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Introduction

SYNDESMOS, the World Fellowship of Orthodox Youth, was established in 1953 near Paris, France. Yet its founders considered themselves the successors of earlier gatherings of Orthodox youth that had taken place in Greece, Germany and Switzerland between 1930 and 1949. What were these meetings, and what was their meaning for the birth of SYNDESMOS? This article gives an overview of an exciting and little-known period that may be described as “the genesis of SYNDESMOS.”

I. A double encounter

During the centuries of the Ottoman occupation of the Balkans and the Middle East, contacts between the Local Orthodox Churches were reduced to a minimum. Struggling for survival, many Churches came to see their religious heritage as a part of their national culture. Consciousness of a wider, universal nature of the Orthodox Church inevitably moved to the background, although it was never completely forgotten. 

The twentieth Century brought the Orthodox Churches at least two encounters that meant a decisive change of this relative isolation. Through the Ecumenical Movement, the Orthodox Churches encountered each other and re-discovered their unity in Faith. At the same time, work on the liturgical, spiritual and theological legacy of the Church Fathers brought a renewed consciousness of the heritage of the Church of the Ecumenical Councils. The work of many (Orthodox and non-Orthodox) patrologists, blended in a neo-patristic synthesis, as Fr Georges Florovsky called it, has greatly enriched Orthodox church life. 

This article will examine how the involvement of Orthodox youth movements from all over Europe in the ecumenical dialogue between 1920 and 1953 enriched their search for Orthodox life and culture. In particular it will discuss the role of the Russian emigration to this process in the persons of Fr Basil Zenkovsky and Leon Zander, whose vision and efforts built a network that later grew into SYNDESMOS, the World Fellowship of Orthodox Youth. Their vision was grandiose and went beyond their lifetime; indeed, it animates SYNDESMOS to this day. 

II. The return of Russian the intelligentsia to the Church and the idea of sobornost

It is not by chance that Russian intellectuals played a key role in establishing pan-Orthodox contacts. Developments in 19th and early 20th-Century Russia had prepared them for a role as mediators between their Church and modern societies.

The Russian emigrants had left a deeply divided society. The cultural élite of the country felt its distance from the people. They saw its suffering but were separated from it by a cultural and social divide. The estrangement between the people and the upper layers of Russian society, Europeanised since Peter the Great, was painful for many intellectuals and fed their wish to return to a wholesome, comprehensive society and culture, to “the wholeness of life.” 

Many thinkers looked for this wholeness of life in traditional Russian culture, and ultimately in one of its key shapers – the Orthodox Church. Coherence in society was understood by the notion of catholicity/conciliarity, or sobornost. The notion of sobornost, an ecclesiological concept from the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, was used to describe society as a body, organically gathered around a common culture, heritage and belief. Thus the 19th-Century Slavophile movement, according to Fr George Florovsky, “…attempted to be a religious philosophy of culture.”
 Thinkers turned towards the Church for coherence of culture and society. The Church in its turn wished to be a living part of contemporary life and thought. The idea grew that a contemporary Orthodox culture could be the heart of a new Russia, traditional but not traditionalist, inspiring modernity rather than opposing it. This aspiration was expressed by the words ecclesialisation (churchification) of life. 

III. Sobornost’ and the “churchification of life”

The émigré theologian Fr Basil Zenkovsky expressed this idea as follows: “The sobornost’, the catholicity of the Church is first and foremost an expression of its universal spirit. Its catholicity lies not in its exterior expansion in the world; on the contrary, its spread rather reveals and expresses its resolve to gather and to sanctify the whole world and to save it by the power of its grace. This resolve of the Church to save the whole world corresponds to the fact that the whole world is already present within the Church, even though the world is not aware of it, and to a considerable extent does not even desire this. But the Church, established by our Saviour, has become the soul of the world, its hidden centre, the place where God and man meet, and therefore the place where the world can be illuminated and humanity deified. In it, everything can be churchified for it is already present there, not in its reality, which so often drags behind the Church, but in its ideal side, non-incarnated but already taking flesh. The Church has become the mother of all, and the work of churchification is an accomplishment of our sonship in Christ… Everything can and should be transfigured in order to become free in Christ; in the Church we march towards freedom; by ecclesialising ourselves, our lives and the world we accomplish our freedom, we accomplish our catholicity (sobornost).”
 The belief in the universal value of Christ as the principle of creation and the basis of human fellowship means that no side of life can remain neutral to salvation: “All of culture can be ecclesialised. Christ is ‘the way, the truth, and the life’ and the light of Christ should illuminate every thing and every one.”

