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By Luis Andres Henao
Associated Press

Sophrony Kirilov pulls hard on the strings
of the heavy Russian bells from inside the
world’s southernmost Eastern Orthodox
church, calling to Mass anybody wanting to
pray on this remote Antarctic island.
The 38-year-old Russian priest is clad in

a loose black robe and a vest dotted with
patches of penguins and seals, marking his
four years of service at the bottom of the
world. Although he oftenmisses his family
and the dark winters are hard, Kirilov said
there is no place he feels closer to God than
in this frigid land.
“In the world, there’s no tranquility and

silence. But here, it’s quiet enough,” Kirilov
said inside the Holy Trinity Church.
The small wooden building is perched

precariously on a rocky hill above a smat-
tering of prefabricated houses for scientists
and service workers who call this frozen
continent home, at least for part of the year.
Kirilov, who also works as a carpenter and
mason at the Russian Bellinghausen base,
said his passion for Antarctica is deeply con-
nected to his love for the lonely building.
Russian priests here rotate in for yearlong

stints, primarily to celebrate Mass for the
workers on the Russian base, who number
between 15 and 30 at a time. The priests also
welcome any of the island’s other inhabit-
ants, about 100 in winter, when tempera-
tures can plunge to -13, and 500 residents in
the still-chilly summermonths.
The greyish clapboard church first was

built in Russia from Siberian cedar planks
treated to withstand the frosts and harsh
wind. It was then disassembled and shipped
log-by-log, “like Lego blocks,” to Antarctica,
said Alejo Contreras, a Chilean Antarctic
explorer who witnessed the construction

and consecration in 2004. To protect it from
strong winds, it is bound to the nearby rocky
mountain with chains.
In the summer, tourists and the staff

of the international stations brave strong
winds to hike up here, leaving snowy,
muddy boots at the entrance. Some pray
in silence, standing or kneeling because
there are no pews in the boxy interior, while
others marvel at the gold-leaf iconostasis
screen of icons painted with bearded saints
and winged angels in vivid colors.
During Sunday service, Kirilov reads from

the scriptures in Russian and sings in an
angelic voice.
Reaching the church’s pointed belfry

requires climbing up a staircase and
squeezing through an attic-like, square hole.
At most, three people, rubbing shoulders,
can fit next to the heavy bells that pierce the
snowy silence with a cacophonous, hypnotic
sound similar to the clang of a railroad
crossing.
At night, the church is lit from below and

becomes a beacon for ships crossing the
South Sea.

“Thank God for this gift to us,” Kirilov
said, adding that he wishes more than a
handful of people would attend Sunday ser-
vice.
The church, nearly 10,000miles (16,000

kilometers) fromKirilov’s monastery near
Moscow, is just a few ice-covered steps from
the red, bunker-like building he calls home
when he is in Antarctica.
A pair of skis the priest uses to explore

the island leans against a wall near the
front door, where Kirilov painted flowers to
remind him of nature during the dark win-
ter months. A stuffed toy Emperor penguin
is connected to one of the windows with a
suction cup.
Inside, the walls are covered with maps,

pictures of Russian churches and a painting
of London Bridge.
Penguins are his favorite animals, but

Kirilov said he also has made friends with
three large brown skuas, Antarctic scaveng-
ing birds often seen hovering outside his
doorstep, waiting for the priest to toss them
fresh fish.
During his time off, Kirilov follows

Russian news online using a desktop com-
puter that gets spottyWi-Fi from the base.
Kirilov said his parents and four siblings,

including an identical twin who also took
monastic vows, are eagerly awaiting his
return to Russia in April. While he will be
happy to see his family after the four-year
stint in Antarctica, Kirilov said the moment
he leaves, he knows he will be pining for this
forbidding land.
“Here, you can calmly pray to God in

peace and quiet,” said the priest. “Sure, you
can do it anywhere in Russia, but here, it’s
special.”
—Varya Kudryavtseva contributed to this

report.

Russian Orthodox priest Sophrony Kirilov, 38, poses for a photo in front of the Holy Trinity Church on King George Island in Antarctica. Clad in
a loose black robe and a vest dotted with patches of penguins and seals, marking his four years of service at the bottom of the world, Kirilov
says there is no place he feels closer to God. (AP)

Russian Orthodox priest Sophrony Kirilov
rings the heavy Russian bells inside the
Holy Trinity Church on King George Island in
Antarctica. (AP)

Priest feels closer toGod
inAntarctica’s serenity

As a part of the Year of
Interfaith Service, this is the sixth
in a series of Insights on various
religious perspectives on service.

