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﻿1	  Introduction

The following is a small reflection drawn from the author’s personal 
experience as an Orthodox priest in Cyprus. After a year-long ser-
vice in the village of Tseri, he moved to the mountain village of Askas, 
in the district of the capital Lefkosia and in the Troodos Mountain 
range, where he served as a priest in the years 2010-15. The expe-
rience itself was peculiar in many respects. First and foremost, it is 
uncommon for a foreign priest to serve in a traditional Cypriot vil-
lage. Adding to the peculiarity, the author is a Czech Orthodox priest, 
hailing from a predominantly atheist country, where orthodoxy is not 
even a traditional confession. Given its singularity this experience 
seems worth relating. Hopefully holding a broader interdisciplinary 
value, the following will touch upon observations about the migra-
tory nature of human interaction and life in the context of Cyprus. 

2	 Askas, a Cypriot Village Between Departures  
and Returns

After looking back and establishing a kind of common denominator 
of contemporary life in Cyprus as seen through the prism of the au-
thor, which is also related perhaps to the Cypriot historical context, 
one can state that it is a dynamic of return and departure. Cyprus is 
an island of departures and arrivals, of returns and dreams of return-
ing. Of cultures leaving and new ones entering. Of lost battles and 
battle victories. A story of the power and humbleness of the Church. 
Of people in exile and people coming back. Of resilience and defeat. 
Though this may sound as a romantic exaggeration, in fact it reflects 
the actual situation in Cyprus, whether the inhabitants of Cyprus re-
alise it or not. As in many other areas of Europe, the interplay with 
the past represents a kind of burden, requiring the contemporary in-
habitants of Cyprus to rediscover new ways of understanding their 
past within the dynamics of a globalised world.

Most of the episodes recalled here took place in Askas, a small 
village near to the larger Palaichori in the Troodos mountains. A 
few of them instead happened in Tseri, formerly a village now a sub-
urb of Lefkosia. Both the villages (i.e., Askas and Tseri) are affiliat-
ed with the recently established Metropolitanate of Tamassos and 
Orinis. This was created on the foundations of one of the oldest dio-
ceses in Cyprus. Tamassos is indeed associated with the ordination 
of St. Heraklidios by the apostle Paul and Barnabas (in the year 45). 

Askas is noteworthy due to many reasons. In numerous mountain 
villages in the Troodos time seems to have stood still with their archi-
tecture, social culture and art bearing witness to a remarkable con-
tinuity with past centuries. Askas, for example, has a long-standing 
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iconographic tradition from the twelfth century onwards. Moreover, 
its inhabitants can trace back their ancestors for many generations, 
even if modern large-scale emigration makes the populationsʼ devel-
opment and its social fabric more complicated.

Next to the village there is a small valley with beautiful and tall 
Mediterranean pine trees. Here you can find a tiny chapel dedicated 
to both Saint Paraskevi and Saint Christine. Popular both in the West 
and East, Christine the martyr very likely originated from either It-
aly or Phoenicia. Her dedication is rare in Cyprus. In this sense, the 
chapel itself proves the conflation of the Greek orthodox tradition 
with Western influences brought to Cyprus by foreign rulers. The 
chapel icons indeed display in their lower registers the figures of ben-
efactors according to the Western iconographic style of that period. 
Given its high artistic value, one may wonder why this building was 
built in the middle of nowhere with no houses nearby. Though locat-
ed in a remote area, this chapel is a valuable example of Byzantine 
art blended with foreign influences. 

2.1	 Departures

Like many mountain villages in Cyprus, Askas has been affected by 
the large-scale migrations to other Cypriot regions, to bigger cities 
or simply abroad. Sometimes the villages successfully handle this 
phenomenon, but they often simply go extinct. Needless to say, these 
results are detrimental to the preservation and further development 
of local Cypriot culture. Such a situation is not peculiar to Cyprus. 
Quite the opposite, it is typical of almost all the contemporary nation-
al narratives. While consistently endangering villages with its eco-
nomic policies, the modern state still publicly promotes the preser-
vation of the village as a stronghold of traditional culture.

Living in large cities such as Paphos, Limassol or Lefkosia mostly 
entails an anonymous existence, detached from a constant or static 
and specific place, which would be normally offered by the village set-
ting. Here the city in Cyprus resembles any other city in the world. 
This relates to the broader question of whether contemporary large 
cities are capable of facilitating, producing and not merely absorbing 
culture as such. We could argue that in larger cities any culture is 
dependent on continuous migration from outside. The city does pro-
duce culture, but this always draws upon external inputs whether his-
torical or contemporary. In the case of Askas, interpersonal relation-
ships are the primary factor in cultural development. The question of 
is whether and how cities affect such a development is another story. 

Of course, one may believe that any specific culture, such as that 
of Askas, is not necessary at all, since culture is an artificial con-
struct without concrete relevance. However, the Cypriot context 
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﻿demonstrates that culture is interrelated with other aspects of hu-
manity, e.g. society and sustainability (Duxbury, Cullen, Jordi 2012). 
The destruction of village culture thus means destroying mankind 
in one way or another. The loss of these traditional contexts appears 
even more sad when no alternative is offered. 

Completely abandoned villages constitute an interesting phenom-
enon in Cyprus. The reasons for abandonment are various, e.g. eco-
nomic and military (Şenol Sert 2010, 240). For example, an old Bronze 
Age site is now an abandoned village, full of ruins surrounded by veg-
etation, and is found in the valley next to the village of Palaichori 
(close to Askas). According to local interviewees, the village was 
abandoned after undefined and infectious illnesses and other odd 
events occurred. The inhabitants spontaneously decided to move out. 
Nowadays no one dares to live there. The experience has remained 
in the collective memory and hinders resettlement. 

2.1.1	 Mobility and Social Interactions

Many of the mountain villages in Troodos were and still are independ-
ent from each other, both culturally and socially. Even today commu-
nication and social interaction between neighbouring villages, such 
as Askas, Phterichoudi or Palaichori, is limited for one reason or an-
other. Difficult mobility conditions may have contributed to this sit-
uation, but other factors play a role as well. Among them, the local 
mindset, according to which the village is the primary self-sufficient 
unit in Troodos. Earlier on, wandering priests came from other par-
ishes just to serve the liturgy in each village and then left. This sure-
ly fostered some contact between villages. Contact was also ensured 
by wandering salesmen. 

Today contact is easier. Nonetheless, vestiges of bygone eras are 
still evident. For example, an elderly man in a fifty-year-old van, sell-
ing completely “ridiculous and useless things”, used to visit Askas. 
After decades of shouting and calling during the various sales visits 
around villages, he got a high-pitched voice that easily attracted the 
locals’ attention. However, his products were so distant from the re-
al needs of the villagers that he never sold anything. Still, this never 
discouraged him from coming back and stopping his van in the main 
square of the village. He probably knew he would not sell anything 
but his long-standing habit prompted him to go there nonetheless. 
It is evident that in the past sellers like this man were of pivotal im-
portance not as to exchange commodities as to bring news. Circula-
tion of information was indeed particularly difficult in mountain ar-
eas, regardless of the small size of Cyprus. 

The relevance of mobility to the survival of small villages has 
been acknowledged by the government as well. According to local 

Václav Ježek
Some Reflections of a Foreign Orthodox Priest in Cyprus



Václav Ježek
Some Reflections of a Foreign Orthodox Priest in Cyprus

Studi ciprioti 5 197
A Land for Strangers, 193-234

sources, the government was invested in mobility policies especial-
ly after the occupation in 1974, in order to make the population of 
mountain regions move to cities, notably Lefkosia. This apparently 
abstract claim holds significant relevance, as Askas’ contemporary 
depopulation is directly linked to this ‘government policy’. In recall-
ing the recent past, the villagers often expressed emotional anger, 
as they find commonalities with the current situation. 

2.1.2	 Communal Lifestyle 

2.1.2.1	 Agriculture

As a general rule, migration to cities leads to a change in lifestyle, 
so that younger generations show an increasing disinterest in agri-
cultural activity. When looking at the uncultivated and abandoned 
fields and terraces of Askas, one can be caught by a general depres-
sion. The very same terraces that men strove for carving out from 
the rugged and harsh mountains now lay uncultivated slowly dete-
riorating. This is not only a question of agriculture but primarily of 
culture and way of life. Often foreigners are the ones working in the 
fields, younger people losing touch with physical labour. Fields used 
to be owned by various families. Despite the unavoidable land frag-
mentation, the yield was excellent, as the fields were systematically 
and effectively cultivated through various processes (Burton, King 
1982, 187). 

The land and landscape formed the culture of every Cypriot vil-
lage. Somehow many people who migrated to cities thought that they 
could carry their cultural characteristics with them, but sooner or lat-
er they realised that their individual and collective culture was tied 
to the land and vice versa. You could not take your identity with you, 
either you had to return or build a new one. Culture here was linked 
with religion understood here also as a belief in the unpredictabil-
ity of nature, and this unpredictability demanded respect and awe. 
Religion in this sense is nothing else than the belief that you cannot 
control forces and you have to simply ‘believe’.

The younger generation from Askas and elsewhere in the moun-
tain areas has lost contact with the land. The relationship with farm-
land is a complex one in Cyprus. After selling their lands to live a 
more comfortable lifestyle more comfortably in the city, some richer 
landowners and farmers have regretted their decision, often miss-
ing their previous occupation in the fields. Causing a lacking sense 
of community, decreasing population further facilitated migration. 
In the villages affected by depopulation, people felt more and more 
isolated and eventually decided to move to cities, hoping for greater 
social connection. This created a spiral still ongoing. The lesser the 
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﻿people living in the villages the greater the pressure on those left to 
move out as well.

The community-based mentality of Cyprus strikes any foreigner 
the most. This is especially true for a priest used to the strong indi-
vidualist environment typical of Central Europe. However, it is not 
only about a different philosophical paradigm (i.e., Western individ-
ualism vs Eastern collectivism) but rather about concrete implica-
tions in terms of societal life. A communal based society relies on 
a particular, socio-cultural, agricultural and religious environment 
in a given human context. Therefore, we may suggest that collectiv-
ism – to be intended as a tension to community –, or rather the com-
munity as such, accrues to the internal core of the human being and 
is not an artificial or ethnic construct. Accordingly, it does not re-
late to any East/South/West division. In other words, community is 
essential to human survival. The question whether other contempo-
rary models of societal life can offer such a community-based plat-
form is still unanswered. Most communities who are dependent on 
nature for their essential needs and closely related to nature do have 
this communal character.

Many people who moved from Askas to cities have realised that 
preserving their village-based communal lifestyle is impossible, and 
when they come to visit back in the village, they complain about it. 
The former wider community of the village is replaced by sporad-
ic and chaotic individual relations in the cities. What, however, still 
preserves the communal nature of Cyprus generally is that all in-
habitants of larger cities occasionally visit the villages of their an-
cestors, so as to maintain some relations with their co-villagers and 
relatives as well. 

