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THE PEARL OF GREAT PRICE

Orthodox services will be very important to the Chinese, because they
can understand liturgy through experiencing it, not through the mind, or
philosophy. They can look at it and feel something. We have to involve the
mind in this process, of course, but tradition by itself is not enough.
Buddhism is also very traditional and even older, as is Judaism, but their
traditionalism isn’t enough of a reason to choose them.

If we can present the cycle of services: vespers, matins, hours, and liturgy
in the Chinese language, in a traditional Orthodox style of reverent usage, it
will be very attractive. As I said, our first translating task is to create lexical
norms in Chinese for both the church services and other reading, so that the
translations will be uniform and of high quality.

Perhaps the Chinese government will finally allow Orthodoxy because of
the close historical links between China and Russia. And this is not bad. In
Russia, Orthodoxy was also chosen under the influence of political reasons.
It was the personal choice of St. Vladimir because of his personal experience
of Orthodoxy’s spirituality, but his ambassadors to different countries
advised him to choose Orthodoxy because of quite simple impressions, not
because of any philosophy. The emphasis in Russian Orthodoxy is often on
attention to form, to details. Sometimes this is very good, but sometimes it
can create a lot of difficulties, as we see in the Old Believer’s Schism.

But there is already a beginning — the government has helped build three
new Orthodox churches in mainland China.

RTE: They were built in response to people asking for compensation for their
ruined churches during the Cultural Revolution?

FR. DIONISY: Yes. Two have been built in Xinjiang, in the Autonomous
Region in Inner Mongolia, and the Orthodox community in Chuguchak City,
near the China-Kazakhstan border, has received permission to construct a
new church. Also, an old church has been reopened in Harbin.

RTE: Do they also have permission to hold services?

FR. DIONISY: That is another question. The government may give the money
to reconstruct the buildings, but if the community is not ready for services
and if there aren’t recognized native clergy, the government can do nothing.

Opposite: Imperial Rock Garden, Shanghai.
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RTE: What do they do about icons, vestments, and church supplies?

FR. DIONISY: Sometimes they buy paper icons from abroad, from Russia or
Australia, for the iconostasis. There are also many old items from Orthodox
churches in the storerooms of the Chinese Ministry of Cultural Affairs that
were confiscated during the Cultural Revolution. They have many icons and
church goods from Beijing, Harbin, Tianjin, but no one has yet begun
negotiations for them.

RTE: I know that there have been at least two icons painted in a rather
Chinese style of the Lord and of New Martyr Mitrophan, which have been
distributed by the Greek Archdiocese in Hong Kong. Were these done by a
Chinese iconographer, or painted somewhere else?

FR. DIONISY: We can’t
really speak of Chinese
iconography yet. Perhaps
it will exist in the future
when there will be
Chinese masters who can
find a way to create
Chinese iconography with
a traditional Orthodox
understanding according
to all the canons. It’s a problem because now in iconography we have much
copying of old icons, but few real new icon painters.

This may be a question for one of our Chinese students at St. Sergius

Agios Nikolaos: St Nicholas in Yining (Kuljha), Xinjiang.

Lavra, who already has an M.A., with her thesis on iconography. Once she
is trained as a painter at the Lavra, perhaps she can begin to think about the
specifics of Chinese iconography.

RTE: So, if everything goes well and the Chinese government recognizes the
future ordination of the seminarians, how soon will they begin serving?

FR. DIONISY: I hope we can ordain two students as deacons at St. Sergius
Lavra this year, but they will need to continue their education there, and
afterwards have some pastoral practice in a Russian diocese near the
border to gain experience. It will be the decision of the bishops, of course,
but it would be my suggestion to send them to Chita just on the Russian side
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of the Russian-Chinese border, or to Kharbarovsk or Vladivostok to get
some real practice and to have the possibility of crossing over into mainland
China, once they are recognized. Also, they will be protected there.

If the Chinese government does not recognize them, we will send them to
these Russian border areas to serve anyhow. There are many Chinese
communities now in the Russian Far-East, workers that have come to take
jobs that the Russians don’t want. Economic conditions are very poor in
most of China, particularly in the countryside. People perhaps have their
daily food, but nothing else. No income, no possibility for a good education
or for medical care. There is a huge difference between the wealthy cities like
Shanghai and Guangzhou, and the sixty-five percent of the population
outside the cities. There are
250,000,000 jobless in main-
land China.

RTE: How many Chinese are
there now in Russia?

