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1.
The background

THE HUGH SETON-WATSON MEMORIAL LECTURE OF 1988
was the occasion of a devastating analysis of the failure of commu-
nism., Dr Zbigniew Brzezinski forecast its coming collapse in heroic
style, a prophecy which was to be dramatically fulfilled. It is my
honour to be first to speak in this series since the debacle of the August
coup. My reflections concern not the economic or political failure of
communism, but one aspect of its moral failure: its inability to find any
answer to or substitute for the religious dimension of the human
psyche. My approach will be empirical rather than philosophical.

The Soviet experiment proved that state control of religion rein-
forced by decades of persecution could not eradicate the concept of
God. The persistence of religious belief (Christian, Jewish, Muslim)
played a role in the formation of a mentality, a moral determination,
which offered resistance to communism. A glance at any other ex-
communist country -- Poland or Yugoslavia, for example, in their total-
ly different ways -- illustrates how each regime failed at this point, too.

Was there ever a time when religion did not form some kind of
covert opposition to the state? Its durability was an assertion that
somewhere, somehow, in the hearts and minds of a section of the
population communist indoctrination had failed. Lenin broke the back
of the clergy, Stalin broadened his attack by assailing every visible
form of church life, so that almost all of what remained had to go
underground by the beginning of World War Two. The remnant that
did stay visible had to compromise with the state, culminating in an
assertion of loyalty to it in 1927 by Metropolitan Sergi, who had re-
placed the saintly Patriarch Tikhon, hounded to a premature death for
the anathema he pronounced on the Bolsheviks immediately after the

Revolution.

There were many clergy who sacrificed not only their careers, but
also their lives, to oppose this compromise. One group wrote a letter,
which survives from the Solovki monastic prison on an island in the



White Sea, expressing support for the late Patriarch Tikhon and opposi-
tion to any accommodation with the regime. One might almost call
this a founding document of the democratic opposition in the USSR.!

During World War Two the church regained some of its freedoms
in return for moral support in the resistance to Hitler, but the hierarchy
was soon to discover that it had to support Soviet policies in post-war
Europe as well and even to deny that there was religious persecution
when Khrushchev resumed this in earnest from 1959. The KGB forced
the clergy to contradict the fact of persecution when thousands of
believers of all religions were in prison for their faith and every region
of the Soviet Union saw the forcible closure of churches, synagogues,
mosques and Buddhist temples.

1. Paul B Anderson, Peaple, Church and State in Modern Russia, New York, 1944, pp.90-94.

p.3
Emergence of a Christian opposition

Some Christians who objected to what their own leaders were saying
sowed the first seeds of public dissent. In the teeth of this persecution
in 1961 an event occurred which was unprecedented within the
communist bloc: a group of Russian and Ukrainian Baptists reacted
strongly and in a concerted way against Khrushchev's persecution,
specifically against new internal regulations which the KGB foisted on
the church leadership. These instructed them to prevent evangelism and
ban children from attendance at worship.2 The KGB failed in its
attempt to suppress the whole movement, despite imprisoning hundreds
of activists. This led directly to the formation of the first-ever commit-
tee on communist territory for the defence of the persecuted, the
Council of Baptist Prisoners' Relatives. The KGB compounded its
offence by forcing the official church leadership to condemn the
reformers, thus causing a schism within the ranks of the Baptist
Church which persists even today. When, a decade later, the 'Helsinki
Watch Committees' began systematically to monitor human rights in
the republics, this example was not forgotten.

Most remarkable of all was an appeal which Gennadi Kryuchkov
and Georgi Vins, by then the two leaders of the 'Reform Baptist'
movement, addressed to Leonid Brezhnev in April 1965 on the pro-
posed new constitution. I commented on this document in 1969,
remarked on its grasp of legal matters and continued:

They demonstrate that the reform movement had now
moved from the sphere of narrowly ecclesiastical impor-
tance to take its place in the modern political history of the

Soviet Union.3

2. See, passim, Michael Bourdeaux, Religious Ferment in Russia: Protestant Opposition to Soviet Reli-
gious Policy, London, 1968, which is a study of the emergence of this movement.