2.1.2.2	 Buildings and Architecture

The backbone of the village’s communal life has always been the 
church and the kafenio ‘coffee house’. However, even these insti-
tutions underwent transformation due to migration. While the Or-
thodox Church unsurprisingly builds new churches to accommodate 
the growing populations in the cities, the individual village parish-
es are struggling to fulfil their role of being a cohesive community 
force. Nevertheless, the city parishes cannot fulfil the same central 
role of those in traditional smaller communities. This also relates to 
the role of priests. City priests usually live elsewhere, thereby hav-
ing an anonymous relationship with their parishes and the believers, 
whereas in the villages priests used to live inside the village, so as to 
be fully integrated in their communities after years of pastoral work.

The villagers always had the opportunity to know their priest very 
well. This did not always translate into positive feelings towards the 
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priest or vice versa but it did testify to an intimate relationship be-
tween the priest and his community. While in the village the priest 
and his parish were active 24/7, the city parish usually livens up on 
Sundays and feast days. Being the community’s foundations is the 
primary role of the church and the parish. Given that the city par-
ish is progressively losing this role in the society, there are only two 
possibilities for the traditional parish, either to survive by changing 
its way of reaching out or to disappear by making way for the indi-
vidualism and anonymity of the city. In the past, cities such as Lefko-
sia did develop a village community-alike environment. The medie-
val buildings and planning of the old town in Lefkosia indeed suggest 
a sense of well-knit communities. Older houses usually have an en-
closed courtyard which very likely was the gathering point of the ex-
tended family and the workspace of craft manufacturing. Such an ar-
chitectural organisation undoubtedly facilitated community growth.

Obviously, modern cities do not always follow this architectural 
tradition. It seems that previously the city was modelled after com-
munity contexts, whereas now this is not always the case. The natu-
rally community-based architecture has been evolving over time, as 
the city architecture responds to the needs and character of the com-
munity involved. If there is no need for a sense of community, there is 
no architecture of this kind. Whether intentionally or not, the houses 
in Askas, similarly to most mountain villages, are more or less adjoin-
ing, sharing walls and other facilities which foster a close-knit com-
munity environment, at least architecturally. Houses in Askas were 
made of stone; the roof was made from bamboo straw and slim wood-
en beams covers by tiles. As usual, the architecture was best suited 
for the local climate very cold during the winter and hot in the sum-
mer. The rooms were tiny and often more people shared small rooms. 
Stones were used for road pavements as well.

The stones are sharp in Askas, recalling the mountains or caves 
typically depicted in Byzantine icons. The churches in the Troodos 
also display a type of architecture usual in Cyprus but rather resem-
bling northern European buildings with sharp angled wooden roofs 
to endure strong snowfalls (Pelekanos 2016, 18). Furthermore, the 
traditional house in Askas also offered space for mules, the standard 
transport means, as well as for other animals such as goats. In their 
lower parts, or basements, houses contained huge tanks for water 
and wine. These giant ceramic bowls were conical in shape. Given 
the variable supply of water, these containers were crucial. 

Modernity also carries with itself various new elements, which 
are at odds with the local landscape and the traditional architecture. 
They appear as kind of unwanted intrusions destroying the uniform-
ity of the community as a whole. For example, in the centre of Askas 
one can find many dysfunctional cars left by their former owners on 
the road. These cars contrast with the fabric of the village and its 
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﻿surroundings. In the centre of the village below the main road, there 
is a giant sycamore, standing out in the area. This tree is at the cor-
ner of winding road next to a stream. During the night big rats used 
to climb the tree up and down along the branches in strange dynam-
ic movements. Underneath the tree there was a rusty wreckage of a 
car from the seventies. Father Andreas, a retired priest from Askas, 
used to sit on his balcony above the main road. Along was with the 
author, he was always present in the village. They shared the impres-
sion that the Church and the kafenio were the only stable lighthouses 
around which everything was constantly changing and moving about.

2.1.2.3	 Land and House Property

Compared to Greece, owning a house is considered extremely im-
portant in Cyprus. The Cypriot parents have the unwritten obliga-
tion to provide their offspring with means (e.g., land) to help build a 
house upon marriage. Due to the available resources, in Askas the 
parents usually give to their children one of the already owned par-
cels instead of a new one. More recently, the chances of owning a 
house have significantly decreased. The economic hardship was such 
as there were many bank foreclosures. 

Despite everything, it is typical of the village tradition not to sell 
the house or the land one owns. The Church is particularly conserv-
ative in this regard. It rarely sells its own buildings, as its constitu-
tion forbids it. When this happens, it is usually fraught with public 
outcries and scandals.1 In Askas any attempts to sell the parish lands 
would be tantamount to a declaration of war. In Askas itself, there 
were many empty houses and a few well-maintained. Their owners 
could leave for years or months coming back sporadically. Nonethe-
less they were so attached to their land/house that rarely someone de-
cides to sell their property. Such an attitude seemingly complies with 
the ‘curse’ of all migrants, who keep bearing a certain image of their 
home without ever being able to discard it. The former Muchtaris ‘vil-
lage chieftain’ could mention many houses that were built on the ba-
sis of various idealistic or romantic plans but are now empty or on-
ly sporadically inhabited. The most striking example is newly built 
house on top of the highest local peak in an almost inaccessible ar-
ea. The former Muchtaris stated:

There was this young man who insisted on building a house here. I 
sold him an ‘impossible’ piece of land high up the mountains with 

1  Katastatikos chartis tis Agiotatis ekklisias tis Kyprou 1979.

Václav Ježek
Some Reflections of a Foreign Orthodox Priest in Cyprus



Václav Ježek
Some Reflections of a Foreign Orthodox Priest in Cyprus

Studi ciprioti 5 201
A Land for Strangers, 193-234

no possible use. He built a house there but I have not seen him 
come here for years.

Many people originating from Askas, maintained contact with the 
village by visiting on Saturdays and Sundays. They were called the 
Savatokiriakes ‘weekenders’. These are usually people who grew up 
in the village and then moved to cities, but still come mostly every 
Saturday and Sunday. Not surprisingly the more generations pass by, 
the less attachment to Askas remains. It is obvious how people who 
have more responsibilities in the city gradually reduce their visits to 
Askas to once, or even less, a year. 

2.2	 Returns 

Nowadays, there is a general interest in rediscovering one’s heritage 
and roots in Askas. While a couple of decades ago, the catch call was 
to move for work or other reasons elsewhere, today there are growing 
numbers of individuals who decide to move back to the village seek-
ing peace and comfort. Adapting to village life is difficult for those 
coming back from the cities or simply for city folk desiring to live in 
the village for the first time. The most recent developments show a 
remarkable interest in living in Askas. The fabric of the village also 
consists of individuals living alone or a solitary life for one reason or 
another. For example, many started businesses there. There are al-
so some eccentric individuals.

2.2.1	 Marios

Marios is a young man who earlier on moved to Lefkosia with his first 
wife. He is a very temperamental individual who is easy to provoke. 
Life did not turn out well for him in Lefkosia as he got divorced. Re-
calling when being alone in a flat, he remarked: “I did not know anyone 
around me”. “The neighbours did not talk to me, and I felt isolated”. He 
then found a new wife who did not mind the isolation of a mountain vil-
lage – at least until now – and moved back to Askas. He bought a small 
parcel in the area close to Saint Paraskevi/Christine. His house is at 
the edge of a small hill, not far from another isolated property. This 
other property is made of wooden beams overlooking the majestic val-
ley. This wooden house belongs to a rather eccentric individual Michai-
lis, who built it in Russian style, as a log house with wood imported 
from Russia. Marios is now learning to cultivate the land, and has hob-
bies, such as collecting old English Morris cars and renovating them. 

To build the house, he took out a mortgage. Eventually, he built 
the house, which is difficult to access during the winter period. And 
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﻿he loves the peace and quiet of the neighbourhood. Regardless of the 
isolation has maintained friendly relations with everyone around, and 
even became the local village chieftain (Muchtaris) later. He is calm-
er now no longer following his temper, matured as many mature and 
return somewhere.

2.2.2	 Georgios

There are other houses built on isolated parcels around Askas, often 
testifying to the various degrees of the psychological state of the in-
dividual who built them or began building them. This is so, since they 
were often started by people who dealt with their psychosomatic is-
sues through a project of building a house. Many Cypriots see build-
ing a house as a kind of hobby or therapeutical process. The rich-
er are obsessed in building more and more houses. The poor simply 
leave a house unfinished if they do not have the resources to finish it.

After many years of living with his mother Nikki, Georgios eventu-
ally found a foreign lady (from the Philippines) twenty years younger 
and married her. He is now in his fifties and is a chain-smoker. As he 
already had a heart operation, he has been discouraged from build-
ing a house by himself, and his mother was willing to leave him her 
own house. He has insisted on building his own house, nonetheless. 
Now the couple struggles to conceive children but, hopefully this will 
change. It seems that foreign women are more inclined to accept the 
rather isolated lifestyle in the villages.

2.2.3	 2.2.3 Andreas

Andreas, who has recently died, was still young when he returned 
to the village after his wife had left him. His little daughter decided 
to stay with her mother upon the divorce. Therefore, he could eas-
ily move back into his parents’ house, still on the brink of poverty. 
Having six children (four sons and two daughters), the parents could 
count on the woman’s revenue only. The husband had often been 
unemployed because of his precarious heart conditions. The wife 
cleaned houses and public roads but also worked as a cook in some 
local restaurants. 

Andreas’ father did not have a good relationship with Father 
Andreas due to a past conflict between the two. This “prevented” 
him – as he put it –, from going to the church for many years. Andre-
as stated many times, that he loves the Church, but because he does 
not like the priest Father Andreas, he simply does not go to church 
services. The author told him that this should not be an excuse for not 
going to church, but no, he insisted that “until Father Andreas will be 
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there”, he will not go to church. After some time, Andreas’ mother, 
who was the backbone of his household, died suddenly. Andreas’ fa-
ther was devastated, always expecting himself to die before his wife.

Upon his return to Askas, Andreas settled in with the intention of 
renovating his parents, house. A former employee of Mercedes-Benz, 
he was an extremely talented auto mechanic. He did not have his own 
garage and was forced to repair cars directly on the road parked 
next to his house. He was often lying underneath them dangerously 
close to passing cars, lifting the broken cars with a primitive metal 
mechanism. Villagers considered him a genius in his own right, and 
everyone from the village brought their cars for repair. This created 
even greater wonder at the fact that he returned not using his skills 
to make a career elsewhere. Suffering from diabetes, he died in his 
late thirties due to a sudden heart attack. At that time, many of his 
brothers and sisters were unmarried or divorced testifying to the dif-
ficult times in Cyprus. They all returned together to their parents’ 
home, seeking comfort and stability.

