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Interviewer, Interviewer 2, Bishop Nikolai

Bishop Nikolai 
You know, the majority of our people here are Eskimo actually.
Interviewer:
Oh.

Bishop Nikolai
Yeah.  Initially, it was Aleut, but that missionary effort went down into the Yupik territories and even into the Tlingit, but not that many Tlingits, but more Yupik Eskimos that Aleuts now.

Interviewer:
That was also an interesting aspect about how they Aleuts embraced Orthodoxy almost more than anyone else.  _____.  Wanna start with your full name and your position and a brief bio.

Bishop Nikolai
I’m Bishop Nikolai, the ruling bishop of the diocese of Sitka, Anchorage and Alaska.  I came to Alaska on June 21, 2001.  And I was sent here as the vicar bishop to the metropolitan and in November of that same year on the fourteenth, I was elected to be the ruling bishop of this diocese.  Prior to that, I was a priest in Las Vegas, Nevada for 22 years.  And prior to that, I went to school in Belgrade, Yugoslavia and prior to that I was a priest in Billings, Montana for almost seven years.  So this year makes 36 years of my ordination to the Holy Orders in the Orthodox Church.


I’m from Butte, Montana originally.  I came to Alaska, my first trip was probably 1977, to do a wedding and then made three subsequent trips during that next year and never came back again until 1997, I believe, almost 20 years later for a pilgrimage in Spruce Island as a priest.  It was a private pilgrimage and in 2001 I was elected as a bishop and sent to Alaska.  You never know how you’re going to get somewhere.  It’s always God’s hand.

Interviewer:
Great.  Good ______ everything copasetic?

Interviewer 2:
Um hmm.

Interviewer:
Okay.  Okay.  How do I address you?  Is it your highness?

Bishop Nikolai
Your Grace, Your Grace.  Uh huh.

Interviewer:
Your Grace.  Your Grace, could you please kind of tell us how – what the role was of the church in bringing order and protection to the Aleut people and why did the Aleuts embrace the church so readily?

Bishop Nikolai
It’s a good question.  You know, how did the Aleuts embrace Orthodoxy?  Because, you know, the Russians came here in the 1700s to do their fur trading and they used our people as really cheap labor and really were probably pretty abusive to them.  And it wasn’t until the end of the 18th century that the church in Russia actually sent religious missionaries here – between eight and ten of them came in that first missionary effort in 1793 when they left Russia and arrived here in September of 1794.  
Orthodoxy, wherever, you know, it has been planted in the world since the beginning of Christianity, has always tried to embrace the culture of the people.  They bring the element of Christ to those people and the element of salvation and most things that are in culture, they try to transform and bring out the Christian aspect of that.  
And this was the reason, I’m sure, that the Aleuts, you know, almost 100 percent, embraced Russian Orthodoxy.  It’s always interesting to me when you travel throughout the diocese in people who are native Alaskans, our native people, and you ask them what religion they are and they’ll tell you that they’re Russian Orthodox.  And today, there’s probably very little Russian blood in most of our people.  But that connection with Russian Orthodoxy is still prevalent among our people.

Interviewer:
That definitely is.  How did the church encourage the intellectual development of the Aleut people?

Bishop Nikolai
Well that was pretty simple because the church began immediately to translate the gospels into the native languages so that the people would be able to understand that.  And Orthodoxy always serves – our services are in the native languages of the people.  It was never some language that the people could not understand.  You have that in the western tradition where the mass was in Latin.  It’s never the case in Orthodoxy.  The first language that began here, of course, was Church Slavonic, the Slavic base.  And then the services were translated into the Aleut and eventually into the Yupik and the Tlingit languages so that people could understand that.  The same thing with the catechism.  Saint Innocent did a tremendous job in writing the catechism for our people so they could understand their faith.
Interviewer:
Your Grace, are you familiar with the social status of the Aleut people or the people that lived in Alaska like the Russian and the Creole and then there was the native.  Did they have greater standing based on their religion or was it just based on secular?