IV. Orthodox culture as the basis for educational work among the émigré youth

In exile, the idea of a spiritual rebirth of Russia remained central to the life of the émigré community. “Our task lies neither in political activities nor in patriotic declamations,” wrote Leon Zander, a teacher at St. Sergius’ Theological Institute, in 1928. “Only by serving the Church and adhering to what is eternal we dwell in the motherland and are of use to it.”
 In 1930, the Russian Student Christian Movement (RSCM, see below) stated that “we must take the blows of atheism upon ourselves; it is our sacred charge, our obligation before our fatherland to carry our movement to Russia and become participants in the building of its Orthodox culture.”

In preparing a future reconstruction of Russia on spiritual foundations, the first concern of the adherents of an “Orthodox culture” was to create “laboratories of Orthodox life” where younger generations could grow in their attachment to the Church. One of the architects of these laboratories was Fr Basil Zenkovsky. In 1923 he became one of the founders and the life-long President of a movement of Orthodox students and intellectuals, the Russian Student Christian Movement
. The movement was part of the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF) and actively participated in ecumenical exchanges. In 1925-26, Zander and Zenkovsky also stood at the origins of St. Sergius’ theological Institute. In 1927, Zenkovsky established an Orthodox Pedagogical Bureau at St. Sergius’ Institute in Paris. “Our times demand particular care of the Church for the youth,” he wrote in 1934, ”to gather their bewildered, lonely and often barren souls within the Church. The time has come for a formidable task: inner mission.”
 

Zenkovsky’s concern for Orthodox culture came from a profound interest in the spiritual needs of the émigré youth. He thoroughly studied their situation and needs using all pedagogical means at his disposal. The findings were disturbing. The shocks of the war, the revolution, the civil war and the loss of their country had left many youth apathetic towards life. Injustice and an ideological vacuum led to indifference. In a 1929 survey, nearly 60% of the Russian youth in exile claimed to be non-believers or only nominally Orthodox. Zenkovsky wrote, “We have to admit that there exists a certain Orthodox secularism, born not out of opposition to the Church but out of indifference towards it.”
 

Work among émigré youth led Zenkovsky and his associates to the conclusion that an undiscerning assimilation of Western culture would not be without impact on religious life. Lessons of “Orthodox religion” within a fundamentally different society were insufficient: “The Orthodox can not live according to the principles of a civilisation that is alien to the spirit of Orthodoxy and remain faithful to their Church. Religious education touches upon a much wider issue and becomes a matter of the utmost complexity and difficulty.”
 

According to Zenkovsky, considering faith and culture as private matters of individual citizens would lead to their separation, to the secularisation of life and ultimately a civilisation without God: “What is our fundamental disease? I believe that the essential cause of the weakening of ties between our youth and the Church lies in the fact that some sides of culture are insufficiently impregnated with Orthodoxy. In other words, Orthodox culture is underdeveloped.”

Research among émigré youth convinced Zenkovsky that they indeed felt a need for an “Orthodox culture”. “Secularisation,” he wrote, “the exclusion of the Church from the cultural realm and the consequent spiritual duality are unacceptable for youth.”
 “The outward ruptures which young Russians are forced to live through, their fate to live a broken and evaporated existence, have strengthened their thirst for an inner wholeness and sanctification of life.”
 

The Russian Student Christian Movement and the Russian Theological Institute in Paris were conceived respectively as a “laboratory of Orthodox culture” and a “breeding-ground” of Orthodox theological thought. For Zenkovsky, “the principal theme of the movement, the transfiguration of life, is at the same time the central theme of all our youth work.”
 Russian students from France, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Germany, Estonia, and Latvia joined the movement and showed great enthusiasm for the development of Orthodox culture. At the 1930 RSCM conference, a group of thinkers and youth created a League of Orthodox Culture, with Russian, Bulgarian and Czech members. “We witness a vivid interest towards the League among many RSCM members,” Zenkovsky wrote; “the question of ecclesialisation of life, which has become the motto of the movement, is essentially a matter of creating an Orthodox culture.”
 “Days of Orthodox culture” were organised at St. Sergius’ and soon beyond the frontiers of France. The most important moments in the life of the movement were the conferences, where “in a prophetic way, the depth and purity of Church life encountered the very fullness of life; the conferences themselves already embodied a partial and temporary state of ecclesialisation.”
 “Youth movements are a living protest against the hideous reality of today and also correct it,” Zander wrote; “their aim is to create a new man who could in his turn, create a new culture.”
 The younger generation presented, as it were, a first image of this new man: “contemporary youth,” Zenkovsky stated, “is much more complete than preceding generations; it cherishes this newly found wholeness and sets it off against the ambiguity and brokenness of their fathers.”
 