3. Ibid., p.105.



Twenty-three years later there seems to be little need to modify
that judgment. Re-reading that document today with hindsight, one
can almost see the panorama of the next 25 years of history unfolding
before one's eyes, culminating in the new legislation guaranteeing
freedom of conscience in October 1990, to be so closely followed by
the collapse of the very system which upheld the ideology. Kryuchkov
and Vins wrote to Brezhnev:

Today the fate and future well-being of hundreds of millions
of people lie in your hands. The new constitution must
show whether the government of our country will support
freedom, equality and brotherhood for believers and the
church, or whether, as before, it will justify dictatorship
and force. These lead not to well-being but to retribution
from the Lord which will weigh heavily on the people.*

Isolated voices began to make similar pleas for justice within
the Russian Orthodox Church, accompanied by bitter criticism
from the hierarchy, still loyal to Sergi's 1927 declaration.

Anatoli Levitin (who died in Switzerland in April 1991), a
layman in the Orthodox Church, became a full-time Christian
samizdat writer in 1960, after expulsion from his profession as a
school teacher. For some unknown reason the KGB did not
remove him to prison for some years and he was able to propagate his
unusual ideas on Christian socialism.3

Someone who became better known outside the Soviet Union, and
ultimately a man of very great influence in the democratic process
itself, was Fr Gleb Yakunin. He is now an elected and distinguished
member of the Russian Parliament. In November 1965, with the late
Fr Nikolai Eshliman, he compiled a systematic and magisterial defence

4, Ibid., p.112.
3. Patriarch and Prophets, London, 1969, pp.255-303.

of religious liberty. This was the time when religion could and should
have been defended by the highest ecclesiastical authorities: Khrush-
chev had recently fallen and policies were in flux. The two priests
attempted to write, for the first time ever, an objective account of the
precise effect of the persecution across the whole Soviet Union, with a
view to persuading the state to change its policies and church leaders to
stand stronger in the defence of the faith. The reaction of the Patriarch
of the time (Alexi I), certainly under enormous pressure from the
KGB, was to remove the priests from office and enjoin them to silence.

There followed many years of tribulation. Fr Eshliman died in
obscurity. Fr Yakunin did keep his own counsel for ten years, break-
ing it only in 1975, in response to yet another wave of pressure against
the church. It was then that he established the first ecumenical group to
counteract persecution, the Christian Committee for the Defence of
Believers' Rights, which, incidentally, also compiled information on
the Jewish religion.® Fr Yakunin hoped, and indeed had reason to
expect, that his initiative would not only inform, but also receive
support from, the World Council of Churches and various national
ecumenical movements, but these hopes were largely unfulfilled and
there was no world-wide outcry among Christians when he was arrest-
ed in 1979 and sentenced to ten years.

Unquestionably, the failure of western Christian institutions, not
least the World Council of Churches, to support him at this point con-
tributed materially to the KGB's self-confidence in its ability to repress
religious liberty.

Taking a quick glance into the future, we note that Fr Yakunin did
not complete his sentence. Towards the end of 1987 he became one of
the many high-profile prisoners released under the Gorbachev amnesty.”
Immediately he resumed his earlier activities, defending other prison-
ers who had not yet been released, compiling dossiers about church life
and calling for major reforms within the Orthodox Church, starting
with the Patriarchate itself. When Gorbachev instituted elections for a

6. Jane Ellis, The Russian Orthodox Church: A Contemporary History, London, 1986, pp.373-81.



constituency and was successful, rapidly establishing himself as an
adviser to Boris Yeltsin on human rights issues and becoming a
member of the parliamentary group, the 'Committee on Freedom of
Conscience, Religion, Mercy and Charity'. His main work in the
Russian Parliament, however, was to initiate with a group of legal
experts a new 'Law on Freedom of Conscience' in September 1990.

This is the clearest example of where religious idealism of the
1960s, before anything resembling a human rights or dissident move-
ment as such had emerged, nurtured a flame which eventually illumi-
nated the path to democracy thirty years later.

By and large, the old guard still holds sway among the hierarchy
of the Russian Orthodox Church, so those who sacrificed their liberty
for their faith, as Fr Yakunin did, are still treated with mistrust.

Political scientists often quote the trial of Andrei Sinyavsky and
Yuli Daniel in 1966 as marking the beginning of the human rights
movement in the Soviet Union. They had published their fiction
abroad -- satirical work, in the main, containing many pages of criti-
cism of the system. This trial, with savage sentences meted out to the
defendants, evoked protests, not yet a movement, from the intelligent-
sia. They established a mode of confronting the KGB where no nego-
tiations were possible.