2.2.4	 Michailis 

Michailis, who was in his sixties at the time of the interview, was from 
a rather wealthy family. They indeed owned a considerable number 
of small plots in Askas. Like many other older people, Michailis was 
given an astronomical payout upon his retirement. According to the 
Cypriot regulations, high pension payouts used to be the norm, but 
they predictably turned out, to be unrealistic. However, using (part 
of) this pensioner money, he built a log timber house overlooking val-
ley of Saint Paraskevi. This seemed rather strange, since he owned 
several houses in Askas and could have stayed in anyone of them. 

Michailis loved his village Askas, but his wife of many years did 
not share his enthusiasm for the village. She found it to isolated and 
preferred to stay in Larnaka, where the couple had a house also. This 
gradually developed into the couple’s mutual alienation and Michalis 
then found a Ukrainian woman to help him around in Askas, which 
however led to further problems in his marriage. His log timber house 
stands on the edge of a precipice with a beautiful view overlooking all 
over to Lefkosia. The place can get very windy. He looks at the view 
down below overlooking the Cypriot plateau. We can wonder wheth-
er he has a true bird’s-eye view on things. Michailis was just not sat-
isfied in any of his houses, but perhaps the problem was not with the 
place where he lived but with his soul. In any event, his journey led 
him to be even more isolated. 
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﻿3	 The Church between Departures from and Returns  
to the Village

The Church and its monasteries have imperceptibly but steadily sus-
tained the local areas in many ways, as in the past. One might claim 
that, beyond the question of religious belief, European scholarship 
has overlooked the significant role of priests and, churches in the de-
velopment of communities. Rather, recent debate has focused on the 
positive relations between natural environment and monasteries or 
churches (Mallarach, Corcó Juviñá, Papayannis 2014, 357), but argu-
ably this is only one aspect and there are many more to be explored 
from a social and anthropological perspective. 

As a priest serving in a village, the author has repeatedly realised 
that ‘simply being there’ is one of the most relevant tasks of a priest. 
The priest and the monastery or church are like reference points in 
times of confusion and loss of perspective, as it happens every day. 
This was true in pre-Christian times as well, though according to 
current religious traditions. 

3.1	 Feasts and Liturgy

The Church’s contribution to local areas can be primarily seen in re-
lation to religious feasts and liturgical rites.

3.1.1	 Mnimosina 

The priest facilitates and at the same time in a way symbolises fami-
ly and community gathering such as those for the commemoration of 
the dead (mnimosina). The priest is always invited for the mnimosina 
coffee usually after the liturgy on Sundays. People who commemo-
rate their deceased during the liturgy or during vespers invite the 
priest to come to their houses for a coffee or some other refreshment, 
where members of the extended family also are present. 

The commemoration of the deceased is a long-standing Mediterra-
nean tradition. It does not only express some link with the past, but 
also enlivens the idea that the community incorporates all the cos-
mos, the living, the deceased and the future generations symbolised 
by the children. Even those who usually neglect to visit the village, 
do so on the date of the commemoration of their deceased relatives. 
The commemoration of the deceased is an important aspect of how 
villagers see a continuity with the past and delineates the ahistori-
cal nature of the village itself. 

Father Andreas of Askas told the author that in the earlier days, 
priests would descend on mules to other villages travelling around 
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serving liturgies were it was required to do so, and then after a cou-
ple of days or weeks re-emerging back home. This kind of liturgical 
movement of course helped to create liturgical unity in style and the 
dissemination of one type of liturgical style of singing, serving etc., 
to other areas. Or on the contrary occasioned the evolution of new 
forms. This also betrays a kind of mobility of the priesthood.

3.1.2	 The Groups of ‘Theologians’

The priest’s sole association with prayer, social activities and com-
munity work has partly led to the emergence of a specialised corps 
of theologoi ‘theologians’, who supposedly provide theoretical theolo-
gy and are usually found preaching in the church. In other Orthodox 
traditions there is no such phenomenon and the priest is expected to 
be fully educated and able to preach by himself. Perhaps the practice 
of professional theologians/preachers is a remnant of earlier periods. 
Under the various occupational periods of Cyprus, Orthodox priests 
did not have the chance to receive education and the latter was a 
privilege of non-clerics. Even earlier, lay people used to participate 
to a greater extent in the liturgy, just as in the synagogue for exam-
ple, with preaching alternating between people. Or it may draw up-
on the Byzantine tradition of professional teachers and theologians. 

It can happen that the official theologian/preacher offers sermons 
of a rather substandard sort or lesser quality. This might appear fun-
ny, when thinking of their avowed rhetorical skills, sometimes even 
patronised by some bishops. Father Andreas of Askas had a ‘healthy 
disrespect’ towards these wandering theologians, and, with the prag-
matism typical of the village used to tease them because of their 
purely rhetorical and completely detached from reality sermons. The 
villager’s evangelisation is consistently attempted. Occasional lec-
tures are given by visiting missionaries to offer education. However, 
villagers generally distrust such a theoretical approach to religion 
and rather prefer a kind of realistic spirituality.

The author of this article used to give sermons frequently. On such 
occasions, Father Andreas, who was still alive at that time, would 
stand at the side of the church and shout during the sermon “Oh 
come on, it is too long, stop please”, or “now that is an observation 
we did not know”. He used to constantly interrupt the sermons, com-
plaining about them being too boring and things like this. Similarly, 
to an opera performance, where people throw tomatoes if the sing-
er is not up to their expectations. Father Andreas’ behaviour would 
be unacceptable anywhere else but is indicative of the villagers, re-
alistic spirituality and their inclination towards truth and ‘real’ life. 
The author learned to appreciate these interruptions, as they made 
the sermons even more lively.
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﻿3.1.3	 Local Saints and their Cult

The rediscovery of a local saint, or the popularisation of his or her 
cult, can provide a new stimulus for the local community’s develop-
ment. In the neighbouring village of Fterikoudi, there is a cave where 
a local saint named Avvakum reportedly lived, and whose body was 
buried there. Visits to his tomb are associated with various heal-
ings, including in relation to hearing. Recently a few monks have ar-
rived and established there a small heritage. This has attracted in-
terest in the area. As the neighbouring village Askas has benefited 
from this too.

The region where Askas is located also holds the popular monas-
tery of Machairas. Yet on the road to the monastery of Machairas 
from the direction of Palaichori there is a completely abandoned vil-
lage. Given the arid mountainous surroundings with the little vegeta-
tion except for isolated trees, the conditions are extreme and inhos-
pitable. Accessibility to the area is so difficult that mules or donkeys 
would probably be the only means of transportation useful here. Lo-
cated in a dry valley amidst tall sharp hills with arid ground and 
stones, the village cannot rely on agriculture. The houses were nec-
essarily built above each other in terrace style. Yet, regardless of 
this desolation, the owners are reluctant to sell their lands. Rather, 
strolling around the village, one can see old worn-down shutters on 
rusty nails hanging in the wind as if inviting people into the houses. 

3.2	 The Land and the Crop

When speaking of de-population, one should keep in mind that many 
of the villages in the Troodos mountains are products of ancient mi-
gration from the coastlines. It is a well-established fact that many vil-
lages such as Askas at first welcomed people escaping from the Otto-
man, Latin or Arab invasions. The rather unusual dedication of one 
of Askas’ churches to John the Forerunner and his beheading might 
also suggest this. This dedication indeed evokes an atmosphere of 
death and imminent martyrdom. Coastal inhabitants then decided 
to move up to the mountains, in order to find greater security and 
peace even if this essentially meant a decrease in agricultural op-
portunity (Papacostas 2014, 192). 

Considering the extremely bad conditions in the mountainous re-
gions, any long-term habitation must have been the result of desper-
ation in most cases. As proved by the archaeological records, it of-
ten took some time for the newcomers to find place worth settling in. 
Askas itself seems to have been originally founded in a lower area a 
few kilometres from the present site. The ruins of a small chapel ded-
icated to saint George are indeed located in that area. Perhaps also 
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filled with houses then, the site of the chapel was later abandoned 
in favour of the present site, located at a higher altitude. It was com-
mon for a village to be first located in one place and then moved to 
another. The area around the above-mentioned chapel of saint Par-
askevi/Christine next to Askas might have undergone a similar pro-
cess. However, nobody knows whether this chapel was intended as a 
structure separated from or integrated into the village.

The obsession with owning land does not however correspond to 
an equally obsessive desire to work in agriculture. Terrace fields 
and hard-earned agricultural land has fallen largely into decay. Ob-
serving as the tiny fields built in terrace style into the hard stony 
mountains, we can only imagine how difficult it was to fight for eve-
ry inch of arable land. The mountainous land around Askas consists 
of high positioned terraces which in today’s world would hardly be 
considered as worthy of being cultivated. The terraces are made from 
stone laboriously carried up or locally gathered and structured into 
skala small-spaced ‘terraces’, where only three olive trees and per-
haps some vegetables can fit. The water had to be carried on mules, 
or donkeys. Travelling through the standard path of a local farmer 
again, the author himself climbed up on one of these terraces in the 
mountain. If one was to imagine bringing water and supplies all the 
way up, it would seem necessary the whole day to complete the task. 
Let alone working in the sun with primitive tools. The terraces were 
usually filled with olive trees, wine trees/scrubs, and almond trees. 
Poor families used to have only a few terraces with likewise a few 
trees. It was not rare for a family to offer a single tree as a donation 
to the church. The parish in Askas would own individual trees giv-
en by donors.

The younger generation has largely lost interest in cultivating in-
herited land, thus many of the terraces are going to ruin, like per-
haps village culture itself. This is also true for the wine shrubs, which 
are left uncultivated. The uncultivated vineyards are an even more 
sad sight, given the prestigious role wine production used to have 
in the past. Though water supply has improved, cultivation has not 
grown. The inhabitants of Askas used to wake up early in the morn-
ing to their fields, with the priests being no exception. These people 
were so used to this work that they could never stop, not even if sig-
nificantly handicapped by health or other issues.

Priesthood did not replace one’s life as a farmer; it was rather un-
derstood as an addition to it. One could easily encounter the late Fa-
ther Andreas walking with his stick to a terrace. Similarly, Father 
Neophitos from the neighbouring village of Palaichori also lived a 
humble life, working hard until his old age. Both the houses of Fa-
ther Andreas and Father Neophitos were extremely humble inside. 
Old worn-down wooden furniture, walls unacceptably covered with 
dust and black dust from the furnaces burning wood or coal. Walls 
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﻿with extensive cracks. Humble small rooms. The two priests would 
sit on their animals and tend to the fields, then come to serve in the 
church. They did not need wristwatches, because they knew by the 
very minute when to come down to the village, pray and serve in 
the church. The harmonious relationship with nature corresponded 
with a harmonious relationship with the liturgical cycle. Instead, the 
new generation of priests is quite different. Priests nowadays come 
to serve the villages from Lefkosia or the cities without living in the 
local parish. The connection with the village and its land, and the 
Church is thus disrupted.

