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Numerous Labour MPs appear anti-religious and hostile to Catholic schools. This Government’s dislike of Catholic education is evident in their attempts to replace any Catholic ethos with politically correct secularism.


The Catholic Church has been involved in education since before England existed. From her earliest centuries she has organised catechetical and monastic schools, under her commission to “Go and teach all nations.”

In contrast, the Westminster Parliament introduced compulsory primary education for England and Wales only in 1870. The Scots had been way ahead. From 1496 the children of noblemen and freeholders were obliged to attend school, and from 1616 every Scottish parish had to establish a school for its children. 

In terms of size, the Church is the bigger player in education, with 47 million pupils in Catholic schools worldwide.

At the tertiary level, there exist about 1,860 Catholic universities and colleges of higher education worldwide. 2.36 million students attend Catholic universities. It is at this level that the English Church is weak, especially in theology. The Maryvale Institute in Birmingham is the only place in the UK where laypeople can obtain Church-validated pontifical degrees in Catholic theology.

Since the disintegration of the Soviet Union from 1989 onwards, the successor nations have rejected atheistic materialism. Instead they regard Christianity as a necessary ingredient in building a free and healthy society. What a contrast with the second-home expense-account atheists of Westminster!

As yet only one Catholic University exists on the territory of the old Soviet Union. It was founded seven years ago in L’viv, Ukraine. The Rector, Fr Borys Gudziak, recently visited England, and I had the opportunity to speak with him in Manchester. He comes across as a peaceful and prayerful man, sensitive and thoughtful, but underlain, one suspects, by an iron determination.

He was born in 1960, in New York State, of Ukrainian parents who had fled from the Stalinist persecution. 

He grew up in the Ukrainian-rite Catholic parish at Syracuse NY. In 1967  Archbishop Josef Slipyj visited the parish, and young Borys was chosen to welcome him with the traditional greeting of bread and salt. From 1945 to 1963 Slipyj had suffered in Soviet prisons and labour camps, as he later wrote: 

"I had to suffer imprisonment by night, secret court-rooms, endless interrogations and spying upon me, moral and physical maltreatment and humiliation, torture, and enforced starvation.  In front of the evil interrogators and judged I stood, a helpless prisoner and silent witness of the Church who, physically and psychologically exhausted, was giving testimony to his native Church, itself silent and doomed to die. 


As a prisoner for the sake of Christ I found strength throughout my own Way of the Cross in the realization that my spiritual flock, my own native Ukrainian people, all the bishops, priests and faithful - fathers and mothers, children, and dedicated youth as well as the helpless old people, were walking beside me along the same path.  I was not alone!" 

Later in Rome, while serving the Liturgy for Cardinal Slipyj, Borys felt a strong sense of vocation. He first studied biology with philosophy at Syracuse University, and then took his Baccalaureate in theology at the Urbanianum in Rome. 

Meanwhile, exiled in Rome, Cardinal Slipyj was struggling to revive the Ukrainian Catholic University, in readiness for the collapse of the USSR. As a seminarian, Borys Gudziak frequently met the elderly Cardinal-confessor, until his death in 1984.

He recalled: “For me, Slipyj represented universal values. He represented the martyr church and the eastern identity within the Catholic communion. At the same time he was a noted scholar, and his published volumes run to 17 volumes. He was outstanding in that he overcame the greatest challenge of the 20th century, the ideologies of Nazism and Communism. That combination he showed, of dedication of service and to his people, academic excellence and achievement of universal dimensions, inspired me.”

With Slipyj’s blessing, Gudziak had returned to the USA to study Slavic and Byzantine history at Harvard, from 1983 to 1992, and obtained his doctorate. During 1988 he took part in a Soviet-American student exchange programme. During this visit to the USSR, he was able to contact the underground church in Ukraine.

Come independence, and Borys Gudziak settled in Ukraine. He began the work of gathering resources to found a Catholic University. 

