AN AMERICAN MOVES TO COMMUNIST HUNGARY:


LIFE IN HUNGARY: 1984-1996








When I first visited Hungary in 1979, on a day trip from Austria, I would never in my wildest dreams have guessed that I would return just 5 years later as a permanent resident, married to a Hungarian!  That first trip was thrilling: my first venture into a Communist country, it felt like an exciting risk.  I had visions, probably based on romantic and unrealistic movies of Iron Curtain lands, of scowling policemen on every corner, of dowdy and oppressed looking masses scurrying on the streets and of intimidating border guards.  What a surprise to see smiling, fashionable people strolling in the streets of the handsome capital, Budapest, with no policemen in sight. The only intimidation I noticed was from the frail-looking elderly ladies who turned out to be as fierce and muscular as linebackers when jostling for a place on the city buses. As for the border guards, upon leaving the country after the day's visit I was terrified to realize I still had a few extra forints left over from our money exchange – travel information had warned us it was a crime to smuggle Hungarian money out of the country.  I was relieved beyond expression to be completely ignored by the guards and thus escape what I imagined to be arrest and life-long Communist prison.  Later I laughed to realize what a completely negligible "crime" this would have been to the guards – Hungary was one of the more liberal East Bloc lands.  As an American, I realized, I had entered Hungary with lots of pre-conceived ideas – prejudices, in fact.





My ignorance of Hungary hadn't improved by much when I returned to live there in July 1984 as a bride of 3 months. I had met Jozsef Csontos, a pastor of the Hungarian Reformed Church, during my studies at Lutheran School of Theology in Chicago.  He was on scholarship for one year at a neighbor seminary, and we met at a worship service.  Since I had visited Hungary 5 years earlier it seemed natural to talk to him about his country.  I was impressed at his bravery and dedication as a pastor in a Communist land (where religion was persecuted) and I was full of questions about life there.  After a whirlwind courtship of just 5 months we married in March 1984 and decided to live in the small town of Dabas, Hungary, where Jozsef had been serving as pastor for 3 years.  Crossing the border that summer day of 1984, Hungary still seemed like a forbidden land and the culture shock was rather severe. At first my parents had some concerns about my living under a Communist dictatorship.  Jozsef had warned me that Hungary was "small and dirty" compared to the U.S. and that he didn't think a Westerner could live there, due to the poverty and political oppression.  I dismissed a lot of these worries but still was destined to be amazed at some of the cultural and political differences.  





Crossing the border from western, free Europe to the East Bloc was always somewhat stressful but since I had already done this in 1979 on my first visit to Hungary, and in 1982 as an exchange student in Germany (visiting Russia, Eastern Germany and East Berlin), the barbed-wire fences, guard dogs and border guards with guns were no surprise. These Iron Curtain border staples were, however, somewhat traumatic to my parents when they came to visit us in 1984, their first visit to a Communist country, and Jozsef and his best friend were almost arrested in this same area just 7 years earlier, on a walking tour near the border. The authorities assumed these 2 young men, like so many easterners, were looking for an opening in the Iron Curtain to escape to the West.  This time, we crossed over with a minimum of fuss, though one of my book boxes mailed from the U.S. did not enjoy the same easy entrance: the box containing George Orwell's anti-Communist "1984" never arrived!  We never did find out if it was just lost in transit or deliberately confiscated due to its status as a forbidden book.  The coincidence of "1984" being my first year living in an Iron Curtain country was not lost on us, but we would never have guessed then that this same book would be freely published in Hungary just 6 years later when the country was liberated.  In the year 1984 the Communist dictatorship in Hungary seemed as permanent and intractable as that in Orwell's book – destined to last for decades, or even centuries, to come. 





My first impression of Hungary, crossing over the border by train from Austria, was the southern, pastoral aspect: the sun was warmer than in Germany and Austria, the people brown and handsome.  Expanses of fields nodded with sunflowers and the small, square houses, surrounded by high fences and barking dogs (kept as guards, not pets), all seemed to have well-tended gardens (almost every house had flowers in front, vegetables in back and its own grape vines for homemade wine.)  Most astonishing of all were the horse carts on the many dirt roads – the ubiquitous "lovaskocsi" – farmers hauling hay not in trucks but in horse-drawn carts. Cars were few, bicycles numerous.  Even the elderly rode bikes – not as exercise but as transportation, pedaling at a slow, stately pace, sometimes on high-traffic roads.  Bicycle agility was astounding: not only did bikers in their 80s and 90s nimbly hop on and off bikes, but I saw one young boy casually munching an apple while riding a bike on a busy street with 2 heavy butane bottles looped over the handlebars!  Older ladies in the country wore smocks and headscarves, rather like Russian peasants.  Life did look shabbier and poorer than in neighboring Austria, but it had peaceful appeal.  





My new home in the small town of Dabas was different from any I'd ever lived in: the parsonage was a big house more than a hundred years old, weathered to a dark gold, floating in a sea of clover fields all around.  It had a mellow beauty and grape vines, already ripening in July, shaded my favorite part, the wooden porch.   The house had adobe walls several feet thick, and no foundation – water marks crept up the walls, and plaster crumbled in places both inside and out.  The ceilings were high, and there was a stove in every room – no central heating!  The stoves were heated by coal or wood, which we hauled in from outside, or oil, which we hand-pumped from a barrel brought by a horse cart.  We had electricity and running water but no telephone, TV, automatic washer, clothes dryer or counters in the kitchen.  The tiny butane cooking stove, no bigger than 2 breadboxes, stood on 4 legs.  The house, originally a bank, had barred windows in the bedroom (the former cash vault) and axe slashes on the floor from occupying Russians after World War II who had used it as a place to chop wood.  





The 2 bedrooms on one end were separated from the kitchen and bathroom at the other end by the church fellowship hall – a huge, unheated expanse. To get between the private areas of the house one had to cross the teaching and counseling room – quite a challenge when we later had to carry our babies, dripping from a bath, tightly wrapped up, through the official rooms, either unheated, or heated and occupied by parishioners!  Many was the time I had to interrupt Jozsef's Bible study or council meeting by carrying a dripping, squalling, swaddled baby through the room (admittedly to the delight of the parishioners – Hungarians love babies!)  Our bed was a slab of foam rubber laid on a plywood board over apple crates – a creation that horrified Jozsef's mother, who wanted us to have a proper bed.  There was no living room, but rather a set of benches in the teaching room, which had to do for guests.  There were no comfortable chairs on which to sit; one got the impression one was expected to be working or sleeping, not lolling about in easy chairs!  The bathroom had a high little window, more like a medieval castle arrow slit.  Since it had no glass, we had to block out the icy wind, and thus the light and ventilation, in winter with newspaper.  One visitor said the bathroom reminded her of a Turkish one (an insult indeed to Hungarians, who have negative associations with the Turks who occupied their country for 150 years.)  





The adjoining lot, also church property, contained 2 abandoned houses.  One held a squatter, a homeless man who was a former aristocrat!  His handsome villa had been confiscated by the Communists and turned into the town library, and he was turned out into the street until the church allowed him to stay in the tiny soot-blackened house behind ours.  In turn he also took in another homeless man, an alcoholic who had once worked for the secret police arresting political prisoners.  This same man slowly starved himself to death due to drink, despite neighbors bringing him food.  One day I found him lying dead, skeletally thin, half fallen out of bed—a tragic end to a tragic life.  Jozsef knew of several local aristocrats who had lost all their property under Socialism.  One family of the petty nobility, fluent in 5 languages and owning several villas, had its members reduced to working as construction apprentices.   Another aristocrat, serving as a local commander during the 1956 Hungarian Revolution and protecting Dabas Communists from retaliation, was nevertheless imprisoned and tortured after the Revolution.  His wounds were so great that he had to have part of his genitals amputated.  He finally received amnesty in 1963 after 7 years of prison.    





Jozsef's birth house in a neighboring village was even more primitive than ours – a tiny 2-room house (once inhabited by 5 people) with no indoor bathroom, and a separate kitchen to keep summer heat out of the house.   Jozsef's mother had had a hard life. One of just 2 siblings out of 7 to survive childhood diphtheria, she was raised by her mother who was widowed quite young.  Her husband had died at just 38 of a strangulated hernia – an ailment treatable even back then – but being a poor Hungarian farmer he may have lacked money to pay the doctor, or even motivation to seek treatment.  Peasant attitudes toward illness were stoic in the extreme; some refused ever to go to a doctor (even when health care, under Communism, became free), claiming the only way they would go would be to be carried there dead!  One man we heard of cut off his gangrened toe himself with garden shears.  Another, visited by Jozsef in the hospital, said he had no idea what operation he had just had.  He didn’t really care, just passively let the doctor do his mysterious business!  





