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From Moscow to 
Lindisfarne: 
A Pilgrimage to the West

What happens when two Russian Orthodox university students go in 
search of early English and Irish Christianity? Anton Odaysky and So-
nia Mikhaylova spent several evenings with the Road to Emmaus staff, 
giving us their impressions of contemporary English spiritual life and 
describing their pilgrimage to Celtic Christian sites in Northumbria. 

Road to Emmaus:  Could you both tell us about your backgrounds, how you 
became Orthodox, and what you are doing now?

Sonia:  I am twenty-one years old and I was born and raised in Moscow. I was 
fortunate because I was brought up in the Church and baptized as a child. I 
attend the Moscow Patriarchate’s Russian Orthodox University where I study 
ancient Greek and Latin. 

Anton:  As for me, I’m twenty-seven and I became a Christian several years ago 
when a completely unexpected experience of my soul confi rmed for me that 

there is an invisible world. I turned to Christianity, but at fi rst to Protestantism. 
Most Russian people feel a pull towards Orthodoxy because it is an integral 
part of the country’s history, but this only developed in me later. Like Sonia, I 
am now Orthodox and study at the Russian Orthodox University of St. John 
the Theologian, in the faculty of theology and philosophy. 

RtE:  And how did you both become interested in Celtic Christianity? What 
started you on this wonderful pilgrimage?

Sonia:  For me, it was through various classes that I took at the university. I 
wrote a paper on Lindisfarne1 for one such class. I was particularly interested 
in the Celtic illuminated manuscripts and it was Penelope Minnie, a British 
English-language instructor at our university who suggested that I go to Eng-
land and Ireland to explore Celtic Christianity.

Anton:  My fi rst interest was in the writings of Venerable Bede2, whose grave is 
in Durham Cathedral. But when we stayed at Marygate House on Lindisfarne, 
I understood that Celtic Christianity was indeed a very interesting theme, that 
it was a unique and ancient tradition.

RtE:  Lindisfarne, of course, was the “Holy Isle,” one of the main monastic 
centers of early Celtic Christianity, but what is Marygate House?

Anton:  Marygate House is an Anglican guesthouse where visitors to Lindisfarne 
can stay. It has guest rooms, a dining room, sitting room, and a library—actu-

Library at Margate House

1 Lindisfarne (Holy Island) - Island off the coast of Northumbria, England, where St. Aiden 
(+651), the “Apostle of Northumberland” established a monastic center in the seventh century.  
His disciple, St. Cuthbert (+687) carried on the tradition, creating a “golden age of monasticism” 
on the island. 

2 Venerable Bede (+673) - A monk-scholar from Jarrow who wrote one of the primary sources 
of English Christian history, The History of the English Church and its People. 

Anton and Sonia
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ally the personal library of Kate Tristram. Her wonderful library was the main 
purpose of our trip there. Ian Mill, the warden of Marygate House, is a very 
fi ne man and an Anglican Franciscan. He told us that he very much respects 
the writings of Metropolitan Anthony Bloom, the Moscow Patriarchal Or-
thodox Archbishop of England. Although they’ve never met, Ian has read all 
of his works. 

RtE:  How did it come about that you went together? Was it part of a study 
program?

Sonia:  It was Anton who had the idea that we go to England to learn more 
about Venerable Bede, but it was Penny Minnie who suggested that we also 
go to Lindisfarne. 

Anton:  You see, I am originally from Yalta and when I became Orthodox 
my parish was the Romanovs’ home church at the Livadia Palace, where Tsar 
Nicholas II and his family used to spend their summers. Our Orthodox society 
there was involved in work with the Church Mission Society (CMS), a Christian 
organization connected with the Anglican Church. Sonia’s instructor, Penelope 
Minnie, and her husband are involved with this organization also, so we had 
several friends here. Because of my interest in Venerable Bede, and knowing 
Sonia’s interest in Celtic Christianity, I asked our friends to help us gather the 
necessary documents to study at Lindisfarne. CMS gave us this opportunity 
and arranged everything. We spent four weeks, mostly in Northumbria, a very 
interesting corner of Great Britian, where there was much missionary activity 
of the early church, and where Venerable Bede worked. We also had shorter 
visits to London and Cambridge, and we traveled by car, bus, train and on 
foot. Colin Darling, who was the organizer and overseer of our CMS-sponsored 
trip was wonderfully hospitable and very kind, as was Mark Oxbrow, one of 
the directors of CMS, whom we stayed with in London.

