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   Sitting at breakfast with my son, John, in the Hotel Suprasl, outside of the ancient 

Orthodox monastery of the Annunciation, I heard the sweet familiar sound of English 

being spoken by a group of young Americans, men and women.   It turns out that they 

were in Poland to participate in a World Mountain Bike Championship (MTBO World 

Orienteering). “We are the American Team,” one of them said, then asking me,  “So, why 

are you here?”  “Well, in a sense, I’m part of a small group that is also America’s Team,” 

I told them. 

 

 
 

   And so, I explained that we were a group of Orthodox Christians who had received an 

invitation to visit Poland from an Orthodox Bishop. We were representatives of the 

Orthodox Church in America and were being led by our own Diocesan Hierarch, Bishop 

Michael and a Polish-American priest, Fr. Wiaczeslaw Krawczuk (or “Fr. Wesley” as he 

was lovingly called by almost everyone).  This was near the end of our trip and we had 

been journeying up and down primarily the eastern side of Poland, stopping by churches 

and monasteries, having also just attended the Pilgrimage to the Holy Mountain of 

Grabarka.  Our group had the official responsibilities of a delegation, where Bishop 

Michael and Fr. Wesley, representing the Orthodox Church in America, attended the 

enthronement in Kiev of the newly elected primate of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, 

His Beatitude Metropolitan Onufry.  But it also had the less formal opportunities of 

reconnecting to family.  Bishop Michael had only a few days earlier met for the first time 

in Presov a cousin, Fr. Michal Rosic, an Orthodox priest living in Slovakia.   

 

 

 

 



 
 

The same weekend while on their trip to Kiev, John and I went on our own adventure, 

greeting rather emotionally and also for the first time in nearly fifty years relatives on my 

grandfather’s side.  This was the first communication since 1969 and actually the first 

physical contact in over 100 years.  Grandfather came to America in 1912 from the 

village of Siderka, about an hour north of Bialystok, and never returned.  Throughout his 

life his brothers, Vladimir and Makary, sent him letters, describing their lives and family.  

These letters were preserved in a cigar box by my Uncle Walter and given to me last 

year.  Thanks to the help of Fr. John and Matushka Ludmilla Prokopiuk, I was able not 

only to get the letters translated, which being hand written in “po-nashomy” —  a 

combination of Polish, Belorussian, and Ukrainian —was not so easy, but to also learn 

from their clergy friends of family members.  One in particular, Mariola Rybinska, 

teaches English in Bialystok and was able to communicate with me weeks in advance by 

email and was a great help in conversing with relatives.  I’ll describe this encounter with 

the family in another article, but here’s what it looked like after the Liturgy, outside of 

the Church of the Resurrection in Jaczno: 

 



 

  At the end of our trip, while visiting, Bialystok, Bishop Michael was able to join 

Mariola, John, and me: 

 

 
 

 

   We were invited to Poland by His Eminence, Archbishop Abel, who since 1989 has 

headed the Diocese of Lublin and Kholm/Chelm.  He is a very dynamic and creative 

administrator, with considerable knowledge and respect for the OCA.  He has visited the 



United States and is good friends with several clergy (particularly Fr. John Nehrebecki).  

As we got to know him better it was obvious that he knew just about everyone and 

understood all that was going on around him.  For most of our trip, he both arranged and 

accompanied us on our journey.  He and his driver, Timofei, met us at the Warsaw 

Airport and immediately took us to the Cathedral of St. Mary Magdalene.  We were 

received by the leader of the Polish Church, His Beatitude, Sawa, Metropolitan of 

Warsaw at his residence.  Bishop Michael brought an icon with a relic of St. Alexis Toth 

as a gift to the Metropolitan. 