Sinyavsky, it eventually emerged, was a devout member of the
Russian Orthodox Church, Daniel a Jew, and the dignity of their
conduct at the trial, as well as their intellectual independence, owed
something to the idealism instilled in them from a system of thought
acquired outside the strait-jacket of Marxism-Leninism,

Alexander Solzhenitsyn became a cause célébre and his writing a
benchmark of integrity from the moment he published One Day in the
Life of Ivan Denisovich in 1962. From the first a sensitive reader
could guess that his world view was based on Christian values (though
academics were not wanting who would deny this), but it was only
later that he began expressly to proclaim his deep commitment to the
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traditional faith of the Orthodox Church.”

When the KGB closed in on Solzhenitsyn, while yet fearing public
opinion sufficiently to stop short at arresting him, Mstislav Rostropo-
vich, the cellist, sacrificed his Soviet career (at least, for fifteen years)
in order to support his friend and he, too, let the world know that his
motivation was Christian. The contribution as believers of these world
figures from the sphere of the arts infused a moral solidity into the
emerging democratic movement which paralleled the more secular,
more scientific, but no less valid contributions of Andrei Sakharov and
his followers. Sakharov never missed an opportunity of supporting
imprisoned believers when he learned of their cases and upheld the
principle of religious liberty in general. It could be argued that
through his good offices this issue entered the mainstream of human
rights activity, though it is important to restate that Christian activists
began to formulate their cause years before Sakharov.

It is a significant conjunction of history that, at the very time when
outside support was needed, just as the human rights movement was
beginning to take on a recognisable shape and to achieve a focus, the
international community signed an agreement, the Helsinki Accords,
which put internal human rights in an international political context

(1975).

The relevant section, known as 'Basket 3', came in only as a
concession by the Soviets in return for (ironically) recognition of
European borders as permanent and the status for all time of the Baltic
republics as part of the Soviet Union. The agreement gave signatory
states the duty to monitor each others' performance in the area of
human rights. The United States and Canada were the only non-
European participants and every single country of Europe signed,
except Albania (which eventually did so in 1991). The text was pub-
lished on the front page of Pravda and immediately became a rallying
point for the fragile democratic opposition. It drew together several
strands which only now began to recognize each other. The new

7. Risen Indeed, London, 1982, pp.54-59.
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opposition could claim legitimacy by calling themselves 'Helsinki
Monitoring Groups', with the duty of paying special attention to human
rights.

Almost every republic of the Soviet Union saw the emergence of
such a group; the KGB systematically suppressed them during the last
half of the decade of the 1970s. This, in its turn, finally demonstrated
to the world the cynicism of Soviet propaganda on human rights for
foreign consumption.

12

3.
The Jewish contribution

There was formerly a tendency to treat the Jewish question in isolation,
After the Six-Day War of 1967 Jews began to demand the right to
emigrate. The policy of the government of Israel was always to di-
vorce this from other human rights issues, but in the end the connec-
tion between the two became inescapable. Perhaps the most famous
'dissident' of them all, Anatoli Shcharansky (now Natan Sharansky),
both proclaimed his own right to emigrate and supported human rights
in general. There was religious motivation behind his actions, too. He
subsequently described how his faith deepened during his long years of
imprisonment.8

From the earliest days of the new wave of Jewish emigration in the
1970s, some asserted religious belief as the keenest stimulus which led
them to apply to go to Israel in the first place. This reinforces the
thesis that religion played an important role in the democratic process,
since it is a fact that world-wide Jewish protest caused Gorbachev to
make major concessions on human rights from his second year in

office.