V. Orthodox culture and the encounter with the other local Churches

Between 1923 and 1939, a vast network of Orthodox organisations and conferences spread over Europe around issues of Orthodox youth work and Orthodox culture. Its establishment and work were intimately related to the Ecumenical Movement. The encounter of Russian believers in exile and Western Christianity essentially took shape within two processes of major importance: the ecumenical conferences of the 1920s and 1930s and the ecumenical youth movement.

None of the key institutions of Orthodox life in exile could have been so efficiently established without the self-sacrificing help of Protestant youth organisations such as the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF). The work of YMCA among the millions of prisoners of war and its material contribution to the normalisation of life after the war helped to open doors and to establish understanding and a unity of hearts among the peoples of East and West. The Russian Orthodox Theological Institute (St. Sergius) in Paris, the Russian Academy of Religious Philosophy, its review Put’ (“the Way”), the Russian Student Christian Movement, the Orthodox Pedagogical Bureau all became possible with the financial support of Western, mainly American Protestants. 

WSCF and YMCA had been active in Russia since the visits of Mott there in 1899 and 1909, during which student groups were established in several Russian cities. These groups were received into the WSCF as the Russian Student Christian Movement in 1913. Likewise, a Russian department of the YMCA (Mayak, “the Beacon”) had existed since 1900. The interconfessional methods of these circles, although attended predominantly by Orthodox youth, were characteristic for their Protestant origins and leadership. A turning point for the RSCM was the encounter between Russian students and Mott at the 1922 WSCF World conference in Peking. Leon Zander, a young teacher of philosophy in exile discussed the spiritual needs of the Russian youth in exile with Mott and expressed his conviction that a school for future clergy and teachers abroad and structures of youth ministry among the émigré youth were needed. Mott agreed and in the same year sent another Student, Lev Liperovsky, to Europe to prepare a Christian conference of Russian students. Zander followed shortly.

The conference took place in Czechoslovakia in 1923. It gathered a group of prominent Russian thinkers, who revived the Russian Student Christian Movement with a distinctly Orthodox identity. The motto of the movement became the ecclesialisation of life. Russian student groups all over Europe soon joined the RSCM. WCSF had found a member, and YMCA a partner organisation within the Orthodox Church. The encounter proved beneficial for both sides. 

The work of YMCA in the Orthodox Balkan countries, Greece and among Russians in exile following World War I had encountered mixed reactions from the side of local believers and Church authorities. The principle of “interconfessionalism” (belief in Christ as the sole binding factor) and the use of Protestant methods caused accusations of proselytism rather than recognition of Christian fellowship. In 1926, the Russian Karlovcy synod and the synod of the Bulgarian Church banned their youth from participation in YMCA activities. The RSCM intervened and brokered a series of official meetings between Church leaders with ecumenical youth organisations - in Denmark in 1926, Sofia in 1928, Athens in 1930 and Bucharest in 1933. As a result, YMCA agreed to adapt to the specific conditions of Orthodox countries. A 1933 Charter between YMCA and the Orthodox churches of the Balkans stated that YMCA work, leadership and ethos in such countries should be essentially Orthodox in character, have the support of local Church authorities, allow for confessional subgroups, reject proselytism and conduct Bible studies in a spirit conform with the Orthodox understanding of Scripture. The Charter received the blessing of the Romanian, Serbian, Bulgarian, Greek, Alexandrian and Russian émigré hierarchy (except the Karlovcy Synod) and opened the way for fruitful co-operation. YMCA made an effort to adapt its methods to Orthodox Christianity and local cultures. By 1933, all YMCAs in Orthodox countries had acquired a distinct Orthodox character, though their activities were open to all.

Through the ecumenical movement, the Orthodox churches in Europe discovered new forms of pastoral work with youth. In November 1926, Zenkovsky was invited to the United States for a nine-month encounter with youth work there. The establishment of the Orthodox Pedagogical Bureau in the autumn of the next year was a direct result of the visit. The Bureau was to function as the “scientific educational council of the RSCM elaborating the ideological foundations of its pedagogical work.” It existed until 1964. 

The ecumenical encounter also made the Russian emigrants aware of the Orthodoxy, rather than Russian Orthodoxy of their faith. Pre-World War I reflection on Orthodox catholicity, or sobornost, had mainly focused on the unity between religion and culture, or the universal importance of Christianity for the salvation of the world. Although the RSCM confessed the universality of Orthodoxy, other local Orthodox Churches had not really been part of its scope. This lack of awareness reflected a wider reality in the Orthodox churches at the time. In the early twentieth century the Orthodox Churches had by and large become strangers for each other. The ecumenical conferences of the twentieth century meant a significant change. 

