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Recently one of my past students from Ukraine was staying in our parish, Fr Hryhoriy (Gregory) Komar. He is now Vice-Rector of the diocesan seminary in the diocese of Drohobych to which he belongs. Drohobych is a city in west Ukraine, about 60 miles south of Lviv, in the foothills of the Carpathians. It is an industrial area, specialising in chemicals, oil and coal. Southwards the land rises steeply into the forested mountains, up to 4000 feet high, a favoured zone for sanitoria and tourism. Beyond the towns, many of the diocese’s 500,000 Catholics are villagers who have their own small-holdings and combine poorly paid jobs with subsistence farming. 

Fr Hryhoriy, could you please describe for us the seminary?
In Ukraine there exist five seminaries of the Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church. Our Drohobych seminary is the newest of these and the smallest, because it has only 85 seminarians. It was begun in 1996, so this year we are celebrating the tenth anniversary of our foundation.

After the fall of communism in 1990 and the emergence of our church from the underground,  the biggest problem was the lack of priests. So Metropolitan Volodymyr Sterniuk in 1990 created the first seminary in Lviv in the Church of the Transfiguration. 

To accommodate this seminary, the civil authority agreed to hand over the old Pioneer (a type of communist scout) camp in the village of Rudno, not far from Lviv, and the students transferred there.
Rudno lacked even the basics for living and teaching. Often there were power cuts in the electricity or the gas supply. Sometimes they had to cook food on a wood-burning military field kitchen. There were not enough teachers. Therefore lecturers came from abroad. This was a sign of great love for the Church of Christ. It helped to heal the painful and serious wounds we had received at the hands of the atheistic regime. 

Understandably the seminary at Rudno was not able fully to satisfy the needs of the entire Ukrainian church, which was rapidly developing and growing. Therefore some of the new dioceses, Ternopil, Drohobych, Uzhhorod, established their own seminaries. 

In Drohobych the diocese bought a ruined building which had been a pharmaceutical warehouse. They renovated it and the seminarians moved in. Every year the number of seminarians has grown. The space available wasn’t enough, so we decided to add on a new block. 

Right now the building works are almost finished. All that remains is to equip the top floor. This new building has markedly improved the living conditions of the seminarians. Now too we have our own chapel, instead of using the cathedral nearby.
The teaching programme of our seminary is slightly different from that of other seminaries. There is a strong emphasis on liturgical subjects and on the sources of eastern spirituality. The seminary has fifteen teaching staff and twenty persons working as cooks, maintenance and security men,  secretaries, accountant, librarian etc. But most of the seminary community is of course the seminarians.
Could you describe for us their daily routine?
As I have already said, there are eighty-five of them. Who are they? On the whole they are young men from ordinary backgrounds, who have felt in their hearts the desire to serve God and His people.   Most of them come to seminary at 17 or 18, having completed secondary education. 
There awaits them a not easy but an interesting life. Preparation for the priesthood lasts six years. Every morning at 6 am the bell rings to announce the beginning of a new day– a new day full of work, challenges and achievements. At 6.30 the seminarians gather in the chapel to sing the First Hour. After that the Rector and other priests celebrate the Liturgy. 

Through the large window of the chapel the sun is rising, and its warm rays touch those who are raising their prayers to God. The Liturgy is the most holy and the most important action of the seminary day, because by receiving Holy Communion we are united to the Eucharistic Christ.

After the Liturgy there is breakfast, and then at 8.30 the seminarians begin to chisel away at the granite of knowledge. 
At 2.00 comes the long-awaited moment – lunchtime. The seminarians happily and quickly sing a prayer and energetically take up their spoons in order to satisfy their hunger with the tasty food, carefully prepared by the ladies in the kitchen, for whom the students are like their own children.
After lunch there is prayer in the chapel, and then an hour of free time. They can go out into the town, chat with their friends, or simply have a sleep. At 4 pm they return to their books and work in the library and do their homework. 
This independent work lasts three hours until the beginning of Vespers (Vechirnya). This service is filled with a special atmosphere, which inspires us to thank God for all the blessings and gifts which He grants us each day. I very much love the gentle, spiritual singing as this evening sacrifice of candles and incense is offered.  

After Vespers we have supper, and then a time for meeting with the spiritual director, spiritual reading, or private prayer. The bell at 10 pm announces that another day has ended, and another step has been taken on the long road to Christ’s priesthood. 

Silence and sleep prevail, so that tomorrow the journey to the dreamt-of goal may be continued with renewed strength.  
You might be thinking that the seminarians only study and pray, but it isn’t quite like that. In the time free from lectures, especially on Saturdays and Sundays, they prepare a radio broadcast, they edit and publish a magazine, they visit an orphanage and look after the children, they visit old people’s homes and talk with the residents, pray the rosary or lead the Stations of the Cross with them. They provide catechesis for the youth and children’s choir at the cathedral. They study icon-drawing and painting. Sometimes we have concerts or special lectures from visitors.
In the holidays, they help priests in eastern Ukraine, and organise youth summer holiday camps.    
Fr Hryhorii, why did you become a priest?

I was baptised Orthodox, because all our churches had been taken over by the Russians in 1946. From childhood I wanted to be a priest – a priest’s service seemed something great, mysterious and holy. Every time I thought about it, however, doubts arose, because there were better candidates than I. To my great joy, my parish priest once said to me, that I would be a priest. These words encouraged me very greatly. From that moment I wished nothing else. In 1990 ? our village parish in Bronitsya voted to return to the Greek-Catholic Church.
During my last year at high school, our mother died from anaesthetic during surgery. She deeply wanted me to go to seminary. In my youthful enthusiasm I decided that I would keep trying to enter until I succeeded.  It was not easy to get in. In 1994 when I did the entrance exam, there were 40 candidates for each place allotted to our diocese. Fortunately I was accepted straight away, and that’s how my life in seminary began. 
In the third year of my studies in the Lviv seminary, my father died at 46, poisoned by the printing inks at his work. My younger brother Ivan and I were left in the care of our grandmother. This was a difficult time. The government were six months behind in paying her pension. I was almost in despair. What were we to do? I was especially worried about my younger brother. 
Thanks to Fr Francis, just a month after my father’s death in 1997, I was already in England for the first time. His parishioners were very generous and kind to us, and they helped me out with donations. I remember how delighted my grandmother was. She cried and said, “My child, it is God who has given you this.”  So indeed it was that God gave us this help through his good people. 

After my studies in Lviv, the Bishop sent me to do further studies in Rome. When I returned home, I was appointed Vice-Rector of the seminary in Drohobych. This was quite unexpected and a big responsibility. I love the seminary. It only makes me sad when I see those boys crying whom we haven’t been able to accept into the seminary for lack of places. Once I might well have been in their situation. My other concern is to help poor seminarians, because good people helped me when I was in seminary.

Many propositions and documents have been drawn up for seminary staff. But for me the best is what my grandmother used to say. In each of our conversations, she asked me to remember that every seminarian is somebody’s child, and never to do them any harm. Indeed, they are the sons of their parents, and also the children of God. I very much ask you to pray for these children of God who want to become Christ’s priests, and to pray for me. 
Already in the first year, I got to know Fr Francis. 

There remains in my memory always our first meeting on the darkened corridor, because often there was no electricity, and a conversation by candlelight. 

Very often  I came to Fr Francis to confession and I am still surprised at his patience. This was Divine Providence, that he came to our seminary. His being there and our friendship was to have a great influence on my future life.
