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St. Herman’s Youth Conference: Arming our Youth for Spiritual Battle

In today’s day and age, when evil forces vigorously wage war against the fundamentals of
Christianity by giving people false hope through materialism and secularism, the most vulnerable
victims of this warfare are the youth. Television programs and social networks bombard young
people with images of celebrities and politicians, who proudly live immoral lives and preach
messages that go against all of the teachings of the Holy Church. But despite all of these horrors,
there are still those among the youth who try not to succumb to the temptations of this world, and
for this reason the Russian Church Abroad hosts the annual St. Herman’s Youth Conference
during the traditional winter recess during the Gregorian Calendar feast of the Nativity of our
Lord. On December 22-26, a group of approximately 75 high school- and college-aged Orthodox
Christians gathered in Long Island to continue this tradition.

"Our society is departing further and further from its Christian underpinnings in the face of
forces which are, if not outright anti-Church, at the very least unhelpful,” said Priest Viatcheslav
Davidenko (cleric of Holy Trinity Church in Toronto, Canada). "Here the youth can fortify their
faith and receive a dose of immunity."”

For over thirty years, youth have been gathering together in spiritual retreat every December to
glorify the memory of the first Orthodox missionary to America — St. Herman of Alaska, whose
memory is celebrated on December 25th. The St. Herman’s Youth Conferences have usually
been organized in various parishes throughout the Eastern American and Canadian Dioceses
until recently, when the Mid-American and Western American Dioceses began hosting similar
conferences in an effort to attract more young people. This year, the Eastern St. Herman’s
Conference was jointly hosted by St. Seraphim Memorial Church in Sea Cliff, NY and Holy
Virgin Intercession Church in Glen Cove, NY.

This 2013 conference program included lectures by world-renowned homilist and spiritual
author Archpriest Andrei Tkachev (rector of St. Luke of Crimea Church in Kiev, Ukraine) and
Archpriest Anastasy Yatrelis (rector of Sts. Cyril & Methodius Church in Summerville, SC),
various workshops, question and answer sessions, social activities like caroling and a talent show
and, of course, the divine services for the feast of St. Herman.

"The goal of these conferences is to give the youth an opportunity to spend their winter break
together, instead of attending other functions and parties,” said Archbishop Gabriel of Montreal
& Canada, who led the conference. "We want to give them something spiritual through lectures,
question and answer periods, and workshops, during which they are able to express themselves
and ask questions of the clergy."

This type of interaction between young people and the clergy is perhaps one of the most
important aspects of these conferences. Approximately ten clerics from the Eastern American
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and Canadian Dioceses took time off from their busy schedules to participate in the conference
as speakers, confessors, and simply friends to the youth. "They not only run the official parts of
the conference, but try to talk to us on everyday topics. You get the impression that there’s
nothing off-limits,” said Vladimir Soukharev from Toronto.

During the meals and between lectures, the clergy would mingle with the youth and even share
in edifying jokes with them. "Jokes often allow for more open discussion,” explained Soukharev.
"They try to support our jokes and we support theirs, and when we do this, we create an
atmosphere of absolutely non-formal interaction."

While it may seem strange that clerics would joke around with the youth, this type of interaction
ultimately leads to something more: "We joke together today and the youth get that, ‘Yes, I can
approach him,” and tomorrow, they’ll approach batushka with more serious life problems."

Archpriest George Lagodich from Montreal is one of the clerics who participated in the
conference, and believes that spending time with the youth benefits him just as much as it does
them. "When you are able to influence a young person’s life in a way that allows them to grow
up and live a normal life in today’s crazy world, it gives you a feeling of satisfaction that you just
cannot put into words. It goes beyond being a pastor — it’s the opportunity to do something for
someone else.”

With no formal boundaries between the clergy and youth, one might expect that the workshops
would be mundane, but this was certainly not the case at this year’s conference. "The topics are
relevant to what you’re going through and the discussions are certainly not boring — they make
sense," explained Xenia Jarostchuk from Boston.

Conference participants were given an opportunity to submit questions on pieces of paper, which
were distributed to the clergy who had set time limits during which they could offer answers. In
the words of Soukharev, the answers were phenomenal: "I thought that answers would be limited
to “Yes or No,” but they had allotted time, say three minutes, and this was often not enough to
accommodate their entire answers.” While the questions ranged from liturgical to practical
issues, the main emphasis was on living a healthy spiritual life in today’s world. "We live in a
world where people are always trying to find their ‘inner peace’ and find what ‘makes them
happy,” but here we have a chance to get answers to these questions from an Orthodox
perspective and they make so much sense," said Jarostchuk.

While many of their peers are vacationing on the beach or at ski resorts, the participants of St.
Herman’s Conference chose to spend their winter break in a spiritual environment. To the
average American college student, this would seem rather strange and even uncool. So what is it
about these conferences that young people find so attractive? "This is my sixth year going to one
of these conferences and it is absolutely cool to go to St. Herman’s," said Jarostchuk. Soukharev
explained, "You can just relax at the beach, but here we can better understand ourselves and get
acquainted with other young people. This is something you can’t miss."

