Assistant Professor of Russian, Marc Robinson was a recipient of the 2005 Lilly International Service Learning award under the Lilly Grant Program. He led a group of students to Staraya Russa, Russia, in August 2004 to continue his work in the Children's Home of Hope orphanage. See below for his story.

“Work is not a wolf – It won’t run away into the forest.”

This Russian proverb was quoted a number of times during the St. Olaf Russian orphanage work trip. To a group of American students, raised in a culture that glorifies the protestant work ethic, this proverb proved to be something that students were forced to revisit during their stay in Russia. From the ninth through the thirty-first of August, thirteen students, aided by support from the Lily foundation, joined four others for a service-work trip to Staraya Russia, Russia. During that experience students were able to experience the shocking dichotomy of haves and have-nots in the emerging economy of a new country with an ancient culture. The experience forced all participants to challenge all preconceptions and expectations which they brought with them to Russia.

The reasons the students chose to go on this trip varied widely: to help others, to visit and work with children, to visit a part of the country they’d only heard about on the news, to visit a culture they’d studied about at St. Olaf. This is the fourth time that a group from St. Olaf has gone over to this same orphanage since 1999 and the reasons for students participating this year was different than in the previous times. There were very few people on this trip who came from a religious background – or at least there were very few people who came on this trip from religious motivation. Their desire to serve others was not an expression of religious devotion. That made for an interesting dynamic while on the trip. Often times, it seemed that other desires shared the stage with the desire to do service.

That is not to say that students were unwilling to work or that they shied away from it. They came very ready to work and many worked quite hard under sometimes grueling conditions, yet the conditions were never those that the students would have chosen. Work in Russia may not be a wolf, and yet it is at times as elusive as one. The first experience with “work” came as we went to serve in one of the Moscow soup kitchens. The transport system of Moscow is very efficient at moving people, but not necessarily regular in its time scheduling. We ended up arriving at the soup kitchen about a half hour after it opened and then it could only accommodate about six students at a time. Students were to help the elderly who came in with their trays, get the food for them, serve them, bus the trays after and clean the tables. The language barrier proved to be very intimidating for all, even those who had studied two years of the language. Understanding the process, explained to the students by African workers in order to provide service to Russians who were not very communicative, proved quite difficult. And after the initial rush of people trying to get lunch, the small number of the elderly left later groups with little to do. It was hard to discover the “service” in this service activity when little ended up being done other than standing around trying to understand the English of Africans living in Russia.

When we arrived in the small town where the orphanage was located, it was Saturday at 4:30 AM and the assistant director from the orphanage, Vladimir Mixhailovich, met us and took us immediately to the orphanage. They gave us beds and we were able to sleep until 10 a.m. when breakfast was waiting for us and they came by to welcome us and tell us that Saturday was the weekend and so we should spend the day resting up from our travels. Sunday, students were told the same thing and that work would only begin on Monday. The wolf had not yet made an appearance. On Monday, the students were broken down into work crews based on gender and abilities (Ryan Robidou – soon to be named malchik (boy) was chosen to help the women wall-paper as he was so tall). The division of women’s work and men’s work was less than egalitarian by U.S. standards, but the students were able to survive. On all of the work crews, at least one, sometimes three or four Russians were around every day to supervise. There were assigned breaks for meals which were strongly enforced – when the food was on the table (at a different time every day) work was to be suspended and then back to work. The students worked very hard. After all, the service wolf had finally been spotted. 

But wolves are skittish creatures and soon it did run away into the forest. Sometimes workers would announce for no reason at 2 p.m. that work was done for the day. Stop. Go away. Rest. Then the work that they had set aside for us dried up one job at a time. Some crews ended up with nothing to do while others were going strong. This forced students to encounter the society in which they were living – a society in which there was literally nothing to do. They would walk around town and find little stimulation. What did these Russians do for fun? How did they amuse themselves. More importantly who amused them? The answer was slow in coming and also proved to be as ephemeral as the wolf under cover in the forest. Our very presence was a service. People actually took joy just in us being there. The people of the orphanage took pleasure in showing us the wealth of their culture. We were something new and different in a town where little new happens. Also, the material help we brought to the orphanage, the goods we purchased for the orphanage through donations, helped the depressed economy of the city as well.

These aspects of service were harder to understand as they were not the forms of service and work that students expected to demonstrate while on this program. But to the surprise of everyone, there was another wolf lurking in the forest that wasn’t seen until the end. August is traditionally the vacation month in Russia. Everything runs a bit more slowly and more inefficiently than usual as everyone is on vacation and few people work. And yet, the people of the orphanage were there cooking for us all day long on ancient stoves, the workers had to spend time teaching American students to hang wallpaper “the old-fashioned way”. Students would be dragged away from work to talk, to play, to be offered a gift from a passerby from town. The assistant director would arrive at night and take two students off to enjoy an evening of great food and a traditional Russian bathhouse. And all of this was done for us. We found ourselves to be the recipients of a tremendous outpouring of hospitality, welcoming and service.

The students’ signed up to go on this trip full of expectations of working to help orphans. This certainly happened, but it happened in ways our students would never have imagined at the outset. They found that the often the greatest service was that which was offered to them by those whom we went to serve. They were also forced to see not only their work as service, but also their presence. Their very lives could be service – an understanding of which is richly consonant with the Lily Foundation grant goal of lives of worth and service.

Melanie Meinzer: (8/16/04 - After the Dostoyevski musem) "I had another embarassment of riches when Lisa and I went out again, to find that every single person [in Staraya Russa] seemed to know - and care that we are here." (8/19/04 - Writing about the trip to Novgorod which will take place the following morning.  I'm considering reasons why I might want to study in Novgorod senior year) "[If I studied in Novgorod, I would be able to] crack the code or secret that every Russian is witholding from me... i.e., the secret that is understanding Russian language, Russian meaning, Russian habit, Russian soul."

Debbie Kanning: "I think from a modern perspective it's easy to see work only as a product. When we were whitewashing the walls of the orphanage I caught myself thinking, "Well, after a few months of rain this will all be washed away." But what truly mattered was our interactions with the orphanage workers. We got to know each other. When we worked, we talked about our families, our interests, our goals. In the end, those conversations were what made the trip rewarding. We gave each other hope."