Sarolta my mother-in-law, though possessed of almost aristocratic dignity and obvious intelligence, had been able to complete only 6 years of school, since her labor was needed at home and on the fields.  I always admired her perfect handwriting and spelling – a miracle, considering she left school at just 12 years old!   She married at 16 and spent much of her life growing crops.  2 of her fingers were permanently bent from digging in the soil for the asparagus she cultivated.  Her husband Janos died at just 66 (2 years before I met Jozsef) of Lou Gehrig's disease – an incurable illness that lasted several decades and slowly paralyzed him.  Even after being diagnosed with the dreaded disease he had risen at 3 a.m. every weekday to make the long commute into Budapest to work as a factory foreman. Even after he couldn't use his hands, he carried pails on his arms to help at home, and trained his pet pigs to be housebroken!  





For a Californian one of the hardest adjustments was the severe winter cold.  I had a taste of this in Chicago and Germany winters, but both these places had central heating.  Here the only warm rooms were the ones we heated separately.  The kitchen was so cold that water left out froze overnight. We joked about opening the refrigerator to warm up the room (I actually tried this once and the fridge really was warmer than the room!)  Another challenge was several acres of land we were supposed to keep tilled without help, irrigation or even a hose.  For some years the land was rented out to a farmer who harvested the clover crop (used as animal fodder) with a hand-scythe and horse cart.  But after a while there was no more demand for the land and we had to care for it ourselves.  One year Jozsef and I spent hours hand-sowing corn seeds (feeling like peasants toiling in the sun) only to have a drought destroy any possible crop.  In 1991 Jozsef was overjoyed when the new democratic government restored to his family their ancestral land, previously confiscated by the Communists, but of course he had no time to work this land either.  Since lawnmowers were unknown then in Hungary, Jozsef would periodically hand-scythe our shoulder-high grass, and even taught me to do so.  I felt like a medieval peasant, using such an ancient instrument.





Another adjustment was the poverty: I had always lived a middle-class life, and now suddenly we were among the poorest residents of a Second World country!  It wasn't exactly Third World – we did have some creature comforts, but it was certainly not First World living either.  For much of the time, we lived below even the Hungarian poverty level; Jozsef's monthly salary was about $75 in those early years.  We coped by never buying clothes (instead wearing used clothes from friends or Dutch charity barrels), rarely buying meat or other luxuries, and seldom going on vacation.  Of course, with state subsidies for essentials (rent, bread, milk, etc.) and generous parishioners giving us produce and meat, life was not too expensive.  Ironically, our money problems began to become serious only after the demise of Communism, during the painful transition to a market economy. Many Hungarians, used to cradle-to-grave Socialist care, became bitter about Capitalism and its necessary adjustments, and for a while, even voted the Communists back, in their newly refurbished democratic incarnation.   





One more adjustment was the laundry process – the hardest task for women in their "second shift" at home (most women had to work full time just to make ends meet and were expected to do all the housework as well).  At first, the machine we used was just an agitator.  One had to fill it by hand with a shower hose, put in the clothes, and then take them out when the agitation was done, draining the used water out into a bucket.  One rinsed the clothes in the bathtub, and then transferred them to a separate, smaller, centrifugal machine, which spun them.  Only then were the clothes hung out to dry, clothes dryers (like dishwashers or air conditioning) being unobtainable in Hungary.   This process was so tiring that I once broke down and cried in frustration.  My parents, seeing this, took mercy on us and bought us a small automatic machine, less than half the size of a Western machine, but still a big luxury in Hungary at the time.  





Telephones and cars were scarce, and had to be "ordered" from the state years in advance, and then patiently waited for.  We had no phone for 10 out of my 11 years in Hungary, and as for our car (actually a service car, belonging to the church), I literally laughed aloud when I first saw it.  It looked like a toy – a small fiberglass vehicle with a 2-stroke engine (like a motorcycle).  It was well known that any of these East German Trabants, as well as emitting noxious pollution, also folded like an accordion in a crash with a larger vehicle.  To add to my fear, almost all the Hungarian highways at that time were 2 lane ones, and bold Hungarian drivers had no qualms at passing with just seconds to spare. In my early years there, Western cars were regarded with awe, even the modest, used one my parents drove into Hungary in 1984.  I still remember Jozsef's nephew gazing at it longingly and whispering to me: "your parents must be rich!" Alone, we laughed: Papa, as a professor, probably earned less than a garbage collector, and Mama, as an author and part-time lecturer, earned just a pittance, by American standards.  But to these 2nd World Hungarians, they seemed rich as nobles.





Out on the streets, I noticed some differences from Western culture.  Strangers never greeted each other on the streets, and when I once tried this, the stranger looked at me blankly and said:  "I don't know you."  Unabashed stares followed me whenever I went out with my backpack (unknown in Hungary at the time).  Staring was a common occurrence in Hungarian village life – anything the least bit different was pointedly observed.  An extreme case was my jogging – a habit back in my fit 20s, but unknown except for athletes in Hungary at the time.  I got so tired of being stared at when I jogged on the streets that I went to a back-street sports field to run, only to be overwhelmed by the attention of the fire brigade stationed nearby. In their off-duty time (which seemed to be always), a crowd of them would hang on the fence and catcall to me: "Hey, baby, are you training for a marathon?  Come train with me anytime!” and the like.  What they found appealing about my sweat-soaked clothes and grim face is beyond me!  Hungarian men were more like Italian men in their tendency to stare and call more at women (though they never grabbed).  This was one case when I would have preferred to be ignored by strangers!  It was annoying but amusing, especially when they used Hungarian nicknames like "my kitten", "my little bird" and “my bunny rabbit" which are used not just by cat-calling men but also by same-gender friends or even acquaintances.  When my new in-laws first met me, they affectionately called me "my golden heart"!   In Hungary, nicknames are so common that given names are almost never used.  Calling someone by their full name means you're not close to them.  Thus, Virginia became "Virgi"; Jozsef was "Jozsi", etc.  I was intrigued at some of the names: Attila (as in the Hun) was commonplace, as was Zoltan (Sultan), Gyongyver (Pearl Blood) and Piroska (Little Red One).     





Names, titles, and forms of address were another area of confusion: not only did I have to learn the profuse variety of general and specific nicknames so that I wouldn't offend people by calling them their real names, but I had to remember to reverse the order: Virginia Csontos became Csontos Virginia, or Csontosne Virginia for Mrs. Virginia Csontos.  I balked at the traditional married name used by almost every married Hungarian woman, which was to use the man's entire name with no trace of ones original identity.  Mrs. Jozsef Csontos (or Csontos Jozsefne) was just too oppressive for me.  Addressing my mother-in-law was a chapter in itself: I couldn't call her by her real name, Sarolta; the proper address for a daughter in law was to call her "Little Mother" (Anyuka).  It also wouldn't have been polite to call her "you" so I had to use a complicated form of address rather like addressing royalty.  Instead of saying "would you show me how to cook that?" (a frequent request, given her excellent cooking skills) I had to say, "Would it please Little Mother to show me how to cook that?"  My best Hungarian friend, my age, even called her own mother by the royal address!





In Hungarian there are at least 3 forms of address, greeting etc., depending on whether you're addressing a social equal, superior, man or woman, adult or child, etc. There is also a separate greeting for members of the Reformed Church – one greets them with "Blessings and Peace" – Jozsef to this day even answers the phone this way.  Members of my Lutheran denomination often greeted one another saying "A Mighty Fortress is our God", and Catholics used an even more elaborate form of greeting:  "Praise the Lord!" which prompted the expected reply: "Forever!")  Older acquaintances were to be called by their first names, prefaced with "Aunt" or "Uncle". All quite complicated at first!   Some of the neighborhood children giggled at me when I mistakenly called them by the formal address, used only for adults. Men often greeted women with the delightfully old-fashioned "I kiss your hand", usually without the actual kiss.  The few times I did have my hand kissed (usually by courtly, elderly gentlemen) I was enraptured! 