Professor German Branover, a Latvian Jew and now a physicist of
world repute, described his discovery of the faith under Soviet condi-
tions as a "'miracle'. Dissatisfied with the dialectical materialism in
which he had been educated, a system which he felt imprisoned his
soul, he began reading the works of Aristotle, Plato, modern existen-
tialists and, eventually, in an old book, a study of Jewish history,
which gave him 'the key to the puzzle of mankind'. He applied to
emigrate to Israel in 1971 as a direct result; on refusal he engaged in a
protest fast, had a spell in prison and was eventually allowed to leave
in December 1972. He wrote:

Now let us open the Book of Books, let us delve into the

8. Sharansky, Fear No Evil, London, 1988, p.272.
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texts of the prayers for the Sabbath and the festivals. We
very soon realise that previously we were pushing at an open
door, and that the fruits of our reasoning were long ago
anticipated -- moreover in such depth, in such a form and in
such language, which we could not have ourselves devised.
Only, instead of the word 'nature' which we used in our
discussions, here we read 'GOD'... We read that in God is
the essence of all things, in Him is the beginning and end of
all that is on earth, in God are the causes of all causes and
the laws for all laws.?

4.
Religion and nationalism

At the same time (the early 1970s) as Professor Branover was writing
such remarkable words in Latvia, something of singular significance
was stirring in the neighbouring Catholic republic of Lithuania. There
the church and the nationalists began to make public and common
cause from the mid-1970s. Anyone who looks now for the first time at
the documents of that period cannot fail to be astonished at how clear-
ly they presage the achievement of independence. Without the united
determination of laity and clergy, which cost not only imprisonment,
but lives, one of the principal stimuli which led to the universal over-
throw of communist domination would have been absent.

For example, in December 1974 a group of five defendants faced a
Vilnius court on a charge of treason. The proceedings lasted nearly
three weeks, during which time a ring of armed soldiers surrounded
the accused, attempting to intimidate them into silence. Their 'crime’
was to have produced a samizdat journal which chronicled in minute
detail, as Fr Gleb Yakunin had done for the Orthodox Church a decade
earlier, the deprivations to which Soviet domination subjected the
Roman Catholic Church. Using the dock of the court as a Christian
pulpit, the youngest defendant, Virgilijus Jaugelis, still in his twenties,
proclaimed:

Let not atheists think that there is no-one now ready to
suffer for truth, for religion and the church... Lithuania,
land of our birth, our own dear country, how many times
have the boots of foreigners trodden you down? How often
have you been bathed in tears and blood? But you have
always had many noble hearts which have not feared to
suffer and die for you. Such hearts exist even now. 10

Jaugelis, subsequently beaten so badly in prison that his jaw was

9. Religion in Communist Lands, Keston, Kent, Vol.2, No.3, May-June 1974, p.20. 10. Bourdeaux, Land of Crosses, Chulmleigh, Devon, 1979, p.282.
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broken and his skull fractured, was to die of cancer long before the day
of his country's emancipation arrived, his illness aggravated by denial
of medical attention in prison. The road from that trial to the declara-
tion of Lithuanian independence in March 1990 could not have been
charted on a map in the 1970s, yet it beckoned ahead, impassable
though it seemed at the time.

It is unlikely that this road could ever have been opened at all,
were it not for the election of a Polish Pope in the autumn of 1978.
This led directly to Solidarity and the destabilization of Poland. The
immediate effects in the Catholic areas of the Soviet Union were not
nearly as dramatic, but they were psychologically no less profound.
Gorbachev himself paid a remarkable tribute to the Pope John Paul II
in an article he wrote for the Italian press very recently:

What has happened in Eastern Europe in the last few years
would not have been possible without this Pope, without the
great role -- including a political one -- which John Paul II
played in the events of the world... We are facing an ex-
traordinary personality. I do not want to exaggerate, but I
received the distinct impression that this man radiated an
energy which causes one to have a deep feeling of confi-
dence in him.!1

When Gorbachev's perestroika permitted Bishop Julijonas Stepo-
navicius to return from 28 years exile in February 1989 it was as
though the whole nation greeted him and established its independence
in one gesture.!? The Vatican appointed the aged prelate as Archbish-
op; he lived to witness the Lithuanian independence declaration of
March 1990, but not its final recognition by Moscow after the failure

of the coup.

It is now clear that the shootings in Vilnius in January 1991 precip-
itated a process which led directly to the collapse of communism. This

11. La Stampa, 3 March 1992.
12. Bourdeaux, Gorbachev, Glasnost and the Gospel, London, 1990, pp.145-147.
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event was relatively minor in terms of bloodshed, yet it caused moral
outrage, shared both by people in the Soviet Union and throughout the
world -- not least because President Gorbachev had only just received
the Nobel Peace Prize. It was in effect a provincial dress rehearsal for
the drama of the August coup on the national stage. This fiery combi-
nation of religion and nationalism, even in such a tiny nation as Lith-
uania, three million strong, seems to have been a detonator which set
off the final explosion.

