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ONE
VIKTOR
Communism – the devil’s imitation of Christianity.
A.W. Tozer,
Christian theologian
Permeating the fabric of economy and society, crises in Russia since 1991 have brought surprisingly positive changes, though in fits and starts and with requisite pain. The renewal of Christianity has been one of those positive changes. Churches have made a startling comeback, proliferating where before they had conspicuously disappeared. Indeed, thousands of people go to church. While most people were forced to worship secretly soon after 1917, anyone now can embrace Christ openly.
In 1994, when I arrived in Rostov-on-Don, Russia, to work as a missionary, I did not sense much outward knowledge of God in the land. But, in the course of one year, I began to see a burgeoning undercurrent of faith that told me God had never left the former Soviet Union; Communist leaders just wished He had. Indeed, they may have had the rest of the world believing He had.
Working with The CoMission, a five-year project (1992-1997) with the Russian Ministry of Education to rebuild the moral and ethical base of the nation by teaching Christian principles in public schools, I witnessed new Russian Christians growing by leaps in their walk and service to the Lord.
I also saw atheists – indeed, former Communists – dedicate their lives to Jesus Christ.
Many of these new converts have continued to grow in their faith and have become leaders in churches and Bible studies in Rostov and other cities in the intervening years. There have been many others who have accepted Christ as a result of Bible studies conducted by Americans in the nine years since my first visit to Rostov.
Viktor Chernavsky, an obstetrician and gynecologist in Rostov, is one of those zealous new believers. First, he comments on the relationship between Russia's Marxist past and its evolving Christian present. Then, he offers his testimony as a magnificent expression of the dynamic that is an undercurrent in many stories in this book.
I asked Viktor to compare Christianity and communism, and he began his answer with a poignant question.
“How does one reconcile communism and Christianity? The question for a former believer of communism and a new believer of Christ is not as complicated as it may seem.
“Probably it will surprise you and your readers, but the ideologies of the Communist Party and Christianity are very similar.
“Thus, most of the moral principles are the same (don't steal, don't commit adultery, don't lie, etc.).
“Members of the Party had to attend common meetings (like attending church each Sunday or a Bible study).
“They believed in their "God" – leaders of the Communist Party who were ruling the country: Lenin, Stalin, Khrushchev and Brezhnev.
“They had their "Bible" – books by Lenin, Stalin, Marx and Engels.
“They were promised "Heaven" – communism in the future.
“The only big difference I can see is that, in order to achieve, communistic people were told to work hard (that was the way to make them work practically free of wages).
“This point still confuses many people who truly believed in the Communist Party and now truly believe in Jesus – they can't realize how it is possible to get into Heaven not doing anything except believing in the Savior. Also sins (including thinking differently from what they were told) in the Soviet Union were not forgiven only because of repentance. People were put in prison or into exile (the equivalent of hell).
“All this, of course, is only about those who truly believed in communism. There were many people who didn't believe but just lived according to the accepted rules. But these people do not believe in Christianity either.
“Thus, when true believers of communism were told that they were deceived, some of them began to seek a new faith. Others denied the truth of Christ and still believe in communism.”
Viktor’s testimony
At another time, I asked Viktor to tell me his testimony of how he changed his thinking and became a true believer in Christ.
He said he was born in 1974 – after the height of the Cold War and after the Soviet Union had begun its slide into oblivion.
Then, he pointedly added, “It was a time of horrible repression of the Church. Most churches and monasteries were closed. Only old people could pray openly. If a person declared that he believed in God, his career would come to a halt.
“For example, there was one Communist Party member's mother who was a Christian. Old and ill, she could not go to church by herself. At Easter time, she asked her son to go to church to have the paskha (special Easter bread) blessed. He planned to go in the evening, so he took the paskha to work. Somebody saw it and told a Party chief; the man was expelled from the Party and lost his job.
“My grandmothers (my grandfathers were killed in World War II) were women of deep faith. They wanted to baptize me, but it was dangerous to do it openly. I was baptized secretly at home by a priest. Now people can be baptized openly in church.
“I became a Christian, but only formally, because there was no possibility for me of learning about Christ. During the Brezhnev era, atheistic propaganda was everywhere. At the university, ‘scientific atheism’ was taught. My older brother told me that during exam time once, somebody wrote on the door of the exam room, ‘Lord, forgive me for passing this exam.’
“But most of the young people did not believe in anything and did not think about these questions. If someone was a believer and did not hide it, it was almost impossible for that person to go to college.
“It seemed that the Communist Party had stifled religion, but the reality was much more complicated. While faith was taken away from people, it is nevertheless human nature to believe in something. Thus, new gods were established: communism, the Party, the Soviet State.
“In the 1970s, these idols were destroyed because the economy was in ruins, and there was no connection between the worlds of the ruling elite and real people.
“People had nothing to believe in. The result was a demoralization of society and a huge rise in crime. This was the atmosphere in which I lived most of my life.
“But I had a Gospel. It belonged to one of my grandmothers. It was printed before the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 and was missing half of its pages. I read it, but I couldn't understand it in many places. I began to learn about Christianity from religious programs broadcast by such Western stations as the Voice of America and the BBC.
“I first turned to the Russian Orthodox Church because it is dominant. Since the time of Peter the Great, it has been dependent on the state. This situation gave rise to many sects consisting of people who could not live the life of the official Church.
“After the Revolution, the Church was formally separated from the state. In reality, it was much more dependent upon it. Churches could not teach Scripture. Many of them were destroyed; others were used as storehouses and even one – you'll be surprised – as a swimming pool (in a church in St. Petersburg on Nevsky Prospekt). Christ the Savior Cathedral in Moscow was blown up, and a cathedral in St. Petersburg became a museum of atheism.
“The situation is changing, but there is a real chance that the Russian Orthodox Church may become a state organ again. Officials are calling for cooperation with the Church, but they are not actually Christians. They simply see the Church as an instrument to stop the moral degradation of society. They were forced to appeal to the Church because Communist ideology cannot influence people now as it once did.
“It has become stylish to look like a Christian. You may see drunks using bad language but wearing gold crosses on massive gold chains. Wedding ceremonies in church are popular simply because they are prestigious. People display Bibles at home because it looks fine, but they never read them.
“In 1993, a friend took me to the Church of Christ, founded in Rostov by Americans. There I, for the first time, heard preaching and took part in the worship. That time, I felt that God is leading me. In the spring of 1996, my mother discovered for me The CoMission Bible studies.
“First, I worked as an interpreter and had a chance to attend many studies. On Dec. 14, 1997, I accepted Christ into my heart, and that was the most important day in my life.
“I have turned to Protestant Christianity, which, I think, offers a full spiritual life and follows Scripture exactly. I feel that the Holy Spirit is present in it.
“I search for the chance to serve God and people, and for contacts with Western Christians from whom I can learn the proper Christian life. I also have a great desire to live in a Christian community and to help others.”
Conversely, I met atheists and former Communists who resisted or rejected Christ, and still are rejecting Him.
In these pages, you will find testimonies, life journeys – vignettes as it were – of people who were born and raised during the Soviet era. Some stories are secular; most are spiritual. Some are dramatic; none is mundane.
Next: As you will see as we begin, Yelena’s life is anything but routine.
Two
Yelena
In years of hardships, in the day
Of unthinkable existence
She had been cast up from the depths
By a high wave of destiny.
-- The Poems of Yuri Zhivago,
Boris Leonidovich Pasternak,
Doctor Zhivago (1958)
The longest walk
The ordeal of so long ago remains a painful memory for Yelena to recall. She wasn’t far into her story when her Russian eyes turned red and watery, and a tear slid down and caught in the rim of her eyeglasses resting on her cheek. The passing of 68 years hasn’t healed the pain, all too close to the surface.
She was recounting when she and her mother escaped from a Soviet labor camp, and they walked 5,000 kilometers (3,300 miles) across Siberia – for one year – to reach a train station. It took them through the worst of each season, especially the deep, aching cold.
For a while, Yelena, only 14 years old, wore big galoshes, but as starvation set in, her feet, knees and ankles became swollen badly with rheumatism, and the footwear became useless. Her face, once fair and clear, also was swollen, and her teeth were shaking in her mouth. It is Yelena’s way of saying they were loose from a lack of vitamin C. Her gums were oozing blood.
Much of her mother’s hair, which she had always worn pulled back into a tight bun, had fallen out. To this day, Yelena honors the memory of her mother by wearing her hair, a combination of blond and gray, in a bun. She never changes it. The bitter hardships caused her mother’s face to resemble a baked apple. Her left arm became infected and had to be amputated. Mother and daughter were filthy and covered with thousands of lice.
Their clothes were in tatters. No! Yelena shouts, correcting me. They weren’t clothes at all; they were rags – rags wrapped around her torso and arms and legs, as if you would wrap rags around water pipes next to the house to keep them from freezing. It was the winter of 1930.
How did they survive? I wanted to know.
Yelena raises her 81-year-old voice to give a ringingly clear answer in her still-present Russian accent: “GOD HELP US!”
In the 1920s, her older sister and brother already were schoolteachers in Moscow. Yelena beams with pride when she recalls her sister’s beauty, and then a dark look flashes across her face and the invective pours out. “An official of the Communist Party, a very ignorant man, had a stupid son,” Yelena says. “He wanted to be with my sister. He approached her in the forest. He was drunk, and he touched her breasts. She slapped him, and he said, ‘Your parents will be left in ashes.’ “
His father ordered Yelena’s family to be sent to prison. First, her father heard the rap on the door at exactly midnight. Police came to arrest Citizen Petrov. Before the officers could notice, he slipped off his wedding ring and gave it to his wife for safekeeping. Ten days later, the police returned for the rest of the family. This time, they took from Yelena’s mother her husband’s wedding ring. Hers would not come off so easily, so they ripped it off her right ring finger, stripping the skin and exposing the white gristle of a knuckle.
Fortunately, when the police came for them, Yelena’s sister was at school. The police could not find her anywhere. She kept on the move, leaving a trail of rumors she had turned insane. With this news, the “stupid” man gave up looking, satisfied she had been punished mentally. She and her brother were able to slip away and cross the western border into Byelorussia. They continued their teaching careers under assumed identities.
Meanwhile, Yelena, her mother and father were put into railway cars and hauled east, over the Ural Mountains. Yelena’s only consolation was that the man who ordered their arrest later was interrogated and executed.
The train slowly made its way east. People were jammed into boxcars with no toilet facilities. Disease set in, and people began to die. Bodies were simply chucked out of the cars, down the railroad embankments.
The train passed through Smolensk and then Omsk where people were allowed to bathe – without soap – and then dress again in stinking clothes that were thrown into a common pile. What they put back on was not even theirs.
When they arrived at Prokopyevsk, a city in a coal-mining region, they were taken to a prison camp named Birch Grove. It was a bitterly ironic name. There was no grass, no trees, only coal dust that coated the entire landscape.
In the prison camp at the start, there were 1,500 people, including 350 children. Soon, people started dying like house flies, in Yelena’s words. Dysentery and typhus became rampant. The population shrunk rapidly. “You could count the survivors on one finger,” she says. Perhaps eight children were left.
One Ukrainian man watched his family of 11 die, one by one, doing all he could for them and burying each of them. When it came his turn, he took one last bite of food – a pancake made from rotten potatoes – and collapsed by the stove. He stayed there, his mouth gaping open, frozen in death, for days. There was no one left in his family to bury him. No other survivors had the strength to remove his body.
Yelena’s father was dying, too, coughing up blood, and she and her mother encouraged him to escape. What difference did it make if he were caught? By the grace of God, Yelena says, his escape was successful, and it was their turn. They also escaped the careless guards and began their arduous journey on a path that, Yelena recalls, “Only God knows where we were going.”
Although Yelena knew mainly the Russian Orthodox Church, she had not had any liturgical training and, therefore, did not know Orthodox prayers. “When I walked in exile with my mother,” Yelena says, “I made up prayers in my own words to God.”
Yelena was baptized as an infant under instructions from her grandmother on her father’s side. A year later, the Bolshevik Revolution took place, and then, during the Soviet period, discussion about religion was forbidden, and Stalin began to close and destroy churches in the 1920s.
She says, “There was the slogan: Religiye – opium delya naroda. Religion is the opium of the people. Children could not speak about God, because that meant it came from influence of the family, and the family would be punished. It was like genocide for all believers. But we always prayed.”
As she and her mother trudged on, without dokumenti (registration papers), they could not walk on roads for fear of being caught and returned to the GULag (prison). Purposely, they walked through the thick taiga (coniferous forest) on trees that had fallen. It was frightening because there were bears and tigers.
Yelena remembers clearly, “Somebody taught us, when you walk in taiga, you have to constantly be yelling. Bear will run away if you make noise. If you unexpectedly meet the bear, you can say goodbye to your life.”
Along the way, they avoided danger and survived by eating wild berries they found in the taiga, along with mushrooms and a special grass that resembles the flavor of garlic. Both of them were ill with scurvy, and by then the rest of her mother’s teeth had fallen out.
After walking for that year, they reached Sverdlovsk, a large city on the eastern front of the Urals. Even though they were back in civilization, they were not, by any means, safe yet. Fugitives in their own country, they faced danger greater than bears – man – of being arrested again and, most likely, shot.
While common people, who risked interrogation, helped them along their miraculous journey, the most unexpected help of all came out of nowhere at the Sverdlovsk train station – from a high-ranking Communist Party official with a kind heart.
An honest Communist
Huddled on the platform at the Sverdlovsk railroad station were thousands of other refugees as desperate as Yelena and her mother. They, too, carried no dokumenti, had no money and were filthy and starving. They either were escapees from labor camps or people who had fled their homes because they knew their arrest was imminent.
In the classless utopia of communism, Yelena had wandered into the third-class waiting room at the station, looking at booterbrod (sandwiches) in the boofyet (cafeteria), when a tall, handsome man dressed in a beautiful gray suit and patent-leather shoes suddenly was standing by her side. It was obvious he was an important man.
Immediately, he saw that Yelena was frightened and said, “Don’t be fearful, deyvochka [little girl]. Are you hungry?”