The ecumenical movement provided both the context and the means through which the Orthodox discovered one another. It was during ecumenical encounters that the Orthodox discovered – often to their own surprise - that they shared the same fundamental belief and ethos. When in 1936 the first Conference of Orthodox Theologians for centuries was held in Athens, Prof. H. Alivisatos made special mention of the merits of the Ecumenical Movement. “Why, at this pan-Orthodox congress,” he stated, “should I mention the ecumenical movement? (…) Because at these international encounters, for the first time in modern times, theologians from different parts of the Orthodox Church, who until then had not known of each other’s existence, encountered and discovered each other. More than that: in these alien surroundings, the Orthodox theologians spontaneously and naturally united to support the Orthodox points of view and behaved like one group.”
 

At the level of the youth movement, the experience was the same. At the WSCF South Eastern European Student Conference in Bulgaria in 1926, “the Bulgarian Serbian, Greek, Romanian and Russian youth completely forgot about politics and became conscious of their authentic unity in the Orthodox Church… Orthodoxy here revealed itself not as a state religion or a form of national folklore, but as a living truth that embraces all classes, ages and professions without distinction.”
 

At the conferences, Orthodox youth workers also discovered similarities between the spiritual crisis of the Russian youth in exile and that of youth in traditional Orthodox countries. It transpired that both exile and the raising secularism of the post-war period were making heavy marks on the ways young people lived their faith. In 1930, Zenkovsky wrote: “Those involved with youth in Orthodox countries know very well that its spirituality often develops in a tragic way and remains far from the Church. A divide has arisen between the spiritual fertility of Orthodoxy, which often remains concealed, and the cultural basis that underlies the life of intellectuals, and to a certain degree of the peoples of Orthodox countries. This contrast has become so large that a rupture between life and the Church becomes an ever more realistic threat. The situation is virtually the same in all Orthodox countries. It is essential for all the Orthodox to become aware of the gravity of the current situation and search a solution. For too long, the Orthodox have experienced a purely spiritual unity, without an outward expression. The time has come when outward (visible) unity is indispensable.”
 The conclusion that all local churches suffered the same difficulties naturally led to the desire for closer co-operation in the pedagogical field. “Already long ago, wrote Zenkovsky, we recognised the need to gather all local Orthodox Churches in the field of youth work. Their unity remains solid despite their extreme national fragmentation, but this inner unity must find a fitting expression in those areas where joint efforts, the mutual exchange of experience and creative development of new solutions is necessary.”
 “An integral system of Orthodox religious education is so important for the future destiny of Christianity as a whole that it can be only be achieved by the concerted effort of all living forces of Orthodoxy and the co-operation of all local churches on this issue.”
 “I have come to the conviction that we can achieve our common difficult Orthodox task only by the coalition of all the Orthodox.”

The efforts to bring together the “living forces” of the Orthodox Church proved beneficial for both the Orthodox and the non-Orthodox. They helped the Orthodox deepen their understanding of the catholicity of the Church and helped build pan-Orthodox support for the ecumenical movement in the Balkans, Greece and among the Russian emigration. 

VI. The international conferences

Soon after the creation of the RSCM and the Pedagogical Bureau, their concerted efforts with ecumenical youth structures produced a series of conferences with a vast impact on youth work in all local churches. The most important took part in Bania Kostenec (Bulgaria, 1926), Thessalonica (1930), Bucharest (1933), Dassel (Germany, 1936) and Amsterdam (1939). Some of them were exclusively Orthodox, other were ecumenical. I will give a short overview of each.

Bulgaria 1926

The Balkan conference of Orthodox students followed the 1926 WSCF South East Europe Student Conference in Bania Kostenec. The conference gathered Bulgarian, Serbian, Greek, Romanian and Russian students. Both Zenkovsky and Zander attended. The conference was conceived as an attempt to gather Orthodox students around their common faith. Zander estimated that it “might have an enormous significance for overcoming the nationalism and chauvinism that are so strong on the Balkans.”
 The participants expressed their conviction that “those youth groups that consider themselves Orthodox should be in some way connected.”
 Practical steps in this direction were discussed between groups and the wish was expressed to hold encounters on an annual basis. Participants also discussed the participation of Orthodox youth in the work of YMCA, which served as the starting point for the ensuing encounters between Orthodox leaders and the organisation (1928, 1930, 1933). Following the Bulgarian conference, a missionary student association was established in Romania by Prof. Ispir. According to Roman Catholic observers, the results of the conference in Romania “were so beneficial and durable that thousands return to the Church. The Romanian intelligentsia is moved by a deep the Christian revival.”
 In the autumn, Zander took part in the WSCF encounter that planned the 1927 Anglo-Russian encounter that in its turn led to the establishment of the Fellowship of St. Alban and St. Sergius two years later. In November 1926, Zenkovsky and Liperovsky left for six months to the United States, following which the Pedagogical Bureau was founded in 1927.