 

 
 

   Though we did not spend much time in Warsaw we stopped by the Church of St. John 

Climacus where the relics of the Martyred Archpriest Vasily Martysz are kept.  He has 

the unique distinction of having served the Church in America in Afognak, Alaska, 

Osceola Mills, PA, and in Canada following his seminary training in Poland.  He was 

brutally killed during the chaos at the end of World War II: 

 

   

                            



 

   With Archbishop Abel as our guide we experienced a broad view of the Polish 

Orthodox Church.   He has the ability and determination to recognize areas where new 

initiatives can be established, where situations can be improved, renovated, and 

reclaimed. With the help of Gregory Szwed, who serves as Project Manager, he currently 

has 26 development and restoration projects at various levels going on throughout the 

Diocese.  He has been able to accomplish much of this work with funding support from 

the European Union.  Together they have the earned reputation of being able to navigate 

through administrative issues and get things accomplished, which encourages others to 

ask for their help. We saw numerous churches being renovated which for years had either 

been abandoned or suffered damage.   

 

             
 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

We saw markers that indicated where Orthodox churches had been at one time  

       

                                          
 

and followed a path into the woods that marked where hundreds of Orthodox villagers 

had been killed in 1944. 

 

 
 

   In visiting Archbishop Abel’s Cathedral in Lublin and in Kholm/Chelm we were also 

aware of not only the historical tensions in these areas, but also of the great significance 

and interconnections they represent for Orthodox Christians in America.  For example, 



the formative ministries of OCA hierarchs Metropolitan Ireney (Bekish) and Archbishop 

Kiprian (Borisevich) had been in Poland, with Archbishop Kiprian having been baptized 

at St. John the Theologian Cathedral in Chelm.  An interesting commentary on many of 

the difficulties is provided by the recently published diary, “My Life’s Journey: The 

Memoirs of Metropolitan Evlogy (Georgievsky),” St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2014 

— particularly, Volume 1.  Evlogy knew most of the significant Russian Orthodox and 

political leaders and participated in the major events of the late 19
th

 through the mid 20
th

 

centuries.  In particular, he served as Bishop of Lublin, vicar of the Warsaw-Kholm 

Diocese (1903-1905), as its hierarch when it was separated from its connection to 

Warsaw (1905-1906), and as Archbishop of Kholm (1912-1914).  His years there 

overlapped with Tikhon Bellavin’s work as dean of the Kholm Seminary, as bishop in 

Lublin, in America, and later as Patriarch of the Russian Church.  It was as bishop in 

Kholm states Evlogy that one priest would write of Tikhon:  “For the first time I see a 

human being in a hierarch” (p. 169).   There at the Cathedral in Lublin Bishop Michael, 

accompanied by Archbishop Abel, signed his name at the beginning of the Gospel book.   

He was welcomed to do this at every church we visited — it is the most frequent group of 

pictures we have and a wonderful remembrance of his continued presence, prayers, and 

love for these communities. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



On the walls of the altar, Archbishop Abel has also placed icons of the Saints of North 

America (he would later receive a gift of an icon of St. Alexis Toth as well). 

 

                                                   
 

We visited the men’s monastery of St. Onuphry in Jablezna, where the Archbishop had 

served as Abbot.  This coincided with the blessing of young pilgrims on their way, 

walking many miles to the Pilgrimage at Grabarka: 

 

 
 



 
 

At St. Onufry with Abbot Athanassy (to the right of Fr. Wiaczeslaw) 

 

   We attended the conclusion of a service at the women’s community of the Protection of 

the Theotokos at Turkowice where the nuns sing Byzantine chant in Church Slavonic.  

This is a well-known community which had been lost to the Church for many years.  The 

Archbishop realizing its historical significance bought back some of the property, using a 

surrogate buyer and re-established the community.  Their beautiful singing can be heard 

on Youtube (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P3wqgMRLgmg - Orthodox Holy 

Monday hymn).  We were received here, at other communities, and everywhere with 

great kindness, generosity, and often delicious and abundant refreshments, if not 

complete meals. 

    On our way to southeastern Poland (the Lemko, Podkarpatska/Sub Carpathian area) we 

stopped at the 88
th

 birthday celebration of Archbishop Adam, Diocese of Przemysl and 

Nowy Sacz, whose Cathedral is in Sanok.  He also has had long friendships with 

American Orthodox clergy: 

     

                



   From there we travelled through beautiful areas of wooden churches where the 

confusing history and revolving issues of church possession swirled around us: this 

church was Orthodox and became Greek Catholic or Roman Catholic, now it is Orthodox  

again or some variation of this.  

.    