Bishop Nikolai
The different statures of our people in the secular world initially, probably started with those who could speak the language of the Russians who came here and were controlling things.  And those who could learn that language, of course they became the interpreters and eventually they became the ones that were entrusted with running things.  But it never had anything to do with someone being an Aleut or someone being a Creole or any other ethnic background.  It had to do with that person’s ability to adapt, probably and to learn the language and to be capable of doing those things that they were asked to do.
Interviewer:
Okay.  I think as John was saying, today’s world, it’s pretty clear that – what we’ve all read, that the church served as a focal point for the communities, the Aleut communities, whether it was during the Russian period or during the American period.  It still seems to be highly respected but the people going – the numbers seem to have declined.  Can you comment on that?  Or maybe youth perspective or whether it’s the television and video games that have contributed to this change in attitude.
Bishop Nikolai
Yes.  I could say that the church was always the central focus in our villages.  Today we have 107 churches in Alaska and it’s typically the most prominent building in the village.  It’s the – typically in the nicest spot in the village, but today, it’s not the most well attended.  That situation is probably pretty common throughout Christianity, throughout all religions probably where the majority of people just stay at home except on major feast days because the church has become, you know, less important in our lives.  
We’re trying very hard now to transform that.  That the church again – not just the building but the life of the faithful, is centered in that church and from that church they go out and they spread their life.  Early on, the only activities that were going on in the villages was work and church.  So you had two places that you would go.  You would go to work and physically wear yourself out and you’d come to church so that you could spiritually be uplifted to go back to do that same work again.  
Today, what do we have?  We’ve got the distractions.  In the villages we have, you know, satellite TV.  We have the distractions of the four wheels and the snow machines in the winter time and frankly, I think that some of this is the fault of our last generation, where their parents, you know, gave them everything that they possibly could so that they didn’t have to suffer in that same lifestyle.  And so they overindulged their children and the children were allowed to choose what they wanted to do.  What’s a child going to choose?  It’s easier to stay home on a Sunday morning than it is to go to church.  It’s easier to tell mom and dad and you don’t want to go to church and when mom and dad acquiesce to that, what do you have?  You have less attendance in the churches.  
I’ll say this, that where we have priests in our villages we’re seeing a marked increase in attendance, a marked increase in people wanting to know about their faith and a better moral perspective in how they live.  And that’s my goal.  
When I came to Alaska there were 26 priests.  There were 16 that were living in villages.  Today, I have 39 active priests and 37 of those are living in communities where they’re serving their people.  And we have requests already for six priests in other villages.  So that’s growth.  Our seminary’s growing in Kodiak and thank God it’s producing the caliber of men who need to go out there and women to teach people about the morals of Christianity and to live that life centered in Russian Orthodoxy.
Interviewer:
Can you tell us anything about the contributions the Aleuts have made in terms of art to the church in terms of painting icons or carpentry or – 

Bishop Nikolai
Sure.  The contribution of our native Aleuts is twofold in art, in carvings.  You know, you’ll see carvings of wood and you’ll see carvings of stone or, you know, ivory.  And you’ll see the painting of icons, you know, there was a very famous iconographer years ago by the name of Krukov.  And – but very few of those remain anymore.  You know, the iconography was pretty much imported from Russia and or Greece in some instances because that iconography had kind of slipped away.  
And today at our seminary, we’re teaching iconography and those that we find that have that talent to do iconography, we’re hopefully going to encourage them to continue with that and to learn how to do proper iconography.  But there’s some beautiful pieces of work that were done by our Aleuts in traditional form of iconography.  Because in Orthodoxy, there’s a canonical order of what colors you use and how icons are depicted.  So it can’t be just someone deciding that they want to paint a picture.
Interviewer:
Another aspect culturally, at least on Saint Paul apparently, they had an excellent choir that was well respected and I think there are people that are trying to bring that back.  We – some people had tapes that we recorded and put it on digital format.  Is the church trying to encourage singing in especially among the native folks?  I don’t know how to bring this out.  But is there a Aleut choirs or is there room for those still or – 

Bishop Nikolai
There are three things that I think are important for a church to be, in secular terms, successful.  One is that there has to be an atmosphere when you come into the church that it’s a different place.  When you come into this church, you can see that it’s different from any other place.  The churches in our villages, especially out in the Aleutians, you’ll see they’re different.  They look different and there’s a different way that our people pray.  We pray standing.  That’s one element, the atmosphere.  
That atmosphere is created again by the choir and the singing.  At one time, those choirs on Saint Paul and Saint George had a tremendous reputation of being some of the most beautiful singing.  We had a bishop who lived here, came here as a married priest actually and his wife died and he later became the bishop of Alaska, Bishop Alexei Panteleyev.  And he was very musical.  
And we have the Alaskan tones today which are just absolutely magnificent music.  We incorporate a lot of that here in our cathedral and throughout the diocese; those tones are being used at our churches.  So that choir is a significant element in the church because the singing has to heavenly and not a distraction.  Today out on Saint Paul, we’re encouraging the parish there to get a choir director to direct the singing, not to have three or four different groups of people in different parts of the church trying to sing their own thing, but rather to go back to that tradition of what we had, of one voice.  