Thessalonica 1930

The meeting in Thessalonica was prepared by the secretary of the Youth Commission of the Universal Christian Council for Life and Work, W. Visser ‘t Hooft, and the staff of the Pedagogical Bureau in Paris. With Russian, Greek, Serbian and Bulgarian participants, the Thessalonica conference on religious education was of a high level. Zander and Zenkovsky gave a vivid description of their work among the Russian youth, while the president of the Orthodox Youth Union in Greece, Fr Angelos Nissiotis, discussed his movements’ attempts to bring the Church to the youth, and vice versa. Zankov and Pachev gave preoccupying presentations of the Church and youth in Bulgaria. Looking back on the conference, Visser ‘t Hooft wrote: “The main impressions from my contacts with the Orthodox world were the following. First, it was wrong to state that the Orthodox Churches were petrified; on the contrary, there were many signs of spiritual vitality… At the same time, a critical situation had appeared where the youth was concerned. The Orthodox peoples are passing through a rapid secularisation. I also discovered that there was an important lack of communication between the Orthodox churches. Most encounters took place not through Orthodox initiative, but through ecumenical organisations. The time had come to strengthen those bonds.”
 The conference asked that the Ecumenical Youth Commission “act as an intermediary between Orthodox youth movement until the moment when their international relations will be resolved in a more definitive fashion.”
 In the years after 1930, the Commission played an important role in strengthening inter-Orthodox contacts. It also counted several Orthodox among its members: Nicholas Zernov (Russian), Fr Stephan Zankov (Bulgarian), Nicholas Popescu (Romanian), Fr Basil Zenkovsky. Besides its value for Orthodox educators, the conference’s principal value was the network it put in place. Youth groups were in frequent communication through the Youth Commission and its activities. Youth work was discussed in an international language (French) in the Bulletin, and the movements visited each other’s activities. Zankov attended the 1930 RSCM conference and joined the League of Orthodox culture. Fr Joseph Zhidek from the Czechoslovakia established a Czechoslovak League in early 1931.

Bucharest 1933

The 1933 meeting between Orthodox Church leaders and the World Committee of the YMCA worked out the agreement on the work of YMCA in Orthodox countries. Since the Orthodox delegations were made up of Hierarchs and youth leaders alike, it also proved an important occasion to deepen contacts between pedagogues and youth movements. A pan-Orthodox pedagogical youth committee was established under the Presidency of Zenkovsky and counted Russian, Romanian, Greek, Serbian and Bulgarian members. The Bulletin of the Pedagogical Bureau was to serve as its periodical. From now on, it carried regular chronicles of youth work and Church life in all Balkan Orthodox churches. Shortly after the Bucharest meeting, Zenkovsky submitted a memorandum to the WSCF and “Life & Work” on “the necessity to create Orthodox pedagogical centres in all Orthodox countries.” 

Again, as after the 1926 conference in Bulgaria, the impact of the meeting can be traced in different places. In Romania, 1933-34 witnessed the establishment and/or growth of a whole number of Orthodox youth movements, such as the Fellowship of Orthodox Youth in Romania (FOR), the youth group “Patriarch Miron”, the Association of Students of Theology and the controversial “Army of the Lord” (Ostea Domnului), which by 1933 counted over 70,000 members. In 1934, the Romanian missionary student association (see above) held an Orthodox missionary conference that underscored the need of preparing Orthodox missionaries for the re-evangelisation of Russia after the fall of Communism. In the same year, Zankov organised a Balkan conference under the auspices of the Ecumenical Youth Commission, also in Romania. A seminar on religious education was held in Sofia. 1935 saw an English-language publication of the Romanian Church. In Greece, the youth organisation Anaplasis (est. 1886) decided to establish a Bureau of Orthodox Education in close co-operation with the Paris Bureau. In Bulgaria, a Bulgarian-Serbian encounter was organised by Zankov and Zernov. With a common vision found and co-operation well under way between Orthodox Hierarchs, the Ecumenical Youth Commission, YMCA, WSCF and youth movements from Greece to Estonia (the RSCM had branches all over Europe), one may say that between 1933 and 1936, conditions for pan-Orthodox exchange were better than at any other point during the twentieth Century.