3.3	 Politics 

The Orthodox Church has had a special role in Cyprus, which was fur-
ther enhanced by the historical developments themselves. The rela-
tionship of people with the Orthodox Church is much more intimate 
than it is in Greece. In the framework of the occupation in 1974, the 
Church was viewed as the defender of Cypriot cultural and ethnic val-
ues. In fact, the resilience of the Orthodox Church is remarkable. Cy-
prus was first (from 1191 to 1571) occupied by Latin Christian powers 
(from 1191 by the Lusignan’s and from 1489 by the Venetians) then by 
the Ottomans, and eventually subdued to the British rule. Given these 
events, complex processes making the community and the Church a 
unity must have contributed to the survival of the Orthodox Church.

However, just as in Greece, the leftist tendency in Cypriot politics 
and population, as well as the internal formalisation of the Church it-
self, had undervalued the role of the Church in the society. The tradi-
tional formal position and role of the Orthodox Church of Cyprus is a 
curse and blessing at the same time. On the one hand, the modern Or-
thodox Church can be likened to a situation where one lives a serene 
life, always counting on the parents’ help, regardless of when and why 
one returns to them. Analogously, the Cypriots somehow rely on the 
Church to be always there but without realising that one needs to build 
and develop this institution, otherwise it will die like anyone’s parents 
and there will be no one to fall back on. On the other hand, the Church 
has difficulty in realising that it should be more than a formal institu-
tion, in order to survive. Family breakdowns, high divorce rates, and 
detachment from traditional land agricultural activities, coupled with 
the modern chaotic lifestyle undoubtedly contribute to the fact that 
less and less young people know how to live in contexts with rules and 
responsibilities. This affects the Church as well, because nowadays 
men and women can rarely fit into the demanding role of the priest or 
the priest’s wife, as it entails self-sacrifice and discipline. 

In the cities priesthood has often become a career path instead of a 
‘calling’. This further worsens the future development of the Church. 
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Moreover, the priest may find it difficult to embrace pastoral activ-
ity, seeing it as a decrease in formal authority in society. The less-
er the authority the lesser the possibility of changing society to the 
better. In other words, Cypriots want the visible priest to be around 
but do not want to listen to him. Of course, there is an inherent par-
adox here, because priests are constantly required to change yet re-
main the same, in order to improve themselves spiritually and also 
their frock. Especially in the villages the priest is like a kind of am-
bulance moving around and making everyone feel safe, or at least as 
if the ambulance was near if necessary. 

Modern research on Cyprus and its Church, insofar as brilliant, 
has paid little attention to the socio-anthropological or spiritual as-
pect of the everyday function and dynamics of the church and priest-
hood in the villages or any enclosed and independent cell communi-
ty. While the topic is often approached on the basis of institutional 
and documentary sources, field work seems useful to understand its 
socio-anthropological or spiritual aspects. 

The expectations about an Orthodox priest in Askas and those 
about an Orthodox priest in Central Europe, where the author served, 
appear different. People in Askas were not in need of theological 
convincing, as they all believed and attended church regularly. The 
priest in Askas or any other similar village is required to be emo-
tional sympathetic, empathetic and highly skilled in acting within a 
community. Only once he has convinced the community of his abil-
ity to ‘feel’ and thus gained their respect, the priest might start to 
speculate about issues in theology or belief. The spirit of egotistical 
individualism and gradual destruction of all forms of emotion broad-
ly understood make this extremely difficult. 

Given the peoples’ general attitude, contemporary priests are of-
ten unable to fulfil the basic role of being a community figure, regard-
less of their intellectual education. This is essentially linked with the 
Orthodox emphasis on spirituality and mystical theology as a means 
of interaction with the community. According to this theology, the 
saint, believer or priest is supposed to be ‘near God’, and this prox-
imity provides the individual priest with the ability of strengthening 
the community. While in other contexts, the priest or minister is part 
of the community in terms of function, here the priest must facilitate 
the construction of the community. By offering spiritual mediation, 
he gives the community the power to be a community. In today’s log-
ic of course the community needs no such power to be a community. 

A similar logic can be seen in other religious contexts, where the 
divine or its carrier is a kind of source of power for the commu-
nity. In many native contexts, it is believed that community needs 
something – often linked to the sacred – that solidifies it and gives 
strength to be such. Something similar happens in the Old Testa-
ment with Moses, who was not only a leader or theologian but gave 
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﻿‘strength’ to the community. Perhaps, the real reason for the resil-
ience of the local communities and the Church in Cyprus under for-
eign rule lies in this aspect.

4	 Fellow Priests

Before the current decline of population, Askas used to have more 
priests in the village, which made sense due to the size and number 
of the then existing parish churches.

4.1	 Father Andreas 

Father Andreas grew up in a humble environment. Life was simple 
but had its joys. He often recalled how Askas’ streams were full of 
chelonia ‘turtles’. His father would catch them and cook them, and 
he loved them very much. Chelonia as well as other animals unfor-
tunately disappeared from Askas because of poisons used against 
kunupia ‘gnats’. 

According to the villagers’ accounts, Father Andreas was ordained 
at a very young age. The village was in need of a priest and there 
were not many candidates available. The Papadia ‘wife of a priest’ 
was eight years older than Father Andreas, and the local gossip in-
dicated that nobody was ‘interested’ in her. They married when Fa-
ther Andreas was around nineteen. This means that the Papadia was 
around twenty-seven years of age when she married, an extremely 
late age for a woman to marry in Askas, not to mention that her hus-
band was uncommonly much younger. She gave birth to eight chil-
dren. They all moved away from Askas, though keeping houses in 
the village. She reportedly was particularly tolerant with her chil-
dren. It is believed because she was well aware of being older than 
Father Andreas. 

The author himself saw more than once both Father Andreas and 
his Papadia working hard on the fields, perhaps the Papadia even 
more so. This proves the village saying “He did not work so he be-
came a priest” wrong. The Papadia appeared a soft-hearted person, 
as if there was ‘no single bad bone’ in her body. She used to smile 
like some female saint emanating absolute tolerance and acceptance 
of the other. Her smile was that of a person in harmony with herself 
and emanating love. She was not particularly talkative. After one of 
her sons died of a heart attack at the age of around forty-five, her 
health started getting worse, obviously because of the sorrow. She 
was then diagnosed with dementia and, not long after this diagno-
sis, died. Father Andreas conducted his wife’s funeral himself, with-
out showing any emotions during the service. 
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Colloquially speaking, Father Andreas was “hard-headed as a 
mule”. Such a hard-headedness is perhaps essential for faith to sur-
vive, even though it might be of discomfort for people around. Ac-
cording to locals, most mountain priests of the past generations pos-
sessed this hard headedness combined with a great sense of spiritual 
realism. In Father Andreas there was no room for trifles or naïve and 
pretentious piety but for a faith stemming from a perfect blending 
of healthy idealism and pragmatic awareness of the people’s needs 
and characters. 

4.1.1	 Father Andreas’ Sensitivity to his Parishioners’ Feelings

After forty years of priesthood, Father Andreas learned to under-
stand the state of his parishioners, and perhaps his own as well. Most 
importantly, he knew what kind of burden to load and what kind of 
burden not to load in his pastoral work. This perhaps is a skill one 
can gain after years of service. This approach entails putting on be-
lievers such a burden as to enable them to take on further burdens 
only after they are ready, according to Matt. 11:29-30. Many times, 
this resulted in comical situations. Once, for example, a lady asked to 
the author of the present paper to pray for her health after the main 
liturgical service. The author was at that time serving with Father 
Andreas. After the liturgy, the author prolonged the service, adding 
prayers for health choosing a longer service. After a while, Father 
Andreas interrupted these prayers saying: “Come on, you don’t have 
to pray for so long!”. Everyone there heard this remark.

Hearing this, one may doubt Father Andreas’ piety, but the truth 
is that he knew that this lady used to ask for these prayers repeated-
ly. Accordingly, extensive attention to the required prayers was not 
needed. Moreover, this could also prevent others from asking for sim-
ilar petitions. Therefore, he proved himself right. His inherent abili-
ty to feel for the wider community as a whole at any moment was the 
criterion directing his actions. This does not mean that Father An-
dreas was a living saint. He also had many downsides, including be-
ing gullible, and that at times he got offended too easily.

4.1.2	 Father Andreas and Reading

Father Andreas would sit on his balcony, reading constantly. The con-
trast between his love and knowledge of literature with his hard ag-
ricultural work and rustic appearance was striking. He loved classi-
cal literature including Dostoevsky. Without making generalisations, 
in the past education and commitment to hard physical work were 
not in conflict. The Communist social understanding of the working 
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﻿class versus the so-called intelligentsia appears false and mislead-
ing, as if hard physical labour automatically dissociates from educa-
tion. This reflection is still important, as hard physical work should 
not prevent one from being educated, contrary to what public dis-
course often suggests. 

Father Andreas used to read extensively, constantly improving his 
basic education. He had graduated from the local seminary in Lefko-
sia, the main educational institution for the Church of Cyprus. Often 
there was a discussion in the village about the fact that previous gen-
erations who had a basic education seem to be more educated than 
today’s university graduates. Kostas, the head of the parish council, 
used to repeat that in the past basic education was on a “higher lev-
el than today”, so that even barely educated individuals resulted fair-
ly-well educated, according to modern standards. 

4.1.3	 Father Andreas’ Political Activism

Father Andreas proved his ‘hard-headedness’ especially during the 
crisis of the then archbishop and president of Cyprus Makarios. The 
Holy Synod (i.e., the highest governing church council) then consist-
ed of only three members, generally a small number for an independ-
ent Church. In March 1972, they demanded him to resign from one of 
his two appointments, since he was both the secular Republic Presi-
dent and the Archbishop of the Church of Cyprus. All three members 
of the Synod (i.e., the Metropolitan of Paphos Gennadios Machairio-
tis, the Metropolitan of Kition Anthemos Machairiotis, and the Met-
ropolitan of Kirenia Kyprianos Kyriakides) agreed on him stepping 
down from the post of President of Cyprus.2 In the Synod of 7 March 
1973, Makarios was deposed and defrocked but later reinstalled by a 
wider Orthodox Synod convened by Makarios himself (Clerides 1989, 
100). Archbishop Makarios did not have the slightest intention of re-
signing. For this reason, he has been regarded as hungry for power, 
eventually causing the Turkish invasion. 

While the political rival of Archbishop Makarios, the general 
George Grivas, accepted the decision of the synod, it is difficult to 
ascertain the laity and clergy’s response to that. The Greek Junta 
seemingly supported the bishops. This claim can be confirmed by 
the events involving Father Andreas. His Papadia told the author 
that at that time officers associated with Grivas used to spend were 

2  The New York Times reported this event in its issue of 10 March 1973, 3. See also 
the article by Douglas, J.D., “God and Caesar in Cyprus”. Christianity Today, 15 Feb-
ruary 1974. https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1974/february-15/god-and-
caesar-on-cyprus.html.
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spending hours talking with Father Andreas during the night. Very 
likely they were looking for supporters among priests. The church’s 
walls still display a fading graffiti sign saying Enosis. Father Andre-
as supported the Synod and subsequently faced persecution. He was 
denied access to the parish church and someone else came to serve 
there. He set up a private church in his own house, without receiv-
ing any salary for many years. 

