one. Bonheoffer formulated the challenge well: “ We need to present Christianity in a way that is intelligible to a world that is becoming adult.”  
Cf photos 53-56
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TRAINING LEADERS IN THE UKRAINIAN GREEK CATHOLIC CHURCH
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In the previous article I described the political, cultural and religious situation of the Ukraine. I had come to Ukraine on the invitation of the Ukrainian Catholic University to give a leadership course to young people and adults linked to its Lay Leadership Centre. The Centre is coordinated by Olha Zarichynska, a dynamic young Ukrainian.  The course was funded by the Fidel Gotz Foundation of the Principality of Liechtenstein. Its director,  Chantal Gotz, as a friend of both, was instrumental in putting us in contact. The Gotz Foundation has a very enlightened goal of strengthening lay leadership formation in the Catholic Church, in different parts of the world. 
The Leadership Training Course

Olha had read my book “Training Course for Leaders” (TCL)
 and concluded that it would be an interesting tool for helping the Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church cope with the challenges of the new post-communist world. The course is attractive to young people because it answers many of their deeper needs: skills for team work, self knowledge, improving self esteem, leadership and interpersonal communication skills, time management skills, critical awareness, experience of Church as community, and spirituality which gives a deeper meaning and unity to life. 

Cf photos 18-19

The methodology used is very attractive to young people.  A number of short talks are complemented by different exercises. Learning situations are created where participants learn by doing. They discover their talents, their capacity to communicate with others, and to think for themselves. This method contrasts with much of the methodology in the Church today of talking at people and dealing with passive audiences. There is variety, learning is done in a fun-way and there is a spirit of friendship and bonding.

My Problem

I had accepted the invitation to help the Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church to form a new generation of leaders who would help the Church adapt to new circumstances.  However I had a problem. The aim of the course is to train local leaders so that they can reproduce the programme themselves and, in this way, reach an increasingly wider audience. The aim is to train trainers. I had in fact two problems! First of all there was the language barrier. I don’t speak Ukrainian. The alphabet was also different. I couldn’t even read my own name in the language. A second challenge was the nature of the course. Although the programme has a number of talks which I could give, using a translator, the main body of the course uses a wide variety of techniques and exercises which provoke continuous interaction and build on the participants’ gifts. People learn by doing. I wouldn’t know what was going on to be able to give any direction to the process! 
Information Technology to the Rescue

Cf Foto 57

As a solution we decided to take advantage of the resources made possible by modern Information Technology (IT): the possibility of instant and cheap communication via internet, e-mail, Skype . . . As a first step, the Centre at the university had the book translated and published in the Ukrainian Language and Olha formed a small team of facilitators: Olha Zarichynska, Olena Karnauh, Natalja  Bordun,  Oksana Zazuljak, who immediately got down to studying the manual.  Through e-mail and Skype we were able to divide out responsibilities, organise training sessions  and clear up doubts that emerged during the process.  The universality of the English language was also another important factor. All the members of the team had a reasonable knowledge of English so communication was not a problem. This  was one of the benefits of living in a world which is now a “global village”. As a strategy for organising the course we decided that I would give the talks with on the spot translation and the members of the team would apply the different exercises, coordinate the debates and other aspects of the course. The formula worked and the course was a great success. Although it was in a different language, cultural and religious setting there was no problem of communication. While my talks were translated simultaneously by a very competent Ukrainian girl the main ideas were projected in Ukrainian onto to a screen  by a PowerPoint presentation. My translator also helped me keep abreast of the main ideas being discussed and to intervene when necessary. The attached photographs communicate some of the energy and enthusiasm generated during the experience. 
The participants were made up of priests, seminarians and lay leaders involved in pastoral work with young people in the University and the Church. It was exhilarating to see the dedication and competence of the coordination team and the involvement of the participants who only a few years previously had been forbidden to practice their faith in public.   Independence had come only with the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. One of the highlights was the cultural night in which dances, music and folklore from different regions were presented. The participants dressed in the traditional shirts of the different regions.
Cf photos 28-39