Hungarian in general is exotic and difficult, considered by some Hungarians almost proudly as un-learnable by Westerners. Hungarians are insulted when foreigners think it's a Slavic or Baltic language; it's not even Indo-European, but rather Finno-Ugric, with Asiatic roots (I've heard that Chinese, Japanese and Koreans also use last names first).  I had learned languages before, French in school and German fluently during my university year in Germany, but Hungarian was a whole different story.  You'd look at a store sign and not have a clue about what kind of shop it was.  In Italian you could puzzle out "farmacia" but there was no puzzling out "gyogyszertar."   The grammar, like the names, seemed backwards.  Instead of "in Dabas" you'd say "Dabas in", instead of "with Jozsef" is was "Jozsef with"; prepositions became post-positions.  





I ran into language problems early on.  For some insane reason, I decided to take on a full-time, temporary job my first month in Hungary, and signed on as telephone operator for the American Embassy in Budapest.  At this point, I had been learning Hungarian only a month, and could barely speak a sentence.  Transferring calls was easy with English speakers, but I couldn't always understand the Hungarians.  I had the dubious distinction of getting an irate call from the ambassador himself, telling me to learn Hungarian fast or get fired.  Upset after the call, I cried, but got the message: no learning on the job!  I had truly hit the ground running when I moved to Hungary: after just 2 weeks in the country, I signed on as German-English translator for the Lutheran World Federation meeting in Budapest (the first time ever in a Communist country!).  A week later, I made the daily 4-hour commute to the Embassy for a month.  In this same time, I moved into the Dabas parsonage, started tutoring English, searched for Hungarian lessons, and endured swarms of summer visitors who camped out in our home. In the beginning, though excited by life in a new country, I was often exhausted, sick (adjusting to new water and foods), homesick and tongue-tied by the difficult new language.  In spite of the busyness and stress, I joined a Hungarian Folk Dance group at Dabas’ “Culture House” for a few months, and enjoyed learning the dances, such as the famous “csardas.”   I think the other dancers, mostly teenagers, were intrigued to have a mostly mute and older foreigner in their midst.  After awhile, I felt conspicuous at being so “old” (at the advanced age of 24!) and dropped out.  





Then there were the funny language mistakes, like calling parents grapes or the subway an earth animal, but the best one was in the pharmacy:  I asked for what I thought was cough medicine, but by mixing up just one letter, I ended up asking for anti-laughing medicine.  The clerks were the ones who needed that mythical medicine by the time I blushingly left the store!  Humiliating at the time, but amusing now when I look back.  Even simple errands were a challenge.  When I needed a haircut, Jozsef taught me how to ask for one, but I didn't understand the hairdresser's answer, so I had to leave the shop, mutely shaking my head.  Ever afterwards, even when I became fluent in Hungarian, this same hairdresser always viewed me with affectionate amusement.  I don't think she ever believed I was "all there" mentally.  I once asked Jozsef's sister Margit for what I thought was green thread, but it came out as "green threat."  I still remember Margit's eyes widening with fear as she peered around the room and asked, "Where’s the green threat?"  In the end, I didn't have a single formal Hungarian language class, learning instead from books, an occasional tutor and the best method of all – cultural immersion.





Hungarians are famous for friendliness – greeting others with a kiss on both cheeks.  Starting with Jozsef's family, they were overwhelmingly kind to me, a mute stranger, and very appreciative of a foreigner trying to learn their difficult language. Hungarians are known for saying what they think, and they didn't try to hide their puzzlement as to why a Westerner would move to a poorer Communist country.  One taxi driver asked me if the West was really a richer, more comfortable place to live.  When I replied in the affirmative, he asked me with real confusion: "If it's better there, why are you here?"  Faced with such a blunt question, it was hard to explain that sharing my husband's Iron Curtain ministry was the main priority right now.  I don't think he understood.  I found Hungarians to be very easy to get to know, and quickly made friends among my tutoring students and their families, congregation members, and many other people curious to meet the new American.  When I had children, I had a close circle of other young mother friends, providing mutual support in child rearing.  I still keep in contact with some of them, and miss the closeness – poorer countries seem to have better social networks, with people truly caring about and relying on one another more.  





This friendliness did not usually extend to gypsies, however.  Though Jozsef's family had a gypsy friend who had played the violin to his Jozsef's father, most Hungarians highly distrusted them and called them (sometimes with reason) thieves.  One could see them in some towns, living in their own neighborhood, often with broken down and filthy houses and no gardens.  In Budapest they could sometimes be seen begging.  Though part of Hungarian society they were yet, in many ways, far removed and not integrated.  





I became almost an honorary gypsy when I spent a few seasons collecting garden snails for sale to France as food.  My U.S. family was appalled that I was "reduced" to this level of making extra money, but I rather enjoyed it.  It meant getting out on my own on cool, wet days peacefully hunting out the snails in their leafy lairs – it was kind of therapeutic.  I often saw gypsies engaged in similar hunting and gathering work and felt a kinship with them, except for the times they would sneak onto our property for snails, thus depriving me of first snail pick!  Though living below even the Hungarian poverty line, we were never desperate or hungry.  Life was very simple: used clothes (passed on by friends or charities), rare trips or other luxuries, no credit cards, check books, stocks or ATMs (no one had these in the 80s in Hungary).  Our whole financial management consisted of putting our salaries in a green envelope and spending it till it was gone.  Always irritated by high finance, I loved the simplicity of the system!  





Hungarian generosity is also legendary:  one day, shortly after the birth of my first daughter, I walked into the kitchen and almost fainted from the shock: there stood a whole family, father, mother and child, silently beaming, and holding in their hands fresh flowers, produce, a homemade cake and a newly slaughtered chicken – all gifts for the new mother and child.  According to Hungarian custom they hadn't knocked, but had simply gone around to the kitchen door to deposit the gifts.  We were always being showered with generous donations of fresh fruit, vegetables, pastries and freshly slaughtered pork – this was natural generosity to the village pastor, and an unofficial part of his pay. After the birth of my firstborn, we were showered with so much fresh chicken that we ate it morning, noon and night, and had to store the extra with neighbors and family!   Many village families kept their own chickens and pigs, and pigs would be slaughtered in the winter (traditionally so that the fresh meat would last longer in the cold) and cuts from this generously shared with neighbors and friends.  Anonymous offerings would often be left in the kitchen, or at the door.  Since only seasonally grown produce was available, one would be showered with hundreds of tomatoes, say, all at once, and desperately have to use these up or freeze them before they spoiled.   





Hungarians villagers were noted for their sociability and frequent visiting.  According to their friendly custom, not only would visitors show up unexpectedly (it was hard to do otherwise in a country with so few telephones) but also they would just walk into each other's houses, not bothering to knock.  When I learned to lock both doors to get some privacy, one enterprising youth (part of the Confirmation class) even climbed in a window!  I quickly learned to get dressed before anything else in the morning – anyone might come by and catch me in my pajamas, which would have been considered shameful, since Hungary is a nation of early risers.  Visitors were capable of just marching into the bedroom too; so even privacy to dress wasn't always guaranteed.  In the early days, before I got used to this custom, I became somewhat paranoid and privacy-deprived. There was an endless stream of visitors: church members, foreign guests, neighbors and friends.  If one wasn't an extrovert to begin with, one became one – fast – just to survive.  Visits were especially frequent to celebrate a childbirth or console during illness.  There was a relentless stream after my firstborn baby – touching, but also exhausting!  





Hungarian hospitality could be overwhelming: food and drink (always the best in the house) were served to visitors on even the most casual visit – one had to be sure to always have a few snacks on hand to serve unexpected guests.  Visitors were always escorted out to their car by the hosts.  Shutting the door on a visitor, however politely, would have been the height of rudeness!  





As the pastor and wife, Jozsef and I were invited (in fact, hospitably compelled to attend) many wedding receptions, the ceremony at which he had officiated when the couple chose a church wedding.  Country brides in those days were usually no older than 18, the groom of similar age.  Weddings were 24-hour affairs, starting in the morning with a marching band parade to the bride's home, then to the state registry-office wedding (the only official one), often followed by a church wedding, then a wedding feast which lasted from late afternoon until the next morning!  Country wedding feasts were usually in huge tents, set up wherever there was room – in the back yard or sometimes even in the middle of the street.  Family and neighbors spent days and even weeks cooking all the food, mountains of it, served to hundreds of sit-down guests on long tables.  The supper always began with a rich chicken noodle vegetable soup, followed by fried chicken and pork swimming in sour cream sauce, egg dumplings, potatoes and salad, then dozens of luscious cream pastries.  Alcohol of all kinds flowed freely throughout, as did the Turkish-style, caffeine-jolting Hungarian coffee, served in tiny cups.  This festive food was even richer than the usual rich Hungarian food, and one was constantly pressed to eat. Complaining once of an upset stomach, I was advised to drink plenty of brandy to "cut the grease" (the famous Hungarian "palinka" was touted as a remedy for all kinds of ills).  A hired band would play distinctive wedding music, half Gypsy-style, half folk-style, first to accompany the wedding party on their parades through the village, and then to play all night in the tent for dancing.  Jozsef, fearing to lose his pastoral dignity by dancing, refused to join in the "goat jumping" as he disdainfully put it, but encouraged me to shake a leg with any willing partner who would stand up with me. The music, though deafening, had a certain earthy appeal, though we were horrified when a vacant building next to the parsonage opened up as a wedding reception center with loud music playing all night, keeping us awake.  The ruthless, and frankly evil, businesswoman who owned it ignored all our requests for softer music, and finally had to be driven out by a coalition of neighbors.  This was uphill work, which lasted years, since the unhelpful official who dealt with us was obviously receiving bribes from the owner.    