RtE:  Who did you meet along the way? Were there any English Orthodox 
interested in Celtic Christianity, or was it mostly Catholics and Anglicans?

Anton:  We didn’t meet many English Orthodox Christians, although we did go 
to visit Metropolitan Anthony Bloom. Later, I heard that an Orthodox parish 
had come to Lindisfarne, but I don’t believe that is very common. Many of 
the Orthodox probably come from Greek, Russian, or Serbian ethnic parishes. 
However, we did meet some very good Anglican historians, Ray Simpson, 
and Kate Tristram whom I mentioned a moment ago. We interviewed both 
of them, and met other interesting people as well. 

I lived in Ray Simpson’s house at Lindisfarne. Ray is an Anglican priest, a 
historian and the author of a number of well-known books on Celtic Chris-

tianity. One day he had a guest visiting him—a Methodist pastor from the 
United States, who was also interested in this subject. To be honest, I was very 
surprised because I know this denomination and never thought Methodists 
would feel as close to Celtic Christianity as the Orthodox, Anglicans and 
Catholics do. We also met another Methodist pastor, Barry, who has organized 
a retreat house at Lindisfarne. Ray had other friends visit while we were there, 
including one who had just returned from the Iona Community, where he 
had spent several days participating in an Orthodox retreat devoted to Celtic 
Christianity on Iona Island3. 

RtE:  Because England is so small, it seems that there is a lot of interchange 
between the Orthodox, the Anglicans and the Catholics…particularly in the 
fi eld of early Christianity. All three groups have done a lot of work trying to 
discover their common historical roots. Did your studies of early English and 
Irish Christianity coincide with Orthodox tradition or did you fi nd many 
differences?

Sonia:  It’s an interesting question. In the Northumbria Community we took 
part in a retreat devoted to monastic disciplines and the roots of Christian-
ity. Roy Searle, who ran this retreat was talking about the Holy Fathers and 
Mothers of Egypt. As I understood, many people there feel a close connection 
between Celtic Christianity and the ancient Egyptian desert Christianity. In 
this way it was very close to Orthodoxy.

RtE:  Of course, from our Orthodox viewpoint, we see Celtic Christianity as 
an Orthodox phenomenon, and the Catholics would see it as an early form 
of Catholicism. We were all one church in the fi rst millenium. 

Anton:  According to Venerable Bede, there was a confrontation between these 
two branches from the beginning: the Latin Church and the Irish Church. 
It seems to me that people in England are interested in Orthodoxy today be-
cause they see that Orthodoxy has preserved the most treasured parts of Celtic 
Christianity that are very dear to their souls—such as, the attitude towards the 
Holy Trinity, saints, nature….

RtE:  Did you meet British people who also felt the connection between Celtic 
Christianity and Orthodoxy? Did anyone ask you about it?

Anton:  We understood that Orthodoxy was not something to be preached 
about, but it could be shown. Just saying that we were Orthodox didn’t mean 
much to people who weren’t familiar with the details of our traditions, but 
when someone asked about our prayers and services, for example, we tried to 
3 Iona Island - Holy island off the shores of Mull in Western Scotland where St. Columba (+597) 
founded a spiritual community after leaving his native Ireland.
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explain. One evening we were having supper at an Anglican friend’s house and 
he asked me to explain an aspect of Orthodox tradition. I tried to do so, and 
when I fi nished, he said: “Oh, it’s Celtic!” He also asked me about the Russian 
monasteries, and in his library, I found several of the St. Herman Brother-
hood Press books about the Optina Elders. Later, we also heard that one of 
the communities whom we stayed with had a long discussion on Orthodoxy 
amongst themselves after we left.

