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Haines, Alaska
Priest brings multicultural message
By Christa Sadler

Haines High School hosted one of Alaska’s most renowned educators Thursday. 
The Reverend Doctor Father Michael Oleksa reminded a morning crowd of students and community members that understanding other cultures begins with understanding their own. 

Father Oleksa is a Russian Orthodox priest who has taught throughout Alaska since he arrived in the early 1970’s. He currently leads a parish in Anchorage.

He’s traveled extensively speaking and teaching on Alaska history and intercultural communication. He is the co-founder of Alaska Faith Communities Concerned for Children.

In 2001, he hosted the four-part PBS series "Communicating Across Cultures." He has served on the Alaska Humanities Forum and the National Council on Alcoholism. 

Oleksa received the Alaskan of the Year Denali Award in 2001, and in 2002 was named Distinguished Citizen by the National Association of Governors.

He uses storytelling as a vehicle to illustrate his discussions intended to help young people grow to be successful, caring adults. His experience with Native Alaskans (he was adopted into the village of Hoonah in the early 1970’s) has helped bridge the gap between Native and non-native cultures.

Gesturing enthusiastically and energetically pacing the floor, Oleksa mingled traditional Native Alaskan stories with a discussion of cross-cultural communication. 

Oleksa pointed out that we are all raised in a cross-cultural environment, in that males and females do and see things differently. 

He defined culture in three ways: as the way one sees the world, the game of life as one understands it and plays it, and the story with which one was born. 

"Culture defines you and how you see the world. People don’t see the world the way you do, because they were born into a different story."

Oleksa used sports imagery to help students understand that cultures have different rules for life. "You wouldn’t bring basketball rules into a game of football and expect to be able to play well. We have to be in communication with each other."

A traditional Yupik story about a boy eating everything he hunted instead of bringing it home to his grandmother illustrated Oleksa’s point that growing older does not necessarily mean growing up.

"Not all boys become men, not all girls become women, no matter how old they get. You have to decide to grow up. If you only live for yourself, you’ll not only never grow up, but you’re in danger of becoming something you don’t want to be.

"As we grow up, we learn that we’re not the center of the universe. We become adults when we care about something or someone other than ourselves."

Much of Oleksa’s discussion revolved around the importance of traditional education and the difference between that and school-based education. "Education is whatever you teach or learn that is useful, meaningful or relevant in your life." 

Oleksa said that in a perfect world, education and school would be the same thing, but they often aren’t. "We need both education and school to learn how to become human beings, but if you neglect the human side of the educatonal educational effort, you run the risk of creating monsters."

Traditional education is something that humans have been doing since long before the advent of civilization. 

Oleksa outlined its three goals: to learn who we are, to learn how we are related to the rest of the world, and to learn the processes that we must go through to achieve goals.

He said modern desire to immediately reach an end shortchanges the process of cultural understanding. 

"There is a process to achieving every goal. If you avoid that process, your achievement won’t be the real thing in the end. The process can be as, or more important than, the final product."

An important tenetof traditional Native education is that following custom and tradition helps us connect to all the people who have come before us, a valuable component of understanding one’s culture, he said.

He encouraged students and community members to "find out your story. You’re writing your own story, you’re writing the next chapter. Don’t use chapter two as an excuse not to write chapter three." 

Oleksa believes that acknowledging differences between people is key to more peaceful existence between humans. "We can learn to appreciate and respect and rejoice that these different stories are there, because it gives us a different viewpoint on the world."

"Who’s going to make Haines a better community? Only the people who live here and are committed to Haines; who have respect and understand that we’re not all playing the same ball-game, that we could be enriched by seeing the different stories."

Father Oleksa’s visit to Haines was sponsored by the Tlingit-Haida Regional Housing Authority as part of the Alaska Initiative for Community Engagement grant, administered by the Association of Alaska School Boards. 