          
    

As noted during our visit to Jableczna, we often met groups of children either preparing 

to go on Pilgrimage or involved in summer camp programs.  Here is a group outside of 

Gorlice: 

 

         



   These children were completing their summer program at the Orthodox Seminary in 

Presov.  Here we met Fr. Michal Rosic and were helped considerably with translations by 

Iveta Starcova, who is Secretary of the Metropolitan Council: 

  

 
 

In the Seminary Chapel is a whole wall of Saints canonized in the Twentieth century, 

which includes several from North America:        

 

 



     We visited the main places for the veneration of the Polish Orthodox Saints.  Already 

mentioned was the site of St. Vasily in Warsaw and we stopped by the gravesite and the 

church where the relics of St. Maxim Sandovich of Gorlice (1914) are located. 

 

                          
 

 We also venerated the relics of St. Gabriel of Bialystok/Zabludov which are located both 

at the Cathedral of St. Nicholas in Bialystok and at the Nativity of the Theotokos 

women’s monastery in Zverki where he died (these relics are kept here for part of the 

year and then brought to Bialystok). 

 

 
 

St. Gabriel at St. Nicholas Cathedral, Bialystok 

 



 
 

    The Reliquary of St. Gabriel at the Monastery of the Nativity of the Theotokos, Zverki 

 

  The main event which directed our schedule was participation in the Pilgrimage to 

Grabarka, held each year during the Feast of the Transfiguration (old calendar, August 

18-19).  The site has a miraculous history that is only magnified by its remarkable 

location, whose tone is set by the presence of the woman’s monastery of Martha and 

Mary, and the thousands of crosses left by previous pilgrims.  There is considerable 

background information on the site and history of this event on the internet.  But one 

cannot underestimate the powerful impact it has on the life of the Polish Church on many 

levels.  Thousands of people come for several days, staying wherever they can (with not 

many hotels and accommodations, they stay in cars or tents).  Many spend the night 

singing hymns and participating in Akathists, taking advantage of attendance at one of 

several liturgies, which given the crowds start in the very early morning darkness, 

running until the main celebration at 10:00.  The Liturgy was broadcast on television and 

the President of Poland was there this year, as he had been previously.  Patriarch Kyrill of 

Russia came several years ago and later recommended the Pilgrimage to others saying 

how the experience had deeply moved him.   

 

    Perhaps most astonishing was the involvement of young people.  They not only came, 

but a good number (at least 100) had been prepared —I like to think, empowered —

through specific training to provide direction and maintain order.  They would form long 

lines, holding each other’s hands, creating avenues and spaces for the clergy to process, 

to anoint, or distribute Holy Communion.  They maintained the candle stands, directed 

the crowds through veneration sites, and worked bookstore tables.  They organized the 

adults.  Bishop Michael was invited to distribute Holy Communion and Anoint and he 

commented on the great surge of energy that the masses represented (the young woman 

on the left is one of the youth guides): 



 

                                  
 

   There was one other special moment for me during the liturgy.  Every service we 

attended was celebrated in Church Slavonic or a bit of Greek (in respect to the Abbott 

and monks of Simonas Petras who were present, having brought the relic of St. Mary 

Magdalen to the Pilgrimage and for a tour of Poland).   I am familiar enough with the 

language and understand the liturgy so I know where I am at in the service.  But at one 

point I was startled by a word, which I can only say — had suddenly become clearer than 

any other.  When the Metropolitan of an Autocephalous Church serves — such as was 

taking place with the presence of Metropolitan Sawa — then the protodeacon intones the 

Diptychs which commemorate in order of historical protocol the other Autocephalous 

Churches, beginning with the oldest to the youngest.  So, he started with His Holiness 

Bartholomew, Ecumenical Patriarch, on down the line, the choir repeating each name and 

location.  We finally got to the most recent Autocephalous Churches.  Metropolitan Sawa 

was obviously intoned with great fanfare.  Then there was the last name, “Tikhon, 

Archbishop of Washington…” — even in Church Slavonic it was obvious who they were 

praying for.  It was for him, and by extension, for us. 