Jozsef took it for granted that we would host hordes of East German young people at the parsonage every summer – he had been doing this for years as an act of charity, Hungary being one of the few countries they were allowed to visit (East Germany was perhaps the strictest East Bloc country). They came in droves to Dabas, almost always unexpectedly.  He put them up in the huge fellowship room of our house or even in the bedroom connected to ours.  After too many nights of this, and sharing one primitive kitchen and bathroom among 10 or more people, I had to protest.  We directed them to a neighboring vacant church house instead.  We even once hosted party-line East Germans, who somehow got our address.  This older couple showed up with their own trailer – a sure sign of privilege and Communist party membership in that Spartan country.  I remember debating with them about freedom and the man spouting one memorable and absurd line: "Freedom is the opportunity to believe in Communism."  Even some West Germans seemed to be Communist apologists: we were cynically amused at one such couple, spouting pro-Soviet sentiments from their comfortable Western position.  We were tempted to ask them to move to Eastern Europe and see how they liked it then.  It’s one thing to approve of Marxism theoretically, and another matter entirely to live in it.  





One amusing memory of Hungarian hospitality is of a parishioner, hosting us at her home, ruthlessly commanding me to take seconds, and not just of the potatoes (considered second-rate food) but also of the meat – this was proper food for guests!  It was almost impossible to turn down food, or alcohol, especially for men.  Being a woman and the pastor's wife, I could thankfully escape the ubiquitous alcohol, but teetotaling Jozsef had a harder time refusing.  Hungary was a country of heavy drinkers, and men were expected to measure up.  





Food habits could be very different.  Shopping was usually done daily, fresh (warm and marvelous!) bread at the corner bakery, produce at its own shop (though almost everyone grew their own fruit and vegetables), everything else at a state store.  Shopping choices were limited: flour (called Liszt in Hungarian, as in the composer!), one type of yogurt (if one was lucky), one type of hard cheese, cold cuts, milk sold in dripping plastic bags, and various canned goods, such as jam for the lazy (good Hungarian housewives were supposed to make their own jam) – that was about it.  Breakfast was usually cold bread with jam or cold cuts, cheese, tomato and peppers, while lunch, served hot, was the main meal of the day.  It was always preceded by soup of some kind, then followed by pork of some type, either with a side of potatoes and vegetables, or served as side meat with a big dish of creamed vegetables. In winter, pickled cabbage was served as a salad, fresh vegetables being rarely available.  Though the cuisine was mostly delicious, there were some delicacies I shied away from: fried bacon (pure fat), roasted on long sticks like marshmallows, lard-spread bread, jello-like pork aspic, bone marrow and sweetbreads.  Supper was cold, and usually repeated the breakfast menu.  The cuisine heavily used sour cream and paprika, and is internationally praised.  I learned that the famous "Hungarian goulasch" is actually a thin, spicy soup, not a heavy, bland stew.  In those days, a vegetarian would have been hard put to survive in Hungary!   





Hungarians, including Jozsef's family, saw my eating habits as peculiar, and worried about my not eating enough. Old-school Hungarians freely comment on weight, and note approvingly any weight gains as a sign of health and getting enough to eat.  This makes sense in a country which until recently has not always had enough food.  They saw some American food as strange:  Peanut butter and breakfast cereal were unknown, and they generally disliked carrot cake, zucchini bread or pumpkin pie – Hungarian cuisine never has vegetables as dessert, although they do make soup out of fruit.  They laughed at bran, wheat germ, oats and brown bread, considering it food for animals or Russians (the two being almost synonymous in anti-Soviet Hungarian eyes).  Our local bakery made brown bread solely for the Russian troops stationed nearby.  They sold me some too, but one baker took my wish as a personal affront and asked, "what's wrong with Hungarian bread?"  





One of the more exotic facts of our living in Hungary was the presence of Russian troops just a few miles away.  Much to the resentment of Hungarians, Soviet troops had been stationed in Hungary since the 1956 Revolution, in order to prevent a full-scale overthrow of Communism.  The compounds were kept inconspicuous, but everyone knew they were there.  One could hear their shooting practice sometimes at a local nature preserve, and at these times soldiers would cordon off the roads and try to sell Hungarians pilfered Russian army gasoline.  Russian soldiers were sent to Dabas to dig trenches for the pipes when natural gas was led into town; we labeled the unit "Rent-a-Russian."  I have a photo of myself with arms around 2 young Russian soldiers.  All Russian soldiers were given standing orders not to fraternize with civilians, but sometimes broke this rule. They certainly weren't the scowling Russian villains from the movies, but instead pleasant, shy, homesick youngsters. They certainly had no choice about being stationed in Hungary; as in all Iron Curtain countries, there was compulsory military service for all young men.  We got to know these 2 men, brought them water and tried to talk with them using Jozsef's rusty Russian (compulsory learning for students in the Communist years).  Due to the Hungarians' vast dislike of Russians occupying their country, Russian was a very unpopular subject.  Jozsef for one tried to forget his 8 years of Russian as soon as he could, and was proud he could remember just one sentence: "where is my pencil?" 





Jozsef was sympathetic to these soldiers, even though his own father barely escaped being rounded up by the post-WWII Russian occupiers for "a little work" (the infamous "malinki robot") in Siberian labor camps. Many of these recruited Hungarians returned years later as traumatized shells, or never returned at all. Jozsef's father, Janos, had avoided this fate by jumping out a window when he saw the "recruiting" Russian soldiers coming, then returning to them with a Russian-speaking neighbor who charmed the soldiers with his knowledge of their language and some of Janos' homemade wine.  Their arms piled with bottles of good Hungarian wine, the soldiers went peaceably away – without Janos in tow.  Quick wits had saved the day!   





Jozsef had told me about his own harrowing army days, forcibly conscripted like all young Hungarian men.  Though already enrolled in seminary, he was made to delay his studies for 2 years in the draft.  Although most seminarians were sent together to one training center, he was isolated in a separate one with a hostile, sadistic commander, who, with an obvious enmity to religion, gave him senseless chores and took away his Bible (this was actually illegal).  Finding Jozsef resistant to this injustice, he punished him by making him stand guard duty in the thinnest of uniforms on cold nights.  When Jozsef came down with a severe kidney infection, he was told by the army doctor to stop malingering.  By the time he got to a civilian doctor, one of his kidneys had shut down, and the other needed a part removed.  The doctor asked in horror: "why didn't you go to a doctor earlier?" (not believing Jozsef had in fact received any medical attention.)  Jozsef narrowly escaped death, even as his commander escaped all accountability.  Many army commanders were ignorant and harsh: Jozsef still laughs about one sergeant bawling out to his group: "I want that trio of 4 men over there to get moving!"   





Jozsef's seminary and early pastorate days weren't much easier, even though State-Church conditions had improved from the Stalinist 1950s when police were stationed in churches to note any seditious parts of the sermon.  Being a church member, let alone a pastor, was still officially frowned on, and educational and professional advancement could be withheld.  Being of an anti-Communist bent (gee, I wonder why?), Jozsef got into trouble with the pro-Communist faculty at his seminary, and with his collaborationist dean, and was chastised for letting his youth group get "too big"(!)  Since it was the State's job to minimize, and slowly destroy the Church, a thriving youth group was seen as a threat.  His Hungary-East Germany exchange youth visits became so popular that his passport was almost withheld.  Instead, he cleverly sent a friend to take the kids, and still received his passport.  When he traveled on a tourist trip to England, he was "invited" to become a spy for the State, risking passport refusal when he declined.  Travel to the West for Hungarians was permitted only once every 3 years.  At times, I worried that my own unlimited permission to travel (as a Western citizen) could be revoked at any time, by official whim or changed policy.  Just to leave the country, I had to wait in a crowded room with other foreigners, fill out a form, and receive an official stamp from a bureaucrat.  Without this permission, I could not leave.