Dassel 1936

Proof of this are two key conferences organised in 1936: the famous Congress of Orthodox Theologians (November 1936, Athens) and the meeting of Orthodox pedagogues at the YMCA centre in Dassel, Germany, in June of the same year. This is not the place to discuss the Athens conference; it is, however, worth noticing that its organising committee included Zenkovsky, Zankov, Ispir and Alivisatos, who had been pursuing the idea for several years before its realisation. The proceedings of the conference were published in 1938 under the title Church and Culture. The Athens conference included a session of the heads of pedagogic and missionary departments of all participating faculties, thus connecting theological and pedagogical co-operation. The group “concluded a close alliance, and chose the Pedagogical Bureau as its centre.” The ground for the Dassel conference had been prepared by the ever-increasing student contacts since 1933. In July 1935 there was the Life and Work Student Conference in Herzeg Novi, Yugoslavia, where an Orthodox sub-meeting of Russian, Greek, Romanian, Serbian, Bulgarian and Albanian Orthodox students took place. Zander proposed that Orthodox student groups all over the Balkans and in Greece unite in a confessional sub-section of the WSCF. The RSCM was well placed to suggest such a structure: by 1936, the movement itself was running student and youth events in France, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, Germany and Finland. The spring of 1936 witnessed a Romanian-Bulgarian exchange in Sofia and an ecumenical student conference in Neamts, Romania. 

The pedagogical conference in Dassel was conceived as a follow-up to the 1930 conference of pedagogues and was to deal specifically with issues of religious education. Increasing political tensions prevented the Romanians and Serbs to participate. Still the attendance was impressive: Zenkovsky, Zander, Archimandrite John Shakhovskoy (the future Archbishop of St. Francisco) on behalf of the Russian emigration; Fr Angelos Nissiotis, Prof. Bratsiotis, Dr. Kotsonis (the future Archbishop Hieronymos of Athens) and Dr. Trembelas on behalf of Zoï, the Orthodox Youth Union and the University of Athens; Fr Stephan Zankov, Fr Christo Dimitriev and Mr. Gurnadiev on behalf of the Bulgarian youth. The meeting discussed methods and problems of youth work in the three countries, in particular ways to address the growing estrangement between youth, society and contemporary culture. All organisations presented their methods and problems and underscored the need for better training of clergy and youth workers. The conference affirmed Zenkovsky’s 1933 recommendation for pedagogical offices to be established at universities in Orthodox countries, co-ordinated by a central pan-Orthodox Pedagogical Bureau. At the same time, education led the way to debate on global challenges facing the Orthodox Church. “Not educational programmes,” Zenkovsky stated in his the initial address, “but the essence of Orthodox culture is what we must discuss at conferences like ours.” 

Like the conferences in Bulgaria, Thessalonica and Bucharest, Dassel was followed by a series of local and international initiatives. A continuation committee decided to work towards maximum Orthodox involvement in the 1938 YMCA conference. The presence of Romanians, Bulgarians, Serbs and an Indian at the annual conferences of the Fellowship of St. Alban and St. Sergius in 1937 and 1938 made Zernov declare that the Fellowship had indeed become an Anglo-Orthodox (and not an Anglo-Russian organisation). A seminar at the Paris Bureau engaged in deeper study of culture and religion. In Berlin, Archimandrite John Shakhovskoy established the magazine Letopis’ (the Chronicle), “a periodical of Orthodox culture.” When in 1937, Shakhovskoy visited the youth movements in Greece, he wrote: “Here it is, the Orthodox culture that we have been preaching with ideas sometimes too subtle; here it is, simple and accessible.”
 Archimandrite Lev Gillet published a French translation of Fr Bulgakov's Orthodoxy, which was to have a great impact outside Russian Orthodoxy.

The greatest merit of the conference was its universal recognition. Even though only Russians, Greeks and Bulgarians attended, its resolutions received the support of the Patriarchs of Romania and Serbia, the Archbishops of Athens and Sofia and Metropolitan Eulogius. Youth movements had achieved a high degree of pan-Orthodox co-operation. Yet political tides were shifting.

Amsterdam 1939
By 1937/38, Orthodox youth groups all over Europe were working to prepare their participation in the World Conference of Christian Youth planned for 1938. In addition, the continuation committee of Dassel planned to hold an Orthodox conference for Easter 1938 in Yugoslavia. Yet with tensions rising in the Balkans, things were getting more difficult and national sentiments become more acute. Thus the organising committee returned to the initial idea of stimulating Orthodox involvement at the World Conference of Christian Youth, which finally took place in Amsterdam in 1939.