 As far as our talking about Orthodoxy, we never told them things that we 
were afraid might shock them. For instance, the length of some of our services, 
particularly during Great Lent—hours and hours of standing. And that some 
people don’t eat for several days at the beginning and at the end of Great Lent. 
Things like that.

RtE:  What was your experience of the worship and church attendance in 
England? 

Anton:  Anglican people in England told us that many people like to be 
Christian, but they don’t want to belong to the Church. They just want to be 
Christians outside an organized church. They don’t understand that this is not 
normal for the traditional Church, and because of this many of the priests are 
trying hard to make their services more understandable for people – shorter 
and with prayers in a more simplistic language, and sometimes with things 
like puppet plays in place of a sermon in family liturgies. 

Sonia:  Of course, there are also many who are far more conservative and seri-
ous about tradition as they know it. Also, I don’t think that different forms of 
outreach are wrong. In the Orthodox Church we have such a rich tradition 
and complex services that not everyone can understand them immediately. 
It takes some study, and because of this some people don’t want to commit 
themselves. I feel that we Orthodox also need to have more outreach to try 
to draw them in.

RtE:  Yes, many Orthodox Christians in Moscow would agree with you, and 
some are trying to do just that.

Even though there may sometimes be superfi cial and emotional aspects in-
volved, don’t you think that English Christians who are actively seeking Celtic 
Christianity are really seeking a deeper commitment to their faith? 

 Anton:  We think that the world as a whole is losing real spiritual life, and so 
you see the interest in certain New Age and Eastern religions, because people 
are looking for something deeper. Some of them feel that Celtic Christianity has 
the mystical element they are searching for. People in Lindisfarne told us that 
what is normal spirituality for Orthodox Christians—praying and expecting 

God’s help, even in miraculous ways, the Jesus Prayer, and our older traditions 
of monasticism—seems very mystical to many Western Christians. 

RtE:  So, even the romantic notions about Celtic Christianity that we don’t 
accept as Orthodox, may be a door for spiritual seekers who are coming closer 
to Christ.

Anton:  Yes. They could be, if they don’t veer off into individualism. I believe 
that for Westerners, a serious study of Celtic Christianity is a step towards 
traditional Christianity. 

RtE:  One of the things to be very cautious of in studying Celtic Christianity, 
of course, is the rather eclectic, and even New-Age elements that creep in when 
people try to “reconstruct” it. We know you talked to Ray Simpson and Kate 
Tristram, two historians who were aware of the danger of this. Did you come 
across this non-serious aspect, as well?

Anton:  Yes—people dancing on the site of a former monastery and the like. 
Of course, the historians we spoke to didn’t claim that these practices were 
rooted in the original Celtic Christian tradition. The people who do liturgical 
dancing and write songs in the “Celtic tradition” see prayer as having various 
aspects: praying with your voice, praying through dance, and so on, but this 
is more to do with emotions and feelings, and not part of the historical study. 
Ray Simpson told us that there were two dangerous things in researching Celtic 
Christianity: keeping to a dry, academic style; excavation and research, etc., 
and romanticizing the Celtic tradition; concentrating on the nature aspects 
and what appeals to the emotions, like in the fi lm “Braveheart.”

Church at Lindisfarne
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RtE:  Did you ever have the experience of feeling that you were on “holy 
ground,” like we often do in Russia, or was the impression one of simply 
standing amidst ancient ruins?

 Anton:  St. Cuthbert Island was “holy ground.” It is a very small island only 
twenty or twenty-fi ve yards away 
from Lindisfarne, the Holy Island. 
It’s diffi cult to express in words what 
it was like. This is where St. Cuth-
bert4 actually lived and laboured for 
Christ in the seventh century. You 
can fi nd ruins of the ancient chapel 
there and a modern cross, but it is 
possible to get to the island only 
at low tide. Durham Cathedral, 
with the graves of St. Bede and St. 
Cuthbert were impressive and mov-
ing as well.

RtE:  Sonia, earlier you mentioned 
your own interest in Lindisfarne 
and the Lindisfarne Gospels5. What 
did you fi nd?