Just as waiting for travel permission was an exercise in patience, so were doctor visits.  It was common to wait an hour or two for any visit – there were never appointments.  You showed up at the clinic, and waited your turn.  If there were many waiting there, you had to shout: "Who came last just before me?" in order to see when it was your turn.  I was dying to suggest a "take-a-number" system, but was afraid it would seem presumptuous.  Urine analysis was an exercise in humility for the modest: one had to pee in a clear cup, and carry it back through the waiting room, for all to see!  The "reception desk" was one little window, usually closed with fierce signs on it warning against knocking since this "disturbed" the workers.  Under Socialism, the customer did not come first, but last, and was there to serve the staff, not the other way around.  They got around to opening the window occasionally, and then everyone stampeded up to it, urgently squawking and waving doctor referrals.  Hungarians, like many eastern Europeans under Socialism, though warm and friendly in private, were often officious and cold on duty, with indifferent or non-existent customer service skills.  One favorite example was when I was pregnant with our 2nd child and showed up in labor at the birth clinic.  I was greeted by a receptionist who said irritably, "Why did you come now?  We're just changing shifts."  Though not amused at the time, I later came up with an ideal sarcastic retort I could have used: "OK, no problem, I'll just tell my pushing baby to hold off being born until it's more convenient for you."  Like many Hungarians, though, she became quite friendly upon closer acquaintance.  





Health care was generally good (and officially free, except for the "gifts" one was supposed to give a doctor for good treatment), with kind, skilled doctors and modern techniques.  I was surprised to hear that Hungarian dentists did not practice preventative dentistry, but mainly just removed problem teeth.  Most Hungarians only visited dentists when they were in pain.  My sister-in-law, Margit, had all her teeth removed by her 40s, and wore dentures.  Hungarians were amazed to hear that President Reagan, in his 70s, had all his own teeth.  During a visit to the U.S., a dentist clucked in disapproval at all my tooth tartar; but earlier, when I had gone to a Hungarian dentist to have this same tartar removed he had sent me away, saying my teeth were in perfect shape!  There was widespread ignorance about dental care: I was in a dilemma when I noticed the decaying gums of a dear Hungarian friend of mine in her 30s: the advanced gum disease was visible even from a yard or 2 away, and I knew she would lose her teeth in short order unless immediate action was taken.  Opting for politeness, I never mentioned the state of her teeth – to this day, I wonder if I did the right thing.  





I had few complaints about health care, except for my tonsil operation, which though done with local anesthetic, did not extend to the adenoids.  When the doctor spontaneously decided to remove these, he didn't bother to deaden the area, but just casually ripped them out.  At this point, I gurgled in agony (almost choking on the blood) and nearly passed out.  Childbirth hospitals did sometimes offer epidurals, but with 2 of my 3 births, the only pain reliever, as a nurse said was "when the baby is born the pain will be gone." Hungary had its health challenges: in Communist times, it had one of Europe's highest percentage of alcoholics, and the highest suicide rate in the world (my parents were once appalled witnesses to a common method: diving off a high-rise).  It also had one of the world's lowest birth rates (rivaling only grim East Germany's) and one of Europe's lowest life expectancy rates: only 60 for working class men.  Life wasn't easy here, and the health statistics reflected this.  





Hungary had rarely been an easy place to live, even in the past; the country has a tragic history.  As a landlocked, flat country in the crossroads of Europe with few natural defenses, it had been sacked by waves of invaders for 800 years (Mongols, Turks, Austrians, and Russians—this fact might explain the traditional suspicion of strangers).  Being on the "wrong side" in both world wars, Hungary had lost 2/3 of its territory after World War I, a fact to which not all its citizens are even yet resigned.  As one wit put it, just a casual mention of Transylvania lets one in for a half hour tirade about the evils of the Versailles Treaty, which gave Hungary's richest province to Romania; even today one can find maps, shirts and baseball caps imprinted with the image of the former "Big Hungary".  Even now, 1/3 of the world's 15 million Magyars live outside of Hungary.  Hungary, of course, had not always been a paragon of historical virtue either: Magyars conquered the Carpathian Basin in the 800s by invasion, terrorized Western Europe as pagan looters before the country's conversion in 1000 A.D., and sometimes mistreated their ethnic minorities when they co-ruled with the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  Historical enmity with neighbors was still apparent: Jozsef reported rudeness and obstructionist tactics to Hungarians from trips to Czechoslovakia and Romania.  We saw this for ourselves in a 1986 trip to Romania.  





When Jozsef and I went to Romania, we encountered a 400-car, 4-kilometer, 10-hour waiting line to get into the country.  This wasn't because clamoring hordes of tourists were desperate to see the (admittedly beautiful) sights of Romania, but rather because of the notoriously inefficient and corrupt Romanian bureaucracy, coupled with their historic enmity to Hungary, and attempt to discourage Hungarian visits. (Romania had received the largest slice of dismembered Hungary after World War I, and Hungarians were still enraged at this and the poor treatment their ethnic minority received in the now-Romanian province of Transylvania). I was so appalled at the long line that I was tempted to abandon the trip altogether, but Jozsef counseled patience.  I was already put off from the trip by the enforced daily exchange of Western currency I needed to make as a U.S. citizen: the exchange rate given was $1 to 1 lei, whereas on the open market, I could have got 27 leis to the dollar!  I rarely traveled to Eastern Europe in my Communist years because of this mandatory, Western-milking rule – enforced by poor countries desperate for Western "hard" currency.  When we eventually made it to the front, we saw what the hold-up was.  ONE GUARD for all those cars!  He ordered a driver to empty the suitcases for inspection, strolled away for coffee, returning in 10 minutes to leisurely look over the contents.  Then, upon being bribed with a box of cigarettes, he would wave the car on.  





We were asked if we had any guns, smuggled goods or Bibles, this latter item mentioned as though it were dangerous contraband.  When we replied we had only the one permitted Bible per person, we were warned that if they found any other Bibles hidden in the car, we would be sent back over the border, minus the car.  At the time, we thought this was a joke, but 2 years later, this exact scenario happened to Jozsef and 3 friends.  They were taking our car (or rather the church's service car; we didn't own one) to Romania, smuggling in Bibles and other church resources for the Hungarian ethnic minority in Romania.  Jozsef had done this before, using foam rubber to wrap around the books and thus disguise their sound from guards, who for this reason knocked on the car's outside.  This time, he used too little insulation, and the guards, on their routine check, discovered the books hidden between the car's inner and outer panels.  They proceeded not only to empty the car, but also to rip open the entire car's upholstery, even cutting open a loaf of bread to see if a Bible was baked in it!  The 4 men were interrogated separately, each told (falsely) that the others had already confessed, and if they didn't, they would be beaten so badly that their own mothers wouldn't recognize them.  They slapped Jozsef around, and demanded, in vain, the names of the people to whom Jozsef was bringing the Bibles.  Jozsef would not betray the poor folk on the other side of the border; after some hours of tense waiting he was sent back over the border with his friends, on foot in a thunderstorm, our car confiscated.  He was lucky to escape alive, since similar cases sometimes ended with the victim being killed in an "accident" or sent to a labor camp in Romania for years.  Even brave Jozsef admitted to being frightened at this appalling treatment. This was by far the most dangerous event we encountered in our Communist years.   





So bad was Romanian life in the 1980s under its dictator Ceausescu that not only was gasoline to be bought only in hour-long lines, religion savagely persecuted and whole villages threatened with demolition, but citizens, seeing our foreign license plate, would beg for us to sell them contraceptives, forbidden in Romania at that time.  Women were forced to have unlimited births, often resulting in unwanted children getting pediatric AIDS and being abandoned in state orphanages – the notorious footage later seen on Western TV.  Officialdom was so inefficient as to be funny: I was interested in some used clothes in a shop, hung on racks, on sale, but barred off from customers.  I asked the salesgirl to see them, but she refused, saying: "you wouldn't want them anyway."  Under Communism, sales didn't matter – you still got your salary even if you sold nothing, ever. 





