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Abstract

This study attempts to provide a literary analysis of some of the most popular contemporary
Orthodox bestsellers in an effort to discuss their literary and cultural values and to explain their
widespread appeal, focusing on historical, social and political concern that inform the Orthodox

book market.

The analysis shows that the popular Orthodox culture in Russian society today tends toward a
nationalist, moralist and rather conservative reading of the religion. Christianity is seen not so
much as a universal concept, but the essence that defines the historic origin and cultural roots of
the Russians. My study confirms a close tie between the 19" century Russian messianism and

today’s popular Orthodox discourses.

Instead of focusing on dogmatic, theological debates, the bestsellers place emphasis on the lived
experience of Russian people, showing through the life stories of “real people” how religion is
relevant in modern society, how one can engage. The readers’ response indicates that average
readers focus on the peaceful, optimistic, positive attitude that religion helps one attain in this

life rather than the possibility of afterlife that the faith actually promises.

These books portray an Orthodox Church that has actually always been there throughout the
Russian history and has always been the nation’s greatest treasure and ultimate protection, which
is a sharp departure from the tradition of late 19" century Russian literature that promoted

opposition to institutional religion.

The Orthodox ideal of holiness and treatment of the concept of personality shown in these
bestsellers carry distinct medieval message, which are perceived as the perfection that needs to

be preserved intact and promoted as it is and any changes or improvements would be undesirable.
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Introduction

Ccontemporary Russian literature is inextricably tied to its faith experience. Every popular art
form is a reflection of a society that produces it, and the resurgence of religion in post-Soviet
Russia took many scholars by surprise. Despite the devastating Soviet campaign against religious
institutions, the clergy, and sacred objects and places, which had been meant to eradicate religion,
Russian socialist society was never thoroughly secularized. The impetus for this study is a well-
known phenomenon in the publishing industry: the popularity of Orthodox literature. By
“Orthodox literature,” I mean a broader scope of literary works than merely those marketed
exclusively to church-goers and sold in Christian bookshops. The term “Orthodox literature” in
this thesis covers both “fiction” and “non-fiction” written from an Orthodox worldview and
intended for a broad readership, including belles-lettres, novels, memoirs, short stories, and
biographies. In recent years, the number of Orthodox books has increased significantly. In
addition to print literature, an abundance of Orthodox websites' provide free access to old and

new prose works. This literature can be divided into four types:"

1) Church literature in a narrow sense: Scripture, the writings of the Church Fathers, prayer
books;
2) Scholarly literature, such as historical-theological works;
3) Publications for educational and missionary purposes, including Orthodox manuals;
4) Literary fiction, including poetry and novels, as well as a variety of poems and stories for
children.
It 1s not Bibles or prayer books, but Orthodox fiction, whose sales have exceeded expectations.
The term “fiction” here encompasses both fictional imaginative texts and “creative non-fiction”
or “non-fiction novels”, because the creative processes involved in writing traditional non-
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fictional biography and memoirs are far removed from the processes of writing fiction or

poetry.ii The line of demarcation between fiction and non-fiction can be blurry.

The popularity of Orthodox fiction did not develop in isolation, but in the context of
contemporary Russian culture in general, and Russian literature in particular, which has always
been informed by moral concerns and by the national consciousness. Morality and the sense of
community are the most salient features of the religious landscape in Russia, and the lived
experience of Russians in relation to religion defies easy categorization. Thus, in a sense,
analyzing Orthodox popular literature can be especially productive. This study presents an
analysis of how the Christian faith is presented in the writing, and how these bestsellers can
provide insight into the intellectual and ideological currents within Russian Orthodoxy. I will
place the phenomenon of “Orthodox bestsellers” in a context that explains their positive sales

figures and their significance in reflecting contemporary Russian culture.

Books that achieve literary acclaim do not necessarily achieve bestseller status. Novels do not
sell well on their artistic merits alone, but because they tap into the intellectual and cultural
climate of the times and thus appeal to a vast number of people. In addition, having “marketing
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savvy, industry connections,”" as Brian Hill points out in The Making of a Bestseller, is also
crucial for a book’s success. Hence, it is important to understand the cultural context of Russian

Orthodox literature and the general place the Russian Orthodox Church occupies in society.

Russian history, as a whole, has always been inseparable from Orthodoxy. Every Russian writer
or thinker is connected to it to some degree: he either spurns it or is attracted to it." In popular
perception, Russia is imbued with the divine; she is a special country destined for something

great. Orthodoxy became Russia’s defining creed in Nicholas I'’s official ideology uniting faith,



power and nation: “Orthodoxy, autocracy and nationality.” Nineteenth-century Slavophilia, as an
expression of national consciousness, attributed all of the virtues of the Russian nation to
Orthodoxy. In his 1905 essay “The Soul of Russia,” N. Berdyaev noted: “Russian national
thought has been nourished by a sense of Russia’s divinely chosen and God bearing nature.”"' As
a holy nation, she must have a divine purpose. The idea of Russian messianism and great power
was religious-nationalist in nature, and it grew in popularity again in the Soviet samizdat of the
1970s, when broad currents of the national renaissance were passing through many strata of
society, as well as in the Soviet official press. All these ideas have found echoes in today’s

popular Orthodox literature.