Sonia:  Based on what I had already 
studied here in Moscow, I came to a 
better understanding of the patterns 
of the illustrations on the Gospels, 
their symbology, and what they are connected with. We later saw the original 
Lindisfarne Gospels, which had been brought from the British Museum in 
London for a special millenium exhibition at Newcastle-upon-Tyne. It was 
very impressive. They are over 1300 years old, and were copied and illustrated 
soon after the introduction of Christianity in the area.

RtE:  What are the Celtic manuscript illustrations connected with?

Sonia:  With the Egyptian tradition, for one thing. Most of the spectacular 

ornamentation of the gospels and other manuscripts is from the seventh to the 
ninth centuries, and there are quite possibly both Mediterranean and Coptic 
Egyptian infl uences in methods and patterns. As Kate Tristram says in her 
interview, we are not sure if they were carried from Egypt directly —the pat-
terns may also have arisen independently—but there was certainly trade and 
travel between Britain, Ireland, northern France, and the Mediterranean and 
northern Africa. There are all sorts of possibilities.

RtE:  So, in your studies did you notice similarities between Celtic Christian-
ity and Orthodoxy as we know it today? When one reads about early Celtic 
Christianity it seems very close to the ascetics on Mount Athos from the last 
century.

Sonia:  Yes, particularly in the Lives of the Saints. For example, Saint Cuthbert 
went out to live as a hermit on a small island, like our Russian saint, Alexander 
of Svir.

RtE:  Did you see any relics of early saints while you were in England?

Anton:  No, only graves.

RtE:  Venerable Bede and …?

Sonia:  Saint Cuthbert’s, also in Durham Cathedral.

RtE:  Yes, the Anglicans don’t usually have the practice of displaying relics, 

4 St. Cuthbert (+687)—Disciple of St. Aidan, who became a renowned bishop and abbot 
of Lindisfarne. In 698 his relics were found to be incorrupt and his shrine became a great 
pilgrimage center.

5 Lindisfarne Gospels—The best preserved and most elaborately illuminated example of early 
medieval gospels. Produced in Lindisfarne Monastery in the late seventh or early eight century, 
it contains beautiful and complex illustrations to St. Jerome’s Latin Vulgate gospels, now in the 
possession of the British Museum.

St. Cuthbert’s Island at sunset.

Sonia and Anton with monument of the Lindisfarne Gospels.



40  Road to Emmaus  Vol. 2.2 (#5) From Moscow to Lindisfarne  41

although England once had a tradition of shrines and relics as rich as Russia’s. 
Unfortunately, Henry VIII destroyed much of it in his Reformation—the 
reliquaries, the sepulchers, and most of the monasteries. One thing I noticed 
on my own visit to England was that the guides in these places spoke very 
euphemistically about “the dissolution of the monasteries,” as if they had all 
just dissolved into thin air… as if one day they were there, and the next day 
the monks  decided to go away, and the buildings fell down by themselves. 
Of course, we know that many of the monastics were martyred, and that the 
destruction of the great monastic and pilgrimage centers parallels in some ways 
what happened in Russia in this century. It was a very sad loss for everyone.

In your interview with Kate Tristram, she mentions that Ireland was fi rst 
Christianized without bloodshed. In fact, there is a similarity with Russia, 
because two countries that are called “holy,” because they converted freely 
without being forced by Roman invasion or other means, are Holy Russia and 
Holy Ireland. Do you have any thoughts on this?

Anton:  Sonia and I had this same thought at Marygate Library on Lindisfarne. 
It seemed to us that there are many similarities between the Christianization 
of Ireland and of Russia. It does seem that the initial conditions for receiving 
Christianity were similar in both countries, and there is a very fi ne thread of 
possibility that Christianity infl uenced northern Russia through Irish slaves 
who came from Scandinavia. Kate Tristram was not sure that there is evidence 
for this, but she thought it possible.6

Also, in London we met Igor Petrovsky from the St. Petersburg Orthodox 

Theological Academy. He had also been invited to spend a 
month at an Irish university. He has studied this problem 
somewhat and already has some results. He intends to 
write his dissertation on Celtic Christianity and he said 
that there are places in northwestern Russia we can fi nd 
Celtic crosses—for example, in Pskov and on Valaam.