His hard-headedness prevented him from leaving to his Papadia’s 
dismay, who was instead concerned about the dire economic situa-
tion. At some point, as he related, the anti-Archbishop group offered 
him a lucrative priestly position on the island of Hydra in Greece. He 
decided to stay in Cyprus nonetheless. Later on, the Turkish invasion 
of Cyprus somehow put the ecclesial crisis to an end. 

4.1.4	 Father Andreas’ Last Years and Inheritance

The year before his death was marked by a kind of personal melan-
choly. The loss of his son, and the controversy with the icons (see be-
low), perhaps saddened him to such an extent that he did not come 
out of his house, feeling tired and ill. He wrote a book called about 
the wall paintings of Askas’ church that were previously covered by 
paint and had to be restored (Demostheni 2008). Furthermore, Father 
Andreas wrote two books of stories about Askas. They were printed 
in a limited number and therefore exposed to oblivion. The Father 
gave one copy to the author of the present article, who can testify to 
his high level of education.

4.2	 Father Neophitos

Father Neophitos served in the neighbouring Palaichori, a slightly 
larger village and well known for its Unesco listed churches. At the 
time the author knew him, he was around seventy-five, his voice was 
unfortunately barely recognisable, partly because of the many years 
of chanting. He used to serve frequently and at length, as recom-
mended by the ethos of the Orthodox Church, at the church of Saint 
Luke, which unfortunately did not preserve its older iconography, dif-
ferently from other churches in Askas or Palaichori. 

Father Neophitos grew up in very humble conditions. He was from 
a poor family with many children, and later worked in the mines 
of Troodos and other mines. Decades ago, the working conditions 
in Cypriot mines were inadequate, resulting in many health issues. 
Regardless of the bad working conditions, many miners from the 
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﻿villages were pleased by the great sense of community of the mine 
and the prosperity of some local villages associated with the mines.3

Afterwards, Father Neophitos began working in agriculture and 
tended his own small fields. Today he continues to work in the field 
regardless of his age, and still has Tsura goats. Over the years, many 
younger priests were sent to the village to replace or help him, but 
there were always conflicts. Eventually, the author was asked to help 
him, since many priests simply did not get along with him. Toler-
ance appeared to be the key to success in cooperating with Father 
Neophitos. 

The parish and its priest are like a living organism, where every-
thing is essential and needs to be maintained without abrupt artifi-
cial intervention. Father Neophitos simply does things in his own way 
and you either accept it or not, if not, you need compassion in chang-
ing things. Tolerance here did not mean a surrender but apprecia-
tion of the things as they are.

4.3	 Father Michailis

Father Michailis was not a priest from Askas, but the author got to 
know him when he was serving in the suburb of Lefkosia called Tseri 
for a short period of time. Tseri was originally a small village which 
later became a suburb of Lefkosia. Father Michalis is a refugee from 
the occupied areas of Northern Cyprus, the Karpasia region, which 
is one of the most beautiful areas of Cyprus with beautiful beaches, 
and olive groves.

Father Michailis is a tall man, now around seventy-five. He is grad-
ually losing his voice due to a throat condition, perhaps caused by 
years of speaking and chanting, just as in the case of Father Neophi-
tos. He grew up in one of those idyllic villages close to the beautiful 
beaches in Karpasia. As he calls it, “a village of honey, lemons and 
fish”. He grew up in a large family. He must have been a handsome 
man, judging from the pictures portraying him at a younger age.

Not that he has many photographs. He has a portrait of himself 
as a young priest wearing the clerical hat in his living room in Tseri. 
Then, there is the customary wedding photograph in the living room. 
Many priests from the older generation typically hang their photo-
graphs as ordained priests in their living rooms. Family photos are 
not missing in any of the living rooms of the Cypriots. Usually there 

3  See Report on the Health effects of the Asbestos Mines on the Population of Neigh-
bouring Communities. https://www.gov.cy/media/sites/24/2024/05/Report-on-the-
Health-Effects-of-the-Asbestos-Mines-on-the-Population-of-Neighbouring-
Communities.pdf.
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is a cluster of family photos all over. Portraits of little children, old-
er children and so on. Cypriots love family photos, which explains 
the large quantity of photo shops all around.

Father Michailis emigrated to Tseri from his village in Karpasia in 
1974. Yet, after living in Tseri for decades, he does not completely feel 
at home here. He never stops describing the earthly paradise he left in 
his home village in Karpasia. “You had fish from the sea, citrus trees 
with lemons, in a word a paradise on earth”. He also recounted when 
the Turkish forces came to the village, they firstly asked: “Where is 
the priest?”. The occupational forces knew that by capturing the priest 
they could affect the local inhabitant’s morale. Father Michailis man-
aged to flee to the South just in time before being captured.

4.3.1	 Father Michailis’ Family

Just as the Papadia of Father Andreas, his wife is like a living saint. 
Hailing from the village as Father Michailis, she always takes care of 
the family, accepting and understanding others. Father Michailis has 
four children. They all grew up, in a different context to that of their 
father and mother. They all rely on the mother/Papadia for support, 
but you cannot say whether they will embrace the same family-orien-
tated life as their parents. One of the daughters cannot have children, 
whereas the other is married but financially struggling. Among the 
sons, one cannot find a wife. Another still lives in the parent’s house. 
Life is more complex and perhaps lonelier for the present generation. 

In Cyprus, children are used to counting on their parents’ love 
and patience when it comes to psychological and financial support. 
Though not peculiar to Cyprus alone, this seems more pronounced 
here because the ‘caring’ generation, already disappeared elsewhere, 
is still present in Cyprus. In the past, most Cypriot children were 
brought up in well-functioning, nurturing and happy families, de-
spite any possibly disturbing external events.

Whether the new generation will be able to do the same is another 
story. Rising divorce and unemployment rates, individualism, lack of 
social responsibility, and dependency on parents and relatives for fi-
nancial survival are just a few of many features, which will undoubt-
edly turn out problematic in the long run, calling into question the 
possibility of benefitting from family stability in the future.

4.3.2	 Father Michailis’ Virtues

Father Michailis is a popular confessor. He has the most important 
characteristics for a priest – humility, humbleness and especially 
tolerance. If you are tolerant, you can automatically associate with 
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﻿people from any time period or social context, including the young-
est generation. Father Michailis does not understand science, he does 
not have a degree from a university, but he ‘understands all’ because 
he is humble. His priestly acceptance and openness compensate for 
the lack of a more general education. Perhaps this kind of openness 
is even more important than a commonly intellectual or academic 
openness, since it is also based on and linked to with humility and 
acceptance brought about by love.

He proved his openness on many occasions. Welcoming the refu-
gees from the North in Tseri was not automatic at all. Even though 
villagers from Tseri opened their hearts towards the refugees from 
the North, still, the influx of new people disrupted the existing tight 
social fabric of the village and presented challenges of integration. 
Traditional Cypriot villages were like closed families, and any for-
eign elements were viewed with suspicion.

His investment in issues related to divorce is another example. Fa-
ther Michailis was from a generation that did not know divorce. Until 
the sixties, Cypriot society did not have high divorce rates. The rea-
sons for increasing divorce rates are difficult to ascertain. However, di-
vorce in Cyprus displays specific features. As Father Michailis stated, 
“divorce among young people is like a game”. They believe that chang-
ing partners has no consequence and it is like changing friends as a 
child. People are confident that here will always be ‘someone’ there, 
regardless of how one behaves. For Father Michailis it is incompre-
hensible that the same person can commit adultery more than once. 

The transition from conservative family values to high divorce 
rates occurred rather quickly in Cypriot society, the reasons for 
which are rather unclear. Amongst the older generation, there is crit-
icism of this trend, some do not understand the logic of adultery. As 
one villager from Askas suggested, “what is the difference between 
a woman you have at home and one you desire to commit adultery 
with?”. However, regardless of this Father Michailis, has an endless 
pit of forgiveness for divorcees, truly complying with the Orthodox 
spirit of forgiveness and non-judgemental pastoral approach. 

Perhaps, the extended family-based structures typical of Cypriot 
society paradoxically functions as a catalyst for divorces. A divorced 
person can often turn to his friends and relatives for help. For exam-
ple, one such case is Father Michailisʼ neighbour, who lived in a nice-
ly furnished flat in Tseri. He was a young man, with a good career, 
perhaps slightly presumptuous. He had five children, all from a dif-
ferent foreign woman, and a Cypriot wife. Despite this he took care 
of all his children, the situation was rather awkward, of course and 
potentially uncongenial to the children. 

The young man worked in a state-owned company renowned for 
over employing people, paying high salaries and demanding little 
from its employees. His financial stability and abundant spare time 
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had maybe been conducive to his lack of responsibility more in gen-
eral. For, while he financially supported his children, substantial 
care was provided by his parents and extended family. The parents 
used to come down and clean the apartment, look after the children 
and so on, simplifying his life with so many children. Of course, any 
moral judgement here stems from the simple question of whether he 
would always benefit from his parents’ help in the future, with his 
grandchildren, for instance.

4.4	 Father Adam 

Another priest working at that time in Tseri was Father Adam, who 
was a migrant himself from the now occupied Kirenia. He did not 
achieve such a popular approval as Father Michailis, due to his past 
as a folk dancer. He had become a priest only upon marriage with 
a local woman from Tseri. Despite he had undeniable qualities as a 
manager of the parish affairs, the fact that his wife was of local ori-
gin facilitated his assignment. As a priest he mastered a kind of ori-
ental ability to flatter his superiors, which helped him to achieve 
many goals. He often stated that “the only one who can do whatever 
he wants is the bishop”. He accepted this fact and life was simpler.

5	 The Dynamics of the Cypriot Orthodox Church  
and Society

5.1	 Internal Migration and Adaptation

Priests and generally migrants from occupied areas into non-occu-
pied areas were usually accepted with some difficulty, causing not 
little tension. Interview with long-established inhabitants of in Tseri 
provide evidence of mutual antagonism against the newcomers af-
ter 1974. The after-1974 new migrants were sometimes viewed with 
suspicion and considered intruders of sorts.

Coming from Northern Europe one is surprised that in such a 
small island as Cyprus originating from one village and moving to 
another is regarded as a highly traumatic experience of adaptation 
and alienation. Even after forty years, many former migrants of Tseri 
do not really feel at home. This shows the remarkable micro-commu-
nity structure of Cypriot society, where essentially it is the atomic 
village or community, rather than the state, that provides individu-
als with their identity.

Such was the case of Tasos and Loula. They came from a village 
called Asa in the occupied territories to Tseri after 1974. Provided 
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﻿with a portion of land, they built a house without however, never re-
ally getting used to it. Nostalgic pictures of their former village hang-
ing everywhere in their living room proves Loulaʼs constant desire to 
visit it. And indeed, she used to comment on how difficult it had been 
for them to be accepted into Tseri.