Customer service was almost non-existent: in many Communist countries there were 3 lines to buy goods: one to order the item, one to pay for it and one to pick it up.  This way 3 people could be employed instead of just one (unemployment was actually illegal).  Workers under Communism often worked only nominally at their official jobs, saving their energy for better-paying private jobs; the average Hungarian man worked 14 hours a day.  State goods were often pilfered, the thieves rationalizing that since theoretically there was no private property in Communism, they could "share" the "common goods."  We too were not entirely guiltless.  Some of the materials used to build our new parsonage (finished finally in 1995 – 10 years after the process began!) were quietly stolen from the state by the contractor (a church member) who built it, with neither he nor we breathing a word to anyone about it.  Jozsef had no big qualms of conscience, pointing out that the Communist government had stolen so much property from citizens and the Church, that this was a way of obtaining justice.  In fact church land and a building in Dabas had been confiscated by the State in the 1950s, finally returned to Church hands only in the 1990s.   





In spite of these horrors Romanian scenery was gorgeous (much of it, Transylvania, had been the most beautiful part of Hungary and was still fiercely mourned by Hungarians) and the people often friendly.  Stumbling upon a monastery during a feast day, Jozsef and I were warmly invited to join in the delicious, vegetarian feast, even though we were total strangers and couldn't speak Romanian. We rejoiced for the Romanian people when Ceausescu and wife were overthrown in December 1989 in a liberation movement begun by Tokes Laszlo, an ethnic Hungarian Reformed pastor.  More disturbing was the manner of their disappearance: after a hasty trial they were executed on Christmas Day and the image of their bullet-ridden corpses, unceremoniously dumped on the ground, was endlessly displayed on Hungarian television.  There was almost an attitude of gloating in the Hungarian and Romanian press – really no wonder, given the savage nature of the dictatorship.      





After barely a half year in Hungary I was ready to continue my theology studies, despite attempts to dissuade me and an almost inhuman commute to Budapest.  Friends and family tried to talk me out of ministry, pointing out (correctly) that the pay was extremely low and the profession politically unwise. Some of Jozsef's colleagues and parishioners felt I should become a Reformed pastor so that I could help Jozsef in his congregation.  One old battleaxe church member (wickedly nicknamed "Aunt Luci" (short for Lucifer) by Jozsef) threatened to have Jozsef and me thrown out of the congregation if I didn't convert to the Reformed faith!  She also resented my visiting the local Lutheran congregation.  I inadvertently got revenge by calling her "Aunt Luci" to her face, thinking it was her real name!  Jozsef, however, backed me up in my determination to continue with Lutheran seminary, and slowly the opposition backed down.  In order to reach the seminary by 8 a.m. I would have to rise at 5 a.m. and endure the 4-hour round-trip daily commute (by bicycle, bus, subway and the slowest train I'd ever been on).  





After just a half year living in Hungary I started graduate studies.  Language was a huge issue when I began attending the Lutheran Theological Seminary in Budapest.  I could barely converse with my new in-laws; what made me think I could understand academic subjects – such as learning Latin, Hebrew and Greek in Hungarian?  Armed with a dictionary, I picked out words that kept recurring like "Isten" (God), looked them up, and wrote them down.  At first I understood maybe one word in 20, but the ratio slowly improved.  In the first year the teachers kindly allowed me to take exams in English or German.  My classmates were very nice to me and helped me with the language.  I made some very close friends at seminary, and 20 years later I'm still in touch with some of them. Once they saw it wouldn't offend me, they laughed at my language bloopers.  I was regarded almost as a class clown; I never could see why my classmates found me so amusing when I was trying to be serious!  My biggest "funny" mistake was on the first day of school: I was lolling in my chair, waiting for class to start, wondering why everyone around me was standing.  I jumped to my feet, red-faced, when I realized why: the professor had just entered!  As a barbarous American, I wasn't used to rising in respect for the teacher.  How amused my classmates must have been!  Maybe just my presence as a bumbling foreigner was funny.  I was also sometimes affectionately teased for my fair skin (Hungarians tend to have olive complexions and dark hair and eyes) and my love of "dirty old nothings" – their contemptuous name for medieval ruins which I, as an American, loved.  Sadly, due to the 150-year-long Turkish occupation, few medieval structures were left in Hungary.





Though the Seminary faculty was always cordial to me, my very presence at the school must have been awkward for them.  Here I was, a "Capitalist" from the arch-enemy U.S.A., planning to live and work in the country.  I wasn't Hungarian by ethnicity or citizenship, and I wasn't a carefully picked short-term scholarship student allowed in the country briefly for show.   I was a strange half-breed kind of student, and not always easy to have around. I suspected I might be some kind of pioneer: probably the first foreign woman ordained pastor in Hungary, but I never found out for sure. I did know that I was one of very few Americans ever to live in the Hungarian countryside, and Jozsef and I were the first inter-denominational clergy couple ever to serve in Hungary.  The seminary made a big deal of visiting students from the West, but tried to down-play me.  I think I was an embarrassment to them, but they couldn't think of a good reason to bar me from seminary.  I asked awkward questions when I felt the truth was being fudged about the true nature of Communism.  Being a peace-loving type I never meant to start trouble, but my sense of justice just couldn't endure some of the outright lies some party-line students and faculty spewed out about Communism or the West (such as the State and Church always having "good relations" under Communism or Afghanistan "wanting" the Soviet Union to invade it).  I had to speak up at a compulsory meeting in which a government official denounced President Reagan's "Star Wars" program.  Though never a Reagan supporter, I felt I had to protest political propaganda becoming mandatory seminary curriculum.  Though always terrified at speaking up, I was never reprimanded by the staff, even though they were known to scold Hungarian students for saying the same thing.  Perhaps they thought as an American I was a hopeless case.  





As late as 1988 (one year before Hungary's transition to democracy) I was warned (by a youth group member, no less!) to use care with my words when I criticized the Communist government for persecuting Cardinal Mindszenty in the 1950s.  In theory, my speaking up could have got Jozsef and myself in serious trouble, but for some reason I never faced any consequences – perhaps Hungary by then was already too far down the road to democracy. (It would have been a different story in the Stalinist 50s, or even just 5-10 years earlier).   I was refused permission to use the Seminary copier to copy a family letter I had written, due to its uncomplimentary references to Communism. In order to plead my case, I was tempted to tell the dean that this letter's criticism was mild compared to other, private letters I had written (fortunately, I didn't reveal this).   Copying machines were strongly regulated owing to the government's fear of seditious pamphlets being circulated.  Freedom of the press was not a right, and I had to take the letter to the American Embassy (where I had worked) to make copies.  





I also flatly refused to become a Hungarian citizen, even when the bishop insisted that this might be a condition of ordination.  This would have meant loss of my precious U.S. citizenship, since America did not allow dual citizenship with Communist countries.  I also refused to take the loyalty oath all Hungarians had to make to the Socialist government when they were ordained.   I was determined to resist these, even if it meant not being ordained.  Instead I was asked to meet with the director of the infamous State Office for Church Affairs for a "little chat", undoubtedly a chance for him to appraise whether I was a threat to the regime. This department, ostensibly set up to improve State-Church relations, was in reality charged with undermining religion. Its leader had once threatened the Church with the infamous words: "The Lutheran Church has a lot to lose" – a thinly disguised warning to toe the line.  I walked in with trepidation, prepared to resist any threats or "persuasions."  One of the faculty members fawningly and patronizingly introduced me as "our cute little American student", and I was left alone with the Big Enchilada – one of the most depraved-looking men I'd ever seen, with deep circles under his eyes and an entrenched hung-over look.  To my surprise, he treated me with respect and didn't ask me to take any oaths or try to force me to become a citizen.  He must have concluded I was harmless. As my mother always used to say, it must have been that innocent look I was born with!  





I was a bit piqued to find out years later that there wasn't even a file about me from the Secret Police.  After democracy arrived in Hungary in 1990, Secret Police files were released to citizens who requested them.  Upon my request I received a polite answer that no file was to be found.  What an insult – I didn't even deserve police surveillance?  There's such a thing as looking too innocent! 





Jozsef, however, did have a file with the Secret Police, which he was able to retrieve after democracy.  He had been suspect ever since his "too popular" youth groups in the '80s, and his refusal to be a spy for the Hungarian government when on vacation in Britain.  His suspicious activities continued with his growing involvement in the Magyar Demokrata Forum, a movement for the liberation of Hungary.  He had attended the famous Lakitelek Dissidents' conference of 1987 and had warned me, just half-jokingly, to contact Amnesty International if he did not return.  In 1988, when he became the leader of the Dabas Democratic Forum, the police tried to get compromising information about him from our neighbors in Dabas and his birth town of Orkeny.  Any dirt they could have dug up (secret alcoholism, anti-Communist remarks, etc.) would have been used against him.  We found this out years later from the neighbors, who had either not cooperated, or simply couldn't find anything dirt-worthy, since there were no flaws in Jozsef's untarnished public reputation.