Yelena hadn’t eaten in several days but vigorously shook her head “No!” without saying a word.
He knew different, of course, and took her to the first-class boofyet and ordered fried chicken and French rolls for Yelena and her mother. Then, he led them, wearing their rags and lice, into the first-class car where the high-society ladies who were fashionably dressed in furs recoiled at the sight of them. “They could see the lice crawling on us,” Yelena says.
They were given a private coupé (compartment), and, for the first time in more than a year, they had a warm place where they could rest their heads. They were accustomed to sleeping under bushes and in ravines. Yelena, though, slept with one eye open, fearing that this man with the kind heart would return and arrest them.
After an undetermined time on the train and 900 miles later, they arrived in Moscow and, as inconspicuously as possible, left the train. But a railroad conductor in a dark blue suit spied them and rapidly approached. He said in a friendly way, “I will take you.”
He escorted them to the Byelorussky Vogzal, the Byelorussia railroad station.
They already had tickets for the third-class train on which the masses ride, jammed together sitting on hard, wood benches, sleeping, fitfully, upright.
The railroad man, though, had his orders: purchase for them first-class tickets on the Moskva-Riga Skora Poyezd, the Moscow-Riga Express Train. Immediately, he stepped to the front of the line, and all the customers parted like the Red Sea to let him get to the window. The new tickets ensured their passage to the Byelorussia border. In his last official act for them, he put them on the train.
Yelena says, “That means the man in Sverdlovsk notified this man. That means he was a top authority in the Soviet government. He knew we were escapees. It also means that this man was honest. Even among Party members, there were honest people.”
They couldn’t relax yet. It was still the Soviet Union.
The train neared Baraukha, a military town where soldiers looked suspiciously at everyone’s dokumenti, and Yelena knew that. Accordingly, they slipped from the train early.
“We walked from post to post,” Yelena says. “I said, ‘Mamochka [mommy], we will walk to this post and then we rest.’ Without exaggeration, my mother walk like this [Yelena took my arm to demonstrate, and together we wobbled side to side], and I hold her up. I was an invalid myself. Somebody can think we were two drunks. And the clothes that we had – they were terrible.”
These two raggedy invalids, whose every step was excruciating, kept up this agony for two days. At last, they came to a town called Borkovichy where they would live.
It was an odd mixture of community – two escaped prisoners, one Communist Party member and a schoolteacher – all living in a priest’s house. Yelena’s brother lived nearby, and soon he was arrested for hiding his social background.
Through the efforts of their sister, he didn’t stay in jail long and was transferred to another school.
Yelena finished high school there and then university. She became a schoolteacher, just like her brother and sister and 17 close relatives on her mother’s side.
Communism’s Big Brother was ever vigilant, making it difficult to teach in Soviet schools.
Yelena says, “You always have to have ooshki na makooshki. Those are little ears reaching up to the top of your head. It means you always have to be very careful to avoid speaking about politics. It was easier for me because I taught Russian language and literature. I didn’t have a subject like history where you have to connect it to communism or atheism.”
Where, I prodded, was God in her life during that period?
Yelena doesn’t hesitate: “In my heart.“
He had taken her through inhuman hardships, and she wasn’t going to forget Him now. Besides, there were more tragedies to come.
An illustrious teaching career
Her teaching career having begun, Yelena met a handsome academic vice president, and they were married.
Because of religious persecution, her husband, a Catholic, was arrested and interrogated as an enemy of the people. He was released without further questioning, and Yelena’s curiosity was running wild.
“When I asked, ‘What saved you? What helped you?’ ” she says, “he became very irritated and said: ‘GOD!’ When he told me that, it was like a heavy stone fell from my heart.” Knowing that his own wife wasn’t a threat because he was a believer, he was always praying and praising God after that.
Springtime came, Yelena was pregnant with her only child, a daughter, and the Great Patriotic War was not far off.
Her grandfather was killed in World War I – on the very day Yelena was born. Her father was in the Red Army at the same time. Now, her first husband was serving the Motherland, too.
The Germans invaded Russia on June 21, 1941, when the first bombs fell, killing a cousin with a direct hit.
Then, on Nov. 18, her husband was shot from a distance. The bullet went through his stomach and shattered his spine. For 2½ days, he survived, but in a coma. Then, he died.
Yelena says, “His mother was very kind to me. When I look at myself, I remember her.”
Inna, her daughter, was born in January 1942, during the German occupation.
Some Russian citizens were happy – secretly – that the Germans came, and some were neutral. Starvation was spreading, and the Germans opened a cooperative market where farmers and regular citizens could sell produce and fruit and dry goods.
“My sister-in-law said, ‘Yelena, let’s go and see what happens there.’ I was not bad looking. When we arrived at the market, somebody touched my shoulder, and I heard somebody say something. I turned and it’s the German chief of police. People were dying, and the German was stealing fur coats from Jews. He was giving them to his wife.
“He said to me, ‘Why are you so distant? Have a pity to my boots.’ And I moved away from him. He touched me again. I just jerked away from him and I said, ‘No!’ And he grabbed me again. I pushed him back. And he said, ‘You just wait.’ And I was arrested.
“So they took me for interrogation in front of the main German gendarme. And the chief of police who took me didn’t know I was fluent in the German language. And I said to his chief, in perfect German, “You’re going to interrogate me – and only you. I don’t want this man to be present. He looked at me – glared at me. I said, I will explain the reason.
“And he was sitting behind his desk. On his desk was the rubber mallet he killed the people with. It was THAT thick. But he told the other man to go out.
“I told him, ‘I will be honest with you. I don’t like you, and I don’t like Communists. You can do with me what you want.’ I told him the suffering I had been through, all the details. ‘I have a little girl, and what you do, that’s your business.’
“During the interrogation, he was very nice to me. He was ready to take me to the jail, but he let me go. I was the first person to come alive from there. My sister-in-law and my little girl were waiting at the entrance to say goodbye to me.
“I was living tragedy after tragedy all the time. And surprise, I am alive and a normal person and GOD GIVE ME BRAIN! I was smart in school. I was smart as a teacher.”
Later, Yelena and her daughter were taken to Germany where they lived as Displaced Persons. She worked on farms and did cooking and cleaning for a retired Nazi general and his family. They gave her nice, second-hand clothes for Christmas and a room in the attic of their house, while all other DPs slept in the basement.
In May 1945, there were American paratroopers suddenly moving all about the house. She had not seen uniforms with so many pockets. The war was over. She and her daughter were liberated and, after living in Germany for 4½ years, they – including a new husband – emigrated to Canada.
Though she worked in a sugar beet field, life at last was beginning to get better. Later, Yelena was employed in a textile factory when the opportunity came to take classes at the University of Iowa – despite the fact she knew very little English. Always a dedicated student, she earned her master’s degree and taught Russian language at Iowa for one year. She could have stayed, but another teaching position came open at Fresno State College (now university) in California.
“When I came to Fresno,” she says, “my English was even worse than now. They hired me only for one year. When they saw my work, they said, ‘You don’t have to have Ph.D.’ Some teachers who don’t have diplomas with Ph.D. they release. They keep me for 26 years.”
In all, Yelena taught school for 53 years.
Does a priest wear pants?
As we have seen, there has been no foolishness in Yelena’s life, and rightly so. Nevertheless, on a rare occasion, as she recalled her Russian Orthodox upbringing, she couldn’t resist telling a brief story on herself, a mischievous twinkle in her eye even before she could get the story out.
“My grandmother caught me in something funny,” she says. “As you know, Russian Orthodox priests wear these long, black robes. I was about 5 years old, and I wanted to see if he wears anything under his robe. So I tried to look. My grandmother pull me away. And she said, ‘What are you doing?’ I said, ‘I want to see if priest have pants on.’ ”
In Russia, the job of religious education often is left to the women. In Yelena’s case, it was no different. Her grandmother and mother raised her in the Orthodox Church, the only official church in Russia in 1916, the year of her birth. She was baptized soon after. At that time, people were free to worship, though the church was still controlled by the state and the Czar.
Her parents were religious people, and her mother was very devoted to the church. “The Orthodox Church has Lent,” she says, “and my mother never ate anything that was forbidden then. My father secretly did.”
She says he also fudged on crossing himself with a rapid, half-hearted effort, one time, from shoulder to shoulder. It was far from a distinct sign of the cross.
Her grandmother on her father’s side was German. Though he was pure Russian, he brought his wife-to-be from Germany. To be married officially, she had to convert to Orthodoxy and be baptized in the church. She did this and also quickly learned to speak Russian without an accent.
Her old German ways died hard, though. Yelena says, “We were not afraid of grandfather, but she was very strict. We were afraid of her. My grandfather always would come and say, ‘Lenochka, get into my pocket.’ He always brought chocolate or something.”
The Revolution occurred about 18 months after Yelena was born, in 1917, and repression of the church would begin. Not only was there spiritual starvation, but also physical starvation that gripped the land as food became scarce with the collectivization of farms in 1928. People were dying in great numbers. At the same time, an epidemic of tuberculosis also took its toll.
“A teacher I liked very much came to class one day,” Yelena recalls, “and said, ‘Dear people, I have to say goodbye to you.’ Blood had come from his throat that morning. He died later on. Millions of people died. I clearly remember that.”
Despite the promise of utopia, the early days of communism were an abject failure. Although there was a period of exuberance with Stalin’s Five-Year Plans, it mainly was a gossamer fabrication and became social and economic disaster.
Spiritually, communism is the ultimate cult – worshipping man and creating a false heaven on Earth. Because Communist atheism denies and then eliminates God and man’s soul, it is irrelevant to a Communist that Lenin died and Stalin died. Because they had no souls in the first place, it didn’t matter if they could not save themselves. Meanwhile, the entire experiment of the theory of dialectic materialism and its application, communism, collapsed.
What are Yelena’s thoughts on communism?
She says, “One lie is . . . Communist Party members will survive. But many paid with their lives. They were executed. They would say, ‘I am a member of the Communist Party, and therefore I survive.’ No, they died, too.
“Communism, that’s tyranny. Communism, that’s repression. Communism, that’s everything against decent people. They liquidate decent people. In the first place, they put everybody on collective farms, poor people and middle-class people. And kulaks landed in Siberia.” Kulaks were citizens who had attained more material wealth than they should have. In the Communist mantra, “Property is theft.”
After World War II, when Yelena and her family lived in Germany, she quickly took advantage of religious freedom and began to learn more formally about God.
“Immediately from horse stable,” she says, “we make church in Germany, in Bavaria. Then, we moved to Oberammergau. We organized school and church. We made icons and iconostasis, the screen and table for icons.”
It also was the time when she read God’s Word. “A priest came with Zakon Borzhi, God’s Law,” she says.
“I was born into a religious atmosphere. My mother and grandmother taught me from childhood. Even here at the university, some people said to me, ‘You are educated person. How possibly can you believe in God?’
“I said, That’s exactly why I am educated BECAUSE I believe in God! And nobody will take that away from me. Not even in the Soviet Union.”
Next: Tanya and Volodya find God back home.
THREE
Tanya and Volodya
Atheism is a theoretical formulation of the discouraged life.
Harry Emerson Fosdick
Before I moved 70 pounds of my belongings to Russia in July 1994, I had seen a dimly lit videotape of two Russians named Tanya and Volodya. I had heard of their desire to help American CoMissioners, so I was not surprised when our Tikhi Don train from Moscow pulled into the Rostov station and there they were, waiting to greet us, Volodya ready to help us with our luggage and Tanya saying hello in English. I remember seeing Tanya for the first time, at a distance through the crowd of people on the platform, her bright, ever-present flashing smile, her long black hair and gold hoop earrings. Though she is a Cossack woman, she could have passed for a Spanish senorita. Later, at their flat, she and Volodya and their three children prepared a feast for our entire team, and then they shared their testimonies, beginning here with Volodya’s.
Taunting God
At School No. 14 in Rostov, there was a dark-haired girl and a dark-haired boy. While they noticed each other, their glances – or glares – were traded only because they could tease each other. They were a year apart, she only 9 and he 10. Deep inside, there must have been something else going on because now Tanya and Volodya Pichko have been married for nearly 20 years and have three Christian children to show for it.
Back then, though, Volodya was really not interested in girls or Christianity.
He was drawn precisely to the Soviet Union propaganda that was force-fed to children and adults alike. He listened to discussions and lectures about Lenin. On radio and on television, the authorities spoke of Lenin as one would speak of Jesus, with reverence, praising his name. Indeed, it has been said that Lenin was the equal of George Washington, Abraham Lincoln and Jesus Christ rolled into one.
They spoke of Lenin as if he were absolutely wise, absolutely perfect.
“He knew everything,” Volodya says, “and he could help everybody. That was why he was a very important person in my childhood. And I believed he was perfect and that we must give our lives to be like he was. I was one of the creators of the Lenin Museum in our school. I liked that.”
(It must be inserted here that Volodya’s name is a diminutive of Vladimir, Lenin’s first name. Ironically, it was Prince Vladimir of Kiev who put his stamp of approval on Christianity for Russia in A.D. 988.)
All the while, the communists were mixing in propaganda that used many principles from Christianity, just as Viktor said. But only form, Volodya says. Of course, Christianity itself was anathema in the strongly atheistic society.
Following that lead and his parents’ teaching, Volodya understandably was not a believer. “I was absolutely an atheistic person,” he says, emphatically. Occasionally, Volodya will let it out that he went out of his way to flaunt atheism in the face of God inside solemn Russian Orthodox cathedrals crowned with deep blue or gold, onion-shaped domes.
But atheism and Leninism? “It was the exact education we had in our families and then in schools where we spend the biggest part of our young lives,” he recalls.
It’s such an impressionable time for youngsters everywhere around the world. We are well-cared for, we haven’t a worry and, in Russia, youngsters naively believe the slogans of communism – for example, “Tomorrow will be bright” – not having come face to face with its harsh realities yet.
Moreover, youngsters could join the Communist Youth Movement, comprising three organizations that were modeled after the Boy Scouts of England – the Octyabryoniks for children 8 to 9, the Pioneers for 10 to 12 and the Komsomol for ages 13 and up.