5.2	 A Movable Priest and the Role of the Church

In contemporary Cyprus priests do not live permanently where they 
serve, turning out to be like hired professionals who come and go. 
This situation also strengthens the laity, since it indirectly gives a 
leading position in the matter of parish administration to the laity. 

In fact, any good priest could be rejected by the parish council, of-
ten consisting of theologically uneducated individuals or simply in-
dividuals who are not socially or ecclesiastically adept or pastoral-
ly sensitive. The Cypriot bishops’ higher respect towards laity and 
parish councils compared to other Orthodox Churches is a positive 
counterpoint. 

Many of the newcomer-priests’ problems arise when they set about 
changing things in the parish abruptly. Frictions with the communi-
ty can easily lead to the priest’s rapid departure. Though preserva-
tion of local liturgical practices and habits provides for an organic 
development and structure, local traditions need to be aligned with 
common liturgical principles to a certain extent.

Akin to the Roman Catholic Church, the bishops’ authority in the 
Orthodox Church is very prominent. In areas such as Cyprus, or the 
Middle East in general, the social importance of Orthodox clergy ac-
crues to historical reasons as well. For, during the Ottoman period, 
Orthodox Cypriot bishops served as leaders of the local communi-
ties and Orthodox priests as administrators of sort (Wilson 1992, 21). 

This recent past still causes resentment, even if unjustified. There 
are many popular stories of how, during the Ottoman period, ordi-
nary people bequeathed their possessions, houses, or resources to 
the Orthodox Church. Orthodox individuals reportedly gave their 
property to the Church, which was given the right to have posses-
sions, as they did not want it to fall into the hands of the Ottomans. 
This kind of dynamic is often believed to be one of the reasons for 
the apparent wealth of the Cypriot Church. However, firstly, schol-
ars working on this subject should first agree on a definition of what 
the Cypriot Church was back then (Hadjianastasis 2009, 75).4 For, as 
the author has seen and confirmed even today, the Church was not 

4  The land management in the Ottoman administration was not based on the feudal 
principles typical of the previous Latin rule. See Sakellaropoulos 2022.
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a concrete institutionalised concept in Cyprus but rather a conglom-
eration of complex social and cultural elements. 

Whether myth or reality, the alleged wealth of the Orthodox 
Church is still a very current topic in Cyprus. Especially refugees 
from the North often call for the Church to “give up its lands”, and 
offer it to the people who were left landless. The same rhetoric was 
often heard in the villages’ kafenios having concrete consequences 
as well. For example, when priests bought Kumandaria wine for the 
liturgy, they were charged more than ordinary customers with this 
explanation “the priest pays a higher sum”.

Contemporary economic crisis makes things worse with people 
blaming the so-called businessman clerics and bishops, such as the 
Metropolitan of Kykkos, Nikephoros, for their alleged lack of spiritu-
ality (Roudometof 2019, 113). However, despite the criticism, the re-
ality is more complex and philanthropic projects should be credited 
to the Church by public discourse as well. In fact, the almost gigan-
tic philanthropic activity of people such as Nikephoros Metropolitan 
of Kykkos goes unnoticed, since it usually occurs hidden behind pub-
lic view. Due to the pronounced emphasis on the community as the 
centre of the bishop’s power, it is a great challenge for the Church 
to maintain the balance between bishopric authority and laity. Giv-
en increasing loss of historical prestige, however, the Church must 
find new ways of working with the community.

Despite similarities in power structures, we can generalise here 
that, while in the Roman catholic tradition the ecclesial power was 
primarily directed in the confines of judicial authority, the Orthodox 
Church developed more spiritual authority. In fact, Orthodox cler-
ics’ authority depends on the community, something that may turn 
out unfeasible when related to the many possible problems that can 
arise. Furthermore, the communal nature of the Cypriot ecclesial en-
vironment meant and still means, that criticism about the Church is 
encouraged and thus larger. Everyone feels entitled to criticise this 
or that cleric in their daily life, with the Church necessarily becom-
ing more resilient. This ecclesial mentality is peculiar to the Cypri-
ot Orthodox Church, proving to have remained unaffected by influ-
ences of Western Christianity in this regard, contrary to other fields 
such as architecture, and art. 

The spiritual setting is of paramount importance in Cyprus, with 
the candidates for bishopric ideally coming from monastic settings. 
This conventional background favours obedience and respect toward 
the bishop due to the overall spiritual understanding of authority in 
the Orthodox Church we mentioned above. When this does not oc-
cur, the authority of the bishop will not be perceived as spiritual but 
rather linked to administrative position.

Authority without spirituality is tyranny. The Roman Catholic 
Church with its emphasis on a judicial structure provided for better 
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﻿procedural safeguards but of course could have missed the greater 
spiritual dimension. The ways of how these ecclesiological positions 
functioned side by side in the historical context in Cyprus is subject 
to further research. 

5.3	 Kykkos Monastery

Associated with great spiritual, historical or national aspects, some 
monastic establishments serve as models for other churches, monas-
teries and parishes. A notable example in Cyprus is the Kykkos mon-
astery, which also houses the icon of the Mother of God Kykotissa.

Many well-known figures come from this monastery, such as the 
contemporary Metropolitan Nikephoros of Kykkos, former higumenos 
‘abbot’ of the monastery. Of humble origins, he ascended the Church 
ranks thanks to his great economical acumen and managerial capa-
bilities, becoming the abbot of Kykkos monastery. Despite many accu-
sations of “scarce spirituality”, the metropolitan Nikephoros report-
edly remained simple and humble in his heart, reflecting his humble 
origins. Retaining childlike simplicity and love in one’s heart even af-
ter rising through the ranks is important. He betrayed this childlike 
framework when he once told the story of his happy childhood expe-
riences, which were humble but happy at the same time. As a child, 
he used to play around the forests close to Paphos, eating watermel-
ons (karpusias), living a carefree life of a peasant’s child, before en-
tering a career in the Church from early childhood. 

Similarly, the current higumenos of the monastery Agaphonikos 
has proven himself over the years as a great manager and caretaker. 
The economic crisis has hit the monastery as well as its assets hard. 
There are many popular legends about the monastery’s wealth to the 
detriment of the numerous philanthropic projects sponsored by the 
monastery. The management of Kykkos is no easy task and must be 
passed over to a person who has proven himself as a good manag-
er. Over the years, Father Agaphonikos, the present higumenos, has 
proved himself of managing ecclesial and administrative affairs. In 
addition to this, he also has remarkable spiritual qualities so that 
people come to him for spiritual advice.

The abbot Agaphonikos looks extremely stark and strict but at the 
same time has the ‘heart of a baby’ like his predecessor Metropoli-
tan Nikephoros, as he always tries to satisfy all the requests of help 
from the people coming to the monastery. After checking the verac-
ity of their needs Agaphonikos often helps individuals anonymously. 
The downside of being popular is the paradox that the monastery is 
struggling to attract new monks.

The Cypriot ecclesial structures are built on the absolute prereq-
uisite of obedience to the superior. For obvious reasons, this will 
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perhaps hinder new ordinations. The greatest challenge in the Ortho-
dox Church mentality is to fulfil the commandments of the superior, 
even if one disagrees. Regardless of whether one believes something 
is right or not, one must act according to the orders. This humility 
is hard to come by and is sought after in future leaders. For genera-
tions brought up in a spirit of independence and individualism, con-
cepts such as humility, obedience and self-sacrifice are even more 
difficult to follow. In this context, clergy from mountain villages had 
greater independence.

6	 Askas and its People

The village school in Askas no longer functions because there are not 
many children left in the village. There are many textbooks and ed-
ucational posters lying around in the former school building offer-
ing an almost romantic perspective of years gone by. Depopulation 
of the village has brought its fruits. Some teachers previously lived 
in Askas, as bachelors. There used to be a house hosting incoming 
teachers, the last of which demanded that the entire house was paint-
ed in shades of green. 

Not long ago in Cyprus attaining a humanities degree was regard-
ed as prestigious. Classical education, letters and literature allowed 
for a civil career, the only secure, and therefore sought after, form of 
employment. Nowadays, humanities have fallen into disrepute, with 
prospective students preferring degrees in the exact sciences. A de-
crease in the prestige of the humanities is also naturally related to 
a decrease in the prestige of theology.

Depopulation negatively affects all facets of life. For example, vil-
lage communities are no longer able to provide for their own local 
priest, as younger clerics are not motivated to work in a slowly dying 
village. The author decided to go to the village and work as a priest 
upon the local bishop’s request. Initially, there was some concern 
about a foreign priest in a traditional village of Cyprus. Upon hear-
ing that a xenos ‘foreigner’ would come, many people from the vil-
lage raised their doubts.

Some inhabitants regarded this as both evidence of gradual de-
cline of mountain culture and as a sort of betrayal, by disinterested 
local priests. However, the ultimate acceptance of a foreign priest 
testifies to the multicultural tolerance in the island favoured by its 
long history and shows that the carriers of a given culture can be 
transient, here a foreigner bearing and advancing the local Cypri-
ot ecclesial culture. Nonetheless, depopulation and its consequenc-
es are concrete, resonating in the village psyche and causing sad-
ness. A certain Bishop Gregorios on one occasion came to serve in 
the village chapel of Saint Paraskevi, and after the liturgy being 
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﻿surrounded by mainly elderly believers he started to literally cry and 
stated “Let’s all prayer so that our younger generation, our children 
will once again find the way to Church”. This somehow also evokes 
the relationship between culture and the Church. 

Any priest coming from outside of Cyprus must learn to ‘commu-
nicate’. It is perhaps fair to state that priests from outside of Cyprus 
or Greece would be surprised and unprepared by the high necessity 
of being able to communicate with ‘everyone about everything’ and 
the social role one needs to fulfil. The village priest moves around and 
is supposed to talk about any possible theme. The people expect the 
priest to interact with people with any background and enquire about 
their mood, situation and so on. The priest is a community builder 
and caretaker. In this regard, the role of the priest’s wife is more rel-
evant than that of the priest himself. Indeed, she interacts with the 
community even more than the priest. For this reason, it is of pivot-
al importance yet difficult to find a woman suitable for such a role. 

After five years of service in Askas, the author was eventually ac-
cepted into the community, despite a limited improvement in his com-
munication skills. Without a perfect command of local Greek, which 
was tinged by a dialect, the language barrier was still significant af-
ter this time. But, thanks to her talent in communicating the Papadia 
was accepted into the community more rapidly than the priest. When 
the author was about to leave, an elderly woman told him: “We have 
accepted you as one of us, but now you are leaving, such is life”.

6.1	 Muchtaris

Beyond the priest, there are many other important village fig-
ures including the Muchtaris, modelled after the Ottoman village 
administration. 