And that third element that I say that’s important for our parish, our church community to succeed is that they need to be able to take something home when they leave the church and that has to come, you know, through the words of the priest and his sermon.  Something to touch your heart to take home that you can live with that – those next – until that next time you come back.
Interviewer:
Following on from that, some of the – a couple of people we’ve talked to have said that as they grew up as children, these are probably people that are in their thirties, say that the church was a major focal point for them, growing up and they went every Sunday with their parents and so forth and that at this point in their lives, they’re not getting or not feeling like they’re getting what they need spiritually from that process anymore.  And they’re looking, you know, for other directions, another compass spiritually or whatever.  Do you have a – if you were gonna say something to those people, you know, and has a result, I’ve – from my own feeling, I feel like that there’s some people drifting without a compass.  And I – for me, you can’t – you have problems.  
Life presents all kinds of problems if you don’t have some type of spiritual compass.  And it manifests itself in drug use, alcohol use, abuse; all kinds of ways that it manifests itself, that disappear when you have a strong spiritual compass.  So could you – if there was something that you could say to younger people that might see this film that are Aleut people or even not Aleut people about that, what would you say to them?
Bishop Nikolai
There are many distractions that are out there to keep people away from church.  And I talked about some of those kinds of things, but you know, we’re all given free will.  And we can do what we want to do and we – we have the freedom to choose what we want to believe and how we want to believe.  When the church came to Alaska, as Christians, we believe that our salvation is through Christ.  
And today we have a lot of distractions, even from outside.  You know, people coming into our communities to tell our people they need to look back at their roots and look back and see what they were before.  And some of that turns out to be some pagan worship that is not tied to Christianity.  And probably even a little more distant in their own lives in order to be saved, to have that salvation that comes through the gospel, through Jesus Christ.  
I remember a conversation that I had seven years ago with an Aleut woman from Saint Paul and a young lady who was Aleut.  And we were talking and it was at a coffee hour and the young girl had a piercing through her nose.  And I said to her, I said, “What is that – what is that piercing about?”  And the young girl says, “Well, you know, our ancestors used to do this.”  And the other lady, who was an adult Aleut woman my age said to her, she said, “Yes and we used to kill each other too.”  
And I say, you know, if that’s what we’re looking for, we have to take it all.  And if we’re going to go back in that direction, it certainly doesn’t sound very positive.  It sounds like it’s a very distracting and self-serving kind of direction.  
So I would tell young people and older people and the old people, the elders, that they have to make the example and make the sacrifice.  What is it that you’re looking for in church?  There’s nothing here except between you and God.  That’s why we stand in church.  Each person stands individually before God, ready to serve him when he comes again at that second coming.  
That’s why our alters face east.  We’re waiting for him to come again from the East as he promised us in the scriptures that he would come.  And that relationship in church is not coming there as a family.  Yes, families should come to church.  But standing there to think that as a family, we’re standing together, we’re not.  We’re standing there individually.  And our relationship needs to be with Christ.
Interviewer:
And do you think there’s a space there where that relationship with Christ can not suffer – maybe not be enhanced, but not suffer by if there’s a need to be in touch with their – with some form of their spiritual past or their cultural past?

Bishop Nikolai
How do we put the past in perspective with the present?  It’s probably a good question.  I would use the example of a child who has been adopted in the family.  That child has that need to know who his natural parents are.  Right?  But that child never changes his feelings for those parents who raised him as their child.  And that desire to find that natural parent, to see from where I came, seems to be very natural.  Some need to do that and some don’t.  But we don’t forsake what we have to go back to something that was transformed for us, for our own good.  
Interviewer 2 :
Well put.  Well put.

Interviewer:
So I – to clarify for me, if nobody else, would – is it beneficial for the people to try to reinvigorate their language, to reinvigorate some of the – what am I trying to say – art that they used to have in terms of basket making or bentwood hat making or as part of their cultural – part of their heritage.  Does that fit in to what you were saying or is that – you’re trying to go back and you’re better off making chopsticks today because that’s what we use for utensils?  I’m just looking for a little bit of clarification and a distinction.