When Volodya was 15, he was swimming along in the tide with other young Russian men and women. Accordingly, he joined the Komsomol.
As he began to mature and develop independent thinking – a forbidden, potentially treasonous act in the Soviet Union – Volodya wondered:
“I realized that maybe something was wrong with this system. I still thought that Lenin was good, but I thought that, maybe, our life was not good. The people, I didn't like. I saw that they were really bad. They were a success in such organizations. I saw that the books I liked were forbidden. That's why I thought there was something unbalanced in my soul. I thought there was something wrong. As a result of these thoughts, I began to absolutely be not a political person. If before I read newspaper, and I was interested in different political events, at that time I lost all interest to all these things. And what I used to do in mathematics and physics, which I like, and my friends, with whom I spent most of my life. After I graduated from high school, I began to study in Rostov University in the Physics Department as a physics theoretician. Again, it was exactly like everything was without hope.”
He would hang out with his friends and, in Russia, that means standing – or squatting in a circle for hours – with your buddies on the street corner or in the park. There was nothing in their future either. Volodya was riding with them in a swirling back eddy. Certainly he had his university education by then and a good job, and he and Tanya were married, but his life was empty.
He says, “They used to drink wine, beer, play cards, have fun, have their company. I used to live this life for four years. And all these years, I had such a feeling that I needed something, but I didn't know what.”
Then, his daughter, Larisa, was born. Son Anton came along two years later. Andrew wouldn’t show up for nine more years. Still, there was a piece – and peace – missing.
If mental satisfaction couldn’t be found in his family, then could his friends supply it? No, Volodya says, that was an illusion. Accordingly, he poured himself into his work as a research physicist.
“I make many investigations. I spend time at the computer center. I remember three or four days at one time that I slept in my job place. It was for a few years. As a result, I had very deep depression. I am the type of person who cannot do something if I don't know for what. Why are you doing that?
“When I was near 24 or 25, I asked, for me, a dangerous question: For what am I on this Earth? And I couldn't find the answer. There were no reasons – the job, no; family, no; everybody will die; friends, no. So what is the reason I'm here?”
A scientist’s search
“It was so deep a question that I stopped going to work. I called the university and told them, I'm sick. And it was OK. All my time I spent in thought about that.”
With no possibility to read the Bible, Volodya looked to Greek philosophers, and the question finally took shape: What happens when a person dies?
Volodya, the atheist, came to these conclusions:
You must have family, so when you die you will depart from your body and leave them something.
You will have tried to do something for people. It means that you will leave something better.
With what little peace of mind this gave him, he began to work again. Of course, spiritual matters still nagged at him. Glasnost (openness) came, and the first spiritual books started showing up in Russian bookstores – Oriental books, the Quran and at last the Bible.
“I began to buy all these kinds of books because I didn't see a big difference between Christianity or Muslim religion, or anything else. I began to read all these books, but I think it was God's will because I realized the Bible was exactly what I liked. I stopped reading all other books, and I began to read the Bible.
“It's interesting that the first Bible I bought was during the first year of perestroika [reconstruction], about 1985. These Bibles were very expensive. The cost of one Bible was one-half of my month's salary.
“When I began to read the Bible, I began like a scientist. I had no faith, but I read it. A friend in my laboratory was a very strong believer. He is Jew believer, goes to synagogue and studies ancient languages. We began to discuss these things. We had many interesting talks about religion. He told me, ‘You are more Jew than some other people who have Jew last names.’
“But I was not a believer. My wife and I were baptized as children in the church. But my children were not baptized. At that time, I decided maybe I have to do that. Many generations before me did that. And we baptized them in the church not far from Rostov.
“It was not exactly a church. The church had been destroyed. But near there was an absolutely small room. Here the priest had the service.
“It was a stone church, once very beautiful, but absolutely destroyed. When the church was destroyed, the administration tried to build a swimming pool and library. But they didn't do anything. They destroyed everything and then closed it.
“We were very surprised some years later, during perestroika, because we saw that the people began to rebuild it. They already removed stones, the trash. When we came one year later, we saw that it was practically ready. New windows, new doors.
“We saw that it was the priest and his people. They were working very hard. Suddenly, I had a very strong feeling something was wrong. I told my wife, ‘Maybe I will help them.’ I asked them, ‘Can I help you?’ The men said, ‘No, no, you are on vacation; you are having a rest.’ I said, ‘No, no, I want to help.’ For me, it was very important.
“The reaction of people was negative. At first, they decided that I lost my money or gambled it or lost in cards. They came and asked how much I will charge them for this work. I told them, ‘This is free.’
“But day by day, I saw them change. They began to feel some respect. When I walked on the streets, I did not know these people. And they began to say hello and to speak with me. It was very important, and we began to speak with the priest of this church, Father Igor, and he was the first to give me words about church, about religion, but not Bible.
“One year later, I told my wife, ‘Maybe we will marry in church.’ We had three children by then, and maybe it was a strange idea, but she enjoyed that idea very much. We came to the same church and married there.
“Still, it was not a time when I felt that I was a believer. I just felt that I had to do that. I had no explanation.
“Later, I had the opportunity to go to the United States as an invited researcher at Cornell University. A very special group, with a Nobel Prize winner in theoretical chemistry. When we went to the United States and worked for one year, it was my first foreign country, a very good university, a very good experience.
“But in a spiritual way, I had such a feeling that I didn't find anything. When I spoke to my wife about our year, I had very strong feelings that we must return to Russia. I told her, I don't know why, but we have to return. Something must happen in Russia.
“When I went to the United States, I had no opportunity to find people who really seek the word of God. There were people who spoke that they were believers, but their style of life, their relations with family, were far from what I thought it must be in Christian families. I don't know why, but I didn't find anything. Then, we came back to Russia.”
There they truly found God in the former Soviet Union, and He had greater plans for their lives.
Touched by the Holy Spirit
In September 1993, Volodya and Tanya Pichko and family returned to Russia from spending that year at Cornell University with leading physicists from throughout the world. Weeks earlier, a team of American missionaries had arrived in Rostov as part of The CoMission. (The project officially ended in December 1997 and was succeeded by CoMission II.)
Two of the women on that first Rostov team, Elisabeth Konti and Barbara McDavid, were visiting a school one day. It happened to be the school where Tanya taught. In typical female fashion, they became fast friends in a matter of minutes, and Elisabeth and Barbara invited Tanya to dinner at their flat.
Now it was Tanya’s turn to try to convince Volodya to go just across town, but he didn’t have the time or the inclination to go to dinner with people he didn’t even know. Besides, he was tired, and his allergies were acting up. Tanya persisted, explaining also that it would be a good opportunity for the children to practice their English – if for no other reason.
She won out, Volodya went and, to his amazement, he had a good time. He recalls, “Somebody touched me and told me: Help these ladies. I thought I would have to help them because when I saw two very good, very kind ladies on Lenin Street – it’s not the best region in our town – without language, without understanding our style of life, which in many cases is difficult to Americans. I decided that they will not survive.”
Volodya and Tanya helped, indeed. And the arrangement was reciprocal. Tanya says, “They taught me how to read and understand the Bible. It was the beginning of our meetings. Some new truths came to me – new feelings, what is faith and what it means to be a believer.”
But for Volodya, the process of becoming a Christian took more time. Being a scientist, he needed proof.
He says, “Step by step, we began to speak about Bible. I knew the Old Testament, but I had read only half of New Testament. It was an interesting conversation, but it was just conversation. They invited me once to translate at one school, and I saw one film. It was Dobson. It had a very big influence on me, and I told them, if you have such movies in school, invite me. I don't want to translate. I just want to listen.
“Later, we had good conversations on the telephone. Then, I decided – I must make a decision about the Bible. Is it true or not? I opened the New Testament to Matthew, and I began to read. I marked what is wrong or with what I am not in agreement. I began to discuss that. And I was surprised to realize there is no problem here. Everything is right and very deep. It's an amazing book. After that, I had huge respect for it. I began to read more and more, and I found many interesting things. And it took all my time. Lisa and Barbara said: ‘Now you are a believer; you've accepted Jesus and you read the Bible.’
“I said, ‘No, maybe I can't say so.’ I had a feeling that something didn't happen. I wanted to be absolutely certain. It had to be special to me. If you say you are a believer, you really had something special happen to you. I had very deep respect, but I had such feelings that it's not really believing. I thought maybe it was like a gift, like people have a singing voice or they can dance. But I thought I just don't understand.
“Then, God helped me do that extra step. In January in Russia, that's Christmastime when you have a lot of food and so on, and some problems. I had the same problems with my stomach for one week. It was very painful. I couldn't sleep. Very painful. Everybody was asleep. And I decided, I am alone. There's nobody here. And I said, ‘Can I make – I am a scientist – an experiment?’ I had never prayed. I had never asked God about something, because I am so small; He's so big. But I decided: Can I ask Him to help me? And I did it.
“It was absolutely a dark room, and I just said, ‘God come to my life. I am accepting you, and I come to you for my sins.’ All the years, all the ways of this life, all my problems came to this exact point. And I had very deep feelings that I want Jesus to come to my life. What happened inside? My stomach was like boiling water. I had very strong pain. But this pain disappeared in two seconds. One, two. And nothing. It so surprised me that I cannot explain. What was more important was that when I said I accepted Jesus, I had such a feeling that now I understand – it was the Holy Spirit.
“When He touched me, it was a very special feeling. Very special feeling. And I was happy. Then, I had feelings that now I am a believer.”
Tanya’s Testimony
At the time Tanya Pichko was born, in 1957, Soviet Russia was a month away from launching Sputnik, and the nation was at the height of its glory as a communistic – and therefore – atheistic state. In fact, her parents toed the atheistic line, raising her according to its dictates.
The twist comes, though, because she thought she was a believer, having been taken to be baptized by a dutiful grandmother who received religious training before the October Revolution in 1917 and before the ultimate demise of the church during Stalin’s reign of tyranny.
Tanya’s granny was a true believer; she grew up in a family of Russian priests.
As a result, some of her relatives suffered during Stalin’s purges in the 1930s as he tried to weed out enemies of the people and sent them to labor camps in Siberia. Tanya’s grandfather died in one of those camps.
While a small girl, Tanya thought believing meant going to church, lighting candles and bowing to the icons 40 times. There was a mystical feeling about it. She had no understanding about the living, omnipresent God, but she spent her life looking for something special so she could understand spiritual truths in life.
That something special was the Bible that her husband, Volodya, bought in the church, paying one-half month’s salary for it. It would be a few years, however, before she would understand it. It’s necessary to note that Tanya is a bright schoolteacher who is adept at simultaneously interpreting English into Russian, or vice versa.
“Still,” she says, “I didn't understand all things which God has written in the Bible. It's difficult for me.”
Years passed, and Volodya was invited on that trip to Cornell in upstate New York. Tanya says, “We spent the year in Ithaca, which is a gorgeous place. It is a real paradise on Earth. And we enjoyed all the year in America.
“I was shocked when I knew that people could live in a different way, not like we live in Russia. The many beautiful stores shocked me. I saw how people smile to each other, how they enjoy life itself, how they are sincere.
“When people smile to each other, it's a miracle for me. In Russia, it's not a custom to smile to each other on the streets. And I was trying to understand what was the reason. I looked at the people, and I watched. I visited the churches. I saw people, and they enjoyed the love of Jesus, the love of God.
“It was so strange for me, because in Russia coming to the church you are made to feel so guilty. You need to put something on your head, you can't have any decorations [jewelry] and you have to be so humble. And you feel guilty all the time.
“I saw people being joyful as Christians, and I tried to understand why. If they have a different faith? Or if they have a different God? I didn't know at that time.”
While waiting at a bus stop one beautiful spring day, God’s handiwork was all around her – blossoming trees, sun shining gloriously.
“I felt like I'm in paradise. Suddenly, I have a special feeling, and I began to pray. It was the first prayer in my life. I asked God to help me understand the different ways we can live in Russia, and I asked how to change something in myself and in Russia, too. It was a sincere prayer. It came naturally out of me. Nobody ever taught me how to do it. And I began to cry. Now, I think, it was the first touch of the Holy Spirit in my life.”
God has his way of answering even simple prayers by rookie pray-ers.
When the Pichkos returned to Russia, Tanya’s answer came in the form of those two CoMissioners, Elisabeth Konti and Barbara McDavid.
“They taught me how to read and understand the Bible. It was the beginning of our meetings. Some new truths came to me – what is faith and what it means to be a believer. It was a special time because I had some troubles understanding my husband. Volodya was not a believer, and he did not understand my intentions. My new friends were unknown to him. Well, I invited him to visit Barbara and Elisabeth. I nearly had to force him to go. It was difficult. Finally, he came and was happy to meet really, really good friends. And they both helped him to get to be a believer. It was a wonderful miracle of God, a wonderful blessing of God.”
Now, the Pichkos are a devoted Christian family.
“I am thanking God for all these wonderful gifts because I never expected in my life to be so happy. But when we have troubles in our life, we understand that God has all these under His control. And I am happy that I met all the beautiful friends who came to Russia to be missionaries, in this way, helping God to find other people who need the help of Jesus Christ. Maybe this way is the way to change Russia. Praise God for all His gifts in my life.”
The Pichkos leave Sodom
Let’s say your husband awakes early one morning and announces:
“God just told me that we will have to leave this country. Now I admit, I am a little puzzled by it, too. But we will go to a foreign country, thousands of miles away, but we already know the language.”
It’s highly likely you would be more than merely a little puzzled. The Scriptures don’t say explicitly, but it’s highly likely that Abram’s wife, Sarai, may have been somewhat quizzical, too.
In the fall of 1995, when Volodya told Tanya that they would have to quit their jobs, pack up their belongings, sell their apartment and leave their native Russia for Canada, she was downright angry. Volodya’s version of what she said goes like this: “Are you crazy? Everything is OK. We have a ministry here. We have no financial problems. We have a good flat. We have kids.”