However, today as in other periods, being the village Muchtaris is 
no joyous position and many villagers believe that the amount of envy, 
hatred and criticism that this function attracts is truly ‘unbearable’ 
for any individual. As one lady called Eleni once stated, the Muchtaris 
is essential in the village “so that one can criticise someone and feel 
good”. The village Muchtaris is essentially a divisive figure, since in 
most cases he has strong support but also fierce opposition. Inter-
estingly, in the village of Askas, this opposition and support of any 
Muchtaris was usually equally distributed. 

Not long ago, in Askas there were impending elections while a 
long-term serving Muchtaris was in charge. The election battle was 
fierce, with intrigues, lies and gossip and with anonymous pamphlets 
thrown all over the village, even claiming that the opponent was unit-
ed with some evil forces against the truth. Every vote and expression 
of support had serious consequences on social and political networks. 
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Unfortunately, as perhaps expected, hatred emerged among the two 
candidates. Later, the ultimately triumphant candidate was accused 
of squandering public finance. Although this charge has not been con-
firmed yet, the toll on his family and life was huge. He experienced 
a divorce and had his family dispersed. 

It is also true that this particular Muchtaris had rather strange 
ideas. He had various ‘theories’, including that “all the best people” 
from Askas had moved to Lefkosia or elsewhere and those who had 
stayed “could not make it anywhere” and, for this reason, remained 
in Askas. He showed a mixture of contempt for the villagers and de-
sire to be the liberator or hero of Askas, initiating a time of develop-
ment. To an outsider, a village election of this kind may appear a lit-
tle comical. The fierce battles and lasting, mutual hatred may seem 
exaggerated in a village setting but are indicative of the fabric of 
community and its birth pangs. 

6.2	 The Mangas

Likewise important was the head of the village parish council Kos-
tas. His nickname Mangas ‘the cool hand guy’ characterised him as 
an absolutely cool person, thought it was uncommon for a person in 
his late fifties. He used to work daily on the fields but nonetheless 
maintained a perfectly clean appearance, wearing nice shirts and 
coats. Whatever agricultural work he pursued, this did not prevent 
him from coming and maintaining a well-groomed appearance and 
having a suit on. 

When the author began his service as a priest, Kostas was the most 
well-liked person in the village. He used to attend every liturgical ser-
vice and was always willing to help. In fact, anywhere the priest went 
for a service Kostas came along. Soon, the two men became friends. 
When Kostas was a child, his father left his mother and she had to 
bring up Kostas with his two brothers by herself in a nice but very 
damp house. The latter was close to the stream, located in an area 
in Askas full of insects and associated with many forms of diseases. 

Kostas married a lady who reportedly originated from an extended 
and poor family of thieves. Anyway, his wife was a very nice commu-
nicative person, and her relatives offered to Kostas the large family 
experience he had never had, with frequent gatherings at his house 
for coffee. He had a son, who will probably remain in Askas perma-
nently along with his girlfriend, meaning that their house will not 
become a mere weekend house. 

However, the great test for Kostas’ popularity came when the bish-
op decided to take away the majority of the Byzantine icons from the 
parish churches of Askas. The churches of Askas contained an inter-
esting and rich collection of icons dating from the twelfth century 
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﻿onwards. The iconographic material is especially important since it 
traces the development of styles and traditions over hundred years 
in one given parish. The masterpiece in this collection was the Askas 
cross, a wooden processional cross dating back to the twelfth cen-
tury. It was housed in the church of Timiou Stavrou ‘Holy Cross’, one 
of the oldest churches in Askas located in the small central square 
of the village. It became a kind of symbol of the village, after having 
been underestimated for a long time. 

What happened with the icons is a typical example of the con-
temporary attitude toward antiquities and their preservation. Of-
ten moved by sudden interest in the piece of an art in question, re-
quests of transfer are allegedly made to avoid deterioration. In those 
cases where there are inadequate conditions, transferring an object 
of historical significance is obviously the best option for its preser-
vation. But as past experiences show, most objects after surviving 
in their original conditions for hundreds if not thousands of years, 
were damaged, if not totally destroyed, after being moved to muse-
ums and other locations. 

We may recall here the case of the Ethiopian biblical manuscripts. 
When scholars arrived at the Garima Monastery in Ethiopia, they 
were amazed, seeing how one of the most ancient illustrated copies 
of the Gospels had survived in such a ‘primitive’ setting. How is it 
possible that, in Europe, despite the available technological instru-
ments, there is nothing preserved as well as this artefact? Of course, 
more factors play a role in the preservation of artefacts, as we can 
see, not only the desire to preserve them. 

In the case of Askas, the ‘museological’ fervour was moved by the 
desire to: (1) preserve the icons by transferring them to a safer mu-
seum; (2) to make them more accessible to a greater public; (3) direct 
the attention toward the bishop of the area. Sometime before these 
events, some icons had been given for professional restoration, but 
returned with damages, particularly to their colours. The unfortu-
nate rush to restore icons has led to many such disasters in Cyprus.

The treatment of historical objects, such as the icons, in Askas was 
interrelated to the future of the village. If the village was to attract 
visitors, it was not favourable to move its valuables or objects to an 
altogether different area. Indeed, the villagers began to criticise the 
bishop because, on the one hand, he kept promising to do everything 
possible to develop the village, while, on the other hand, he intended 
to move one of the main attractions of Askas. 

At one point, the bishop gave the order to Kostas Mangas, Father 
Andreas and one loyal member of the parish council to take down 
most of the older and valuable icons to his newly built museum close 
to Lefkosia. The situation was unfortunate because the bishop did 
not inform anyone about this decision except these three individuals 
and this spirit of secrecy made things even worse. The car came and 
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took the icons but soon everyone found out. This created a huge cri-
sis in the village, with the three men regarded as the main culprits 
and smeared throughout the village. On that occasion, the power of 
the community proved great, being able to punish and exclude any 
individual who fell into disgrace. This exclusion in the village setting 
meant almost the same thing as death. Various delegations went to 
the bishop’s office asking for the icons to be returned to Askas. The 
episode was a tragicomical test of character, since, as usual, many 
who initially had heroic plans and spoke great words backed down 
and ‘chickened’ away. 

As a local priest, the author informed the bishop that the decision 
to take away the icons was, from the point of view of conservation, 
a good one but, from the point of view of long-term development of 
Askas and the preservation of its heritage, rash decision. Things go 
even more turbulent when the villagers decided to meet the bishop 
in a local tavern to discuss the issues. The bishop came by car. While 
the bishop was ascending to the tavern, the situation was tense, and 
a few local heroes had to be calmed down since it appeared they in-
tended to physically attack him. The verbal discussion soon turned 
into a brawl between the villagers, about different issues and past 
disagreements. Eventually the situation calmed down just as quick-
ly as the tensions raised. The bishop promised to build a museum in 
Askas, saying of himself to be touched that “many other villages were 
lining up to give items to new diocesan museum”. After the bishop 
with the icons left, the situation calmed down, but the community 
was divided and angry, with major impact on Kostas Mangas, Father 
Andreas and others who supported the decision to move the icons.

From being the most popular person in Askas, Kostas had descend-
ed into the most hated person, since he was seen as being primarily 
responsible for the icons’ lost. The respect for Father Andreas also 
plunged rapidly. Kostas as an individual was of course angry, being 
in disbelief about his loss of popularity. Nowhere the anger and loss 
of status were more pronounced than at the kafenio, and the tables at 
the kafenio with their pre-ordered taxis ‘order’ of seating were shuf-
fled into new ‘diplomatic’ alliances. Kostas began sitting with the 
then unpopular Muchtaris and departed the more prestigious card 
playing table and group accordingly. The exclusion from the pres-
tigious tables at the kafenio, resulted in Kostas taking great offence 
and for a couple of months disappearing from the kafenio altogether.

According to the opinion of the author, building a proper museum 
in Askas and leaving the icons there was the best option, leaving the 
icons in their ‘natural place’ (i.e., the church) was the best solution. 
This position however, did not meet with approval from Father Andre-
as. At that time, he seemed to have resigned on the idea that Askas 
would ever continue existing, likely due to his scepticism about the 
villages’ destiny after his death. 
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﻿ Father Andreas took the developments and the villagers’ criti-
cism personally and decided not to attend any services thereafter, 
and did not appear in church till his death. Many people of the older 
generations regarded the removal of the icons as a kind of removal 
of their ancestors from Askas and as a complete betrayal. As a cer-
tain Michalis stated:

I wish they return the icons made and commissioned by our fa-
thers, mothers, grandfathers, grandmothers and ancestors… They 
had already left us, and now the icons associated with them are 
also leaving.

The position of Kostas was also difficult and, for one reason or an-
other, he gave up his position as the chief of the parish council. He 
also was a little saddened by the author’s opinion on the question of 
the icons and this created some tension, because as he stated: “You 
have thrown me out somewhere down the road, even though I fully 
supported you”. 

Of course, everyone involved was right to a certain extent, and this 
incident shows the complexities of community/parish relationship in 
the context of the diocese and its bishop. No one was really at fault 
here, everyone was well-meaning, proving how the community can 
be shaken without any real problems or issues. 

6.3	 Kafenio

All the village controversies start and end in the village kafenio. 
The kafenio is a place of refuge and has many other social functions. 
Traditionally, the men intended the kafenio as a ‘refuge from their 
wives’, or other people. Considering that the houses were very small, 
and that the extended family was cramped into a couple of small 
rooms, with many children running around, the outdoors, including 
the kafenio, were perhaps the main areas of communal interaction. 

The kafenio in Askas is a family-owned business, the main figures 
of which are Kostas and his mother. Kostas never married and has 
been brought up in a humble and simple manner. Contemporary wom-
en would probably frown on the lifestyle he would offer. He comes 
from a family of complete frugal strictness. His bedroom was small 
with an iron framed bed, covered with one of those old-fashioned gi-
ant mattresses there were a simple cupboard, and a small table with 
an old-fashioned alarm clock. Kostas, as anyone brought up in Askas, 
realised that life in the mountains is tough and harsh and one needs 
to be prepared. Dwindling population makes things even more diffi-
cult for the kafenio.
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Men would sit around for hours in the kafenio and drinking many 
coffees, usually well-dressed in Sunday clothes. The coffees could 
have been combined with the local spirit drink zivania. Zivania is a 
roughly forty per cent spirit made from wine remnants and has been 
used to cure almost everything, from a cold, to broken bones. Chain-
smoking was a feature of all men in Askas, but times are changing, 
and smoking is receding.

The kafenio is usually frequented by men but this is not always 
the case. In Askas, playing cards and gambling with candy is pop-
ular. The gambling, however, was more serious in earlier periods. 
Down in the cities, the kafenio can be associated with political par-
ties, each kafenio associated with a given political party with a flag 
of that party hanging around. For a person from Eastern Europe who 
experienced communism, the leftist Cypriot parties often represent-
ed by their kafenios appear somewhat comical and naïve. As a foreign 
priest one must be careful not to alienate people in one’s homilies by 
implying anything bad about communism or the leftist parties. For 
coming to church and believing in communism are highly compati-
ble with the Cypriots. 

