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This week I won’t be theological. I’m on holiday in a remote corner of Europe - a rural retreat near the town of Berezhany in west Ukraine. Living in a peasant cottage, with a good acre of land - a rather overgrown orchard and a field for potatoes and maize. 
The house stands about 200 yards up a track from the side road, behind a small wood. We overlook the village of Saranchuky and the valley of the Zolota Lipa river, literally the “golden lime” – though its water is muddy, not golden. The low moorland around rises to about 400 metres, much of it forested.
The landscape is one of little houses and barns, fields broken up into allotments and vegetable plots on the fertile black-earth. Smoke rises where the farmers are burning off the weeds, having collected the maize stalks into little stacks for cattle feed. The lime tree by the window sheds an extra leaf or two with every gust of wind. 
Five churches are visible in the villages around: four Greek Catholic, with their baroque domes, and one Polish Roman-Catholic, sadly in ruins. After the war, most of the Poles were expelled by Stalin, and Ukrainians from Poland resettled here. The Jews of the neighbouring town of Berezhany also disappeared during the Nazi occupation. What was once a typically multi-cultural area within the Catholic Habsburg empire was torn apart by nationalism, communism, and fascism.
To my joy, there’s even an old railway track. Before 1914 you could travel from here all the way to Vienna, the capital of empire. Now it takes 8 hours to Lviv on the slowest of stopping trains. This was the border zone between the Austrians and the Russians in the First World War. Local men were pressed into fighting on both sides: old cartridge cases can still be found in the soil among the carrots and the cabbages.
If the priest is energetic, the churches are the main centre of community in the villages. The people still suffer that passivity and lack of initiative resulting from 45 years of communism.  Because Saranchuky had a number of its sons in the Ukrainian Partisan Army in the fifties and sixties, the communists intensified their propaganda here. The effects linger on.

Although there are no Catholic or Orthodox schools as such, “Christian Ethics” is taught in all the state primary and secondary schools, and follows a scheme acceptable to both denominations.
Many villagers are hard at work digging up the potatoes and onions in case a heavy frost comes soon. After Pokrov – the feast of the Protection of Our Lady on 14th October – it might even snow, although last year it hardly snowed all winter. Ukraine is benefitting from global warming, though summer has been rather wet.
I am staying with Serhiy and Natalka Olijniczuk, and their six children: Bogdan (12). Grigoriy (10), Anastasia (8), Anna (5, my god-daughter), Vasily (3), and a new arrival two weeks old, Franzisk. Serhiy says that Franzisk is named after his great grandfather Franciszek who was Polish, but, I suspect, partly after me too. It’s not a common name in Ukraine.  

Serhiy is a deacon in the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church. He was one of the brightest of my students when I taught in the Lviv seminary in 1995, and we have kept close contact ever since. He completed his Licentiate in Psychology a few years ago at the Catholic University of Lublin (where Professor Karol Wojtyla taught ethics), and has just handed in his Doctoral thesis. He waits to be informed of the date of the public defence. 

More importantly, he was to be ordained priest last Sunday, 14th October, in St George’s Cathedral (Svyatoho Yura) in L’viv.

Their oldest boy, Bohdan, was adopted and is now twelve. His real mother wanted to lead the high life and put him in an orphanage. He is much quieter than the other children, but he likes to be helpful and has discovered that he loves cooking, or at least, helping Natalka with the cooking.

Grigoriy is turning out to be musical – like his mother who once played the Ukrainian bandura -  a type of harp – at a concert for Lech Walesa. Nastya (Anastasia) is showing talent in the direction of sculpture, by the way she fashions fruit and figures out of plasticene and a palace out of building bricks. Anna loves dancing and singing, very loudly! Vasily at 2½ is just a lovable little mischief.
The Olijniczuks moved here to their late grandparents’ house, from a small two bedroom flat in the Lviv suburbs, in order to have more space to bring up the children. 

In Britain, there is so much talk of troublesome youth. If children are raised in unstable families, a totally artificial environment, and with uncertain moral values, we can hardly be surprised when things go wrong. 
Children look naturally at home, digging up potatoes with their father and grandfather, cutting and grating the marrows to feed the family’s geese, looking after the hens and the dog, letting the ducks out to waddle down to the river. What fool vandalises their own food supply, after all? Village life however is by no means without its own problems, a narrow village mentality, lack of cultural facilities, boredom leading to alcoholism.

Life on the land is hard work. At least nowadays you can have a WC, instead of a wooden board with a hole in the middle, in a hut round the back of the barn. Or indeed, gas central heating, satellite TV and radio computer links. 

But all of this costs money. Salaries are still very low: £40 to £80 per month. As Poles flock to the UK, and Romanians to Spain, Ukrainians willingly fill their places at home. Millions are abroad in cities such as Moscow, Athens, Warsaw, Munich, and Rome on “zarobitky,” sometimes with serious results for children and for family unity.
What is still dreadful here is the state of the minor roads, especially near the towns. “Yama” is one of the first words you need to learn. It means “pothole.” In some stretches drivers must weave about all over the carriageway to plot a safe course between the yami. You need a strongly built Lada that won’t get shaken to bits.  The slow buses out to the villages are cheap but infrequent.

For daily Mass we have had to go into Berezhany, some 9 miles away. Everybody here, including the priest, is busy bringing in the harvest. This Sunday morning I celebrated Mass in a newly built chapel of St Peter and Paul in the hamlet of Boisovichivka – it took me a while to learn how to say the name! The parish council built it themselves, then furnished it with donations from abroad. 

To the passer-by, its shining cupola marks it out immediately as a church. Inside: a splendid gilded iconostasis, beautiful new vestments and tabernacle. Icons and flowers abound. 

I only wish our modernist architects would learn from the Ukrainians how to build and decorate a beautiful church, instead of something that looks like a community hall or a branch of Tesco. 

In Ukraine, 30th September was Parliamentary election day. The Orange Coalition of the president, Viktor Yushchenko, and the gas princess, Yulia Timoschenko, seems to have won, but only just. It has a majority of about four seats over all the other parties. They need to get another small party on board to have a decent working majority over Viktor Yanukovich’s Party of Regions.

Yanukovich epitomises the old guard Muscovites, grown rich on the profits of privatization. His chief backer is Renat Akhmetov, industrialist and billionaire, who heads the largest of the clans which hold sway in the Donbas and eastern Ukraine. He was also President Putin’s preferred candidate. For the last two years he has been Prime Minister, and reforms have stagnated, leaving people disillusioned with democracy. 
This time the overall vote was about 68%, a good way down on the 90% in the presidential elections. In January 2005 the voting had to be re-run on account of massive falsification. There was organised multiple voting (“carousels”), thousands of extra marked ballot papers were added in certain eastern constituencies, fiddling with the computers which reckoned the totals. Alarmingly, no one went to gaol for organising the cheating, though a few ministers fell upon their swords. 

Once the election was run fairly, a 3% majority for Yanukovich turned into a 5% majority for Yushenko.
At least Ukrainians enjoy freedom to criticise their Government and politicians. To the north, in Russia, as Tsar Putin tightens control, (Gas-Putin as some irreverently nickname him cf. Rasputin) and 18 opposition journalists have died in “accidents”, speaking one’s mind in the media can be a costly exercise, and maybe one’s last. 

The sun sets and the sparrows dance on the gutter.…..until next time, do pobachennya!