All of it was true. Volodya was a highly respected research physicist at Rostov State Institute in Rostov-on-Don. He was the director of the biggest Internet project for science in the region – with an annual budget of $300,000 and two years remaining on the contract. Tanya, a schoolteacher, was able to teach English using Bible stories and Christian songs in public schools. Their apartment, while not palatial, was in a building occupied by many former Communists and, therefore, of higher than usual standards. The Pichkos had ample room for them and teen-agers Larisa and Anton, and first-grader Andrew.
Tanya tells it this way: “At first, I was absolutely against my husband’s decision, and I was angry at him, but very soon, God changed my mind, in maybe two weeks, by giving me some very powerful verses from Genesis – the story of Lot and his wife. God told me that I need to take my kids out of Sodom.”
Whether it was Abram’s Sarai or Lot’s wife, it was simply a miraculous turn of events for Volodya and Tanya, especially considering that two short years before no one in the family believed in God, let alone Jesus. In fact, when Volodya, now 41, was much younger, he prided himself on how well he knew the atheism of Marx and Lenin, which he learned during his schoolboy days. And though Tanya had had a mystical idea of some sort of spirituality, she, too, was a confirmed atheist. But their lives were about to change.
In late summer 1993, the Pichko family had returned from spending that year in New York state.
With the Lord orchestrating everything, it wasn’t long before Tanya met the two American women in Rostov. As they built a relationship, first with Tanya and soon Volodya, the Pichkos spent more and more time helping them to make the transition to the Russian way of life and, in return, learning how to read and understand the Bible and what it means to be a true believer.
In the two years that followed, Volodya and Tanya were tireless workers for The CoMission teams. She cut her teaching time in half to interpret at schools. Volodya spent Friday afternoons away from work, just to be able to go to one school across the River Don in a village called Bataisk – not as an interpreter because the teachers at School No. 3 spoke flawless Oxford English but to listen again to Dr. James Dobson’s video series on parenting and Dr. Bruce Wilkinson’s films on the “Seven Laws of the Learner.”
The Pichkos interpreted almost daily for one Bible study or another, and then began leading their own Bible studies with Russian neighbors, including a doctor who had many questions about the Bible, his curiosity whetted because his wife was a new Christian. In May 1997, Volodya moderated a group of 25 Russians from several Bible studies who were discussing whether to become a church. Although they decided to delay that step, they realized they were well-grounded enough in the Bible to carry on, on their own, without the Americans’ or Volodya’s help.
The timing was perfect. Within two weeks, after waiting for nearly two years, their apartment was sold, and they could leave for Canada. “Our strongest desire,” he said, “is that our kids will be Christians and their kids will be Christians. . . . We understand very clear from our moral situation what it means to be Christian in Russia is very far from what the Bible tells.”
They arrived in the Toronto area June 1, 1997, and without the prospects of a job. They thought they might be knocking on McDonald’s door and filling out myriad job applications.
But God’s providence shined through again in their lives. With two highly intelligent and motivated, first-born people, they were not going to be satisfied flipping hamburgers. Soon, Volodya had a job as an assistant professor in the Department of Chemistry at the University of Guelph, making a very good salary. Later, he would take a similar position at the University of Toronto. Tanya was able to enroll in seminary at a nearby Bible college, and her daughter, Larisa, 18, also enrolled in the Bible college.
As for being homesick for Russia, Tanya hasn’t looked back and isn’t about to.
Next: Larisa, one of Tanya’s former schoolteachers, struggles with the concept of God.
FOUR
Larisa
The greatest question of our time is not communism
versus individualism, not Europe versus America,
not even the East versus the West:
It is whether man can bear to live without God.
Will Durant
I Remember Nick
It seems that I was a freshman in high school when Nick came to live in my town in Central California, though, come to think of it, I might have been in the eighth grade. Other, more important details I remember very clearly about Nick. His family came from Latvia, and he was deeply bitter about anything Soviet, Russian or Stalin. It had been only a few years before when the Soviet Union had put the Baltic States under its thumb.
I also remember my utter indifference to his feelings. I suppose it was my age, a time when teenagers think they know everything. It was, of course, merely a reflection of my insecurity. My knowledge of communism was dreadful; Nick had lived the oppression.
My interest remained dormant until 1992 when I toured the former Soviet Russia. Two years after that trip, I moved to Rostov as a CoMissioner for one year. My knowledge of Russian history was also dreadful, but I was learning. I concluded that the curiosity of a typical American about Russia is woeful, by comparison, to a Russian’s or Ukrainian’s or Latvian’s about America. After all, our haughty attitudes tell us we are the light of the world.
At public school No. 36 in Rostov, I met Larisa and heard about Russians’ public hate and private love for America. Propaganda spewing from their ideological machine created a cold vacuum soon filled, naturally, with burning curiosity.
Larisa told me, “The Communists said that all Americans are against the Soviet Union. They are our No. 1. enemies.
“When a young American came to our school, after glasnost, we began to speak with him, and I asked him, ‘Michael, are you a spy?’ You see, he's a handsome man, he's a young man, he's tan. And we were told we must be very careful about Americans, or everybody will come to see us. They are all from the Central Intelligence Agency. I joked and said that all the people who are around me are from KGB.
“But when I was for the first time in America, I liked the people. They are very sincere. And when I came back to Russia, I was asked, ‘What are Americans like?’ I said, ‘They are better than we are. Yes.’ My friends were very disappointed.
“I began to tell them why. Then, they began to listen to me. For a very long period of time, we heard there were a lot of very rich people and a lot of poor people. The poor people die of hunger. Then, there are gangsters. They kill each other everyday. There are Ku Klux Klans, and the Negroes are persecuted. But Michael said that the mayor of Washington, D.C., is a Negro. Then, I was received by the mayor of Chicago. He's a white man. All his supporters who accompanied him were Negroes.
“And I was taken to a Negro church. It is situated on the outskirts of Chicago. And when I arrived there, there were a lot of cars, very beautiful cars. And ladies in very expensive coats. With beautiful hair-dos. And they are black. And I understood that they live better than we.
“I saw it with my own eyes. I remember I was told that Americans are our enemies, and I came to the church, and the priest for 10 minutes spoke about me, about my people. And he wished us only good things. I remember tears rolled down my cheeks. I was very surprised, so shocked that I cannot forget it. After that, the people came up to me and said something good, something pleasant to me. Then, the priest invited me to a room, and there was a table. They spoke questions to me, and the press quoted me. We were socializing. They were friendly. And I thought, Americans are better than we are.”
My meeting with Larisa occurred in the post-perestroika period, and people had freedom to speak about glasnost. Russians tell the joke that they always had freedom of speech. They merely wanted freedom after speech. As far as perestroika goes, reconstruction of Russia has been a tragicomedy of communism, capitalism, unemployment and hyperinflation.
Larisa openly addressed some of these issues:
“I do not understand what is happening now. I only see that life is becoming worse. I do not see a lot of products in the shops. In Soviet times, I worked a lot. They didn't pay much money. But we were happier then. Now I can get some money, but I am not happy because I don't see good prospects for our children, especially my daughter, a bio-geneticist, or my son-in-law, a medical student.
“They are clever, talented people from my point of view, but not only from my point of view. Those who taught them say several good things about them, and if the New York Academy of Sciences invites my daughter to become a member, they want to support my daughter. But, here, nobody pays attention to her. They do not pay her a salary, and I shall give all the money I earn to them because I am afraid, if I do not support them, they will have nothing to eat. It's a pity.
“And I know that not only they, but also a lot of other young people who could be the pride of our country, had to enter into business, and that is why our country is losing talented people, losing great minds, which could do something good for the country. Russia is not a country where everybody can support the family by selling something, but we should produce goods.”
I doubt that Nick, wherever he is today, would be impressed with Larisa’s lament.
“I was happy Stalin died”
“What were you doing the moment you heard Kennedy had been assassinated?”
Although the question has become a cliché in America, I thought, well, go ahead and ask. It can’t hurt. Perhaps Larisa would remember; perhaps not. Is it possible that such a thought had indelible universality? It did seem like such a naively American thing to consider.
“Larisa,” I began, “do you remember the moment you heard that Stalin had died?”
I thought, I may have to wheedle some long-ago details out of this 59-year-old Russian schoolteacher. But Larisa did not have to stitch together the moment. She knew immediately, as if it were on her mind all along.
“Yes,’’ she said, “I remember. It was in March in 1953. I was a schoolgirl at that time. I remember I didn't feel sorrow. I was glad even.’’
Had I heard wrong? She was glad that the Father of the country had died? What kind of blasphemy against Mother Russia was this? Blankly, I continued on, learning later why her hatred for him ran deep and continues to this day. “What was the feeling among your fellow students?”
“Some of them were crying, and some of them said, ‘What will we do?’ Because they were raised when our ideological machine was very powerful. Can you imagine the terror lessons over the radio, at meetings, the demonstrations, the slogans? He was our Father, sometimes more powerful than our real fathers. But it was true; the people loved him.’’
Her answer gave me time to recover. I asked: “Do you remember what you were doing when you heard that Stalin died?’’
Larisa was still far ahead of me. “I was sitting at home,’’ she said. “We did not have to study that day. It was in the morning. I was reading a book. I heard about it over the radio. But I was happy that he died.’’
There! She said it again. What was behind her bitterness?
The story goes back to when Larisa was a child of 2 years, and the Fascist Germans, as Russians call them, were laying siege to her city. Larisa and her family had fled when the first bomb hit their house on Frederich Engels Boulevard, near the Rostov railway station, in June 1941.
“My mother and I were in the garden,” Larisa recalls, “and it was night. We were able to save nothing. She took only me, and some kind people gave her a dress and helped her to put it on.” The force of the bomb had blown her mother’s dress away.
They found refuge in a nearby village where her grandparents lived. Meanwhile, people were dying as starvation set in.
“It was a very difficult time,” she continues. “In the family of my grandmother, there were four daughters and two sons. It was a period when we starved. We had nothing to eat. I remember the episode when there was a train and a car full of food for the Soviet Army.
“When the citizens learned about that, they went to the railway station and robbed the cars. And the administration of the army made the decision to take the food back. I remember this episode when the Soviet officers went into our house in order to take these things back.
“My granny and her mother, a very small woman, took us and sat us on the boxes with the sugar, I don't know, everything they could carry in their hands. And we were thinking of these boxes.
“When the commander entered the room, he saw we were very thin, very hungry. There were five of us, very, very small children. He asked: ‘Are they all yours?’ My grandmother said: ‘Yes, they are our children.’
“He turned to the soldiers, he saw the boxes of food and he said, ‘There is nothing to do here.’ And he left everything for us. He understood that we were very hungry. He decided not to take the food back.
“I remember my granny saw him out and asked him: ‘When will you come back?’ Because the village was occupied twice by the Germans.”
Russia recaptured the city of Rostov for good in 1943. By then, war-time conditions had grown worse, especially for soldiers and old people, and there were desertions and discontent. Rumors spread, and militiamen tracked down enemies who supposedly had betrayed Stalin. Her grandfather had been a Party official in the region, but he was too old to go to war. A villager then wrote a letter accusing him of helping not only the Germans but also spying for Japan.
“Soon,” Larisa said, “the NKVD came. [It was one forerunner of the former KGB, and the agents had their quotas to assuage Stalin’s paranoia.] They did not try to find the truth. They came to the village and found my grandfather. He was a very respected person in the village, and villagers were around our house and crying, ‘Radchenko, not guilty.’ Fyodor Radchenko was the name of my grandfather. I did not understand what was happening, but I sensed something terrible. All our relatives were crying, sobbing. Then, I saw the door opening, and three military men appeared. Next, they left the house, and my grandfather was sentenced to 10 years of imprisonment as the people's enemy. Can you imagine the life of the family whose father was the people's enemy? It was terrible for all of us.
“But I remember my grandmother and her daughters praying every day, for 10 years, asking for God to save our grandfather. I remember it very well.’’
After the war, Larisa’s father, who had been on the Ukrainian front, came home to the village, and he believed that his father was an honest man. “My father was a Communist,” Larisa said. “He was devoted to the Communist Party. He was considered a very honest Communist, and he considered it his duty to write a letter to the highest organ, to say the truth about his father. He wrote that his father was an honest man, and he could prove it. Nobody believed him, and he was expelled from the Communist Party because, they said, ‘Communists should believe that everything that is done is true.’ It was such a terrible moment in his life. And he felt that it was the end of life, and he wanted to commit suicide. And my mother said when he was holding the weapon, the gun, at his head, she took his hand and saved his life. Then, my grandfather came back from prison, and he was reinstated. My father was approved, too! And again he became a member of the Communist Party. But these were such horrible moments in his life. And I believe that all these events changed his attitude, and he didn't believe already as he had before.’’
Nor did Larisa, her faith forever shaken in Stalin.
“Sometimes now, I'm thinking about that period of time, and I'm asking myself, ‘Did Stalin want to exterminate the masculine population?’ One of the men was arrested only because he said that under the czar the high boots were made better than under Stalin. And it was a mark to put him into jail, and he was sentenced to 10 years of imprisonment as a political criminal because he said this phrase. There was something terrible in this country.”
My friend, Yulia
From the start, the day I walked into the Sputnik travel agency office in search of a bank so I could exchange dollars for rubles, it was obvious that Yulia was the countess of her office. It was an unofficial title, of course, though she gave commands from one end of the room to the other. “Deyvushka! [Young lady!]” she would call, getting the attention of any one of the younger women.
Her manner wasn’t oppressive, but graceful and authoritative. Whether it was beautiful Yelena or proper Vera or classy Nina, they knew who was boss. The same applied to Misha, the retired commander of a Soviet Army missile site whose hobby was rock music, and to quiet Anatoly, whose looks could pass for a Hollywood actor’s. Whether they liked her wasn’t the issue; they were a team.
It was no surprise, then, that Yulia took me under her wing. Besides, she was the only one who spoke English flawlessly, though Misha and Nina could get by haltingly.