The conference was jointly organised by YMCA, YMWA, WSCF and the Ecumenical Youth Commission. Its theme, “Christ Victor,” reflected the menace of war that hung over Europe. Orthodoxy took part in an unprecedented manner, with 100 out of 1400 participants being Orthodox from Romania, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria and from Russian émigré communities in seven different countries. 

VIII. The end of the network?

Between 1923 and 1939, a series of ecumenical, theological and pedagogical conferences had established a network of prominent Orthodox thinkers and workers from all local Orthodox Churches in Europe. Through the RSCM and the Pedagogical Bureau, the Russians formed the core of this network and a link with the non-Orthodox world. “In exile,” Zander wrote in 1945, “deprived of our country and with little hope of ever returning there, it always was a joy for us to serve Orthodoxy beyond the limits of our national community.”
 With no country of their own, the Russian emigration attempted to carry its ideals of the ecclesialisation of life and a contemporary Orthodox culture to those countries where they might bear fruit. The network was an important vehicle for enhancing awareness of the unity of the Orthodox Church, developing common ways of addressing the challenges of ecumenism and secularisation and improving youth ministry. By 1938, everything seemed ready for a pan-Orthodox youth organisation, but this process was abruptly broken off by the war and communism. What was left of the network after the war?

“Our lives are full of disappointments,” Zander wrote in 1945
. The Russian emigrants saw their efforts undone by a new rupture, worse than the Russian Revolution: the Soviet occupation of all Eastern and Central Europe. Ivan Lagovsky, RSCM leader and correspondent of the Educational Bureau in Estonia, was arrested and executed in Leningrad in 1941. In Romania, Orthodox priests who had co-operated with YMCA were subjected to intimidation from the side of the Soviet occupier. Metropolitan Irinej of Novi Sad was deposed and imprisoned, as were Metropolitan Stephan of Novi Sad and Metropolitan Dyonisius of Warsaw. Zankov was side-tracked and contacts with Orthodox outside the Soviet block severed.

Still, the above-mentioned letter of Zander was no letter of mere grief. It replied to an unexpected signal that the idea of Orthodox culture and pan-Orthodox co-operation was not dead after all. In the course of 1945, Zander and other Orthodox personalities in Western Europe and Greece received letters from Edouard Laham, a young student from the “Orthodox Youth Movement” (MJO) of Antioch. They learned about a group of young Lebanese who had been at the point of turning their backs on the Orthodox Church, when the encounter with the “Russian religious revival of the twentieth century” revealed their own tradition to them in a new light. Through the Catholic review of Orthodoxy Irénikon, they discovered Russian writings about Orthodoxy. “It is hard to imagine the immense impact of Fr Bulgakov’s book Orthodoxy among the Orthodox milieus,” wrote Laham
. “We understood the spirit of the Orthodox Church, and we were enchanted by it. We discovered and experienced this spirit in Bulgakov, in The Church of the East by Arseniev, The Eastern Orthodox Church by Zankov and works of Winnaert.”
 “In the East, he wrote to Zander, we Orthodox consider the entire Russian emigration as an immense missionary body, providentially dispersed throughout the world to make our Orthodoxy known.”

The Proceedings of the 1930 Thessalonica conference stimulated the youth to create a youth group, a movement in order to “fight against the fossilised understanding of an Orthodoxy composing merely a nation, a party of a social class in society.”
 The MJO placed itself explicitly in the continuation of the conferences of the pre-World War II period. Its work evolved around six fundamental principles, among which: III) “The MJO aims to work towards the development of an Orthodox culture based upon the spirit of the Church.” VI: “The MJO is related to the world-wide Orthodox movement.” At a time when the “world-wide movement” seemed to collapse, a small group of Lebanese teenagers ventured to revive its spirit. “Our movement,” writes Laham, “concerned as it is with the need for all movements of Orthodox renewal to atone their work, has entered into relations with the West as soon as postal communications resumed.”
 In the course of two years, Laham and his MJO Department of Foreign Relations entered into communications with Orthodox in France, Great Britain and Greece. 

Laham proposed to his correspondents to hold a follow-up meeting of the Dassel conference as soon as possible. Understandably, the unexpected letters from Lebanon brought great joy to those who had been active before the war. “Your letter has given me great spiritual comfort,” Zander writes to Laham in 1945. “The knowledge that our work and experience have not been in vain and that somewhere, as a result of our struggles, Church life is stirring, makes our lives meaningful.”