 I asked Olya why the Lay Leadership Centre at the Ukrainian Catholic University had made an option to give priority to work with young people. She explained that during the Communist regime older people were brought up in a society where everything was decided for them. The government decided what they would study, what job they would take on and in what part of the country they would work. With the fall of Communism the older people complained that now they had to go after a job and show initiative for which they felt unprepared. Youth are a different generation and easier to mould. 
Cf photos 1-17
Long term results

Obviously the major test of any course is the lasting effects it produces. Continuity is a key issue. In Brazil we talk of the need to avoid a “fogo de palha” (straw fire) effect.  Sometimes we can put huge effort and expense into a pastoral event, a strong flame of initial motivation  springs up but, like a straw fire, it quickly dies. The results are short-lived.  At the end of the TLC course we knew we had achieved the initial part of our strategy. We had trained a dedicated team of facilitators. There was now a competent team and an educational tool available that could be used to locate and train a new generation of leaders who could help take on the urgent challenges  facing  Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church  as it  grapples with an entirely new situation. The question was, would it take off? Only time would tell! Recently I received the following letter from Oksana confirming that the second part of the strategy was also working. 
Hello Dear Fr. George,
First our début (why debut, because we were responsible for all activities, and you weren't with us) was in Kiev Archdiocese on the 14-16 March 2008. It was very interesting to work on another team. Kiev is the capital and largest city in Ukraine. We had three members from the initial team that worked with you last year (TCL course of September 2007): Olha Zarichynska, Natalya Bordun and myself. We invited as new members two participants  from the same course: Rostyslav Shemechko and Roman Kisil to be part of the new team. At the beginning it was really difficult for the boys to understand the methodology of the TCL and why we had  so many meetings and discussions, but later, when we were actually in the course, they understood the need for such intense preparation.
Cf photos 20 & 40-41

Young people from the parishes of Kiev Archdiocese were invited to the TCL. Most of them are active in their parishes. As you know the Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church (UGCC) is strongest in Western Ukraine. In Central, Eastern, Southern and Northern Ukraine there are not many members because during the period of the Soviet Union our Church was persecuted and in all Ukraine only the Orthodox Church of Moscow Patriarchate was allowed. It was only after Ukraine received independence  that the Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church began to work legally. Although the centre of the UGCC's activities is in western Ukraine, it is very important to support and develop our community in all Ukraine. So, we gave the TCL to 28 young people of Kiev Archdiocese (among them was the priest Volodymyr Martsynyuk, the head of Youth Committee of Kiev Archdiocese) not far from Kiev, in a small town called Obukhiv.

The TCL is  really a very nice basic course. All participants were open and active. The three days passed quickly. We had much work, and they had little time to relax. We were very happy with our success in organizing the program. We invited Dioniziy Lyakhovych, executive bishop of our patriarch Lyubomyr Guzar, to preside at the final celebration. He was open to all suggestions that we proposed. In the final ceremony he anointed the hands of the participants with oil as a sign of sending them on mission. The presence of the bishop  was very important because church authority for Central and Eastern Ukraine is on the first place.

And now we are planning to give the TCL course in Eastern and Southern Ukraine. 

Thank you for passing on your experience to us. 

Sincerely yours,

Oksana Zazulyak                                                                                                                                                        Lay Leadership Centre,                                                                                                                                                                                Ukrainian Catholic University
Conclusion

As a Spiritan missionary, I have often been exposed to experiences of Church presence in different cultures and always come away with a strong admiration for the universal dimension of its mission, that of promoting universal fraternity. Ours is not a tribal God but one who is Father of all. Barriers of race, social status and national identities melt before this universal truth. Differences enrich and contribute to the wider unity of the human family. In an era of globalization, St. Paul’s teaching can now be experienced in a deeper way. We are all different members of one body whose head is Jesus Christ. Because we are members of a wider community of faith we even cooperate with people we have never met (as was my experience in organizing this course) and further the cause of the Reign of God and of the wider human family.

Poem in the monks' graveyard in the Studite Monastery in Univ (Ukraine) which I had translated:
You who are passing through this cemetery

You are walking yet

But you will die as we have.

Sit down on a stone nearby

And have a rest.

Pick a flower.

Think about destiny.

We are at home

But you are still a guest.
Reflect on your life.
Cf photos 51&52
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