“I haven’t seen you for ages,” Yulia would say to me upon each new arrival after that first day. It was her theatrical manner. With her round face, owlish dark-brown eyes and bowl-shaped haircut, she could have passed for Liza Minelli. Fittingly, upon my taking leave, she would reach up and kiss me a peck on the cheek. For Yulia stood, at most, 4 feet 11 inches tall.
But her charge across busy Voroshiilovski Prospekt, dodging in and out of crazy Russian drivers, would have challenged the Russian army. One night, she led her office workers and me to the tram, and we climbed aboard the creaking, groaning tram car. There was no slowing her down. Nothing was going to keep us from celebrating Orthodox Christmas, New Year’s and my birthday, all at once, at her house.
The tram tracks paralleled her street, a couple of blocks from the line. Once we hopped off, she resumed her charge, and we were obligated to keep up.
As we reached her house, I saw it was situated typically on a small plot of land, perhaps 30 feet by 30 feet. Her husband, Vasily, a professor of law at the Military Institute, built the first floor, then the second and third, in his spare time.
Because materials weren’t always available and because appropriating them meant bartering with Communist pals, the project took him 14 years to complete. The results were splendid.
Where a garage in an American’s home might be directly off the entrance to the kitchen, Vasily turned that space into a miniature gymnasium. It seems he was quite the boxer in his youth. There were exercise ropes, a speed bag and a heavy bag, along with some dumb bells. It was a good use of the space. Even though they were successful, they didn’t need a garage for a car they didn’t own.
There was space for the ample collection of house shoes that Russians provide for guests to slip into. Off came regular shoes and boots, and we padded into the house. Yulia’s kitchen is rather modern, but tiny, about six feet by six feet. She doesn’t care, though. Vasily does most of the cooking. After all, Yulia has her careers as a travel agent and schoolteacher.
Straight ahead of the kitchen there was a formal dining room with expensive glass cabinets and a finely polished wood table. To the right of the kitchen, a set of stairs, made of heavy timbers, highly lacquered and polished, led to the upper floors, in effect two lofts, and Vasily’s office.
As I rose to floor level, I turned my head left and caught sight of his desk. On the side of it, there was a huge poster of Ernesto “Che” Guevara, the mercenary revolutionist who helped Fidel Castro establish a Marxist government in Cuba in 1959. Vasily and Yulia clucked their tongues when they saw that I recognized Guevara, an international icon in revolutionary circles. On the top of the desk was, not surprisingly, a plaster of Paris bust of Karl Marx.
The third floor was their equivalent of a family room, spacious and open, with windows on the north side and double doors leading to a veranda on the west. In the middle of the room was a low table resembling a Lazy Susan, and we all sat around it, eating hors d’oeuvres prepared by Vasily.
But on the veranda was the pièce de résistance – shashleek was cooking over a wood fire inside an uncovered metal box, about three feet high, supported by metal legs. Shashleek is the Russian version of shish-ka-bob. The meat can be either lamb or pork with onions, tomatoes and green peppers, all skewered. In no time, with the fire roaring, the shashleek was ready to consume. The chef, proud of his accomplishment, broke open a bottle of Rostov vodka. If that wasn’t quite what I had in mind, there was plenty of Russian champagne. Then, Vasily toasted the meal and guests. For my tastes, the juicy shashleek was sufficiently delicious, but Russian custom says it’s necessary to have at least one glass of vodka – unencumbered by any juice – and thrown down in a gulp.
Later, in the glow of the evening, needing a respite from the partying, I looked around the room. I saw the wall hanging Yulia had brought from one of her annual summer trips with some of her students to Scotland. A bagpipe player in kilt and tam-o’-shanter was alongside a verse of “Amazing Grace.” The Bible I had given Yulia was tucked into a shelf. For her, it seems, they are only souvenirs.
Incriminating letters
Even with the scant changes, scarcely perceptible, wrought by Khrushchev with “The Thaw” of enlightenment and the de-Stalinization program in 1956, he quickly un-wrought them two years later. Communists tried to give communism a human face, but it was impossible, and the ferocity of oppression returned with the Prague Spring in 1968. The evil methods of the communists remained until the early 1990s.
In America, we have read about the callous methods of midnight searches; people, such as Larisa’s grandfather, being hauled away to prison; foreigners being seized and never heard from again.
For every Russian the times were fraught with constant fear that, at any minute, one would be charged as the people’s enemy. People informed on their neighbors and co-workers; relatives were not exempt. Investigations were conducted simply on the basis of an anonymous telephone call or an anonymous letter to the police. In the period of Brezhnev, writing anonymous letters seemed to be a popular pastime.
Early in his era, in the 1960s, Larisa was a young teacher of English.
“One of the teachers, and I know who, wrote a lot of anonymous letters against me. It was terrible because everything was not true there,’’ Larisa says.
Larisa threw in that phrase – “and I know who” – almost too casually, almost with a purpose. I was tempted to break in and ask, “Who?” But I resisted the urge. Besides, the name could not possibly mean anything to me; I knew only a few of Larisa’s friends.
Nevertheless, the thought kept churning in my mind as I tried to listen. Is it possible that I do know her, or at least of her? The only other teacher I knew at School No. 36 was my friend, Yulia. The Yulia who tromped all over the city with me to find an open bank. The Yulia who opened her home for parties in my honor. Yulia the atheist who requested that the film “Jesus” be shown to her office workers.
On the other hand, if I didn’t know this anonymous letter writer, why was Larisa telling me this? Obviously, it was on her heart and on her mind. It is a bitter thorn that keeps nudging in Larisa’s side, though it has been there so long that the pain has been minimized, except when she thinks of it again, and the agony starts all over again.
I let her continue.
“And the people, those who investigated, all these anonymous letters, spent a lot of time. A lot of people were involved in this activity. And I remember it was very difficult to say that you are a normal person. It was a very difficult period of time.
“Sometimes, if you wanted to get rid of somebody, it was very easy to write an anonymous letter, and one was enough to accuse a person.”
The practice became agonizingly insidious, so widespread, that even the Kremlin recognized how despicable it was, and a special government resolution was written: Anonymous people should not be investigated.
“When I read about it,” Larisa recalls, “I was so happy. I said, Oh, at last we have reasonable people in our government. And can you imagine? One of the teachers, she works now at our school, said, ‘Oh, it's a pity.’
“Maybe she wants to say something about someone, and it is forbidden. I said, ‘If you want to say something, say it honestly. Why should you write about people?’ And she did not understand that she mustn't do such things.”
Identity, a name and a face were still elusive, seemingly unimportant. What the letter contained captured my curiosity.
Larisa, do you remember what she wrote?
“Yes, I know. I was in another school, No. 14, and I already had married my husband, a very good husband. We had a lot of friends because my husband – he was an engineer by education – was a very talented musician. He played wonderfully. And he liked poetry. Other friends were engineers by profession. But they liked literature, poetry. They liked music, and everyday they had a lot of discussions.
“And this other teacher wanted to be in my company with my friends. She was unmarried. But there was something about her; I couldn't take her. I couldn't understand why. At that period of time, I couldn't understand it. But when she tried to be my friend, I tried to be far from her. There are such people who want to follow your life, right out of bed. Then, they feel themselves better. And Yulia – ”
So it was Yulia! I didn’t want to suspect unfairly, but there it was. It did not slip out of Larisa’s mouth inadvertently.
“ – I knew that she was writing. And she knew about it that I know. And I told her about it. Many times, I asked, ‘What do you want from me?’ She said, ‘Yes, I like to do it, and I will continue to do it.’ Can you imagine? She went to another school. Then, I went to that same school. And now she tries to be my friend, as well. But she does not write anonymous letters because they are now investigating what to do with her! [Larisa laughs, not falsely but with pleasure.] All my life she's left to me! It's wonderful! Just wonderful! But sometimes, they were very difficult times in my life because of her activity.”
What did they do to you?
“They couldn't do anything against me because I was always supported by teachers, by parents and by my pupils. And when she wanted to do something bad, there were so many supporters that she could do nothing.”
Larisa’s views: Then and now
America was reeling from two recessions in the late 1950s, and President Eisenhower had had a mild stroke after his heart attack in 1955. The warm, fuzzy good old days were fleeting fast, and life would never be the same again, now that Sputnik I was beeping overhead every 90 minutes. In the Soviet Union, Larisa was a young woman finishing her studies at the Pedagogical Institute, on her way to becoming a schoolteacher.
Although Nikita Khrushchev momentarily had allowed some information to filter out of the Soviet Union, the Kremlin tightened the jaws of tyranny again in 1958 with a new anti-religion campaign. An effete Khrushchev was hustled out of office in 1964, and Brezhnev began his reign. When Mikhail Gorbachev came along on the heels of Yuri Andropov, the former chief of the KGB who had succeeded Leonid Brezhnev, changes began to occur.
I asked, Is that true, Larisa?
“Oh, yes, especially when Gorbachev came to the power. I should say there were great changes. As for me, I always supported Gorbachev because he opened the country. He destroyed the purity between the Western countries and our country. And we had the chance of communicating with each other. Thanks to Gorbachev, a lot of delegations came to Rostov.”
My curiosity pushed me to ask: Before then, what was it like?
“Can you imagine? I was a teacher of English, but I had no literature. I had no newspapers. And I spoke the language which was published in our textbooks. I understood that it's not the real language. I had no resources. In Moscow maybe the people had some contacts with the foreigners, but in our city they had no foreign office. And only thanks to Gorbachev did we have a chance of communicating.
“Life has become much better in this way. A lot of delegations came to our schools. We had a chance of going to Great Britain and to America. I kept up correspondence with an Englishman, the principal of one school and one in the educational department. They were very charming. But economically, the level of living, as for products and everything, it became worse and worse.”
Going back to the 1950s, the 1960s – what was it like economically during those years?
“The life was not bad. We had products on shelves. We could travel about the country very freely. The people in the republics were very friendly. I remember I went to the sanatorium in Georgia. Bajorneye. It's a famous resort. It was very popular. It is one of the best in the world and very beautiful there.
“And I was riding on a bus, on my way home already. I had left Bajorneye, and our bus was approaching Tbilisi. An old Georgian man was sitting in front of me, and when the bus stopped, I left it. He came after me and gave me a bar of chocolate. I wondered. I was greatly surprised.
“I said, ‘Why? You don't know me. Why do you want to present me?’
“He said, ‘I see you are a Russian, and you are leaving our republic. It was nice to see you in our country. It's a pleasure to present you.’
“We were friends, and now we are enemies. What have they done with the country? It's impossible. It's horrible.
“You see, the war in Chechnya, the war in Nagorno-Karabakh, the Armenians suffer greatly. They have no electricity. They have no bread. The people suffer from cold, from hunger. This is democracy? I don't want such a democracy when people suffer. And I don't want Stalin's regime also. I don't know what will happen. How are we to change everything?”
You could travel within your country, but you couldn't go anywhere else unless you were approved by the Communist Party. Is that correct?
“You are correct.”
Did you ever go outside the country?
“No, never. I should say it was rather difficult before the Gorbachev regime. After Gorbachev, no, it was very easy, and I go with no problems. You may go wherever you wish. But even at that time, it was necessary to fill in a lot of documents, and they spoke with you and they told you how to behave outside this country. The Communists only could go. Though I want to say that I was more of a true patriot of my Motherland than those Communists themselves. They betrayed everything. They betrayed the ideas of Lenin. Lenin was a very modest man. He could be very rich, it seems to me, because he was a talented person. He could achieve any heights if he wished. But he refused everything. He was in jail. He hid himself. He lived in huts. But he tried to do something for the people. And they betrayed everything.”
But you were curious about the West.
“Yes, of course.”
I said, You cared to know much more about us than we knew about you.
“But it seems you knew much better about your country than we knew about our own. Because I know that even radio stations which worked for the Soviet Union, very often we could not hear them. And those who managed to do it, they wished for something about the secrets of the world. Then, I heard the Voice of America for the second time. Once I said, if the Western radio station said it, then it's true. Because I had stopped believing the Communists.”
Girl meets boy
I imagine Larisa as a 17-year-old, first-year student at the Pedagogical Institute. Bobbed, blond hair. Outgoing with a wide, warm smile. Nice-looking, medium height and a full figure.
She must have had a lot of friends but, I wonder, how many special ones? Maybe only a few, for she was older than her schoolmates and a year or two younger than the other girls who were students at the faculty of foreign languages.
Larisa was bright and advanced beyond her years, and those traits don’t always endear one to the members of popular cliques at school.
She would overhear those girls speaking at length about boyfriends, love and dates. Larisa would listen attentively. She was mildly envious. None of these things had come about in her life.
She recalls, “All their love stories seemed to me romantic and thrilling. As for me, I had no boyfriend. I didn’t understand what love was and why the girls spoke so much about it – and so openly. At that time, I was keen on reading books, visiting concerts of classical music and telling my group mates about Chopin, Beethoven, Rakhmaninov. They knew very little about composers and music. They didn’t read classical literature. They made dates.”
She and her best friend, Lucy, went shopping one day in March. Larisa remembers it very well, though she hadn’t thought about it for years. They set out for a well-respected bookstore in the Nakhichevan district of Rostov. It is a section of the city where Armenians live. Larisa wanted to buy some English books for her classes.
As they approached the store, they saw three young men coming toward them.
“They were wearing wide-brimmed hats, unbuttoned coats and long scarves,” Larisa says. “They looked like movie characters. They were tall, handsome and cultured. They were Lucy’s friends.”
Lucy introduced them to Larisa, and the young men suggested taking a walk in the park. It was early spring, and most of the snow had disappeared, though there could be more before spring arrived in earnest. Nevertheless, the smell of green grass and freshly turned ground for gardens was in the air.
The five of them walked and walked. The boys cracked jokes, recited poems and flirted with the girls by daringly putting an arm around them.
Larisa says, “One of them, Yugin, tried to put his arms ‘round my shoulders, but Vigen took away his arms and made some kind of a joke of it. Yugin tried again, and each time, Vigen did the same, tactfully, but at the same time urgently and decisively.
“Suddenly, I felt I liked it. I looked attentively into his eyes, and I was lost. His eyes were large, brown, intelligent and mild. Since then, I took no notice of anything. I could see only his eyes.”
