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exams, with intensive tutoring after school and on Saturdays, and studies
late into the night for years before graduation.

HERMAN: I have a sense that here they need that to come up to the more
advanced European level, because the general high school teaching is not so
thorough. In the universities it is different. For example, in the States there
is a problem with students committing suicide at the universities because of
the academic pressure. Here that would never happen. I'm sure that in the
past century it has never happened once. My experience is that the profes-
sors here are very human. They aren’t only interested in academics,
although they are at a very high level as in Europe. Everyone here has to
have a Ph.D to teach, while in the U.S. that is not a prerequisite.

RTE: These accessible professors must provide a wonderful opportunity to
assimilate Orthodox attitudes that you wouldn’t get through reading.

HERMAN: Yes, one of my roommates said his one regret was that he didn’t
spend more time in class. It’s a unique opportunity, because you have some-
thing like forty Orthodox professors, most of them very intelligent and
devout people.

RTE: Simo and Teemu, if we can change the subject a little, what do you see as
the difference in Orthodox practice between Greek and Finnish Orthodoxy?

TEEMU: Greece has hundreds of monasteries, saints’ relics, churches, while
in Finland we have only two monasteries, one theological school, and about
50,000-60,000 Orthodox Christians. In Finland it is easy to teach people
about the faith, about liturgical life; we know the services and the sacra-
ments quite well. Here in Greece, while many people know these things bet-
ter than the Finns, there are also many who don’t know or who are indiffer-
ent. Often people here take Orthodoxy for granted, while in Finland you are
a minority and have to know your faith.

SIMO: Yes, that is the strength of being a minority: you have to fight for your
beliefs, to be able to answer if you are asked.

HERMAN: In Greece, the weight and richness of such a long history and tra-
dition is almost too much, it becomes a burden and sometimes people just
want to forget it. “It’s just part of being Greek.”
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TEEMU: On the other hand; you also find people with very deep faith, more
so than in Finland.

RTE: Why do you think that is? Many Finns are also cradle Orthodox.

TEEMU: In Finland there is a much greater influence from the Protestant
world, and not as many possibilities for the Orthodox. We have a good basic
level of education, but if you want to study on an advanced level or experi-
ence a deeper spiritual life, there aren’t as many opportunities. In Greece
you can get a greater depth of both academic and spiritual experience.
I'm not only speaking about the monasteries and making pilgrimages here,
but they are a large part. In the 1940’s and 50’s the population of the Holy
) Mountain declined, but now there are
In Greece, the Welght more men going there to become monks,

and richness of such and often abbots come from the Holy
a long history and Mountain to give talks. There are many
tradition is almost too good spiritual fathers all over Greece.

. Of course, there are also the relics. In
much, it becomes a .
the center of Thessalonica we have

burden and sometimes relics of the Apostle Paul, Great Martyr
people just want to Demetrius, St. Anysia, St. Paul, St.

forget it. “It’s just part David and Theodora of Thessalonica,

of bein g Greek.” St. (.}regory Palamas, Sts. Cyprian and
Justina... and a few hours away, St.

Gregory the Theologian, St. Arsenios of Cappadocia and the grave of Fr.
Paisius of Mt. Athos. Mount Athos itself is rather close.

HERMAN: There is even a small relic of St. Herman of Alaska in the women’s
Monastery of the Annunciation in Ormylia.

Also, city parishes in Greece often have a Pneumatiko Kentro [Spiritual
Center]. It depends on the priest, of course, but they sponsor church school,
pilgrimages, iconography classes, youth groups, summer camps for chil-
dren, and some churches have daily meals for anyone who needs them.

RTE: What things in Greek church life were hard to get used to?

TEEMU: Often you find a nice church, but then you have electric lights, elec-
tric bells, the priests speak through microphones, you sit down in pews and
get comfortable. In Finland we are more used to the Russian tradition of
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quieter services with the congregation standing.

SIMO: I don’t know if it is because I am a foreigner, but I haven’t been able
to enter into normal parish life here in Greece, at least to the same degree
that I did in Finland.

HERMAN: Yes, what is missing here is the sense of unity you get from being
part of an Orthodox minority. There was a real solidarity in the parish I was
in the United States, a sense of being community and family. Here you can
get a bit lost, especially in Thessalonica and Athens.

RTE: Were there also cultural difference in Greece that surprised you?

HERMAN: I suppose that when most people come to Greece they see it as a
very secular society, even more than the U.S., particularly in its advertising
and wvulgarity. Of course, the U.S. is a little puritanistic, and perhaps its
cleanness derives more from ethics than from spiritual experience... but yes,
the first thing that shocked me was the Greek honesty. They don’t try to put
up a good front or pretend to be something they are not. Sometimes you
wish that they would. I was also surprised by the quickness of people to get
angry, to speak angrily, or even just to seem angry when they really aren’t —
that’s just the Mediterranean personality. Sometimes, of course, they do get
angry, but I learned early that it doesn’t last. By the next day they will have
forgotten it. They just need to get it off their chest. It’s good for human rela-
tions because people are honest with each other.

The generosity and general Christianity of people was also a surprise.
When I arrived in 1998, a young couple came with me from Europe to study
theology. They didn’t have much to live on and every day when they opened
the door, there would be things left on their doorstep: food, clothes, house-
hold goods. People wouldn’t even ring, they’d just leave them and go. The
neighbors knew about them and their need and they did what they could to
help, even in such a big city as Thessalonica with foreigners everywhere. I've
come to find that this is very characteristic of Greeks.

SIMO: I have several Greek friends who aren’t religious at all, you might even
say they are atheists, but deep in their hearts there is still some Orthodox
faith or ethics, and they will often say something that I learned just the day
before in a theology course. Deep thought or philosophy seem to come to
many of them offhand, while in northern Europe we are more practical.