I found out 20 years later at a class reunion that many of my professors (mainly – perhaps not by coincidence – the ones we students had disliked) were secret informers for the State.  It was also discovered that the bishop at the time, Zoltan Kaldy, was also a state spy.  Western church leaders declared themselves horrified at the news, and I was amused at their naďveté.  It was impossible to become a bishop in Communist Hungary unless you collaborated with the State.  I had always distrusted Bishop Kaldy, long before I knew he was a spy.  He was an autocratic, egotistical man, praising both "our generous Socialist State" and himself in public and angrily denouncing any "betrayers of religion" such as divorced pastors (divorce among pastors was considered an unforgivable sin and often led to forced resignation). His tyrannical ways almost led to the Lutheran World Federation canceling its Hungarian conference.  He advocated complete compliance with the Communist government and claimed that the Soviet Union wanted peace but the U.S. didn't. Seminary attendance at his birthday party was compulsory, and those who disagreed with him were threatened.  National church councils under his rule were mere rubber-stamps for the official line, with lavish praise for the Communist government and all resolutions unanimously passed with no discussion or debate.  When paralyzed by a stroke in office, he hung on to power for 1-˝ years, though unable to move or speak.  By then, his underlings were so cowed that they refused to try to get him to retire-- it might "kill him" to be asked to step down.  This exaggerated care for the feelings of the paralyzed bishop led to an equally paralyzed and ineffective church up to the time of his death.





Seminary faculty could be equally autocratic:  the dean once appointed a private seminary group to hold a November 7 Communist celebration without even consulting the group, and was enraged when the group protested.  One professor harangued dormitory students for throwing away an expired package of cheese, accusing the students of being "wasteful."  Another professor scolded us like children for not reading more exegesis books.  Exam dates, and even subjects, could be arbitrarily changed without explanation or notice; exam times could be delayed up to an hour if a professor felt like chatting with a colleague.  During the 3-hour long oral exams (the entire assembled faculty grilling one student, rather like a doctoral dissertation!), refreshments were passed to the faculty, but not to the students.  A female seminarian was expelled from school for getting pregnant, even though she and her fiancé were refused permission to marry while in seminary (marriage was supposed to wait until after ordination).  One elderly professor, probably partly senile, was notorious for wasting our time.  He would "lecture" about his young days and today's "lazy students" and keep us long past the bell, so we would be late for our next class.  His lectures were often rambling and confused; sometimes the actual subject was confused with another subject.  No one dared officially complain, for fear of getting in trouble.  When students asked him about dissident scholars, they would be roundly scolded for their "provocative, tactless questions" and could be marked down in grade.   One student was publicly singled out for blame – his only crime being that his father was a dissenter.  





Some professors weren't above personal corruption.  Several of them had their own seminarian children jumped to the head of the line for scholarships to coveted Western universities, while students without "protection" had to wait years or go to another East Bloc land to study.  One professor's daughter, with almost no language skills, was favored above a noted language scholar for study abroad – all because of her father's influence. Another professor's son was placed in a Budapest pastorate at the very young age of 28-an unusually favored status, while an older distinguished New Testament scholar (who had dared to dissent from the official Church) languished in a tiny village outside the circles of power.  Students cynically noted all this but dared not officially complain.  





Church life outside of seminary wasn't much different.  When, after completing seminary in 1987, I was ordained, I had no input on where I was to serve.  I was appointed assistant pastor to a village, and though my bosses (a clergy couple) were kind and hospitable (often having me to dinner with their family) there were no collegial discussions about ministry. With no pretense of treating me as an equal, I was told what to do, with no feedback invited.  There were no give-and-take staff meetings.  My job was to run the junior and senior high youth groups, visit the youth, teach Sunday school and do occasional sermons and Bible studies.  My boss, a harried and workaholic conference dean, clearly wanted no discussion with me beyond the bare minimum.  The youth were friendly and engaging but they, like other parishioners, were suspicious of some Western innovations. 





My boss, though considered one of the more liberal and pleasant conference deans, seemed puzzled and a bit put out when I made a mild joke in a sermon.  Hungarian sermons were always dead serious, so I must have come across as quite frivolous.  When I prefaced some prayer time with brief deep breathing and body relaxation, some of them must have complained to my bosses.  They instructed me to lay off the "Buddhist" teaching and return to Christianity!  This was a shock, as was being publicly put down at a youth group by my visiting boss.  He derided the subject matter, and excused himself.  When we later "discussed" this I broke down and cried, then apologized for my tears. To my even greater dismay my boss perfunctorily patted my shoulder, said "I'm sure we'll never find out the reason for your tears", and hurriedly left the room!   It didn't take much knowledge of psychology to realize how deeply fearful my boss was of any deep sharing, especially concerning the "shadow side" of life.  He didn't want to discover the roots of any feeling!  This may have been a survival tactic for his stressful work as a church dean under Communism.  Feelings were a luxury – one just got the job done and hoped to avoid government interference. He lived in fear, perhaps with reason.  Fearing official intervention, he once refused to let me copy invitations to a special service (politically quite innocuous) and insisted I type out all 100 copies instead.  I obeyed, though furious at the waste of my time and his cowardice.    





Fortunately, at this point I was several months pregnant with our long-awaited first child and thus had a good excuse to take maternity leave.  It was customary in Communist Hungary anyway for new mothers to take up to 3 years of paid maternity leave (one of the few truly helpful Communist innovations).  Mothers were not only paid a portion (though not all) of their salaries, but were paid more for each additional child they had.  This wasn't pure altruism; east European birth rates were dangerously low, and these policies were intended to boost the supply of babies.  Each month I received the equivalent of Jozsef's whole monthly salary for my 3 children (an unusually large number for Hungary, though considered the "ethical minimum" for pastors, who were expected to have more children and populate the country with Christians).  I was amused at the respect I received for having 3 children and for breast-feeding them all for a year or longer.  This was almost unprecedented in our town of Dabas and I was asked to give volunteer lectures to expecting mothers about the benefits of breast-feeding, which I gladly did.   Our first-born, Flora, was born in 1989, the year the Berlin Wall fell and the last year of Hungary’s Communist Dictatorship.  She enjoys boasting of this distinction, showing her birth certificate which bears the words “Peoples’ Republic of Hungary”, earning her the title “Commie” from her friends.





After having 2 daughters, every Hungarian assumed I desperately wanted a son.  I insisted I didn't care, since I came from a family of 3 girls and no boys.  They thought I was just making the best of it and were ecstatic for us when our 3rd child was a boy.  This slightly chauvinistic character to Hungarian society annoyed me at times.  Although Jozsef was quite egalitarian many of his compatriots were not, especially village residents.  Jozsef and I both laughed over some of the sexist reactions I received.  When I once dropped off our car at the service station for a repair, the mechanic (a good friend of Jozsef's) stared at me in amazement and asked: "Jozsi sent YOU with the car?" the implication being that only men ever brought cars for repairs.  Another time, a sweet young neighbor woman ran over to me when I was washing the car and scolded me in a most well-meaning way, insisting that this was a "man's job."  I didn't dare show my amusement, but mildly pointed out that if women could wash floors and dishes (considered solely women’s' work) then they could certainly wash cars!  Women were expected to do all the housework (though Jozsef, something of a Hungarian exception, helped out a lot at home) and the cooking.  When I once imprudently (prompted partly by a spirit of mischief) told a group of women I didn't especially like cooking, there was an instant, disapproving silence.  Most likely, many village women already silently disapproved of me, since I didn't can produce or grow a vegetable garden, and I used the so-called "lazy stick" (another word for mop) for washing floors instead of getting down on hands and knees.  





I also noticed the different treatment of women pastors.  I knew, of course, that many American churches also disapproved of women pastors, but Hungary took this to a whole new level.  One Hungarian church physically barred their gates from an appointed woman pastor, saying they would never allow a woman pastor to set foot in their church. This was a protest against a new church law which, in 1987 (my year of ordination) allowed women, for the first time in Hungarian Lutheran history, to be ordained right after seminary.  Up to this time women were "sent out" instead of ordained for a test period of a few years to see if they "qualified" for ordination. At a pastors' conference one of my closest colleagues publicly objected to women pastors, claiming women ministers could not be as "spiritually committed" as men and that the quality of the seminary went down when women were admitted! When I said this was insulting he dismissed me as a feminist (an amusing charge, considering how moderate I was by Berkeley standards!) 





