Ctime588  Reports from Maidan, Kyiv.

Fr Francis Marsden

16th January 2005,

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Catholic Times.

The Tsunami disaster understandably pushed Ukraine’s “Orange Revolution” out of the news. By 16th January President Yuschenko – the honest, poisoned, candidate – will hopefully have been inaugurated.

Ukraine is a nation of 48 million people, sixth biggest in Europe, and second by area. So perhaps Catholic Times readers will indulge my return to the “Orange Revolution”, which overturned the “bandit-government” of retiring President Kuchma and Prime Minister Yanukovych, in its wake changing the Romanian government also and rattling the Kremlin.

Over a million people flooded into central Kyiv to demonstrate against the blatant falsification of the Presidential election of 21st November. The centre of the demonstrations was the Maidan Nezalezhnosti, Independence Square.

The events had their amusing and tragic sides. The bizarre Mrs Yanukovych told her followers that the opposition protestors had been bribed with American felt boots (valyenki) and drugged by oranges injected with CIA narcotics. Alternatively they were suffering from meningitis.

As the Yanukovych government fell apart, there were mysterious “accidents” and “suicides” like that of the Transport Minister Kirpo, who had organised the “karousels” for Yanukovych. These buses and trains took thousands of voters to distant ballot stations where they could vote repeatedly using absentee worker coupons - often fakes printed in Russia - referred to as “pechenie” (biscuits), in the taped telephone discussions of Yanukovych’s aides. 

Tyhipko, head of the National Bank and Yanukovych’s campaign head, has “disappeared” abroad.

Cloning, not of individuals, but of entire families in Odesa and Mykolaiv came to light on the electoral registers. Yanukovych supporters cloned themselves at eight different addresses, while opposition supporters were accidentally omitted. 

The opposition blockaded the Ministries and the Presidential Administration. Kyiv ground to a halt. Speeches, concerts and prayers alternated. The protestors’ theme song was “Razom nas bahato” to a rap beat:

“Together we are many, we shall not be defeated. Falsifications – no! Machinations – no! Ponyatie – no!  (prison jargon for an “understanding” , a convicts’ agreement i.e.  the corruption in the government)

Yuschenko yes! Yuschenko our President!

We are not beasts of burden, we are not goats (i.e. morons – as Yanukovch called the protestors). We are sons and daughters of Ukraine. It’s now or never, we can wait no longer. Together we are many, we shall not be defeated.”
Western secular media covered the events well, though not the religious element. Here is a reflection from 28-year old Serhiy Olijniczuk, eastern-rite Catholic deacon, father of four children, one adopted, Master in Psychology at the Catholic University of Lublin, currently finishing his doctorate.

“First of all we would like to thank you for the prayers, words of encouragement and constant readiness to help us in Ukraine in these not easy but bright and hope-filled “orange” December days. Certainly every true Ukrainian in Lviv, wanted to leave his family, his work and affairs and travel to Kyiv for these days. Already in Saranchuki [Serhiy’s home village] on Monday night, immediately the first day after the election, a full busload of people was organised, and by Tuesday (23rd Nov) we were on Maidan.

“I will not repeat all the details, which you have read in the newspapers, but I would like to tell you how I experienced that time. First of all, there was no fear. There were so many people that we could not believe that any power could attack us, still less overcome us.

“Each day on the Maidan began with prayer, led by the priests of all confessions jointly. Only the foreign Moscow church stood aloof …. This was a splendid spiritual uplift for the people, who saw that the Church was with them, and not just waiting in the wings to see how everything would turn out.

“Many Kyivans, with whom I was chatting, who all their lives had attended the Russian Orthodox Church, were disappointed and scandalised by the fact that their priests agitated aggressively for Yanukovych and against Yuschenko. I think that this was a serious mistake on their part, which will turn many thinking people away from their church. [The SBU secret police have released taped telephone calls of Russian Orthodox clergy being bribed by government members with substantial sums to propagandise for Yanukovych]

“Generally, in everything that was happening in Ukraine and in Kyiv, one could feel the special presence of the hand of God. The fact that nothing bad happened, even with such a tremendous number of people, can only be explained by the miraculous protection of the Mother of God. [Kyiv police reported one million extra people and a 30% drop in the crime rate!]