59



Road to Emmaus Vol. IV, No. 1 (#12)

TEEMU: Sometimes for us foreigners, it seems that Greek behavior isn’t very
nice, but they also have big hearts. What you think you see, judging by your
own standards, is not always the truth. On the other hand, in northern
Europe you can see polite, kind behavior, but it often doesn’t go very deep.

RTE: This is what Russian émigrés also say. They get to the West and every-
thing is wonderful for a few weeks, and then they begin to feel very anxious.

G St
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The friendliness is not a front, but there is a border beyond which is one’s
private life, and there has to be a great deal of stretching to take someone
in. In Russia, it’s often the other way around; coolness at first, and then you
are part of the family. They aren’t used to the Western attitude of courtesy
and helpfulness in small things, so they can be disappointed when they
learn that it is not necessarily a sign that you are now close friends and
ready to help each other through thick and thin.

HERMAN: Yes, it must be difficult when you expect people to be what they
appear, and then they say, “Well, you can’t ask me to do that. It’s too much.”

RTE: Do you feel that your own spiritual life has changed by being here? In
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the West we talk about having an Orthodox world-view. Do you think there
is such a thing, and have you begun to acquire it by living with the Greeks?

HERMAN: Yes. Definitely. As I said before, just seeing how they live is an
education. Most of what I have gained spiritually has been outside the uni-
versity, from just being with people. This is an odd example, but for many
Greeks, even if they are not religious, their favorite food is lentils. Of course,

S B

they eat meat and cheese, but many people prefer lentils over meat, and I
believe that this is because they have fasted in this part of the world for two
thousand years. Even in the university they have a fasting line for food.

SIMO: At first it surprised me that there would be non-fasting food on a fast
day. But, of course, that is the freedom of Orthodoxy. You can fast or not. If
Protestant countries fasted on Wednesdays and Fridays there would only be
fast food, nothing else. It would be a law.

HERMAN: And again, their whole attitude towards money. I was told by
many Greeks when I first arrived that all Greeks basically have a hole in
their pocket. They don’t hold onto money, they just can’t. Of course, that’s
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a very Christian approach. You don’t hold onto money, or hoard it.

SIMO: Nevertheless, Greeks are very clever in business and will sell anything
they can — you can almost buy Granny, fresh or frozen — but even so, they
are also very, very generous.

HERMAN: That generosity is hard to learn. I was told when I came that the
best thing a Greek person can do when he goes out for a meal with a friend
is to pay for the whole meal, while in the West it seems the best thing we can
do is to have our friend pay for us.

SIMO: Yes, I agree with that. It is almost impossible for me to pay with my
Greek friends; insisting is the quickest way to start a fight.

TEEMU: Being with Greek people has helped me to become strong in a way
that I wouldn’t have in Finland. Here, I've learned how to say no if I mean
no, and yes if I mean yes.

SIMO: My life has changed as well. If I miss liturgy because of laziness, I feel
guilty, whereas in Helsinki I didn’t. I have a constant urge to go to Mt.
Athos, to visit monasteries. Living your everyday life in a society that is to
some degree Orthodox makes a difference.

RTE: How could someone who doesn’t have the chance to live in an
Orthodox country experience the things you've mentioned here?

SIMO: Although no one has to be Greek to be Orthodox, of course, I think
that one thing we could learn from the Greeks and the Russians is flexibili-
ty, that life is in God’s hands.

HERMAN: If you can’t come to one of these countries, you can at least try to
become aware of your roots: where you have come from, how you have been
formed. If one begins to look critically at himself and the commandments
of Christ, he will become aware that there is a serious division between our
culture and our faith. Often, when reading the gospel, things strike me, per-
haps because I see it being lived out here. We are very influenced by
Protestantism, which, in my experience, weakens the approach to the
Lord’s commandments, to the Beatitudes, to the Sermon on the Mount. “He
couldn’t really have meant that...” or, “This just isn’t possible for us....”
Would He have said it if it wasn’t possible?
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The idea that to become perfect we have to sell what we have and give to
the poor, or to say that when we lend someone something we shouldn’t ask
for it back... these were said as absolutes, but most of us can’t accept that,
even serious Protestant Christians. For Orthodox, as well, it is a hard saying —
it goes against logic. So, if one is self-critical, there is much to be learned.

SIMO: There are some real differences in the Greek world-view that we
underestimate. It’s hard, for example, to study dogmatics with my rational
western mind, because Christianity came from an eastern culture. At one
time all of Europe was under this eastern Christian mind, but it vanished in
the West, and to regain it now is very difficult. We underestimate the influ-
ence of Greek philosophical thought,

and even nowadays it is possible for Although no one has to be

Greeks to argue for hours about Greek to be Orthodox, of
small immaterial philosophical or course. I think that one
b

theological points. A Finn would just .
say, “God is God, and that’s that.” thlng we could learn from

Also, in contemporary northern the Greeks and the
European Protestant countries, like Russians is ﬂex1b111ty,
Germany and Finland, where the that life is in God’s hands.
church is a department of the state,
religion has become relegated to church on Sunday while, this, over here, is
my life. But in Greece, to consciously be a Christian is your life.

HERMAN: We were recently in Constantinople, and it is important to
remember that Byzantium was one of the highest civilizations in the world,
perhaps the highest. Just seeing the architecture, you realize that we don’t
have people now who can do what they did, and if you study Byzantine his-
tory you find that they were far beyond us in many ways. For instance, it is
often said that there has never been a society that was so fair, in terms of
the judicial system and public charities. That Greeks preserved their faith
more or less intact through five hundred years of Moslem Turkish occupa-
tion and this last tragic century is a testimony to the depth of their
Christianity. While that faith lives, it is their life. +
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