6.4	 Refugees and Internal Refugees

6.4.1	 Kostas

From 1974 onwards Askas also welcomed some refugees, who ei-
ther inter-married or found themselves living here. One such refu-
gee was again Kostas, who was from Cyrenia. He ended up in Askas, 
because his wife’s sister lived there. They decided to build a house, 
a decision which Kostas regrets now. Kostas usually works hard for 
many hours, continuously preparing hamburgers or other foodstuffs 
in one restaurant in Lefkosia. He is also a little angry at Father An-
dreas, because he did not sell him and his wife a better land to build 
a house. Instead, he had to build a house on a rather steep slope and 
his house is yet not finished, standing on think concrete legs with a 
hollow space beneath like some awkward animal. Father Andreas did 
not give the permission to sell him a plot belonging to the Church, 
which would have been more suitable for a house. 

Kostas is not happy. He misses Cyrenia, the sun, the sea, the warm 
people and weather. He believes that people form the coast are more 
peaceful than the more ‘nervous’ mountain people. His wife loves to 
talk to people, and it is impossible to get around her house without 
stopping for coffee. But, just like Kostas, she is sad, because there are 
few and fewer people to talk to. This even further elevates the regrets 
of coming here to Askas. The migration, the cold mountainous weath-
er, and the lack of people certainly do not improve Kostasʼ mood.
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﻿6.4.2	 Janis

The family of Janis, a neighbour of Kostas and coming from Cyrenia 
as well, has been living in Askas for generations. His life was also 
touched by the events of 1974, when his son did not return from mil-
itary service and was captured by the Turkish forces. For the past 
decade he has been waiting for his son to return in vain until the re-
cent death notification. Janis was a widower for a very long time and 
never married again. He always welcomed the company of women, 
permitting himself at least a kiss if nothing else. One of the previous 
village chieftains built a small memorial on the main road indicating 
“for the lost son”. Janis, like many others, did not miss any opportu-
nity to talk with anyone willing to listen to him.

6.4.3	 George Kokis

George ‘Kokis’, a widower as well, also lived a long time by himself. 
His wife died of cancer and was taken care of by a Philippine wom-
an called Photini. After some time, Kokis decided to marry Photini, 
displeasing his children who were concerned about this marriage. 
She was around thirty years younger than George. Photini, just like 
many women who worked in Cyprus and who originated from the 
Philippines, was homesick. Many women left behind their little chil-
dren in the Philippines, and had to reconcile themselves to commu-
nicating with them through odd internet connections. Photini was 
by herself having no children and therefore could stay with George. 
George used to go out with Photini to the fields every day. Later eve-
ry Saturday they would get up at three am to take their produce 
down to the market. 

To keep his family calm, George, though in his late sixties, de-
cided to build a small house on a piece of land donated by a friend 
of Photini. They moved to this house leaving all the other fields and 
possessions to George’s children. George had recently passed away 
and one can wonder whether his children will be willing to come to 
Askas and continue with the work on the fields. In the meantime, 
Photini is living alone. 

Some people say that George’s ancestors had obtained their pos-
sessions in an unfair way, at least as far as one house is concerned. 
There was a desperate man, who needed to feed his children and 
said to one of George’s ancestors that he would give up his house for 
a goat with milk to feed his children. George’s ancestor agreed and 
thus bought the house paying with his goat. Villagers believe that 
this brought bad luck on the family. George had a book from the nine-
teenth century, he believed was priceless and showed it to the author 
with pride, claiming that it had “all the knowledge in the world”. It 
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was however an ordinary book. George was a brilliant psaltist who 
sang in the church, even without any official training. The singers in 
the church were volunteers and did not receive financial aid.

6.4.4	 Apostolos

Apostolos was a fellow psaltist of George. He had four sons, one of 
them being called the “lost son”, since he had some troubles with the 
law and had to leave Cyprus. The other sons remained in Cyprus, 
and became more attached to Askas as the years went by. Apostolos 
misses his son, but nothing can help. Apostolos unfortunately was in-
clined to womanise, and his faithful wife tolerated most of these es-
capades. She belonged to those women of the past generations who 
were faithful to their husbands no matter what. Just like Nikki, her 
close friend whose husband died at the tender age of thirty after a 
car accident and, even though she is now seventy, she never remar-
ried again, claiming loyalty to her deceased husband. Later Apostolos 
calmed down and found a new connection to his wife. Unfortunate-
ly, they did not have many years left together when this happened, 
since Apostolos was developing throat cancer due to his other hab-
it of chain-smoking. 

He went for an operation in Greece and, once back, he resumed 
chanting in the church, even though the doctor had forbidden it and 
he did not feel well. The author did not know about this sacrifice until 
his death. One day, during a liturgical service, he suddenly stopped 
chanting because his voice was no longer functioning, and no one re-
alised what happened and what was the problem and the author told 
him to continue singing while he just stared at him. Not long after this 
crisis, he passed away from a heart attack after drinking his morning 
coffee. His wife displayed great emotion at the funeral. Still now al-
ways wears black clothes and spends her time at the local monastery.

At funerals in Askas, just like baptisms, weddings and other li-
turgical celebrations, there was great participation. You were bap-
tised with all the villagers present; you had your wedding with all 
the villagers present; and you died with everyone watching you in 
your coffin. Such a spirit of communion will likely be extinct soon. 
As we have indicated above, the Church, the people, and the priest 
were always present in every moment of one’s life. Prayers and the 
liturgical cycle were not a one-time Sunday event, but accompanied 
people everywhere. You woke up with prayers, worked with prayers, 
and ended the day with prayers. The older prayer books contained 
prayers for almost possible situations in the village and in relation 
to agriculture. It is not a question of emphasising only the Christian 
context here, but rather the sacral nature of reality as it unfolds in 
these communities.
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﻿6.4.5	 Another Kostas

Returning to the village at least after retirement is a constant theme 
in Askas. Some return in a state of personal brokenness or failure. 
Some return but their families or especially wives are not sympa-
thetic to the idea any more. Kostas who lived close by to the kafenio 
just like many villagers spent most of his life in Lefkosia, and just 
like many nourished the idea that someday he would return. For the 
past five years he has been building an extension, reconstructing the 
house he had in Askas. He had a wide smile with some old-fashioned 
gold teeth. He was visibly excited when he came over the weekends 
working on his house. He believed that Askas was the best place on 
earth. Looking forward to coming and living there. When he was 
about to finish the house, he got an aggressive form of cancer. After 
a couple of weeks, he died. His daughter finished the renovation now 
but there is no Kostas any more. Perhaps she will have attachment to 
that place like her father had.

6.4.6	 Andreas

Loneliness is of course difficult to manage, and unless there is a spir-
itual task, ideal or higher goal to follow, in the mountains some may 
even lose their sanity. Andreas was a rich person, often provoking 
envy among the villagers. However, his mental health was not sound, 
and kept deteriorating over time. As he had remained unmarried all 
his life and did not have any relatives who would be interested in his 
fate, he was very lonely. Therefore, his mental health deteriorated to 
such an extent that he made a ridiculous decision to buy a run-down 
restaurant in Lefkosia, which everyone knew was not going to make 
any money. He did this apparently to alleviate the ‘unemployment’ 
situation in Cyprus but ended up losing everything he put into this 
venture. He died alone, with no relatives around.

6.4.7	 Poppy

Poppy is the wife of (another) Kostas and is one of the wives more 
open to the idea of returning to Askas with her husband. She is sev-
enty and her husband seventy-five. Both grew up in Askas but later 
spent the most part of their lives in Lefkosia but love the village. Ko-
stas enjoys going to the kafenio and playing cards. Playing cards at 
the kafenio is an important feature of life in Askas. People can spend 
hours there. Kostas convinced Poppy to come and live permanently 
in Askas, leaving their house in Lefkosia behind. While Kostas plays 
cards in the kafenio ‘gambling’ chocolates and occupies himself with 
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gardening, watering and endless tasks, Poppy does not have much to 
do in Askas. Even though she grew up there, she does not have that 
many friends there, at least friends who would remain over the week-
end. All the friends live in Lefkosia, in one of its suburbs, Lakata-
mia. The complexity of city life or life elsewhere either means that 
you learn to appreciate the simplicity of village life and its beauties 
or simply disconnect from this life.

Many men have married foreign women and many of them are hap-
py to share their life with their husbands in the mountains. Howev-
er, even in these cases, many women find it hard to adapt to the con-
ditions, being used to completely different environments. In Askas 
a tragic event happened. A young woman from Ukraine was killed 
by someone, either because of jealousy or other problems. Her body 
and the body of her lover were never found. Some say that their bod-
ies were burnt by someone in the valley with the small chapel of 
Saint Paraskevi/Christine, since some villagers sensed “bodies be-
ing burned”. 

7	 Conclusions

If any concrete conclusions can be drawn from our brief sketch, these 
would entail an emphasis on the village community as a backbone of 
Cypriot culture. The resilience of the village and its Church produced 
an environment, which could absorb foreign elements, peoples and 
influences, without the risk of destroying or losing at the same time 
the basic cultural and anthropological identity inherent to and pro-
duced by such a community. 

The contemporary discourses often neglect the broader socio-an-
thropological role of the sacred in Cyprus, often reducing the sacred 
or the Church to their institutional expression. Whatever we believe 
in, the village environment demonstrates that some referential sta-
ble static points must exist for a given social unit to continue and sur-
vive. The contemporary emphasis on global abstractness simply does 
not cut the mark for cultural and community survival. The commu-
nity ‘needs’ a reference pointing to its core and basics just as the in-
dividual human being or person does. Religion was not produced as 
the first but as the last thing in line. The more physical hard labour 
the villagers engaged in and the more problems they encountered 
and overcome the more religious they became. 

The Cypriots who migrated and still migrate find it difficult to im-
mediately identify that core of beingness and identity in other con-
texts. This is of course the common experience of all migrants, but 
the difference is that if you have migrated or migrate to another en-
closed functional environment, this will compensate for your loss of 
community and identity. But if you migrate to the typically abstract 
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﻿contemporary cities, you essentially have nothing left or anything 
left of your culture and traditions cease to exist. 

If the ‘land’ produces culture, culture produces attitudes to land 
then, and if there are no such attitudes, obviously there is also no cul-
ture. The data from a village such as Askas clearly demonstrates the 
notion that culture is inherently linked with religion (Belzen 1999, 
231). In its turn, religion is linked, among other things to the land. 
Regardless of belief in any confessions or atheism, religion entails 
unpredictability and indeterminacy, which are the governing forc-
es of nature.

Furthermore, there is no artificial East/West or South/North or 
ecclesial/non-ecclesial divide, just as there is in reality no sharp dis-
tinction between evil and good, or right and wrong, but a complex 
interplay of elements. Migration and foreignness are not negative 
concepts, if society provides for viable carriers of community. The 
community is able to absorb, accept and transform.
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