“The spirit of joy, or peace and of brotherhood without doubt came from the Holy Spirit. I can draw certain analogies with my time in the renewal. I do not want to say that absolutely everyone was holy, or experienced everything only in a spiritual way, of course not, but the Spirit of God was upon all. How otherwise than by a divine miracle can you explain the sudden weakness and collapse of the immensely powerful authorities, who were ready to take a twice condemned criminal [Yanukovych] even to the presidential chair, but suddenly found themselves paralysed and unable to rise again.

“I do not know who has considered the influence of the Pope’s visit to Ukraine on all these events, but I am convinced that either consciously or unconsciously, people remembered how once previously they had poured out together onto the streets for prayer - what a strength they were then! Well they remembered the Spirit that had come down upon them on that occasion.

“As usual, trying to put everything that happened into simple words is very difficult. Everything happened with such dynamism, the days were so saturated with important events that it seemed that years and decades were flying past in one day. The people of Kyiv also were impressive.

“I remember seven or eight years ago, how [as Russian speakers] they reacted angrily to the Ukrainian language, but now they are grateful to West Ukraine which has supported and protected them from a Russian occupation. People in Kyiv, independent of whether they were rich or poor, brought out onto the streets hot tea, food and clothing. At that moment it even seemed that the “communism” and “brotherhood” which they taught us all to build in the USSR, had become a reality.

“I am very grateful to you for the offer to help financially with the journey to Kyiv, but I hardly spent any money. I was two weeks in Kyiv, and I slept at the house of a friend, Sasha. We were at school together in Sikhiv…. We travelled to Kyiv by bus, everyone in the village collected money for the trip, and we came back by train, also without charge.

“It was particularly insulting to hear Yanukovych saying that it was the West and America financing this revolution, because our people themselves are quite capable of paying for their own freedom, even if it costs them their last hrivnya.

“The struggle is not yet over, but with God’s help we have won many victories already. On the way back from Kyiv, its bright streets shining like those of a true European city, I understood that there lies ahead of us a long, daily battle, above all, with ourselves, that the old man in us should die, and the new, free man be born, but free with a responsible Christian freedom, not with libertarian freedom. For all this we still have to work hard. Life is still only beginning…..

These words are from Fr Hryhorii Komar, Vice Rector of Drohobych Diocesan Seminary:

“I was in Kyiv two weeks with our seminarians. There on Maidan we experienced some of the most wonderful moments of our life. I only have seen so many people before at the Pope’s Liturgy in Lviv [June 2001, in which almost 2 million took part]

“Everyone was in such a determined mood, and swore that they will never allow anyone to despise our human rights, especially our voting rights. It was very interesting to observe how people from Donetsk – whose provincial government had sent them to support Yanukovych -  came over to our side. They threw down their pictures of Yanukovych and mixed with the “Oranges.” The authorities did everything possible to frighten people, in order not to give them the opportunity of obtaining accurate information.

“But this Orange Revolution showed that the Ukrainian people finally want to live in a civilised country and are no longer afraid of the authorities. Now they are trying to scare us with talk of an economic crisis and inflation.

“Our Bishop Yulian Voronovsky [of Drohobych] also came to Kyiv and celebrated Moleben on the Maidan, and spoke to the people. We returned home after the decision of the Supreme Court, which overturned the recognition of Yanukovych as president and  ordered a fresh ballot. If the situation requires it, we will go back to Kyiv again.”

As Mr.Yushchenko said, “We peacefully, beautifully, elegantly and without any drops of blood changed Ukraine,” – and perhaps with it the map of Europe. Let us keep him in our prayers for the future.

