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BELARUS: Year-end expulsions for two Catholic priests
By Felix Corley, Forum 18 (https://www.forum18.org)

Two Catholic priests from Poland who have served in Belarus for more than a decade have been ordered to leave the country by
year's end 2005 as their religious visas have not been renewed. Fr Robert Krzywicki, priest of the Descent of the Holy Spirit parish
in Borisov north-east of the capital Minsk, insists to Forum 18 News Service that he committed no crime. He attributes his expulsion
to his work with young people, both Catholic and non-Catholic, and his active role in ecumenical and charitable events in the town.
He says such expulsions make it hard for the Catholic Church to provide clergy who understand their parishioners. "It takes about
five years for a foreign priest to learn the language, the culture and the situation," he told Forum 18. "When a new priest arrives
from abroad he doesn't understand these."

Fr Robert Krzywicki is being expelled from Belarus after a decade working as a Catholic parish priest in the country. "I was told a
week ago that my visa is not being renewed and I must leave by the end of this year," he told Forum 18 News Service from the town
of Borisov [Barysaw] north-east of the capital Minsk on 22 December 2005. "I committed no crime." He attributes his expulsion to
his work with young people in the town – both Catholics and non-Catholics – and his involvement with other Christian Churches in
ecumenical and humanitarian events. Both he and another priest being expelled are Polish citizens.

Fr Krzywicki says his parishioners in Borisov have launched a petition drive, which has now gone nationwide, calling on the
authorities to overturn their decision not to renew his visa.

Of the 250 or so Catholic priests in Belarus, more than half are foreign citizens. The Catholic Church faces tight restrictions on
priests it invites, being subject to an annual quota and unable to transfer them from one parish to another without the religious visa
being cancelled and reissued. Moreover, foreign religious personnel are banned from serving in Minsk itself.

Forum 18 has learnt that the other Catholic priest being expelled also worked in the Minsk-Mogilev [Minsk-Mahilyow] Diocese, in a
village parish near the capital, and has served in Belarus for the past decade. Neither he nor the diocese is contesting the decision.
The Minsk-Mogilev Diocese declined to comment to Forum 18 on 22 December about the expulsions, while the Apostolic
Nunciature in Minsk said it had no information.

"The Church doesn't want any conflict with the authorities," Fr Krzywicki commented. He says the authorities have allowed a new
priest from Poland, Fr Zbigniew Grygorcewicz, to come to Belarus to serve his parish of the Descent of the Holy Spirit in Borisov
from the New Year.

Fr Krzywicki reports that his activity led to opposition from the authorities. "I cooperated with other Christian churches, including
the Baptists, Pentecostals, Full Gospel Church and the Adventists, in joint prayer services," he told Forum 18, adding that the
Orthodox Church took no part in such ecumenical events. He said he was also active in a town forum which worked with young
people and their concerns. "I didn't ask permission from the authorities for my activity, but I know they watched it," he reported.

He says the expulsion decision was communicated to him by the deputy head of the Religious Affairs Committee of Minsk region,
but believes the decision was taken by the government's central religious affairs office in Minsk, which is headed by Stanislav Buko.
Forum 18 was unable to reach anyone at either office on 22 December.

Fr Andrei Ablameika of the Greek Catholic parish of St Joseph in Minsk says the ten or so Greek Catholic priests in Belarus are all
local citizens. "We're not eligible to invite any foreign priests as we can't get registration as a religious association," he told Forum
18 from Minsk on 22 December. He said the Greek Catholics want to be able to invite foreign priests, as many of the priests are
overstretched, having to serve more than one parish (see F18News 16 December 2004
http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=478).

Fr Krzywicki, who celebrates Mass in Belarusian with sermons in Russian, says the authorities' expulsion of foreign priests who
have served a long time in the country makes it difficult for the Catholic Church to provide clergy who understand their parishioners.
"It takes about five years for a foreign priest to learn the language, the culture and the situation," he told Forum 18. "When a new
priest arrives from abroad he doesn't understand these."
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For more background information see Forum 18's Belarus religious freedom survey at
http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=478

A printer-friendly map of Belarus is available at
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/xpeditions/atlas/index.html?Parent=europe&Rootmap=belaru

If you need to contact F18News, please email us at:  
f18news @ editor.forum18.org
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