By now, it was getting dark. Time had vanished quickly with all the walking. Larisa lived far from the park, and she said goodbye to her new friends and walked to the tram line that would take her toward home.
She realized she was upset because nobody had wanted to see her home. As the tram came, she boarded and stood on the rear platform and watched through the window with a note of sadness in her heart as her friends seemed to be moving away from her. She could see only Vigen who was shaking hands with his friends and saying something to Lucy.
The tram began picking up speed, but suddenly Vigen turned and raced after it.
“He ran at such a speed that my heart sank,” Larisa says. “He seemed to be running at a speed of a plane which was going to take off the runway.”
He caught the tram, jumped onto the footboard, approached Larisa and, though completely out of breath, managed to say: “It’s not good for a girl to go home late alone.”
They chattered away as the tram made its way west across Rostov toward Larisa’s neighborhood. Her mind was swimming with other thoughts, and the conversation has been lost in the giddiness of the moment. Then it was time to part.
Vigen impetuously said, “Shall I see you tomorrow?”
“Yes,” Larisa replied. “When?”
“At 8 o’clock.”
“I am afraid, I won’t come. I’ll be busy. My classes are over only at 8:30 p.m.”
“Who said at 8 p.m.? I meant at 8 a.m. I couldn’t stand the whole day without seeing you,” Vigen said, looking at her intently.
At first, Larisa did not realize what he meant. In the next moment, her throat became dry and she said softly, “All right, I’ll come.”
She spent a sleepless night, turning from side to side and anticipating the morning. “His eyes, voice, the unusual date stirred my imagination,” she says, “and filled my heart with great expectations. In the morning, I went to the corner of Frederich Engels Street and Budyenovsky Avenue at 8 a.m. sharp. Vigen was there already. Since then, we didn’t part for 33 years.”
Vigen died of a heart attack at age 53. He had suffered with heart problems for the last five years of his life.
Larisa’s story: Ah, My Husband
I knew I had touched a nerve close to her heart when I asked about her husband. It was one of those moments in an interviewer’s life when it’s time to simply shut up and listen. Let’s allow Larisa to tell her story.
“In the late 1950s, when I was a student at the Pedagogical Institute, Khrushchev was in power. You see, it was a very good period in the lives of people because Khrushchev was the first president who began to speak the truth. It was unexpected for the people; it was new that people thought that good changes would be in their life. That was when I met my husband.
“He was an engineer by education, but also a very talented musician. He played wonderfully. And he liked poetry. He was Armenian, so I took his family name, though I am Russian, a Cossack woman.
“My mother was a Cossack. She was a very small woman, very charming, and my father was a very tall man. When she was 16 years old, he was 10 years her senior, he saw her for the first time and he knew. Well, he fell in love with her.
“As for my husband, I also can say it was love at the first sight. We met at Theatre Square. He was very handsome, and we had dates. He always came with a book of poetry, especially poems by Vladimir Mayakovsky. But I was not interested in poetry at that period of time. I considered Mayakovsky to be boring. I did not understand anything. When he was reading, I felt bored. He looked at me and said, ‘Do you not understand?’ I said, ’No, I do not understand.’ And he explained to me every sentence, every line.
“And I fell in love with Mayakovsky. I was delighted with his authority to understand this person. He wrote poems for me, just like Mayakovsky wrote; he was a very talented person. Unfortunately, all talented people leave life very early. Still, it was very interesting; he enriched me. He developed my inner world, I should say.
“When we got married, it was 1959. I was very young. He was two years my senior. He was more experienced; he knew much more. I think he was very clever.
“My husband was charming in company and had a very good sense of humor. Everybody loved him because his jokes were so nice, so fine, so kind. And after the second word, the second sentence, everybody looked at him and admired him. Only I, after all this company, was not very happy because, I thought again, we shall come home and he will be nervous that somebody was being attentive to me. He was very jealous. It was very difficult for me.
“I remember my mother told me, ‘You shouldn't marry him because he's very handsome. Women will love him, and you will suffer a lot.’ Oh, how I suffered because of his jealousy. It was terrible at times. There was a moment when I was going to leave him. I took my suitcases and went home to Mother. But each time he came and took me back home.
“Once my mother said, ‘Aren't you afraid if you leave him the next time, he will never come?’ And I began to think – oh, maybe. I never went home to Mother again.
“Then, my husband and I decided to have a daughter, and I understood that he wanted a son. All the nine months, I told him a girl is much better. Because if it were a son, he'd have left me. If it were a daughter . . . , he'd not leave. I put it in such a way that he wanted only for a daughter, and nobody else. Nobody else. He decided, if I have a daughter, then everything is all right. Then, Alyona was born.
“Sometimes, in her childhood, she was ill very often. She suffocated, she coughed and I became tired already because all day I was with her. At night, he would carry her on his shoulder all night long. He loved her very much. They were very good friends. But a very interesting detail is that when he had a school task, he took her with him. Then, he taught her how to steer the boat. Also, he took her to the shooting station and taught her how to shoot. Everything that he knew, she was interested in. They did everything together. She loved him very much.
“Later, I remember my daughter was recommended to enter the postgraduate courses at the university. It was under socialism. It turned out in such a way that when she was told she had the right to enter the postgraduate courses, there were very few days to prepare the program in history. She had 150 questions, and it was impossible to even read the books to prepare.
“My husband and I decided to help her. We divided those questions into three. I was reading, he was reading and my daughter was reading. And I was telling her the context of the questions. When she was sleeping, he was preparing the history. She passed with the highest mark.
“He was happy with her and was a very good father, and when she was born, he stopped being jealous. He even allowed me to go to the Crimea with our daughter and allowed us to go together with my sister. But never alone. I don't know why. I was devoted to him. I loved him. I never betrayed him.”
My daughter’s test
“At that period of time every person at the Pedagogical Institute learned Marxism and Leninism. We read many books written by Stalin, by Lenin. I remember I spent a lot of time at those articles of which I understood nothing. I considered them not interesting.
“But you couldn't be a good teacher if you didn't know the books written by Lenin, by Stalin. And, it seems to me, we spent more time at the works written by Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin than at the books written in English.
“I remember the time came when Alyona was to take her exams.
“There was one question which concerned ‘the antagonists of Marxism and Leninism.’ I began to read the ideas of these antagonists. One of the American antagonists said that revolution was a progressive period in the life of Russia.
“I looked at it closer, and it said: ‘The Communist Party began to slow down the development of Russia.’ When I read it, I said to myself, I know that. I think he is right, but he is an American! He is thinking in such a way that I am thinking.
“When I told my daughter that, she said, ‘Mummy, I agree with you and with him, too.’ At that period of time, she believed everything I said. We were very close. We were very good friends, and everybody envied my relations with my daughter.
“But I said at the examinations you shouldn't say that you agree with him. You should say that he's not right. Again I began to think: What kind of country is this? Are we afraid to say what we are thinking? And yes we were. It was terrible.
“All my life, I taught my daughter to be honest, to be open-minded, not to deceive. But, I understood, for her to get a good mark, that if she said, I agree with the antagonists, she would never get a good mark. I said to her, ‘You shouldn't say the truth.’ It was terrible. I understood that she was very truthful.
“There was an episode in her life, I should tell you. She was in school. I told her that when you get your mark, then you will come to me and say what you are thinking. But you are not to say anything about it to the examination board.
“So, she gets an examination card, and there is written a question about the period of a famous count. She speaks about him, and they ask her other questions. One they asked – and I told you about my grandfather and how he served 10 years in labor camp – What was the personality of your parents?
“Then, suddenly, they asked: What do you think about Stalin?
“At that time there were many people who supported Stalin. I understood already what Stalin's regime did to the Russian people. Simply, I hated him. Stalin was an animal. Of course, I spoke about such things with my daughter. Stalin was an animal for her, too. Can you imagine answering such a question?
“She starts thinking because she remembered I told her you shouldn't say the truth. But she was lucky. There were clever people on the examination board, and they said your answers on all the questions were very good. And you can say you get a five. It was the highest mark.
“But, they said, we are interested in your personal attitude toward that period of time. It does not matter what you think; it will not affect the mark because with everything said, you got already a five. Could she trust these people?
“Alyona says, ‘I began to tell them everything what I think together with my mother.’ She explained that our family suffered horribly.
“Her boyfriend, who was waiting behind the door, said he began to worry greatly because it took forever while she was answering. But they were listening to her attentively, not to the question which was on the examination card, and after the examination, they said her answer was one of the best.”
As an American, I could sense that the oppression was easing. Stalin had lost favor with the Communists. Still, Larisa, I asked, today, aren’t there many people who continue to admire him?
“Yes, I have such a neighbor. We were very good friends. When I came to his flat, I saw the portrait of Stalin on the wall. I was surprised. I said something very bad about Stalin and about my feelings toward him. He didn't speak to me for a very long period of time. He was insulted because he was very sincere. He loved Stalin, and he believed that the life was not bad.
“Now, maybe I am mistaken, I don't know, but Lenin was a great man. He was very small, but nevertheless he was so powerful and could overturn everything in Russia. The czar with his army, with his police, could not stand against him. That's why he's a personality. He wanted to bring happiness to people. And he's dead.
“Now the Democrats say a lot of bad things against him. It's horrible for me to hear about that. Why do they say bad things about that man? [She punctuated each word with a rap of a pencil on the table.] You shouldn't touch him. You may speak about everything, but when they say bad things about him, I do not respect them.”
Tomorrow never came
Larisa’s ambivalence toward Communist ideology is typically expedient these days in the former Soviet Union. People yearn for the comfort of the old days and ways of socialism, they want the authoritarian fist from the Kremlin and, yet, they indulge in the freedoms of the West.
Larisa remembers her youth when she trained to become a Communist Party member.
“Yes,” she says, “I was a Pioneer and I was a Komsomol member. I want to tell you, I was a developer for the Soviet Party. But I knew almost nothing because my parents were afraid to speak about it.
“They didn't want to devote their children into the Party. It was horrible to say that. When I was in the ninth form, I went to the village to visit my granny. I was proud of everything that was being done in our country. I believed everything said over the radio and in our textbooks. But about the truth, people preferred not to speak aloud. It was very dangerous. I know at the Pedagogical Institute, one student was arrested only because he told a colloquial anecdote. He was arrested and had to be in jail for 10 years. That's why we were raised in such a way to keep silent and not to open our mouths.
“But it was the first shock in my life when I was a student of the ninth form and came to my granny, and I began to ask her: ‘Granny, tell me the truth. Is life better now than it was before?’ My granny said, ‘Oh, no.’ I opened my eyes wide. And she said that under czars we had large families, we worked a lot, but we had everything. We had bread. We had milk. Those who didn't want to work, they were OK. Those who worked a lot, they could live well. But under the Communists, our family was on the verge of dying because of starvation. It was twice. The children and old people were swollen already. Only a wonder saved their lives. This wonder was my father who came from Rostov. He brought food. He helped them to survive. If it were not for my father, they would have died.
“I said, ‘Granny, what do you think about?’ Her younger daughter was married to a man who was an agronomy statistician. He was an educated person. He was a young man. He said, ‘You are not a child already, and you should know that everything we just heard over the radio are lies.’ Oh! I was shocked. I thought at first he was crazy. I could not believe him! It was terrible for me! I remember my granny said about this man named Vasya, ‘He is too young to know to talk about politics.’ I understood that my grandmother knows the truth, and she also is afraid of speaking aloud about it. It was horrible.”
The mood of the country, in 1997, when I conducted this interview, was discouraged again. It had scarcely improved when I returned in 2000 and again visited Larisa.
Larisa, immersed in the ideology of communism then and influenced by democracy and capitalism now, finds it difficult to reconcile then and now.
“I can say only one thing: When we lived under socialism, we had some ideas, though the Communists often deceived us. They pronounced a lot of very good slogans, a lot of ideas. But the Communists did not realize them. There are no ideas, no moral values. Children and the people begin to try to survive and speak about money, nothing else. Not long ago, if you came to Moscow, you would see a lot of young people who were reading books and standing in long queues to see a good performance, a good play or to see a good film. Now we can’t see people reading. They are watching too much TV, and it is a pity.
“As for the future, you see, the people became accustomed to being taken care of by somebody. But now everybody is indifferent to them. They are hopeless in finding the way out. They were more confident in themselves, though life was not very good for the people. I hate a lot of things under Communists. Nevertheless, there was an idea that somebody takes care of you.
“Now, they openly say, ‘You should survive as you like. If you can’t do that, you will die, and nobody will suffer greatly about that.’ You should understand that the people do not like this. Everybody wants somebody to think about them. It’s very difficult to be lonely in the world. When people feel somebody supports them, then there is somebody next to them, but if he’s lonely, it’s a very difficult feeling for everyone. A lot of people are hopeless. They do not have the support, that’s why they are afraid of tomorrow. They are not confident in themselves. There is no hope. It is the main loss. But under socialism, though it was not true [she laughs], ‘Tomorrow the future will be bright.’ That was one of the slogans.
“Now I understand why the people in the West believe in God. They can’t fear, and it seems to me it helps them. They become more confident to find some strength to survive. The Russian people did not get accustomed to that.”
Maybe, I suggested, it’s time for you to start going to a Bible study. You know I have been telling you that for three years now.
“Well, maybe, maybe.”
A postscript to Larisa’s story
It has been nearly a year since I had written down those hesitant, last words that Larisa spoke before my short return visit to Rostov was over. We continued to communicate occasionally by letter from Rostov to Fresno, and in early spring of 1998, Larisa wrote that she had just celebrated her “Diamond jubilee.” In other words, her 60th birthday. I wrote back and congratulated her. My letter also contained further words of encouragement, suggesting that she make a decision to accept Christ as her savior and, frankly, a lot of preaching to her as I rambled my way through some lengthy paragraphs. I covered the basic plan of salvation – that it is a gift from God, and only He can save us. Then, I asked what she, who was steeped in the communistic ideals of atheism, thinks will happen to her when she dies? And where her soul will go, even though she was indoctrinated that there is no human soul, the nigh-impossible-to-define Russian soul notwithstanding, of course?