VI. From Beirut to Paris: the birth of SYNDESMOS

Zander was not to limit himself to passive joy. In the same letter, he offered his help with the establishment of a centre for Russian-Arab translations (which indeed was established) and invited MJO to send three students to St. Sergius. By the end of 1945, the émigré press had spread the word about the MJO. By January 1946, Nicholas Zernov invited three youth from MJO to the annual gathering of the Fellowship of St. Albans and St. Sergius. Another Russian living in England, Nadezhda Gorodetzky, invited the movement to send three girls to the pan-Orthodox centre for young women that she was establishing in Oxford (St. Macrina House). The girls arrived in December 1946 and spent one year in the UK. They attended Bible courses by Fr Lev Gillet who at the time was in Great Britain. In the summer of 1946, MJO members Albert Laham, Gabriel Saade and Georges Khodre took part in the Fellowship meeting in Abingdon, England. On their way back, the three passed through Paris, Switzerland and Athens. From then, things went very rapidly. Khodre and the two others went to study at St. Sergius in 1947. The MJO had been strengthened in its conviction that a fellowship of Orthodox youth movements was a necessity. It had also found partners with a common vision with whom the task could be undertaken. In a 1947 letter to the MJO General Secretariat, Georges Khodre writes:

A universal federation of orthodox youth movements

Provincialism, abuse of the principle of autocephaly, discords of language and race, conflicts between churches and jurisdictions are the plague of the orthodox world. Phyletism seems to be our practical heresy. The Church always allies with the State, the nation or the race. In order for the Church to fulfil its mission on earth, the unity of the Orthodox churches must be achieved. Only when Orthodoxy is one, it can witness its faith before the heterodox. We should fight with vigour against the evils from which universal
 Orthodoxy suffers. 

At the same time, youth groups are working in isolation. They would profit much from knowing each other, loving each other, harmonising their methods and unifying their aims. For the greater benefit of the Church.

In view of these essential aims and acknowledging that youth movements are the active elements within the churches, it is imperative to create a federation for these ecclesiastical movements.

However, this federation can be set up only after a strong preparation. Together with a young theologian from Paris, Cyril Eltchaninov, I came to the following conclusions:

· To enter into friendly relationships with all orthodox movements. Paris will communicate with Greece. 

· Try to make all movements meet at the Second World Conference of Christian Youth in Oslo (22-31 July 1947) and to lay the fundament there for a congress of orthodox youth.

· In Oslo, to create a preparatory commission for the congress and the development of the themes, spirit, work and statute of the federation. This commission would consist of members of each movement and would work by means of correspondence.

· From this congress, a federation would be born with a centre some place.

· To edit, in view of the establishment of friendly ties, a newsletter in French
 to be sent to our correspondents and sister movements. The newsletter would give our news and would have as its main theme: the unity of the orthodox churches.

· To work by all possible means in order to spread the idea of a universal federation.
And so, indeed, it happened. The article “Elements from the prehistory and the life of SYNDESMOS” by Dr Manos Koumbarelis gives a lively picture of events following Khodre’s 1947 letter and the establishment of SYNDESMOS.

IX. Conclusion

In a process little known to the reviving Churches of Eastern Europe and indeed to the Russian emigration itself, a small number of Russian Orthodox thinkers brought a significant contribution to the revival of the ecclesiological self-awareness of the Orthodox Church between the wars. Originating from the quest for a renewed Russian culture, their vision, organisational skills and concern for young people placed them at the core of a network of meetings, publications and organisations focusing on four key issues:

1) The unity and universality of the Orthodox Church

2) Orthodoxy as the foundation for life and culture in contemporary society (Orthodox Culture and the ecclesialisation of life)

3) Pastoral work with Orthodox youth

4) The quest for Christian unity.

Research in archives in Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Romania and Greece may modify the conclusions of this article on the central role of the Russian emigration in the “pre-history of SYNDESMOS.” Yet there can be no doubt about the crucial role played by Zenkovsky and Zander. Zenkovsky was as the heart of all the encounters, publications and conferences mentioned above (YMCA, WSCF, RSCM, St. Sergius Institute, Fellowship of St. Albans and St. Sergius, Ecumenical Youth Commission, League of Orthodox Culture, Pedagogical Bureau, Life & Work, Faith & Order, Congress of Theologians, Put’, etc.). Zander functioned as the administrator of the network, thanks to whom we possess a detailed image of the facts, substance and faces of this adventure today. SYNDESMOS remembers them with gratitude and finds in their vision an inspiration for its service to Orthodox unity and youth work today.

* Shortened version of an address to the international Symposium Aspects of the cultural and religious life of the Russian Diaspora in Europe in the twentieth Century organised by the Institute for Eastern Christian Studies and the Hernen Foundation at Hernen Castle, 1-2 March 2002. Full text available at www.syndesmos.org
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