RtE:  One thing that seems important to remember about 
Orthodox, Anglicans and Roman Catholics is that we all 
share the fi rst thousand years of Christianity. We were 
one Church then and this gives us common ground to 
meet on today. Celtic Christianity, of course, is a unique 
way to study that period in England, Ireland and Scotland. What were your 
overall impressions?

Sonia:  Our whole trip was one great story. It was like a dream. When you go 
somewhere and come back home, it is as if you’ve been in another world. The 
people there are so very friendly. Everywhere we went we stayed with different 
people and they were fascinating; each with their own life stories and interests.  
This was my fi rst trip abroad, and I must say I was very surprised at what I saw. 
I had prepared for the trip by doing some reading on the Anglican Church to 
understand its background and what Anglicans believe today, but after arriving 
in England, I immediately saw that the information in my books was not very 
up-to-date. I was amazed to discover such different ways people worship.

Anton:  Yes. In a very short period we saw many different forms of contem-
porary Christianity in Great Britain, as well as modern attempts to worship 
and live by some elements of Celtic Christianity—I mean, the Northumbria 
Community, Lindisfarne, Ray Simpson’s Community of St. Aidan and St. Hilda 
(of Whitby). We also heard about a community on Iona, although we weren’t 
able to visit it. We spent a lot of time in traditional Anglican parishes as well.  
We stayed for fi ve days in Sunderland, and at the end of our Northumbria 
travels we spent a week in Cramlington, where there are very modern parishes. 
Cramlington is a new and quick-growing city and the church has quite specifi c 
problems, so they organized what they call a church plant. 

RtE:  What is a church plant?

Anton:  The church meets, for example, in the primary school on Sundays for 

6 Ed. note:  Although there is no direct evidence that Irish slaves spread Christianity to Russia, 
in his booklet, Orthodox Christianity and the Old English Church, Fr. Andrew Phillips chronicles 
both intermarriage and social relations between England, Scandinavia and Kievan Russia.

Grave of Venerable Bede in Durham Cathedral.
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liturgy, and it is closer in feeling to Baptist and Evangelical congregations than 
it is to the average Anglican congregation. They’re doing this to try to reach 
out to people in the new neighborhoods. 

Sonia:  It was diffi cult for me to take part in the services. Their way of worship 
is not what I’m used to. People would invite us to have Communion, but we 
didn’t. Then they felt so bad that we were left out. They didn’t really under-
stand, but after being there I can say that I gained a deeper appreciation for 
our own worship, tradition and values. We have such a rich tradition. I also 
have a great respect for those in the Anglican and Catholic churches. Now that 
I know them, I try to defend them. They are very sincere Christians.

Anton:  Yes, our not being able to take Communion in their church was a 
psychological problem for our friends. We sincerely didn’t want to hurt their 
feelings, but they honestly couldn’t understand us. 

Like Sonia, when I see other Christian traditions, it gives me a far greater 
appreciation for what we have in Orthodoxy. Sometimes, you only gain this 
appreciation by seeing the alternatives. It’s like looking at a picture too closely, 
when you step away you see the whole. This was my third visit to the United 
Kingdom, so I didn’t suffer from culture shock like Sonia did. For the fi rst 
few days she was very surprised at what she saw. People are actually the same 
everywhere, but their ways of thinking can be very different.

I’m not a deep philosopher, but I believe the East is more Platonic and the 
West is more Aristotlean. Action is often more important for people in the 
West than being. Perhaps I’m wrong, but I don’t think you have to dissect 
something and take it all apart in order to understand it. 

RtE:  This is interesting because it is also what Ray Simpson said in your 
interview with him about the Celtic Christians: they were not great analyzers 
but they had a sense of the whole, and the holiness. 

Anton:  Like the Greek word holos, which means whole, or entire… For in-
stance, we use electricity, but no one has ever been able to fully explain what 
electricity really is.

RtE:  When you came back you obviously spoke with other Orthodox Chris-
tians in Russia about your trip. Many Russian Orthodox adhere to a strict 
observance of Orthodox practice and might think: “What did you expect to 
fi nd there? The tradition has been broken.” Did you fi nd people were open 
to your pilgrimage, or did they seem to think that you had done something 
a little too ecumenical? 