Looking afresh at Ukraine so recently after its independence vote
of December 1991, one can say with certainty that religion played a
role here, too. One of Stalin's most consequential errors of judgment
was to liquidate the Ukrainian [Eastern-Rite] Catholic Church in 1946,
bludgeoning intimidated adherents into joining the Russian Orthodox
Church and imprisoning those who resisted. From that moment, the
Ukrainian Catholics became history's largest 'underground church’,
forgotten by the world, but not by the four to five million of its adher-
ents who eventually identified themselves in the age of glasnost. It
was in Western Ukraine, that great swathe of territory around Lvov
known as Galicia, which had been within the Austro-Hungarian
Empire before 1914 and then under Polish domination between the
wars, that Ukrainian nationalism had become a potent force. Mean-
while in the more industrialized east, centred on Kiev, Russianization
under the Tsars and then genocide under the guise of Sovietization in
the 1930s effectively stifled Ukrainian nationalism, to resurface only
when lit by the new inspiration from Galicia.

Here again it was the Church which played a leading role. The
full story of the survival of the Church has yet to be told, but the
apostolic succession survived in the gulag.'®> Pavlo Vasylyk was
secretly ordained and consecrated bishop in 1974. When he eventually
emerged from prison, he discovered that a group of laymen had for
some time been agitating for the right to re-establish the legal status of
their church. In 1988 he identified himself publicly as a bishop. Then
protests, street processions and open-air masses (because they had no

13, See Michael Bourdeaux, Gorbachev, Glasnost and the Gospel, London, 1991, pp.159-87.
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church buildings) began to proliferate in Western Ukraine. The very
concept of a banned church was incompatible with glasnost and when
President Gorbachev visited the Pope in December of that year he
brought the announcement of legalization of the church as a 'present’
to Rome.

Now began a painful and protracted dispute over the ownership of
the church property which the state had confiscated and donated to the
Russian Orthodox Church over forty years earlier, which continues
until today. The fact that the dispute was with the Moscow Patriar-
chate fuelled the nationalist sentiments of the local people and formed
an element in their determination to secede from the USSR. What was
not forseeable was the rapidity with which Rukh, the political separatist
movement which had close ties with the Ukrainian Catholic Church,
spread its influence in the russianized east.

In every republic of the former Soviet Union religion played some
role in what was eventually to become a centrifugal, process. This is
especially true of Armenia, where the Apostolic Church is as old as the
nation (nearly 1700 years). Catholicos Vazgen proved himself in the
days of communism to be a far more effective leader of his people than
any secular activist. At the time of the Armenian earthquake in
December 1988 he stood before his people and the world as the only
figure competent to co-ordinate the relief programme.

In Georgia and Moldavia the Orthodox Church played a vital role.
In the former, the lay human rights activist, Zviad Gamsakhurdia,
since deposed, himself an active Christian, ceaselessly campaigned for
religious liberty, alongside other rights. In Moldavia Orthodox believ-
ers rapidly used the opportunity glasnost provided to link with their
fellows the other side of the border with Romania. Secession from
Moscow is clearly only a prelude to further political alignments in the
area and the church is bound to play a role in this.

In the upper tier of Baltic states, Latvia and Estonia, the Lutheran
Church had become much reduced in size and activity under commu-
nist rule, but Christian support for the secessionist cause suddenly took
off with great force in the late 1980s. In Estonia Harri Motsnik, a
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lawyer turned Protestant pastor, introduced a nationalistic note into his
sermons while it was still extremely dangerous to do so:

Freedom... is a vital need. It is not out of place to remem-
ber the valiant men and women who have chosen the noble
path of self-sacrifice rather than self-interest and furthering
their own careers; they have chosen the struggle for free-
dom as the only way of hope for the Estonian people.!4

Early in 1989 Latvian clergy, who had some residual voting
power, tired of putting up with communist-controlled appointments to
senior church office, and deposed Archbishop Eriks Mesters, thus
giving their country a glimpse of democracy in action.