Bishop Nikolai
Yeah, we have lost of talent among our people as you know, carvers, basket makers, the Aleut hats; I received a beautiful spear after my last visit on Saint Paul.  And some years before that, I received a basket badarka.  These things are very important.  And these are traditions of our people that should never be lost.  In our building downtown Anchorage, our goal eventually is to have all of these things on display there and to have them available for others to buy.  Well we can use a consignment process with our own people to make these things so that they’re not lost.  

Language – I’ll tell you another story.  When I came to Alaska, a priest who was struggling to talk with me on the telephone, he’s younger than I am probably by ten or fifteen years.  And he was struggling with me on the telephone.  He says, “You know, Your Grace, you need to understand that English is not my first language.  So you have to understand that right from the very beginning.”  And I said, “Father, I understand that very well because English is not my first language either.  Now where do we start?”  And from that point, that priest had a whole different relationship with me.  
And I encourage our people to know their language.  It’s tragic that the American government forbade our people from speaking their languages at times.  Isn’t that tragic?  America, to forbid such a thing.  I – we use native languages in our church services.  I have not made the effort to learn the Aleut language.  I’ve not made the effort to learn the Yupik or the Tlingit languages, but the one language that we use in the church services that is common to all of our people is the Church Slavonic.  
And it becomes a traditional thing.  And we don’t use it exclusively in the services, but when I serve in a village or a parish to go and see my people, we use some of that because that’s the tradition from which they come.  And encouraging them to keep their language, it’s absolutely mandatory.  
Interviewer:

Great.  That’s great.  Do you have more?  Sorry.

Bishop Nikolai

Oh it’s no – 

Interviewer:

We’re rolling.

Bishop Nikolai
We have a situation in Alaska in our villages that a lot of them are becoming smaller.  You know, the economy out there is pretty weak.  And in a typical village on the Kuskaquim or the Yukon, for every hundred people there are ten jobs.  And we see that the young people, once they leave, you know, the village and they come either to Mount Edgecumbe to school in Sitka or they come to UAA or to UAF to the university for school, or they go outside, they typically don’t return back to the villages.  
We do have some in different villages that have, you know, managed to educate our own people so they could come back and take over the tribal government.  And that’s very encouraging and we need to have more of that.  I feel that the strength for us is to make sure that our churches are strong in the villages so that when they come to these new areas, these new territories, you know, Sitka’s a city to a person from Saint George.  
Then you come to Anchorage and you’ve got this huge metropolis now with all these distractions.  But the one common element that we have in both places is the church.  And they have to know that that’s their basis, that’s the hub from which their lives have to go.  We made a real concerted effort.  We started this last year on having what we call OCF, Orthodox Christian Fellowship.  
And that’s beginning on both of our campuses in Anchorage and Fairbanks.  We had only one church in Anchorage for 35 years.  And when I came, today we have five churches in the greater Anchorage area so that we can meet the needs of more of our people in neighborhoods where they can know that that church is there.  
Not everybody in the village wants to come to the cathedral here.  This church is pretty intimidating.  It’s huge.  There’s nothing else like it in any other village in Alaska.  So we have smaller parishes where they can feel more at home.  And those who feel comfortable here because of their faith can have that.  And that’s what we want to encourage for them.


Alaska was blessed with what we call reader services.  Because up until even the mid 1970s, there were only eight to ten priests in the whole territory.  And we had these men who were trained to have reader or lay services in all the communities.  For years, you know, up until even the – probably it was very strong even up until the 1950s.  
And so they would conduct these services and the church service cycle would go on.  And today we have very few of those people.  The old readers in the villages are old people now whose singing is almost, you know, a strain to even do.  And then you have the other aspect of that of the people not wanting to come because those old people learn it in a foreign language.  So the young people don’t come because it’s something they don’t understand.  
We’re trying now to do this training again for these readers and we’re also going to be sending sermons out to the churches this coming year that will be read in every church in the diocese whether they have a priest or not a priest on Sunday morning, whether there’s one people or there’s one person or a hundred.  
And our churches on Sundays are supposed to be open.  On the holy days they’re supposed to be open for people to come in and open during those time that normally there would be services for people to come in to light candles, to be able to pray, to be able to have that time in the house of God.  So, there’s a lot that has to be done.  It’s a transformation again.  

And the more clergy someone asked me, “Well how many priests do you need?”  And I said, “Well I have 107 churches in the diocese and each one of them needs at least one priest and one deacon.  So we have a long way to go.
[End of Audio] 
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