FR. DIONISY: We have 70,000
Chinese in Moscow and the
Moscow region now. But that is
not many compared to Paris,
which has 450,000 Chinese. In
all of Siberia, we do not have as

Chinese students with visiting American Orthodox
priest, Fr. Damascene Christensen, Institute of
many Chinese as there are in Sino-Christian Studies, Hong Kong.

the city of Paris. The main wave

of immigration from mainland China now is to Australia and Canada, not to
Russia. Those who do come to Russia are from northeastern China only.
Siberia has a very harsh climate and the economy is very poor; we see their
presence in Siberia as an impact only because the population of China is ten
times that of Russia — China has 1.3 billion people, over a sixth of the world’s
population. The Chinese themselves prefer to emigrate to North America,
Europe, or Australia.

Another difficulty is that the Siberian Russian population is very against
the Chinese. We have a lot of nationalism now in Russia, and this is partic-
ularly a problem for Asians.

Nationalism is a problem for the church in many countries. For example,
one Greek businessman in Hong Kong donated his office for church use, but
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never visits the church himself. People are sometimes content to support the
Church as part of the nation-state, as part of the national identity, but this
is a pagan view. I call it pagan patriotism, because there is a difference
between pagan and Christian patriotism.

A lot of people now talk about the renaissance of Orthodox Christianity in
Russia. Quite often I hear people say that the Russian Orthodox Church
should serve Russia. This is not correct. Russia should serve the Church; then
it will have a true sense of itself. It is absolutely wrong to say that the Greek
Church should serve Greece, and the Russian Church should serve Russia.

RTE: How would you reach out to a Chinese person coming to you who says
they are interested in religion? China is a different culture, surely, but is the
approach to belief so different?

FR. DIONISY: No, the difference is not great. People are the same, and they
all look for the same thing — truth. The difference is only in language,
perhaps in the means of expression. You can use different images to present
Christianity to different ethnic groups, but there really aren’t such huge
differences in comprehension or outlook. This is one of the positive effects
of globalization, that we can understand each other in a way that very
isolated ethnic groups may not have been able to a century ago.

A friend of mine once said that the first globalization process was the
Roman Empire, and because of that Christianity spread throughout the
Mediterranean and further. This was not by chance. Of course, globalization
has bad elements, but it also creates positive possibilities. This is a new time
and we have to take advantage of the opportunities we have. This time and
these possibilities will be our judges. Do we have the strength to present the
spirit of Orthodoxy to the contemporary world? There are more possibilities
now than ever before.

RTE: Are people in mainland China finding out about Orthodoxy through
the internet?

FR. DIONISY: I've met many Chinese people via internet, and for most of
them this was the only possibility to come into contact with someone
Orthodox and to receive information about Orthodoxy. For example, a few

Opposite: St. Nicholas Church in Shanghai, May 2004, also bought from the government
by private businessmen, now used as a restaurant.
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months ago I met a Chinese man in Malaysia. He had received information
about Orthodoxy only via internet, and finally became Orthodox.

RTE: So you see the internet as a good resource in making Orthodox
writings available to the Chinese. If these writings are available world-wide,
it doesn’t seem that the Chinese government could complain that you are
specifically proselytizing the mainland Chinese.

FR. DIONISY: Yes, it should be fine, particularly because we do not speak
against the government. It’s absolutely a parallel world. For example, we
don’t talk about the “persecution of Christians.” This has been a traditional
theme for the western world, which uses religious topics to force change.
Western Christian churches quite often openly accuse the government and
use exposure and verbal pressure to force policy changes.

RTE: And you wouldn’t do that?

FR. DIONISY: If we needed to discuss this question, we would never discuss
it openly. It would be a closed discussion with the proper officials.
Embarrassing them publicly brings no result, and even hinders the process.
Also, this is not our main focus. There may be problems like this, but they
exist all over the world. The greater problem is spiritual hunger.

RTE: Have many mainland Chinese returned to their older traditions of
Buddhism and Taoism since the Cultural Revolution?

FR. DIONISY: Yes, there has been a great renewal of interest in religious life
in mainland China in the past decade, and it seems to be getting stronger.
The Protestant population is increasing 13 percent per year, the Catholics
by 9 percent per year. I'm not sure about the Buddhists or Taoists, but I
understand they are growing as well; after the collapse of Marxist ideology,
there was a vacuum.

A parallel force is secularization. The whole world is now very materialistic,
and countries have become secularized by different means — the West by
one road, Russia by another. China has been prepared for it in yet another
way, but every country now experiences the same problems, materialism
and secularization, while at the same time, they are talking about trying to
protect human rights. It’s a time of polarization.
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RTE: Have you had any contact with Mongolia? I remember that Mongolia
had a strong Nestorian Christian presence around the 11th to the 13th
centuries near Lake Baikal, which later disappeared. Was there any
Orthodox influence, or was it limited to northern China?

FR. DIONISY: I've been to Outer Mongolia twice, and we have reopened one
church there and begun constructing a new church in Ulaan Baator, where
there is a Russian priest, although most of the believers are Russian, not
Mongolian.