The six republics with a dominant Islamic presence have also
witnessed a recent resurgence of religion. They are certain to look
increasingly to look for natural partners in the Muslim world and their

long-term membership of the CIS must be open to question.

14, Ibid., p.149.
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5.
Role of the Russian Orthodox Church in
the Coup

After 74 years hidden in the wings the church in Russia
has emerged to play a leading role in full support of the
democratic process.

This is what the world's television screens -- and indeed some
commentators -- seemed to be saying after the collapse of the coup. If
one looks now at the Russian newspapers or turns on Moscow televi-
sion, this view might easily be reinforced. There is no subject, it
sometimes seems, on which the media do not seek a view from the
clergy and the Russian Government is constantly trying to gain legiti-
macy or add to its visible stature by invoking a blessing from the
Russian Orthodox hierarchy on formal occasions. This, in its turn,
reinforces the patriotic triumphalism of the Moscow Patriarchate,
understandable after so many years of repression, but also turning it
unofficially into a state church, with all the attendant dangers that
entails, not least in its belief that it has a right to curtail the missionary
outreach of the Roman Catholic and evangelical churches.

The popular view above is, however, far from a complete, or even
an accurate, representation of the reality. The coup, in fact, deeply
divided the Orthodox Church, or rather forced wider the cracks which
had already long been apparent. These are less visible now than they
might have been, because of the extreme speed with which the coup
collapsed. Had it succeeded, there is no doubt that a chasm would
have yawned open between its Christian supporters and Christian
opponents. The former would have been few in number, but highly
placed.

The timing of the coup ensured that Patriarch Alexi II, like the
representatives of many Western governments -- and President Gorba-
chev himself -- did not have his advisers around him at the critical
moment. For someone obliged to demonstrate leadership from right in
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the middle of events of such magnitude, as Alexi was, this was a
massive burden.

The coup occurred on the Orthodox date of the Feast of the
Assumption. The Patriarch was due to celebrate the liturgy in the
Dormition Cathedral of the Kremlin (no less), which had recently re-
opened for worship at major festivals. He omitted the standard petition
in the litany for the Red Army. The next day he wrote a declaration
which read in part:

[These events] confuse the conscience of millions of our
fellow-countrymen, who are confronted with the question of
the legality of the newly-formed State Committee... Conse-
quently, we declare it to be essential at this time to hear the
voice of President Gorbachev and to find out his relation to
the events which have occurred. !5

Later there was a tense session of such members of the Holy
Synod as he could summon, which went on late into the night. It is
known that two or three of this small body, possibly a majority, sup-
ported the coup, but in the end the Patriarch himself came out against
it. At 1.30 a.m. on 2] August (the message was timed as well as
dated) the Patriarch issued an 'appeal' which was more urgent in its
language than the previous statement, and which unquestionably played
a part in undermining the resolve of the coup leaders and the army:

The church does not and cannot bless illegal, violent or
bloody acts. I beg all of you, dear people, to do all you can
to extinguish the flame of civil war. Stop!!6

Perhaps these words fell just short of unambiguous condemnation
of the coup leaders, but the loophole they left open for future negotia-
tion if they had succeeded was narrow.

15. 'Religion, State and Society": the Keston Journal, Oxford, forthcoming.

16. Ibid.
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The opposition from the less official Orthodox Church activists
was better publicized. This was principally because of the small but
significant representation of elected laity and clergy in the Russian
Parliament, who acted as a focal point for the media through their
distinctiveness in dress and speech. Sallying forth from the 'White
House' to bless the soldiers in the tanks on the streets outside and
presenting them with Bibles was a highly symbolic gesture, with the
cassocks of the clergy providing a visible shield against violence.
Combined with forthright Christian statements from inside the Parlia-
ment, principally from Fr Gleb Yakunin, vivid television pictures of
religion in action on the streets (the coup leaders never cut off these
media links) provided both Russians and the world with a strong signal
which unquestionably hindered the success of the coup.

The funeral of the three young men, two Orthodox and one Jew-
ish, subsequently killed by the tanks also turned the eyes of the Soviet
Union towards religion.