It was hardly a propitious time to launch a massive new building project. The rouble collapsed. Anyone who had any savings in the old Soviet banks lost everything. Economic output plunged to about one-third of its previous level. Factories were ramshackle and could not compete with imports from Japan and the west. Only subsistence farming enabled many to survive. People were struggling simply to feed their families and keep going, with pensions at $5 per month and salaries often only $10 per month.

Moreover, after seventy years of official Soviet atheism, theology was not considered to be a valid academic subject. 

Soviet universities had been strong on mathematics, technology, physics, chemistry, engineering, economics and Marxist-Leninist theory. Subjects such as Latin and Greek, psychology, and the human sciences were rarely taught. The Soviet system had very little interest in the individual. Only the collective and the economic were important. All the humanities were malformed and twisted, because they were forced to fit into a Marxist-Leninist mould, with no respect for the transcendental nature of man.

The seed for the Ukrainian Catholic University (UCU) was the local historical institute, engaged in collating witness accounts of Soviet persecution of Christians from 1939-1989. It was vital to gather evidence of the martyrs whilst witnesses were still alive. The first fruit of these labours was the beatification of 27 Ukrainian martyrs in 2001 during Pope John Paul II’s visit, when he blessed the foundation stone of UCU.

The first intakes of lay students to the theological academy began in 1995. The L’viv seminary courses were upgraded, but adequately qualified staff were in short supply. Once the brightest among the first generation of young priests had completed Licentiates or Doctorates in Rome, Lublin or Innsbruck, they returned to teach in Ukraine.   

In 2002 the university was formally inaugurated. Approximately 1000 lay and religious students study a rigorous, classical Christian curriculum in the humanities. 250 seminarians study philosophy and theology in preparation for ordination to the priesthood. Catechists study the faith to evangelise post-Soviet Ukraine and elsewhere. Visiting scholars conduct research in what is now Ukraine’s largest and fastest growing humanities library in Ukraine.

The principal courses taught are philosophy and theology in a 5-year STB (Bachelor of Sacred Theology). The next degree is the Licence (STL) with a specialisation in church history, patristics and dogmatics, or moral theology. These are validated by Rome. 

Other courses taught include history, and social pedagogy. This is not academic sociology, but a more practical discipline to prepare those who will work in orphanages and hospitals, undertake care for the elderly and social work. 

Recently introduced courses include degrees in business studies, with stress on a good business ethics, and journalism and social communications. Here again, sound ethics are essential for a healthy society. 

The UCU is built to allow access for the disabled, allowing students with disabilities to study, something hardly possible elsewhere in Ukraine.

Corruption and bureaucracy are major problems facing Ukraine. In one sense, corruption is how people get round bureaucracy, and the bureaucrats in their turn can exploit this. “The problem is that the Soviet experience destroyed trust. All systems require a fair degree of trust, and people are afraid to invest in systematic work,” said Fr Gudziak.

Instead people look only to short-term advantage: they plug in to something when it suits them, and bolt out when it doesn’t. “The rekindling of trust is going to take two generations. You can take a slave out of slavery, but it is harder to take slavery out of the slave. People had their spirits broken.” 

Two generations passed between the Israelites leaving Egypt and entering the Promised Land. The exodus from communism– the spiritual escape from slavery – may take a similar length of time. 

President Yuschenko, who came to power in the Orange Revolution of 2005, and his wife Katerina, have both supported UCU, although they are both Orthodox Christians. The Yuschenko government has also recognised theology as a full academic discipline.


Funding is a major problem facing UCU: where to find £2 million per year for 300 employees. Students’ tuition fees cover only 8% of the costs, and there is no government subsidy. Donors within Ukraine provide 7% of funds, and international donors the other 85%, including some very generous anonymous benefactors. 


In 1939, there were 2500 diocesan priests in Ukraine. By 1989, this had fallen to 300 underground diocesans and religious. It has now risen again to some 2500 diocesans and religious included.

“The training of priests and the fostering of conscious Catholic laity has been made possible by the world Catholic communion which opened its doors to our students, gave many scholarships, endowed our libraries with book donations, and sent faculty members to our institutions of higher learning… to help Ukraine arise from its post-persecution circumstances.”

