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“Up there on the balcony, that’s where the Mother of God appeared” said the elderly sacristan, pointing. “And all the field behind and the hill up there were full of people, there were thousands came to see.”

It is now twenty years since Our Lady came to Hrushiv, a little village in west Ukraine near the city of Drohobych. To the shrine chapel of the Holy Trinity, built over an ancient holy well. It was 26 April 1987, first anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster, when the Blessed Virgin Mary brought fresh hope to the subjects of the “Evil Empire”, the USSR. And it was to the Ukrainian Catholic heartland that she came, appearing first to a 12-year old girl, Maria Kyzym. 

Maria Kyzym is now grown up and married with children, and she still lives in Hrushiv. She was just the first of many to see the Mother of God.

For as word spread, hundreds, then thousands, flocked to the apparitions. Many saw Our Lady for themselves in the subsequent weeks and months, including Fr Gregory who was accompanying me, although he seldom mentions the fact. 

The KGB and the militia put up barriers to stop the flood of pilgrims. They blocked roads and turned buses and cars back, but still they came, on foot for miles by fieldpaths and byways. 

Today Hrushiv has returned to its quiet pace of life. The orange-brown wooden chapel, stands beside a minor road. It is basically square with cut-off corners, rising to a zinc cupola. Within the chapel territory, in the rough verges by the blue railings, two boys and a little girl are hunting for mushrooms. A few birch trees are turning colour and losing their leaves as autumn draws on. Several benches stand among the baby cypresses and limes. We sit and discuss the apparitions.
A horse-drawn cart piled high with sugar beet drags by on the roadway, provoking a flock of geese nearby into a frenzy of cackling. An old combine harvester stands in the common meadow behind the church. This land has been left undivided among the villagers, so that when there is a major pilgrimage, the crowds can gather there before an outdoor altar.  
While a neighbour’s turkeys strut their stuff, six or seven ducks, evidently keen on reaching the next world soon, decide to wander across the highway - just as two massive German TIR trucks manoeuvre slowly down the hill. Kindly, they stop to permit the ducks a longer life.

The elderly sacristan apologises for his muddy hands, from digging up potatoes in the fields, and fetches the church key. Inside the small chapel is a riot of decoration, icons, flowers, statues, and in the centre the holy well. We drink from the water he winches up in a bucket and say a prayer. He has a book full of handwritten testimonies of miraculous healings at Hrushiv. Visitors come from all over Ukraine and abroad, from Canada, Russia, and Kazakhstan even.
Fr Gregory explains that in 1987, some people came to pray, others to stare. Some came sceptical and went away believers. It was a heavy blow for the communists’ atheistic propaganda – for people realised that God Himself was coming to help them.

The little chapel had been closed up for forty years. In 1988 it reopened and the first Liturgy was celebrated again, by an Orthodox priest. Thereafter the apparitions ceased. Jesus had returned, in the Sacrament. His Mother’s work was done. 

In the chapel was a little pamphlet on the history of the shrine, including the events of 1987. It is in Ukrainian only, written by the diocesan Bishop’s Secretary, also a qualified physician and lecturer at the local Medical Institute. It has an imprimatur from the bishop, Julian Voronovsky, and his signature on the front page, which I suppose validates the apparitions too.
Hrushiv was an ancient shrine where Our Lady had appeared before, so there was no Commission of Enquiry, no reason to doubt that she had come again in 1987-88.

The eastern Church seems to take visits from Our Lady almost as a matter of course. After all, why shouldn’t a Mother come to the aid of her children in their need? 
Outside again before the balcony, Fr Hryhoriy and I sing two hymns to Our Lady – one from the Byzantine Mass, then the Salve Regina from the west. Suddenly it becomes remarkably peaceful, a deep spiritual peace, a reassurance from Our Blessed Lady. Reluctantly we return to the car and to Drohobych seminary where I am staying.

Drohobych is a chemicals town, which grew up from 1390 on the salt trade. It had three Ukrainian churches, a Polish Roman Catholic church, and a large Jewish synagogue. It was part of Kyivan Rus’, then of Poland, then of Austria-Hungary, Poland again, the USSR for a horrific 47 years, and now independent Ukraine.
It is something of a busman’s holiday to be back in seminary. Fr Gregory has me taking his lectures for the week. Instead of Mystical Theology in the eastern tradition, the Jesus Prayer, or the Heavenly Ladder of John Climacus, the students listen – I hope with profit – to some western spirituality, as I relate my own journey from being a sceptical organic chemist at Cambridge, to the priesthood. 
Their questions give me pause for thought: What sort of asceticism is practiced in the western Church? Why do the young people in your country not come to church? Why does the Church in western Europe seem weak and unable to influence the EU politicians?  What sort of relationship would you like to see in Britain between the Catholic Church and the State – as in Greece or Russia? Mention of women priests or Anglican gay bishops brings amused grins and shaking of heads.
The students see few foreign visitors, so I am something of a novelty. They make me very welcome. I concelebrate at the early morning Liturgy and join again in the beautiful flow of the Slavonic chant. 
A new block has recently been added to the seminary, improving the students accommodation, although the first year are still sleeping five to a largish room. Nominal capacity is 65, but they have 87. They usually receive nearly fifty applications each year for about 15 places. Some boys apply over and over again, which in its way is a good test of vocation.
Fr Gregory was a young first year student at the Lviv seminary when I taught there in 1995. Now he is the Vice-Rector in Drohobych, as well as lecturer, bursar, and curate in a neighbouring parish.  The rector, Fr Myron Bendik, is also a local parish priest. He is married with four children – two of them at university, one still at school, another still young. One is amazed how he manages it all. 
It is not unusual for parishioners to turn up at the Rector’s office to report a death and to make the funeral arrangements. Certainly, such direct parish responsibilities prevent seminary professors from becoming too abstract or remote from real life.
Elsewhere in a parish last week, a man turned up drunk after the death of a relative, to arrange the funeral, but mistakenly registered himself as the dead person who was to be buried!

In the Eastern Catholic churches, married men can be ordained priests, but those already priests and deacons cannot marry. Usually students have to wait until they have finished six years of seminary before marrying, and proceed to ordination a few months later.

One priest’s wife, also the daughter of a priest, told me: 

“My father said to me before I got married: “Remember, you have to get used to the fact that on Sundays and feastdays you will have to do without a husband. And there will be times when he has funerals or parish business, and you struggle on your own, taking a child to hospital or whatever. It is not easy. You have to realise that because of the parish, he can’t be totally committed to you.”

Last weekend, one of the final year seminarians was married. He was the son of a priest, but his father had died some years ago. Now at the age of 45, his mother was dying of cancer: her last wish was to see her son happily married. So with the Bishop’s special permission, the wedding was moved forward, and she attended on Sunday afternoon. 

In the little village church, as the young man knelt with his bride, their hands on the Gospel book, professing their marriage vows, and then being crowned, I wondered what a turmoil of emotions must be going through his heart.

The next day, Monday, his mother died. On Tuesday she was buried, with 27 priests officiating at the funeral! Probably she had been holding on to see her son happily married. His ordination she will have to watch from the next world. 