I was astounded at one pastors' gathering in which we few women pastors were asked to leave the meeting and make coffee. (Never a coffee drinker, I didn't even know how to make it, especially the "poison strong" Hungarian kind).  Though we were theoretical equals as colleagues, it was taken for granted that the women were to serve the men at the meeting. We 3 women (out of a group of 20) all obediently rose to serve; I was too flabbergasted to protest, though grateful when one of the unusually enlightened men pastors helped us.  I was also upset at the opportunistic use of women pastors by the seminary: they were admitted in the later Communist days, mainly to fill out the thinning ranks of male seminarians (training to be a pastor under Communism was no walk in the park) but later on, after democracy, were discouraged from applying.  Ads soliciting seminarians actually printed "male applicants preferred."  When I wrote a protesting letter to the seminary dean, I was told this was a purely practical policy.  Women pastors had an annoying habit of having babies, taking leave from the ministry, and thus were "unreliable workers." 





On maternity leave from 1989 to 1996, I was delighted to take a break from stressful ministry and be a full-time mother.  In between raising the children, I trained for telephone crisis counseling in Budapest, gave some guest lectures and sermons at other churches and, most of all, helped out as pastor's wife.  This was a many-faceted job in Hungary, with strong expectations.  I was expected to sit in the first pew at Jozsef's church, convert to his denomination (this, with Jozsef's backing, I refused to do) and at any hour of the day, receive visiting church members or walk the one block and unlock the church to visiting groups.   The 200 year-old church, handsome but Spartan by American standards, (whitewashed, with no artwork, crosses or candles), contained an historic porcelain wreath on display, often visited by tourists.  Since our home and the fellowship hall and church office were one, all church events took place in our home and I was unofficial church secretary, helping with church typing, taking in pledge money (which was stored in our house – the fact we were never robbed a testimony to the law-abiding citizens under the ruthless Socialist police state) and listening to anyone who cared to come by and talk.  





I took to my pastor wife duties with energy, for the most part, and even started visiting certain members at their homes, often because Jozsef was too busy to do much visitation. Always warmly welcomed, I made friends with many of these people. I co-led ministry groups with Jozsef on marriage enrichment and Christian dream interpretation and led a Bible study and Evangelism group.  In the early years I helped Jozsef run the youth group, helped with youth retreats in distant corners of Hungary, and even learned basic organ playing since the church had no organist at first.  It was a challenge to slow down to the tempo of the snail-paced singing, (staunch traditionalists, they firmly refused to speed up to my playing) and I tried to ignore the dead, desiccated bat stuck inside an organ pipe (it always made me slightly uneasy--what if it was a vampire?). The church was unheated, so in winter I wrapped myself in a blanket and plugged in a small space heater just so that my fingers would work in the cold.  I delighted in Jozsef's ministry robe, a dramatic black garment that I called his "Dracula cape."  He, for his part, was amused at Americans' obsession with Dracula, this historical figure being almost unknown in Hungary (though in recent years "Dracula tours" have been revived in neighboring Transylvania, eager to lure Western tourists).  





I saw how different pastoring was in Hungary than in the U.S.  The biggest difference was the laity's passivity.  Hungarian pastors did almost all the church work; there was almost no lay leadership.  There was a church council, so decisions were democratic, but all initiative seemed to rest with the pastor; there were no committees. My favorite example of this was Jozsef's Bible study: he tried to get lay discussion and involvement, but this was quietly resisted.  One laywoman finally spoke up for all of them: "Reverend, we pay you to tell us what to think; you're supposed to do the work!" Jozsef worked like a dog as it was; now he had to do all the thinking work as well!  Church fellowship was almost non-existent.  There was an annual "Agape Fest" for all members with speaker and refreshments, but no coffee hours after services.  Services were highly traditional: solemn faces, rising to greet the pastor when he entered, stately hymns and long sermons (with no jokes).  Some pastors preached 50 minutes long; mercifully, Jozsef's sermons were shorter as well as better than the average Hungarian sermon.  Laity was not involved in any aspect of worship, except to set out flowers.  All services, even Christmas and Easter ones, were exactly the same in atmosphere and liturgy, with no seasonal variations, and typically low attendance. All small groups met in our house, which was the same as the church office and fellowship hall.  Since proselytizing outside the church walls was forbidden, events had to be fairly low profile. Though I was very fond of the kind and welcoming church members, I found Hungarian church life, at least that in the "historical" denominations (Reformed, Lutheran and Catholic), to be depressing and greatly missed the livelier, varied American worship and fellowship.  We occasionally visited (or guest-preached at) nearby Baptist or Pentecostal churches.  These "free churches", tolerated by the State and historic denominations, made me homesick with their informal, joyous character.    





There were some major changes in church life after Hungary became democratic (the first free elections were in April, 1990): new denominations were allowed to proselytize (Jehovah's Witnesses, Mormons – the new permission for these controversial denominations to operate in Hungary deeply disturbed the traditional historical denominations.).  Baptisms were no longer discouraged by the State, and the request for these greatly increased. It was no longer "politically incorrect" to be a church member and educational and professional opportunities opened fully to members.  Applicants to church organ training were no longer threatened with losing their jobs, regional and national youth conventions were allowed for the first time, and chaplains were permitted in hospitals and prisons. Seminaries were allowed to increase their number of applicants as well as number of branches.  In the last year of dictatorship, 1989, Jozsef's 2nd parish of Inarcs was finally given permission to build its own church – this permit had taken 8 years!  Church schools, once outlawed, were now popping up everywhere.  Churches received back much of their property formerly confiscated by the state (the Dabas church, much to its delight, got back an old school), and teachers were once more allowed to teach Religion as an elective in the schools.  Pastors were even paid by the state for their teaching hours, and separate Religion teachers could be trained to do this work.  Though now theoretically independent, this state income kept the Church financially dependent on the state to a degree.  Jozsef was the only pastor in the region to refuse state money for Religion teaching, claiming that it maintained church dependence on the government.  Though I agreed with him in theory, and admired his idealism, this refusal made financial conditions harder for our family.  





Being a church-going Christian, once dangerous, now became almost fashionable (though churches in reality did not increase much in Sunday attendance).  Former Communist leaders protested they had been secretly baptized as children, and had always been Christian in their hearts.  Jozsef and I were cynically amused at some of these turncoats: one school principal slapped Jozsef cordially on the back and said "Joe, my boy, I need your help in building up the spiritual life of this school!"  This same man had, just a few years before under Communism, reported Jozsef to the authorities for the "dangerous" popularity of his youth group and had forbidden Jozsef to ever enter the school.  





We were similarly amused at our neighbor, a Communist party secretary.  We had had him and his wife over for tea once, years before, when they first moved to our street.  Reluctantly entering the disdained territory of a parsonage, they had sat unresponsively when we shared a bit about the U.S.  To each of our comments about America the party secretary gave a standard reply: "Hungary is a beautiful country too!" – obviously fearing to seem to approve of the Capitalist enemy in any way.   This same man had clearly used his influence to get free use of the "Rent-a-Russian" service (the nearby Soviet troops) to build his house.  And yet, within months of the democracy transition, this same pillar of the Communist party line became an ardent Capitalist, building a small factory behind his house which noisily produced bottle caps.  There were undoubtedly many Communists by conviction; he was not one of them, but rather an unprincipled opportunist.  In a rather endearing turn of events after the fall of Communism this same man, once a declared enemy of the Church, offered to repair the broken church clock for free.  





Jozsef's life as pastor became easier after the transition, and he was even lauded for his political work to liberate Hungary.  He had been the local leader for change in Dabas and was urged to run for parliament.  Fearing this would lead to neglect of his pastoring (even though it was just a part-time job), Jozsef turned down the offer, with my approval. In retrospect I rather wish he had run for parliament; with his popular appeal, sterling reputation and name recognition he could well have won.  He had great enthusiasm for politics and would have made an excellent democratic and incorruptible politician.   Even the American ambassador (now a new one – a friendly, informal American) came to our house for dinner one night to show his support for Jozsef's efforts.  We were awed to receive such exalted company, and with the help of neighbors put on a feast for him and his entourage.  





My 12 years in Hungary were eye-opening, historical and something of a pioneer/missionary experience.  Though there were hardships and due to divorce I eventually had to leave, part of my heart remains in Hungary.  I am grateful for the opportunity to have lived in a different culture, and to have seen the transition from a closed to an open political system.  Hungary has made a smooth transition to democracy, and despite some political protests, has remained stable and continues to evolve. My prayer for this beloved country echoes the opening words of Hunary’s national anthem: “May God bless the Hungarians.”  





  