The symbolical coffin of communism was missing that day, but it
is hardly too fanciful to conclude by stating that the church officiated at
its funeral, too, which was so shortly to follow. Objectively, the
church, in the darkest days, nurtured seeds of human dignity and civic
consciousness which would eventually germinate into a force which
Stalin surely never foresaw when he posed his truculent question,
'How many divisions has the Pope?'
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6.
A new agenda for the Church in the West

Until very recently there was a widespread view in church circles that
there was something dishonourable in supporting the anti-communist
cause. Communism was here to stay and the way forward was to try
to reform it from within or at least find a positive way of living under
it. There was a certain stigma attached to the support of dissidents,
democrats, or even the oppressed in communist societies. This inhibit-
ed the unlocking of prayer and moral support for the persecuted.

At Keston College we found ourselves in the middle of a fierce
debate. From the early 1960s, just before I published my first book,
the KGB began to make strenuous efforts to influence the international
Christian agenda. In retrospect, one notes the extent to which they
succeeded -- and to which the attitudes which this engendered persist

even today.

Because Keston College frequently published documentation on the
persecution of religion, the KGB set out to accuse it of political motiva-
tion, bias, even misrepresentation of the facts. Church leaders began
to pick up negative signals, leading to the exclusion of Keston from the
international ecumenical process (though the College maintained regu-
lar links with the British Council of Churches at home). To a consid-
erable extent, the KGB succeeded in neutralizing the work of Keston,
so that some of its senior representatives boycot Keston even in 1992.

How did this originate?

When I published my first book, Opium of the People, in 1965,
serialized by the Church Times, which for the first time in the English
language documented the new wave of religious persecution during the
heyday of Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev (1959-64), there was an
immediate reaction from the then Patriarch of Moscow, Alexi. Wrong-
ly assuming the Church Times to be an official publication of the
Church of England (and lacking basic understanding of the concept of
editorial independence in the West), Alexi wrote:
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In June last year, the Church Times newspaper... printed
three extracts from a book published at that time, Opium of
the People, by Michael Bourdeaux, a priest of your church.
The subject matter of these extracts, consisting of accounts
of the author's conversations with people he met by chance
during his stay in our country, portrays in a distorted
manner our country's attitude to freedom of conscience; it
falsifies and misrepresents the position of religion and
church life in the USSR. I am sure that Your Grace will
understand the astonishment we felt on seeing that such a
serious newspaper -- for such we used to consider the
Church Times -- had allowed its pages to be used for insult-
ing statements about our church. Our astonishment was
mingled with indignation at the lack of responsibility shown
by those in charge of this publication, for their action --
unworthy as it is of churchmen and especially of representa-
tives of the religious press -- is contrary to the traditional
brotherly spirit of relations between the Church of England
and the Russian Orthodox Church, nor does it contribute to
the development of ecumenical contacts between our
churches.!?

The then Archbishop of Canterbury, Michael Ramsey, showed me
this letter in confidence, but the Journal of the Moscow Patriarchate
shortly went ahead and published it anyway. Clearly, the Soviets were
going to penalize anyone who defended religious liberty, so when
Keston began its work three years later it was on a blacklist from from
the first day.

That this was a direct task of the KGB has now been confirmed
both from its 'church archive', parts of which are now known, and
from former senior officers who defected from it (Oleg Kalugin, for

example).

17. English text in Opium of the People, second edition, Oxford, 1977, p.247.
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Novosti Press, a KGB agency, published its most violent attack in
a booklet in English as recently as 1988, at a time when it obviously
had begun to feel that the tide of history was running against the con-
tinuing suppression of religion. Here are some extracts (with the
correction of factual errors in square brackets).

SPIES FROM KESTON COLLEGE. Keston College, or
the London Centre for the Study of Religion and Commu-
nism, regularly puts out information bulletins on 'reprisals
against believers in the Soviet Union'. However, this
'source’ is also unreliable, for it is an anti-Soviet spying and
subversive organisation. [Here follows an account of a
certain David John James -- unknown to Keston then or
subsequently -- who is is supposed to have gone to Voro-
nezh as a spy at Keston's request.] Such are the facts about
the unseemly activities of Keston College today. And if we
look back into the past, we shall see that secret services
have been connected to that organization since the very first
days of its establishment. The Baptist Times observed in
1984 that the founders of the College included the now
deceased Leonardo Shapiro [both names are misspelt] and
Peter Reddaway from the London School of Economics.
Shapiro's links with the CIA were widely known. He wrote
a number of outright anti-Soviet books on orders from that
institution. As for Reddaway, this former head of the Brit-
ish section of Amnesty International [incorrect] has already
been mentioned earlier as a CIA man... Many in the West
realize only too well that Michael Bourdeaux's Centre is a
branch of special services, 8