In the Russian Institute of Oriental
Studies, however, they have Mongolian
Orthodox liturgical texts translated
over a century ago, so there were
Mongolian Orthodox believers. No one
is yet able to take up this work in the
Mongolian world, but it is a very inter-
esting subject. Mongolia would be very
open to it, but we don’t have anyone
who can speak Mongolian to send. Even
in Buryatia, I only know one or two
Buryatian priests. They do what they
can, but the resurgence of Buddhism is
very rapid in Buryatia and Mongolia. It
was the tradition of generations and is
part of the national self-identification. “Chinese Good News,” 1951.

Any missionary must be ready to
support the local culture. He shouldn’t inculturate Mongols or Buriats as
Russian Orthodox; he should be able to think about the creation of an
authentic Mongolian Orthodox culture. We shouldn’t destroy original
culture. Orthodoxy doesn’t destroy culture, it creates culture. This means
that we must have authentic Mongolian, Chinese, Japanese, Korean,
Indonesian Orthodox cultures.

RTE: At St. Sergius Lavra, you also have some North Korean and several
Indonesian students in different seminaries.

FR. DIONISY: Yes, and several of the Indonesians have already been
ordained. The North Koreans are not the classical type of seminarians. They
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are with us because of the decision of Kim Jong-Il, the President of North
Korea, to build an Orthodox church in Pin Yang.

RTE: What is his interest in Orthodoxy?

FR. DIONISY: It was a political decision because he’s looking for protection
from Russia and he understands that constructing an Orthodox church is a
symbol of respect for Russia in general. 'm not sure what he expects the
political result of this to be, but in any case, we told him, “Alright, so you will
have a church in Pyongyang, but this is only a building. If you don’t have real
church services, it will just be an empty building.” I proposed that he send
some Koreans to study in our seminary, and I asked that he accept two of
our Russian seminarians to study Korean in Pyongyang. He agreed to this
and sent us four North Korean students. They’ve already been here one year,
and the teachers say that they are quite good students.

RTE: Were they Orthodox when they came?

FR. DIONISY: It was a great exception for our seminary, the first time that
we’d invited non-Orthodox students to study with us. They were baptized
after they arrived.

RTE: And they were willing to do this, they understood what they were doing?

FR. DIONISY: Yes, I believe so, but you must understand that the North
Korean mentality is very unusual for us. They will do anything that the
government decides, and they will do it with their whole heart. If the
government says, “You are to be Orthodox,” they do it willingly.

RTE: So your problem is getting them to go beyond that obedience, to make
sure that Orthodoxy is something that is really a part of them?

FR. DIONISY: It’s not that simple. This is not just obedience to the govern-
ment, it’s an aspect of all traditional Asian societies, where society and gov-
ernment have much more power than the person. This is a much different
attitude than in the West and it was only Christianity that gave the world the
understanding of the value of the person. This is now a big question for
Asian societies that are becoming aware of the idea of the value of the
person. This is new for them, and they will have to decide what to do with

Opposite: Lake on Lushan, China.
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the philosophy of the value of the individual. Asian societies are very old
and complex systems that will need a long time to change. Sadly, even in
western societies where they have had a sense of the value of the person,
step by step, the mind is changing to that of the former pagan world. In the
pagan world the value of society was definitely higher than that of the
individual; our contemporary societies are returning to that.

RTE: Is there anything else you would like to say to our readers?

FR. DIONISY: I think one of the most important things for westerners is not
only to assist with missionary work in mainland China, but for American,
European, and Australian Orthodox sinologists to do missionary work with
the Chinese communities in their own countries. The translations and
publishing that we are working on here can benefit Chinese all over the
world. My hope is that interest in Orthodox missionary work for China, and
for the Church in China, will increase. China needs spiritual support as well
as material support. The Church in China has few resources, but I believe it
has a future. *
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HELP RESURRECT
ORTHODOXY IN
CHINA!

Road to Emmaus is collecting donations to help support Chinese
translators and their families as they begin translating Orthodox
services, seminary texts, prayer books, and works on Orthodox
spirituality into Chinese. A decade of translation will have
immense value, far in excess of the cost of support, and all trans-
lations will be made available to Chinese speakers throughout the
world without charge via the internet. Donations are personally
administered by Fr. Dionisy Pozdnyaev in Hong Kong.

Please send your tax-deductible donations (check or money
order payable to the Valaam Society Russian Mission) to:

Kate McCaffery, Secretary
Valaam Society Russian Mission
Chinese Orthodox Translation Fund
1547 Rose Ave.

Santa Rosa, CA 95407
(e-mail: katemecc@sbcglobal.net)