 

     There is much more to say and show, most of which I hope will find other forums and 

opportunities.  One monk shared two thoughts that I especially found intriguing:  

“mushroom picking is our national sport” and Poland was a country of “a thousand 

wars.”  Travelling and hearing about its history and how it relates to the Polish Orthodox 

Church is an exhausting and complex tale of fighting, terror, and difficulty.  The story of 

just the Annunciation Monastery in Suprasl where we began this article brings together 

both much of this sad story, but perhaps can also serve as an indication of healing and 

restoration.   

 



 
 

   Established around 1500 by a Tomos from the Ecumenical Patriarch it served as a 

renowned monastery until it was taken over by the Uniates following the Council of Brest 

(1596).  In 1839 it was returned to the Orthodox Church, but during World War I, in fear 

of the approaching German army, the monks fled to Russia.  The property was turned 

over to the Roman Catholic Church. In 1939, it was overrun by the Red Army and then 

its main building was destroyed in 1944 by the retreating German Army.  Abandoned for 

nearly 40 years, the work of renovating the main church began in 1984 and in 1996 the 

monastery was renewed.  We spent our final night here, guests of the Abbot who 

welcomed us with stories and supper.  We attended the liturgy there in the morning and 

toured the facilities.  The work of restoration continues and new iconography will be 

gradually added.  On the grounds are a conference center and various kinds of museums.  

It has become again an important place for pilgrimages and visits. 

 

     Given all the tragic history between the Roman Catholics, Greek Catholics, and the 

Orthodox — mixed up with the influences of governments and foreign powers — one can 

be hopeful, if not amazed, at some of the cooperation at least we experienced:  the Polish 

President exchanging greetings and gifts with the leader of the Church at a Divine 

Liturgy; Representatives of the Catholic Church invited and welcomed at the 

consecration of a new church.  Metropolitan Evlogy understood and himself went 

through many of the difficult experiences, but even he seemed to think something else 

might be possible.  Here a story from his Memoir may be helpful: 

 

 



I will mention, by the way, that Metropolitan Platon said something that is 

still relevant to this day.  “The barriers which people have set up in the Church 

do not reach heaven.”  The following situation brought on these words.  

Metropolitan Platon was passing by a Catholic church in the town of Korostyshev 

in the Kiev Province, and suddenly came upon something unusual — the church 

bells were ringing and the priest was in the doorway holding a cross.  So he came 

out of his carriage, went inside the church, said some prayers, and told the priest 

that he was gratified by his welcome and uttered the abovementioned memorable 

comment.  Both the Catholic and Orthodox Church leadership were displeased 

with this encounter (p. 258). 

 

     The Polish Orthodox Church finds itself in this position of renewal and a reaffirmation 

of its identity.  Often seen as something foreign, swept or brought in through immigration 

or influence from the East (particularly Russia), it is trying to broaden the discussion by 

explaining that its history, in fact, goes back to the earliest moments of Polish 

Christianity.  Here the efforts of Professor Antoni Mironowicz, who teaches at the 

Orthodox Institute in Bialystok, are worth noting.  His article, “The Orthodox Church in 

Poland,” is available on the internet.  Edward Wynot, Professor of History at Florida 

State University, specializes in the history of Poland in the 20
th

 century.  His life’s work 

on this subject, “The Polish Orthodox Church in the Twentieth Century and Beyond: 

Prisoner of History” will be available in September, 2014. 

 

      Finally, one last thought about those American bicyclists and our “American Team.”  

Their sport is said to involve “orienteering” which necessitates being able to “navigate 

from point to point in diverse and usually unfamiliar terrain, and normally moving at 

speed.”  I couldn’t help but feel that out trip also required something similar.  We had a 

loosely identified agenda that was filled in with a combination of anticipation, 

improvisation, and providence — through places and a culture in which we certainly 

were unfamiliar, and we were always moving or eating. We both did and saw all that we 

could have hoped for, and still experienced more than we would have known or expected.  

Not bad at all. 

 

   Special thanks to his Eminence Archbishop Abel for his generosity and kindness.  We 

are also grateful to Fr. Wiaczeslaw (Fr. Wesley) for his passionate desire to show us 

everything and everyone he cared about in Poland (many of its priests were his students 

and it seemed that he knew everyone else). 

 



 
 

 

 

 