This consistent campaign of disinformation achieved success, not
in the academic milieu or the sphere of government human rights
diplomacy, but to a surprising degree within the Anglican Church it-
self. In April 1991 the Bishop of Oxford was preparing to lead an
inter-faith delegation to the Soviet Union, with two staff members of

18. Boris Antonov, ‘Prisoners of Conscience' in the USSR and Their Patrons, Novosti Press Agency
Publishing House, Moscow, 1988, pp.35-38.
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Keston College designated as part of the group. At the enthronement
dinner of George Carey as Archbishop of Canterbury, Metropolitan
Yuvenali -- subsequently revealed in the KGB files to be one of their
most active agents -- complained privately but volubly about the
composition of this delegation and said it would not be welcome so
long as Keston was represented on it.

In 1992 the Moscow Patriarchate can still control the agenda as
though the cold war were still on, dictating to Lambeth Palace, for
example, whom it will meet and who is still on their black list, with the
Anglican personnel at Keston College at the head of it.

Sadly, such disputes inhibit pressing on with urgent new agenda.
The needs of believers in Eastern Europe are boundless; help should be
given in dozens of ways (thoigh Christians in the West have lessons in
steadfastness and faith to learn from them). Local response has often
been excellent; at national level it has been almost inaudible.
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7.
Predictions of the demise of Communism

In conclusion, it is worth returning to our starting point. Just as
Dr Brzezinski predicted the demise of communism, so did Keston, in a
slightly more lower-key fashion. In 1977 I wrote:

A democratic (usually called 'dissident') movement has
emerged, disunited, but openly calling for the most far-
reaching changes in Soviet society. Although its concrete
achievements so far have been few (except in persuading the
Soviet Government to allow some emigration), it has pro-
foundly affected the psychology of the intelligentsia. The
church has been active in this from the beginning. Individ-
uals and sometimes large groups from among Russian and
Georgian Orthodox, Baptist, Pentecostals, Adventists,
Catholics of both Eastern and Latin Rite have come very
nearly to the point of formulating a common cause in their
dissatisfaction with Soviet laws on religion and their dis-
criminatory implementation. !?

It became clear to me, while working on a book on the Roman Catho-
lic Church in Lithuania in the 1970s, that the combination of religion
and nationalism would one day subvert the communist system, In 1978
I wrote:

[Lithuanians] are upholding principles of personal
liberty, freedom of conscience and of speech which are
not only utterly valid in themselves, but should also
be dear to the 'liberal' human-rights conscience of the
democratic nations. The fact that their case is not
better known is a comment on the selectivity of the
conscience... The astonishing election of Cardinal

19. Michael Bourdeaux, Opium of the Peaple, p.235.
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Wojtyla as Pope John Paul II in 1978 makes it certain
that much more will happen faster than could possibly have been
envisaged.20

By 1984 in my Templeton Prize Speech these predictions had
become more concrete:

When I look at the complex ethnic map of the Soviet
Union I see Lithuanians, I see Jews, I see Ukrainians
and Armenians, yes I see a myriad of Muslims and of
Russians. I don't see 'Soviets' and when I hear some
such phrase as 'the aspirations of the Soviet people' 1
know that we're in the realm of 'newspeak'. I see also
an empire, no less real because there's no sea between
Moscow and its subject people. I see an empire in the
process of decay, because there's no binding loyalty
which will keep it together. The Red Army, not Marx-
ism-Leninism, provides its cement. Sixty years, many
purges and a world war on from the death of Lenin, the
subject peoples retain their individuality, they retain
their hopes... Religion strikes the deepest chord of
all in the hearts of people who will never accept
Moscow along with enforced atheism.?!

There is now little doubt that religion did strike that
deepest chord, communist dogma could not muffle it and its steady
vibration, in sympathy with nationalism, helped destablize the
whole structure.

20. Michael Bourdeaux, Land of Crosses, Chulmleigh, Devon, 1979, pp.323-4.
21. Michael Bourdeaux, The Templeton Prize, 1984, Grand Cayman, 1984.
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