Sonia:  I had a conversation like this with my father who is an Orthodox priest. 
Although he is very open to people, he feels that Catholics and Anglicans have 

lost the older traditional Christianity.  Although the people we met were very 
sincere in their lives and prayers, it sometimes did look too modern to us; some 
of them do things like sitting on the fl oor touching hands and legs. 

Anton:  I think we must distinguish what we mean by ecumenism. For ex-
ample, we were present at this very unusual prayer meeting Sonia is speaking 
of, yet we met many traditional Christians in England as well. For instance, 
we spent an evening with a woman named Hazel and her friends. We shared 
a very familiar and close understanding of Christianity and found a kindred 
soul in her. She is a Roman Catholic and an icon painter, but sometimes it 
seemed to me that we were speaking with an Orthodox Christian, there was 
such a close understanding.

RtE:  Anton, a moment ago you mentioned Anglican communities that are 
trying to incorporate elements of Celtic Christianity into their community 
life. How are they going about this?

Anton:  Well, take the Northumbria Community, for example. People there 
told me that they had gathered together to organize this community. They 
began by collecting a modern Celtic cycle of prayers…

RtE:  They were written by contemporary authors?

Anton:  Some of the prayers are modern, and some are old. They sing a prayer 
ascribed to St. Patrick in a modern 
Celtic style, and it is very beautiful. 
They pray fi ve times a day. 

RtE:  Like the Orthodox cycle of 
services?

Anton:  Well, let’s say, a bit more 
“democratic” in spirit…a bit looser 
as far as the times of day are con-
cerned. You can go to Nether-
springs, one of their places, and 
spend a week or a month there on 
retreat. It’s about twenty miles from 
Lindisfarne. 

RtE:  What struck you most about 
this community?

Anton:  You see, most of all we were 
surprised to fi nd a large number of 



44  Road to Emmaus  Vol. 2.2 (#5) From Moscow to Lindisfarne  45

Orthodox icons everywhere. They mentioned a friend from St. Petersburg, 
who is perhaps their source for Orthodox books and icons. Their favorite book 
is Poustinia by Catherine de Hueck Doherty from Canada. She is Catholic, 
perhaps of Russian ancestry, and has somehow tried to bring the Russian idea 
of desert-dwelling to modern people. This community’s poustinia, their desert, 
is like a big wooden box, with a door, stool, cross, candle, and a sign that says: 
“Poustinia in use.” You hang the sign up on the door and can go in and pray 
and contemplate. 

Sonia:  This community has about three hundred members around the world. 
One woman there told us that this place was more for relaxation and retreat, 
but that they also have a very active side to their work, social work and such 
things. They also do Celtic dancing. I liked the community mostly because 
of the people; there was a very sincere atmosphere there. 

RtE:  In your interview with Ray Simpson, he speaks about these communities 
that are trying to rediscover monastic tradition, spiritual fathers, etc. and he 
says that he feels they need the framework of monastic silence to be successful 
in this, that they are often too task-oriented or involved in social service. But, 
it seems to me that there is something else missing as well. The Desert Fathers 
and the Celtic Christians whom they are trying to learn from held traditional 
Christian beliefs, whereas some of these communities may not accept the ven-
eration of the Mother of God, they may not believe in praying to the saints, or 
for the dead, or even in the full reality of the sacraments. I am sure that these 
communities are sincere movements towards the form, but if the form lacks 
the fullness of belief that gave it life, I wonder how they can succeed. 

Anton:  When Ray Simpson explained his community’s spiritual practice he 
told us that one thing they try to do to receive God’s grace is to pray to the 
Celtic saints. This is a very Orthodox idea. 

RtE:  Yes, I’m sure these saints rejoice at having Christians on their native soil 
asking for their prayers again. So, it seems there is a large spectrum in the Angli-
can Church—from very liberal to quite conservative…and some so traditional 
that you found the form of their worship rather close to Orthodoxy?