Xenia Jarostchuk admitted that, when she first started coming to St. Herman’s Conference, it was
because she wanted to be with her friends and not because she was particularly concerned with



its spiritual benefits. "But then | found out how nice it was to meet with people from all over the
world who had similar interests, and we started to bond on a spiritual and social level." When
asked to give an example of these shared interests, she spoke about the awkward moment when
her peers invited her to a party on a Saturday night. "It’s hard to justify how | want to live a
normal college life, but at the same time, I know that I have to go to church. It’s hard to discuss
things like that with people who are not Orthodox. But when you come here, you can have
discussions with people who know what it’s like to be an American 20-year-old, but at the same
time be an Orthodox Christian.” Fr. George echoed these remarks, saying, "These conferences
offer something that the rest of the world cannot give our youth — the ability to make Orthodox
friends. They show me that there is hope for our youth in this world."

St. Herman’s Conference not only restores hope for the youth, but also for older generations,
who are counting on them to one day lead the Church. "Young people are our future. This is not
some tired cliché; these are truly the people who, God willing, will one day bid us our final
farewell. And we would like them to do so according to all the traditions of our Orthodox Faith,"
said Fr. Viatcheslav. Archbishop Gabriel explained succinctly when he said, "If we don’t care for
the youth of our Church, we won’t have a future."

The key to a bright future for the Church is promoting healthy marriages between Orthodox men
and women, so that their children can be raised under the auspices of the Church. St. Herman’s
Conference not only provides the youth with access to clergy, but also allows them to meet
potential spouses. In his capacity as a mentor to the youth, Archbishop Gabriel recalled the
opening remarks of Metropolitan Vitaly at the 1988 St. Herman’s Conference, when he said,
"There are 200 of you here today and that means that we want to see 100 marriages within the
next five or ten years." Xenia Jarostchuk confirmed that the potential for finding a future spouse
is indeed one of the reasons why so many young people attend these conferences — "It’s always a
running joke — who is going to be the next couple that will get married?"

Performing an Archpastoral visit to the Australian Diocese, the First Hierarch of the Russian
Church Abroad, His Eminence, Metropolitan Hilarion, was not able to personally attend the
Conference, but sent a greeting to the youth, in which he, too, called upon them to seriously
think about their futures, even if their plans do not include marriage. "As the future of our
Church, we hope that with God’s help many of you will become priests, deacons, matushkas,
choir directors, parish school teachers and perhaps even monastics. But these high callings begin
in the heart of every one of us, and we are duty-bound to conscientiously take full advantage of
every opportunity we are offered for this purpose."

Of all of the different spiritual opportunities which were offered to the youth, the greatest was
the ability to unite around the Holy Eucharist. During the All-Night Vigil on December 24th in
Holy Virgin Intercession Church, Conference participants were able to confess their sins and
subsequently receive Holy Communion at the Divine Liturgy in St. Seraphim Memorial Church
the following day. This was the culmination of the four-day Conference, during which the clergy
gradually guided the youth toward the Holy Chalice. It is important to note that they were not
forced to confess their sins, but rather were encouraged. Fr. George believes that this is approach
is the main reason that almost all of the youth received Communion. "When | was younger, |
remember people telling me that | had to go to Communion, and so | went because | was told.



But as | got older, | started to realize that Holy Communion does something for a person — it
changes them. My approach is to try and give the kids hope and to tell them that things will be
okay. I try to find the positive in everything, and not just the typical negatives."

In their final moments before Communion, the youth were addressed by Fr. Andrei Tkachev,
who gave a sermon about the importance of partaking of the Body and Blood of Christ. He
explained to them the significance of Communion as the only way of redeeming ourselves from
sin, beginning with the first sin of Adam. "Communion is the medicine of immortality. Having
sinned through food, through the forbidden fruit, we cannot be saved by any other means than by
another food — the blessed fruit. But where is this fruit? It is the blessed fruit of the Virgin
Mary’s womb, which through the wood of the Cross became for us the food of immortality. |
will share with you three thoughts, which you can have during Communion. If you yourself are
communing, then of course you ask, ‘O Lord, be this not unto me for judgment or
condemnation.” But if you are not communing today, you can pray for those who are, and ask
that God give them such a Communion, as might heal their souls and fortify their faith. You can
also pray for yourself, if you are not communing today, and say, ‘O Lord, how sorrowful it is
that | am not approaching You today. Some sin, some sorrow, some care has come between You
and me, and | stand with a closed mouth before this Chalice. But, O Lord, | pray You, make it so
that I might commune once more without delay and taste of Your divine sweetness.” But the
third thought is the best — you can pray, ‘O Lord, make it so that those who have never
communed before might come and commune today.” There are millions of such people. If you
know how good the Lord is and how sweet it is with Him, then you must sorrow for those who
do not know it. Let this be your practice — thinking of those who still do not know the Lord!"

With so many temptations facing today’s youth, the clergy and organizers of the St. Herman’s
Conferences are constantly trying to find new ways of applying the ancient Faith to modern-day
Orthodox Christians. This year’s conference was yet another example of the effectiveness of this
type of approach. The youth were able to immerse themselves in a spiritual world where they
were not scolded or lectured on the fundamentals of Orthodoxy, but rather were gently guided
toward the Light of Christ, Who truly illumines all humanity.
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