I asked these questions also because she had written in that birthday letter some personal insight about her spiritual beliefs:
“As for me, I don’t think much of God. I got used to working and thinking a lot about my family, friends and people who need my help. And if the God doesn’t prevent me from doing that, He must have nothing against it. Deep in my heart I do believe in God. But I do not pray and do not go to church.”
In the summer of 1998, her next letter arrived and contained some glorious revelations. She began it this way:
“Thank you so much for your letter. I wrote a reply to it a month ago but I didn’t send it immediately because your ‘sermon’ had aroused different kinds of emotions in me. Something was accepted by my soul, some things were denied. But then I began to read your letter again and again, and my attitude to what you had written changed greatly. I decided to follow your advice and asked Jesus Christ to come into my heart. Every night before falling a sleep I began to share my thoughts and wishes with Him and to analyse [British spelling] the most complicated moments of my life. I found out that such talks with Him made me more peaceful and tactful and helped me get rid of my inner aggressiveness. I have become more patient and calm and do not teach people how to live. . . .
“I am so grateful to you for your patience and willingness to help me. If you spend so much time and energy to help everyone who needs it, the God will grant you eternal life, I am sure.
“Sometimes I recollect the day when I saw you first. It was a very hot summer day. I was at school and dreamed of coming home as soon as possible. But instead of going home something made me change my usual route and forced me to go to Pushkinskaya Street, quite the opposite direction. It was there that I saw you and Tanya. [Tanya Pichko had been her student as a young schoolgirl.] I was a little bit embarrassed because I was angry with myself, with the heat and the necessity to go in the opposite direction of my house. But you looked like a wingless angel. A tall, thin man with kind smiling eyes wearing a brightly white shirt in such heat. Why did I go in that direction? Why did I meet you? I don’t know. There is no answer. . . . Who knows? I am not naïve and I do understand that you are not an angel which had fallen from Heaven for me. But the fact is that you are my ring-buoy at present. . . .”
Her letter had arrived on the afternoon I had gotten out of the hospital where I had had an angioplasty for a blocked artery. Now that the blockage was taken care of, two friends drove me from the hospital to home. Of course, the first thing I absolutely had to do was check my mail, so I wibble-wobbled to the mail box – and there was Larisa’s letter. As happy as I was, I was tired from the effects of surgery. Still, I was so overjoyed when I opened the envelope and read about Larisa’s conversion that I was nearly turning cartwheels, though my cardiologist wouldn’t have liked that one bit.
A better way to express my joy is this verse: “Like cold water to a weary soul is good news from a distant land.” (Proverbs 25:25 NIV)
Later, I recalled the thirty-ish women I had met in Rostov, women who truly believed that they were too “old” to know Jesus Christ, though they wanted their young daughters to know Him. On the other hand, here was Larisa, in the afternoon of her days, making a decision for time and eternity.
Sadly, it was not quite that simple. Oh, Larisa believes IN God, but she doesn’t believe God.
I learned this on another missionary journey that took me to Rostov in 2002.
Her unbelief stems partly from a mother’s intense love for her daughter. “Why,” she asks, “can a loving God send his son to die? When you presented me with the film about Jesus, I watched with great interest. And when I saw him die on the cross, I was torn. Why would a father do that to his own son? I cannot forgive him for that.”
Since then, Larisa and I have had deep spiritual discussions, including one in 2003. Suffice it to say that she simply does not believe in life after death. When we die, she believes, we vanish into nothingness. Again, sadly, she clings stubbornly to her atheistic upbringing.
Next: Anya overcomes years of atheistic resignation about God.
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Anya1
Waltz is whirling like a joyful song,
And we are whirling by it.
My Lord, help me to become skillful enough
To be able to warm people’s hearts with a candle.
And as in dance I was whirling in my loneliness,
When once I understood suddenly that
God Creator, People’s Savior,
Died for people and for me.
An anonymous Russian poet
As I headed out of my house on leafy Lermontovskaya Street, I closed the heavy metal gate behind me and began making my way to Anya’s house. The route would take me two blocks east to Voroshilovskii Prospekt, a noisy, broad boulevard that is one of the major north-south streets in Rostov, and then on to Sokolova Street.
It was a pleasant day in the summer of 1995 with bright sunshine and little or none of the winds that can rake the Don Steppe, a rolling plain that rises east from the Sea of Azov. There was nothing special about the day, other than this was my long-awaited opportunity to sit down with Anya and interview a mature woman who had lived the bulk of her life during the Soviet Era. Anya’s 60th birthday was only days away, but I was curious to know what that time in Russia, under the oppression of Stalin, was like for a young girl.
As I walked along the wide sidewalk, I thought of this red-haired lady. She keeps her hair cropped at a medium length to go along with her medium build, not stout as many older Russian women are. She always dresses nicely and modestly, and usually wears lipstick and some make-up in muted rust-like colors that match her personality: not overly done, indeed somewhat on the conservative side, for Anya is a shy woman.
I carried my tape recorder and several blank tapes in my bag, for I had many questions. Would she tell me about the years before World War II, the Great Patriotic War as it is known in Russia? Did she remember the bombing? What was the post-war period like? What did a little girl dream about in those times? What was it like growing up in a godless society?
I tried to plan questions because I knew her shyness might leave some awkward gaps in the interview, and I wanted to keep it lively. At the same time, I knew I would have to be careful not to barge ahead, treading on her personal life. And then there was the unanswered question about her spirituality. After all, nine months earlier, she casually remarked, “Well, religion, it seems to me, is just a lot of rules.”
In the succeeding months, I had gotten to know her better and grew more curious about the Soviet life. So, in March, I asked, rather boldly, “Anya, could I videotape you telling your life story?”
“Oh, no,” she said, almost blushing, “I could never do that.” I let the subject drop, keeping my desire hidden quietly, never thinking that the opportunity would come, now that my year in Russia was quickly coming to an end. It was late June, and I would depart Rostov on July 6.
Before I could leave Rostov, there were other loose ends to take care of. As usual, the Lord was orchestrating them in His perfect timing.
One late spring day, as I sat in my house tending to chores, the telephone rang, and it was Anya.
She said, “Jerry, do you remember when you asked me if you could videotape me telling my life story?”
Of course I did. What would she say now?
“Well, I am still too shy to do the videotape, but I would like you to come over with your tape recorder, if you would still like that.”
Of course, I couldn’t wait.
So, I continued on my way to Krasniye Armiskiye Prospekt (Red Army Street) and turned east one block to Sokolova Street. Anya’s house sits back from the street in an alley of sorts. It resembles a cottage, though it has a wire fence and small metal gate in front, not a white picket fence.
I had been there one time before when she invited me to have dinner with her and her husband, Yuri. I remembered that Yuri is much like Anya, though perhaps not as shy; he simply does not speak English as well as she does. Anya says he once knew much more English than now. After dinner that night, they escorted me to the front door and Yuri said, “I want Russia to be strong as it once was. Everything is in ruins. We are not the great power we once were. It is a pity.”
I admit I was embarrassed for him, sensing his patriotism, and unsure of what comment I could make and still be gracious to my host that night.
Then, it came to me:
“Yuri, Russia has a rich history, with beautiful music and wonderful literature. You have much to be proud about Russia.”
He said: “Soviet Russia.” He was curt but not in an unfriendly way. He was expressing the emotion of a lot of older Russians these days. He longed for the old times.
The old times and the customs that have carried over. Russians who had important occupations would take their prescribed two-week holiday to a spa to rest and to take care of any health problems. Anya and Yuri take their holiday each October, riding the train to the picturesque resort city of Kislovodsk in the northern Caucasus Mountains.
In 1994, my teammates and I also were headed to Kislovodsk. It was a very warm early October afternoon, not long before the winter chill came, and we boarded the same train for a 20-hour ride south to Kislovodsk. We were going to a weeklong conference that concluded our first six weeks in-country.
With our 10 team members of four men and six women, it was mathematically impossible to match men with men and women with women equally in the second-class train's coupés.
My coupé-mate on this trip was Darin Johnson. He and I would have to share a coupé with two Russian strangers. We feared the worst, imagining two burly men dressed in the favorite fashion of the day – adidas, Puma or Nike warmup suits and flip-flops.
And smelly. And hairy. And probably drunk.
I didn't want to go into a stuffy coupé and stayed out in the aisle and talked to teammates, next to an open window, for the next three hours. By 9 o'clock, I was getting tired. I had put off the inevitable for too long.
When I slipped into the coupé, sitting on the opposite lower bunk was a pleasant-looking lady, in her late 50s. It was Anya. That my coupé-mates were a married couple and the fact she was neat relieved some of my worry.
Another doubt vanished when she spoke: "Hello."
I was surprised by her English and said "hello" back, adding, "Do you speak English?"
"Yes," she said, perfectly. "I was a translator all of my career until I retired."
I wondered whether she and Yuri lived in Moscow, not knowing where the train had originated. She said, "No, we live in Rostov.''
I said, "So do we. Where do you live in the city?" It turned out that they lived about eight blocks from my house. We were almost neighbors, it was immediately apparent that we would get along fine and our friendship was to continue years beyond the train ride. And from then on, Anya was “the train lady.” She told me later that she always referred to me as “the man from the train.”
So, here I was, ringing the bell at their front door. Yuri was away at their dacha, tending their garden, and Anya invited me in, and I sat in the rocking chair in their small living room where I had had dinner with them that wintry night.
The conversation started slowly but gained momentum, much like the Soviet-style train.
Upon your meeting Anya, she apologizes for being so shy. Three hours later, she apologizes for being so talkative. In between, the voice is of a young Russian girl – far from her 60s – still bound by the ghosts of her grandmother being exploited by a priest, by her mother being fiercely interrogated by the KGB and by the loss of her father.
At last, she began her story.
Anya’s grandmother once held God dear, but it had been long ago, when it was Czarist Russia. Even before the Communists came to power in 1917, her grandmother had bitterly put God aside because a priest had mistreated her.
She wanted to move to Rostov to begin working, but to do this, it was necessary to extract a certificate out of the church registry in Tanais, a village west of Rostov. Only the priest had that authority, and he told her: “I will give it to you if you work for me for one year.”
Anya says, "She had to bring pails of water from the river, and she was only 12 years old, and she had to bring it on a special yoke, very heavy, pails of icy water and to fill it into special containers. In between, she looked after his baby and did some cleaning and other chores. He just exploited her. Only for this certificate. He was a holy man, and afterward, she was highly disappointed. So she stopped believing in God because of that. She was cheated by him.’’
After the Bolshevik Revolution, religion became anathema.
Anya continues, “We were considered atheists. It went without saying. That's all. That was the end of it. Simply, we learned Darwinism. The Origin of Man, the Descent of Man. That was enough. And there was no alternative at all. We were tired of fighting it in our family. So we were never taught and had no spiritual approaches or teachings, and we just lived like, oh, wild grass. But, still we had our own, maybe, prayers inside.”
Meanwhile, Stalin had come to power with the death of Lenin. In the midst of Stalin’s bloody purges, Anya’s mother was an office worker in Rostov and pregnant with Anya in 1935. A high school girl, maybe 16 years old, was working there, too. Naively, the girl told a joke, not a particularly funny one, about Stalin, and the girl was reported to authorities by other workers. Had they let the incident pass, they would have been subjected to persecution, so they dutifully did their petty snitching.
After the intense interrogation of everyone over and over again, including Anya's mother, the girl was taken away and never seen again. To this day, Anya ascribes her shyness to this episode, when still in her mother's womb.
When the war came in June 1941, Anya’s mother was a deputy newspaper editor. Anya’s father, a Jew from Byelorussia, worked in the printing department. He was exempt from military duty, but he volunteered nevertheless and went to the front.
Then came that dreadful telegram: Her father was missing in Sevastopol. It was 1943. He was 37 years old, and Anya was 8.
When the war ended May 9, 1945, Rostov was in ruins, but Anya and her mother decided to stay put. After all, it was home.
Besides, Anya says, “Mother still waited for Father, because we didn't have any letter that he was killed. He was lost in action. And Mother still hoped and waited for him, and even until her death, in 1993.”
I hesitated to interrupt her, but I had to ask: Will you describe the last time you saw him?
“I remember that he wore a dark uniform. It wasn't a real sailor's, but it was a sort of sailor's and a special cap and a special crown with long coat. He was coming downstairs, saying we'll see each other in summer. I will come to you with money and so on. I was looking just a few days ago for some documents, and I came across Mother's archive.
“She was so diligent. She always kept it in a very good order. I found letters from Father from the front, especially addressing me. It was wonderful.”
What were his words?
“Ah, how he loved me, how he will try to save us and how he will come back, and so on. There were letters about our cat, asking how he was feeling and how he waits for my coming back and how he looks after him. And why didn't I write letters? But I think I didn't know how. My cousin, who is older, wrote letters, and I added in capital letters.”
The years passed – the child progressively became a teacher, a mother, a loyal Soviet interpreter.
Were those her lifelong goals, the dreams of what a little girl would become when she grew up?
“No,” she answers, “when I was a little girl, the Great Patriotic War was going on, and my main dream was to have it over and to have my father back from the war alive. But he didn’t return.
“When the war was over, the life was very hard, and my wishes concerned food and necessary clothes to be able to go to school. It was a hard time for my mother who worked very hard to keep me and Grandmother.”
Anya also emphasizes the emptiness and the longing for her father, her low self-esteem, moodiness, anger, and, oh, the constant gossiping about neighbors. Then, American missionaries arrived, and she read the Bible for the first time. Now embarrassed because she hurt many people, she is making peace with her past and with God.
Indeed, years after this interview, Anya writes to me, “I came to God after I started studying the Bible (in late autumn 1994), and it was in summer 1995 that I was baptized in Russian Orthodox Church. Since then my life has been gradually changing (at least, I hope): I’ve become more tolerant, easier forgiving, less irritable. But unfortunately I can’t state that my heart is completely pure and the Holy Spirit is always in it. Though I pray for forgiveness I still sometimes feel despondent and gloomy.”