Anton:  Perhaps we should say that we found individuals who confess in 
their practical spiritual life, things that are outside the formal dogmas of their 
Church—prayers to the saints, for the dead, to the Theotokos.

Sonia:  Although, actually, we didn’t meet a lot of English people who were 
really interested in this. 

RtE:  I had a very interesting talk a few weeks ago with an Anglican professor 
of theology from Cambridge who was visiting Moscow. He was taken to task 
by the London Times Literary Supplement for holding fast to his belief in the 
Virgin Birth. He told them that it was not a negotiable issue. Living in Russia, 
we don’t realize what a radical statement that is in modern secularized Europe, 
particularly in educated circles, and 
what price these traditional Chris-
tians pay for staying faithful to the 
basic beliefs of Christian dogma. 

Anton:  David Adams, a well-known 
British author on Celtic Christianity, 
told us that he has an English-lan-
guage Orthodox calendar because 
this calendar contains the dates and 
names of Celtic Saints. These names 
aren’t commonly listed in Anglican 
calendars, but you can fi nd them in 
at least one Orthodox calendar. 

RtE:  Many years ago, in a Catholic 
university library in San Francisco, I 
saw a small 150-page volume listing 
Irish Saints who were canonized in the fi rst thousand years of Christianity, 
about whom no one knows anything—only the names. Page after page of 
names. There were at least fi ve thousand names there. There is also Bardsey 
Island off of Wales near St. David’s; it was originally called the “Island of 
20,000 Saints.” 

Sonia:  There was a program on TV recently here in Moscow about Celtic 
Christianity and it said that more saints came through the Celts than any other 
branch of Christianity. It was fascinating.

You know, I would like to say once again that I like Anglican Christians 
very much. They are wonderful people and I want to help them somehow, 
but I don’t know how.

RtE:  What do you want to see for them?

Sonia:  That they not lose the good they still have.

RtE:  Do you feel there might be something more for you to gain by going 
back, or that those you met might gain something from continuing their 
contact with you?
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Anton:  Yes, of course. We are already cor-
responding by E-mail, and through the 
post as well.

RtE:  Were there any awkward moments 
on your pilgrimage?  How did you handle 
them? 

Anton:  Well, the charismatic prayer meet-
ing, of course, which was not part of our 
offi cial program—we were invited to attend 
by a local pastor. I came from a Protestant 
background, so such things were not com-
pletely strange to me, but Sonia was very 
uncomfortable with it. People were shaking 
as they prayed. They said it was the Holy 
Spirit, but we understood that it is not nec-

essary to try to explain everything away, that these people like to do this. 
It was also uncomfortable, as I said before, when we couldn’t fully partici-

pate in Anglican services. And, of course, the issue of women priests. We met 
some very sincere women who are ordained Anglican priests, and I got quite a 
number of surprised reactions at my church back in Yalta when I showed them 
my pictures. Women in our parish said: “What in the world is this?!” I lived 
with a family in Sunderland in which the husband and wife were both priests. 
A priest family. I tried to explain this to my Orthodox friends back home.

Sonia:  They have a small child and she’s pregnant again. I just can’t imagine a 
pregnant priest. But I respect them and feel that they were both sincere. I told 
them that it was very foreign to us, but I could see that they were obviously 
trying to love God as best they could. 

RtE:  Yes. In the West the question often arises, “If woman can say these prayers 
as well as a man and perhaps be even more compassionate towards people 
who are suffering, why shouldn’t she be a priest?” It seems, though, that we 
are overlooking both the mystery of gender and the nature of the priesthood. 
Orthodox Christians would say that the priesthood isn’t a career or function; 
it is a state of being, and one that is fundamentally bound up with being male. 
There is no question that women can be scholars or doctors, or engineers, but 
gender seems much deeper than its physical or psychological attributes. It is 
the earliest distinction that God made between human beings, the creation of 
Adam and Eve, and being so, is far more fundamental than race or nationality. 
I don’t believe it is so easily understood. 

The Church has always had women who ministered, from apostolic times, 

but never as priests. I feel deeply, though, for contemporary Western women. 
When the veneration of the Mother of God and of women saints is no longer 
part of a church’s spiritual life, as with many Protestants, it is quite natural that 
a woman would feel a need to search for her role in the Church.