By Dr. Gregory T. Lawton
Member of the Baha’i Faith

The foremost example of
how themembers of the Baha’i
Faith seek to serve and to guide
humanity toward universal
peace is seen in the life of the
son of the prophet founder of
the Baha’i Faith, ’Abdu’l-Baha.
Through 40 years of persecution
and imprisonment, ’Abdu’l-Baha
exemplified the true meaning
of service to humanity, and he

serves as the supreme example
to all Baha’is of how to serve
humanity through acts of kind-
ness. His instructions to the
Baha’is was to “Love ye all reli-
gions and all races with a love
that is true and sincere and show
that love through deeds.”
’Abdu’l-Baha, through his writ-

ing and actions, established acts
of kindness, service and charity
as the motive force behind the
individual life of a Baha’i.
He instructed the Baha’is, “It is

your duty to be exceedingly kind
to every human being ... until ye
change the world of man into the
world of God.”

He further stated, “Love mani-
fests its reality in deeds, not only
in words— these alone are with-
out effect.”
Baha’is believe service to

humanity is service to God.
On a local level, this principle

of service crystalizes into numer-
ous activities.
The Baha’is of the Greater

Grand Rapids area andWest
Michigan engage in collective
and individual projects. For
example, one such effort involves
providing support and assistance
to immigrant families, often from
parts of Africa.
These efforts include regular

virtue and activ-
ity classes for
youth, junior
youth and chil-
dren, social
activities for
refugee families
and instruction
in English as

a second language. Individual
Baha’is may provide jobs, edu-
cation and training classes,
andmaterial assistance when
needed.
The world Baha’i community

has a long tradition of interfaith
outreach and community service
projects on both global and local

fronts.
Baha’u’llah, the founder of the

Baha’i Faith, said, “The earth is
but one country andmankind its
citizens,” and enjoined upon the
Baha’is to “consort with the fol-
lowers of all religions in a spirit
of friendliness and fellowship.”
The Baha’i Faith was founded

upon principles of the obtain-
ment of world peace and the
Baha’is are individually and col-
lectively dedicated with working
with all religions on the fulfill-
ment of the promise of the estab-
lishment of the Kingdom of God
on Earth.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu

ABaha’i perspective on service: Servants to humanity
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Missionaries detained in
Venezuela return home
Four Americanmissionar-

ies released by Venezuelan
authorities after several days
of detention and question-
ing said they are relieved
to be back home in North
Dakota, but hope to return to
Venezuela someday.
Themissionaries from

Bethel Evangelical Free
Church in Devils Lake were
handing out medicine and
hearing aids at the end of
February when they were
detained. They were told they
didn’t have the required work
visas, something that wasn’t
required in the past 14 years
of delivering hearing aids and
medicine to needy citizens.
Group leader Arlynn Hefta

said armed Venezuelan sol-
diers came into the church
where they had set up a clinic,
but hundreds of villagers then
surrounded the clinic and the
soldiers, vowing to protect the
missionaries.
Hefta said the missionaries

surrendered so no one would
get hurt.

OLATHE, KAN.

Suspect declared ‘Heil
Hitler!’ after shootings
A police officer has testi-

fied at a preliminary hearing
that a white supremacist sus-
pected of killing three people
at two Jewish sites in Kansas
declared “Heil Hitler!” after
the shootings.
Overland Park police

Sgt. Marty Ingram testified
Monday that Frazier Glenn
Miller also asked howmany
Jews he had killed after the
shootings April 13.
The hearing will determine

whether there is enough evi-
dence to put Miller on trial.
Prosecutors plan to seek the
death penalty.
The 74-year-old Miller is

charged with capital murder
in the shootings at the Jewish
Community Center of Greater
Kansas City in Overland Park,
Kansas, and at a nearby Jewish
retirement home. None of the
victims was Jewish.

CHARLOTTE, N.C.

Ebola survivor leaves
to return to Africa
An Americanmission-

ary who survived the Ebola
virus is returning to theWest
African country where she
was infected last year.
A spokesman for the North

Carolina-based charity SIM
saidMonday that Nancy
Writebol is returning to
Liberia with her husband. SIM
spokesman George Salloum
said DavidWritebol is taking
over as the charity’s country
director.
NancyWritebol last summer

became the second American
infected with the Ebola virus
while working at a hospital
SIM supports in the Liberian
capital of Monrovia.
She and fellow American Dr.

Kent Brantly recovered from
the often fatal virus at Emory
University Hospital in Atlanta.
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