Anya’s story: Guilt
As that interview in 1995 continued, I heard Anya’s words trace her spiritual story.
“We had a New Testament at home. My husband was given it by his friend on his birthday. He knew a lot of it, and he assembled a history of religion. I never touched it. Mainly, I was lazy, only postponing. I said I've got to do it some time just to acquaint myself. But I touched it first when you gave it to me. So I must thank you and the providence of God that I met you.
“At first, I started reading from the New Testament. Old Russian is rather difficult; the English more understandable. Now I came across this Novy Slova [New Words]. It's a modern Russian translation. It's like typical literature.
“I want to give it to some of my acquaintances. Maybe I'll have a chance because I am going to visit one of my very long friends in Volgadonsk.
“She is very ill. Maybe she will find something for herself in it. She is in a very bad situation, thinking about death and even about suicide. She has epilepsy. She ate so much in her life that she developed plenty of side ills.
“She was a very good engineer and worked in a very bad environment in a very dangerous plant. She breathed a lot of chemicals, and everything invaded her.
“She's a very nice person, and I understand her situation, but maybe she will find peace. But I'll see her attitude about spiritual matters because we never spoke about them.
“Now that I am reading Bible, I understand that if you feel quiet about things and don't put them into your head, it helps a lot. We spent a lot of time gossiping and being vile to each other, but it was terrible, and we did a lot of harm to one's own mind and to each other. I feel a little bit ashamed. I felt I was doing wrong, but now I know it was a real sin. It was a time for talking, gossiping at the dinner table. And we spend half of our lives on these things.
“The main thing: With my small steps toward understanding and coming to this God, I feel a bit more secure in this faith. That's very important to me because I always felt as if I'm a person without esteem. Now I feel a little bit better because if I continue to feel like that and attain my lessons and reading, I feel calm. Especially after baptizing, I feel a bit more quiet.
“Maybe it's more comfortable that a person doesn't look for a more comfortable way of things; one must do the things which are more difficult. As for these Russian Orthodox commitments, if you don't have anyone next to you doing it, it's difficult. You must have some guide, some help from outside to support you.
“Therefore, I'm reading the Bible with pleasure, and I found a Psalm which corresponds to my mood. Some very much meet my mood, and my emotions respond to my attitude. I continue praying in my way – conversation – and reading. I found that I was thinking about praying, and sometimes I forget entirely about thanking God.
“I feel somehow it penetrates me. I feel that more and more in me, and that's the good thing to have this mood constantly with me, not just on occasion, when it's bad or when I'm in a certain mood. Maybe I can manage to be not irritable, which I am always, very often.
“Maybe I'll improve my relations with my daughter and grandchild. I read in the Bible that parents must not provoke their children, though I'm always waiting for her to apologize, and I'm always counting ways to blame. My part is always feeling badly wounded, then enjoying my wounds. Now I understand that in many cases I was at fault in our bad relations. I shouldn't have provoked her.
“In one of Paul's letters, I think in Ephesians, when he repeats the commandment: Children must love their parents and prolong their own lives. I feel that it’s not only the lives of parents, but also their own lives. If you love your children, you will have peace with yourself.
“As with my mother, we had problems, and now I can't think of anything that it's possible to improve, because she's dead. If I loved her properly, if I cared for her properly, as I should have done, then I also would have done better for my own life. I had problems, too, to think of pride. Now I can't change anything.
“If I had changed earlier, I could have done more good for my neighbors. I will try to not be as terribly bad to them as I was before. That is my hope and my dream.
“Still, simply, I'm not using the word God very often, and belief and all these words. It seems I'm somehow not yet accustomed, and I'm afraid to use it to make it win out, because it's quite new for me. I am embarrassed to speak about myself as a true believer.”
While those are true words from her heart, I have to chuckle because I remember another day right before she invited me for that interview. Once again, the phone rang at my house, and it was Anya, the train lady. She called to ask for my help on correcting her grammar in a contract she was helping to prepare for a petroleum refinery that would be built 200 miles from Rostov. It was a hush-hush joint venture between Russia and Britain, and she was working as a free-lance translator.
Anya came to my house, and I looked over the two-page document. Of course, Anya’s English was immaculate.
As she was leaving, she stopped at the door, turned and said, “Jerry, do you remember when we met on the train and you invited me to the Bible study at your house?”
Yes, I did.
“Well, I want you to know I only came to be polite. I felt so far behind the other women, and I really did not have an interest in the Bible. Now, I see the changes in my life. I want to thank you.”
As I have mentioned, Anya and I have kept in touch over the years, and I have visited her and Yuri twice in Rostov. After Anya accepted the Lord, Yuri also made the same decision.
She expresses their hope in a recent letter, dated October 2000, to me:
“As for my vision of the future – my main concern is the future of Russia as the future of my grandson who is 15 fully depends on the fact whether Russia will be a stable and flourishing country. My husband and I pray that our country would become really religious-minded, more people would know God and the leaders of our country at least approach the norms of Christian morals.
“As for myself, I want my belief to grow and maybe I’ll have some progress on this path.”
From where Anya, the train lady, was when I met her in my coupé that evening in 1994, she has changed from the path of death and separation from God to eternal life with Jesus Christ.
Next: Liza is a true believer and a free spirit.
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Lizaveta
I cannot help seeing that someone who loved me brought me into being.
Who is that someone? Again the same answer – God
Leo Nikolayevich Tolstoy
Before Liza came to America, she was a schoolteacher in Moscow. She has lived in India and resides in America with her teen-age daughter.
Once married to an American Catholic, Liza is Russian Orthodox through and through. I met her over the telephone for the first time after Yelena thought I would be interested in talking to another transplanted Russian. She and Yelena attend the Serbian Orthodox Church in Fresno.
Aprel and Dekabr: A love story
Liza remembers the April and December of Zenochik and Bogdanchik, as she uses the intimate diminutives for her mother’s and father’s names, respectively.
Papa’s rich baritone voice boomed all the way from Georgia, in southernmost Russia, to Moscow. Bogdan Shavyerdov was his name. It was the Georgian variation of his Armenian surname. His thick, silver mane of hair, his poise on stage. They could not be denied. Bogdan was a Georgian Gregory Peck.
Bogdan loved to sing, but he had no time. His family of four kept him plenty busy. The times in Russia were difficult in the years preceding World War II. It seems, though, that the frustrations kept wrenching his soul. Perhaps he was waiting for the right moment because, when the children were big enough to look after themselves and the shooting had stopped, he made a decision. It was time to change his life.
“You know what?” he told his wife. “I do appreciate you. I do respect you. But I never felt love, a romantic love.”
It was a strange revelation, especially after three daughters and one son. But he said he never felt the fire, this passionate love for her. He was 50 years old, and he wanted to be alone.
His wife said, “Are you crazy? You are old. I am old, but that’s OK. What shall I do?” Stoically, she did the only thing she could and gave him his freedom.
Bogdan had studied at the Georgian conservatory of music, and this was his chance to sing as if a timid Moscow crow were set loose in the steppe.
To this day, there exists yellowed newspapers with writings about him and his talent. A Georgian Enrico Caruso, they called him.
With his profound voice, he made a perfect Lansky in the opera Yevgeny Onegin by Pushkin. And he traveled with the Tblisi Opera to Moscow, where there were summer performances.
In the audience, there was a young woman, only 24 years at the most. Zenochik’s eyes were as blue as the dome on an Orthodox cathedral. Her skin was soft like peach fuzz and had a golden glow. Her hair was not blond, but something between black and brown, closer to rye.
She loved opera, and it mostly took her mind away from her tragedy. Though the war had ended a short time before, she was left with a child, about 1½ years old, and no husband.
They had gotten married when she was 18. It was wartime, and off he went. She already was pregnant. Three months later, she received a message that said he had been killed.
Then, sitting there in the opera house, Zena saw Bogdan. He was singing his favorite role of Lansky. Something came to her heart, warm and deep.
She sent him a message: “Your voice is unbelievable. Can I just see you?”
It was a bold gesture, one that she had never done before and never would do again. Indeed, such bravura was unheard of. Backstage, she saw he was very nice, very attractive, very wise. And, oh, that rich personality.
Zena was more subdued, but she was young, ever cheerful, full of life. When they met each other, without hesitation, they spent a week together. For them, they said, it was the best time in their life. Then, all too soon, it was time for Bogdan to return to Georgia.
Bogdan said, very bravely, “You know, I’m nearly 50. I have children. My kids are older than you. I cannot marry you because I don’t know what will happen tomorrow.”
She said, “I am very sad. It is OK, but I love you. You have to remember that it’s love, but maybe in one month, maybe in one year, I would like to spend it with you.” Then, he left.
Two weeks later, she realized she could not live without him. It was something so deep, so strange, so extraordinary. She left Moscow and went by train to Georgia. She didn’t know how to find him, except to wait at the opera house. Soon, he came to the opera house, and he was sick without her. He, too, had such a strange feeling. And there she was.
She was just crying and she told him, you know I cannot live without you. He said, you know it is the same with me.
They lived 40 years together. She just treated him like her personal czar. Soon, a daughter, Lizaveta, came along. Liza, as she calls herself, says, “He was treating her like lover, like beautiful wife, like daughter, with great tenderness between them, and we could feel it all the time.”
But they were not living under the law, and when the children began school, they decided it was time to marry. Liza was about 8 years old.
Then, oddly, Bogdan lost his voice and his confidence at the same time. Though he was forced to become an administrator of theaters, Liza’s mother continued to sing at their house, while Bogdan played the piano for birthday parties and traditional Russian dancing. Their house was always full of friends.
Her father died when he was 89, in 1985. Liza’s mother said at the cemetery, “How could I live without you? It’s just very difficult to imagine. I will see you in two years.” And two years hence, on her birthday, the 20th of October, she passed away, being a very young lady of 64.
A free spirit is born
While Georgians and Russians love to party at tables lavishly crowded with many dishes, there are two tremendous differences: Georgians sip wine; Russians gulp vodka. Georgians use the occasion as an art form of discussion.
Especially, on national holidays and birthdays, or any other day, for that matter.
One such occasion is Dec. 21, the birthday of Josef Stalin, the Soviet dictator who died in 1953. While the love of Stalin has hit bottom in some parts of Russia, some Georgians still love their native son intensely. This was hugely true in 1949 when the people still believed he would deliver to them a utopia through the ideals of communism.
One morning on the advent of winter, it was 6 o’clock and the sun still hadn’t risen. There was no light inside either, because the state had turned off the electricity. (It’s another mystery of how the communist system doesn’t work; alas, neither is Utopia idyllic.)
That was a minor distraction that didn’t slow the partying in Kutaisi, situated only hours from Stalin’s birthplace. Nor did it slow the course of nature. Liza’s mother knew it was time for Liza to be born. Her mother was a beautiful Russian woman and did not speak the Georgian language.
She was inside the house. The revelers were nowhere to be seen, only heard. They were loudly celebrating Stalin’s birthday. She called out, but nobody came.
Liza describes the scene: “American people will not believe, but she climbed herself onto the table because it was time. She shouted, ‘Anybody there?’ But there was nobody who heard. Then she gave birth to me, keeping me close with her legs. Then, an old Georgian lady, a very nice lady, came and told, ‘Oh, child you are so nice, so quiet. Our Georgian ladies would scream. They would panic. You got just beautiful baby. She did everything in five minutes, put me and my mom back and went again to celebrating. My father? He was outside. He did not come inside, because it was not in our culture. Now we start to have men and ladies together, just to give birth. But before, he was just outside, waiting, doing something. He did not know what was going on inside. So that’s the day when I was born. Nothing special. I am not very happy it was the day when Stalin was born. But that’s what it is.”
Liza is a Russian Orthodox believer. She wasn’t always, and talks easily about her life before the Soviet Union collapsed and she made the Lord the focus of her life. Her story reflects some of the spiritual twists in the secular culture.
“You know, this birth date is very bad for me. That’s why I never believed that all people born in December were all the same. I never go with that Sagittarius and all that stuff. But when I was young, sometimes I just looked through all these magazines. All people were just celebrating the birthday of Stalin, and it was time for mom.”
If you considered your birthday bad, I asked her, were you ever fearful this could have been considered a criticism of Stalin in any way?
“Oh, no, I was never, never afraid. Because I never had my opinion. I only told to everybody, I don’t know what’s going on.”
Of course, she knew of Stalin, then Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Gorbachev and finally Boris Yeltsin. She lived through the times of these rulers, but she didn’t want to understand what was going on politically with them. In fact, she never voted once in her life when everybody was obligated to vote, whether the tally of ballots mattered or not. She simply ignored the process.
“I didn’t know anything what they’re doing. I think they’re struggling between themselves for something I don’t understand. I wasn’t afraid. I told, You know what? I’m not in politics.
“I was never like Andrei Sakharov. Or people who criticized. Even all my students, I told, I don’t even want to discuss politics. It’s not interesting to me. You want to ask some question about Pushkin, Lermontov? I am ready! I was very open, never pretending. When I was a student of the first course, we had history of the Communist Party. I could not understand the difference between 19th Congress or 20th Congress. It was not for me, I don’t see something there. Like something stupid I have to remember. I don’t understand. I just switch to my short memory. I was A-student. I did that. It was easy. Click! I went. I passed. I got excellent. And forget! Immediately! It was easy for me because I knew I had to do that.
“I know my mom told me, ‘Don’t tell anybody about that, you are so open, so sincere to people. Don’t tell, don’t tell,’ because she had experience. She lived in Moscow with her dad and with her mom and with her sister. And one day, her dad, he was one day in the shop. He saw cucumbers and he told, ‘Ah, these cucumbers are like Stalin’s nose.’ And believe it or not, that’s it. Two days or three days later, they came and told, ‘That’s it. Go out of Moscow.’ He went to work in Siberia, and my mom and grandma had no right to live in Moscow. They went to Siberia, because, on the one hand, he told about cucumbers. Her dad didn’t care! He told what he wanted! That’s it! It was just like one sentence.’’
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