Anton:  Yes, the question is bound up with being versus function. We judge 
people today more by what they do than who they are. So, that leads to there 
being no difference between people any longer. Female or male—it all becomes 
the same. Often when you meet people today you hear, “Hi. What’s your name? 
What do you do?” Their function seems to describe and identify a person 
more than who they really are themselves. You can never just say, “Who are 
you?” That would be too uncomfortable and threatening. So, people defi ne 
themselves by what they do.

People sometimes asked us very direct questions about subjects like women’s 
ordination and we would say, “Do you want us to answer diplomatically or 
honestly?” And they would say, “Be honest!” So we tried to be very diplomatic 
in our honesty. We realized that such practices are very natural to the Western 
culture where people are more liberal, but to us, many of them were quite 
foreign. For example, one day we were asked how we felt about things like 
the use of imagination and “creativity” in prayer and in structured spiritual 
exercises. We had to say that this was something quite foreign to our under-
standing of Orthodox Christianity and to the teachings of the early Church 
and the Holy Fathers. In our view it is simply imagination—you cannot call 
these phenomenon spiritual, they are something psychological. Sometimes, 
we had to be very honest in our answers. 

Sonia and Anton on Lindisfarne
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Of course, many Anglicans also understand this. We talked with Ray Simpson 
and some others on Lindisfarne about how dangerous it is to confuse spiritual-
ity with one’s feelings, one’s own thoughts and ideas, and they agreed with us 
that it is perilous to mix up spirituality with emotions or feelings.

Speaking of danger, I think it is quite dangerous for Western Christians to 
become interested in Celtic Christianity.

RtE:  Dangerous? Why is that?

Anton:  Because if they search deeply for their roots, they may just end up 
Orthodox. 

Clans, Warriors and Monks
Anton and Sonia interview Kate Tristram, an English historian 
and author on early Christianity in England, Scotland and 
Ireland who lives on Lindisfarne Island.

Anton:  Kate, today many people talk about Celtic spirituality and the Celtic 
Christian tradition. What would you identify as its distinguishing features? 

Kate:  I myself distinguish two particular lines of study that we can follow 
to get a glimpse of the early centuries of Christianity. Of course, Irish monks 
brought the faith here to Lindisfarne, and we know quite a lot about the Irish 
monastic Christianity that existed between about 500 and 900 ad. The monks 
led the church and did widespread missionary work.

What I call the other line of Celtic Christian research is based on the people 
who lived in the Hebrides and Western Highlands of Scotland. In the nine-
teenth century a man named Alexander Carmichael, who knew those people 
well, made a collection of their prayers and hymns and traditional religious sto-
ries and he published that collection. This is also a form of Celtic Christianity, a 
remnant of the original, but different from the early Irish monastic Christianity 
because it is based on people’s homes and ordinary daily occupations.

 If we want examples of very, very heroic, austere, self-giving to God—we 
can see that in the ancient Irish Christianity with the monks, because that is the 
way they lived. But if we want examples of how people brought God into every 
detail of their lives, how they prayed with everything they did right through 
the day, from getting up and going out to work to laying down at night, then 
we can get that most easily by looking at this Hebridean material.

 I don’t think it is very easy to put the two together, because they are quite 
different. One is ancient monastic, and the other is fairly modern—nineteenth 
century—and very domestic. At the same time, I think we can be inspired by 
both because from the ancient Irish monastic Christianity we can look at our 
own lives and see if we are giving all that we can to God. But from the Hebri-
dean Christianity we can look again at our lives, in a different way, and see if 
we are only remembering God in the morning and in the evening, or whether 
we are remembering God right through the day. So these are different things, 
and although I think they are both useful and important to us, I don’t think 
it is right to put them together and try to make them one—they have differ-
ent roots, different origins, and yet all those people are Celts or descendants 
of Celts. For myself I think the most important lesson that we can take from 
Celtic Christianity is their wholeheartedness. We can learn about dedication 
from these Irish Christians.