Today, the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) has not only overcome oppression by the atheist
Soviet regime, but has become a noticeable force both politically and culturally, in the very
forefront of Russian public life. The Church seeks active forms of incorporation with the state
power and assumes the role of the ultimate moral judge of Russian society. In her pivotal work
The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics, Russian scholar Irina Papkova observes, “after a
while, you could not turn on the television without seeing the patriarch or one of his closest
subordinates commenting on this or that political and/or social issue.” "' Various films,
documentaries, and talk shows have constantly emphasized the role of the ROC in the history of
the Russian state and society. The mass media widely follows public appearances by the head of
state and other statesmen in churches. Most of Russia’s well-known politicians, including those
who formerly declared themselves atheists, seem to have become Orthodox."!! As Fagan noted in
his Believing in Russia, in the popular notion of Russian national identity, symbolic belief in

Russia and Orthodoxy is perceived as the glue consolidating the nation’s power.™*



When it comes to interpreting the communist era and modern Russian history, the Church has its
own narrative of the twentieth century that focuses on the hundreds of thousands who suffered
for their faith. John P. Burgess says of the relation between Russia’s new identity and the in-

churching project:

This kind of remembrance is closely linked to in-churching. To
atone for the nation’s historic sins against the Church, Russians
should protect the Church and enter into its life. Fr. Alexander
Mazyrin, a leading voice among a younger generation of church
historians, sees the twentieth century as the time of the Russian
Church’s greatest suffering and also glorification. He invokes
Tertullian’s dictum, ‘The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the
Church.” Many church leaders further suggest that the blood of the
martyrs is also the seed of a new Russia. According to this version
of historical remembrance, Russians will experience national
renewal today if they honor the Church’s great sacrifices under
communism. Russia can again become great, but only as a

Christian, Orthodox nation.*

To promote this interpretation of twentieth-century Russian history, the Church has undertaken a

series of mass canonizations of the “New Martyrs and Confessors of Russia”:

Almost every parish and monastery in Russia has identified its new
martyrs. The Church provides for painting their icons, composing

hymns and prayers to them, publishing an official version of their



life stories, and venerating their relics (if the communists left
anything behind). On the day of a martyr or confessor's death, the

Church includes his or her name in the prayers of the liturgy.*

A.V. Mitrofanova notes that Orthodoxy has become a popular religious ideology at the
grassroots level, in which Orthodoxy, laden with political implications, serves as the borderline
on the arena of confrontation between “us” and “them,” which is not so much between “the
Orthodox” and “the non-Orthodox” as between “patriots” and “democrats.”* The Orthodox
patriotic rhetoric has gained public support and infiltrated larger political organizations, thus

contributing to a general Orthodoxization of Russian political discourse.

skoksk

The emergence and development of the Russian medieval literary canon, which was associated
with a high and solemn status, ! was fundamentally influenced by Christianity of Kyivan Rus’.
In the early years after the baptism of Rus’, the Gospels, liturgical service books, and other
religious texts constituted the primary written canon, while non-religious verbal art was excluded
from the written record. Passion and Encomium of Ss. Boris and Gleb the Martyrs («Cxazanue u
cmpacms u noxeana cesmyio mydenuxy bopuca u I'nebay) of the late eleventh century, which
combined dramatic action, lyric prayers, and deeply emotional lamentations, was an early
example of the nature of the Rus’ian concept of holiness (cBsitocts): willing, self-effacing non-
resistance in conformity with the suffering of Christ. This ideal provided a template for the
Russian concept of holiness. Princes Boris and Gleb, the first saints canonized by the Church,

were the sons of Kiev Prince Vladimir, during whose reign in the late tenth century Rus’ was

baptized; they became the victims of a politically-motivated assassination. The hagiographic



account of their death demonstrated to ancient readers that, although they were not martyred for
their faith, their death was a voluntary self-sacrifice that echoed Christ’s death on the cross. As
George Fedotov notes, the value assigned to non-resistance and articulated in this work is an

authentic religious discovery of the newly converted Christians of Rus’.*"

The seventeenth-century autobiography of Avvakum Petrov! («)Kumue npomonona Aesaxyma
um camum HanucanHoey), first published in 1861 in St. Petersburg, is an Early Modern Russian
literary work that has delighted generations of readers. Regardless of the actual issues that
Avvakum advocated, his fiery commentary and his tragic and moving story were memorable. Its
artistic merit makes this text a positive contribution to Orthodox Christian literature, although the
idea of a self-written vita might be troubling in the religious sense as it may raise questions of
pride. In the eighteenth century, when Russian culture was undergoing a drastic reorientation,
traditional Orthodox Christian themes disappeared from mainstream literature, though

generalized religious sentiments did remain.

The nineteenth-century Russian literary canon featured profound religious quests, with the
religious themes in Gogol’s, Dostoevsky’s, and Tolstoy’s works attracting the most attention.
Gogol’s works had always featured moralistic hopes, as his laughter was meant to purge human
sins. He fully unfolded his moral ambitions in his collection of letters and essays, Selected
Passages from Correspondence with Friends («Bvliopanuvie mecma u3 nepenucku ¢ opy3vimuy,
1847), in which he explicitly promoted Christianity and defended the Russian social order of his
time as something sacred. Religious doubts had long tormented and fascinated Dostoevsky, and

in Crime and Punishment («lIpecmynnenue u naxazanuey, 1866), The Idiot («HMouomy, 1868),

1 The transliteration system used in this study is the Romanization table approved by the Library of
Congress, although in some cases exceptions were made to accommodate well-established forms of transliteration.
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The Devils («becwi», 1872) and The Brothers Karamazov («bpamwss Kapamazoswi», 1880) — the
most complicated of all his novels — Christian themes of suffering, redemption, love, and faith
are seamlessly integrated into the dramatic world of literary narrative. In his Confession
(«Hcnoseowvy, 1880), Leo Tolstoy describes his intense quest for the meaning of life, while The
Three Hermits («Tpu cmapyay, 1886) outlines the superiority of unlettered spirituality to formal
religion. It was Tolstoy’s novel Resurrection («Bockpecenue», 1899) that finally brought the
Church’s sanction against him for depicting the Orthodox liturgy in a mocking fashion.
Significantly, Leo Tolstoy’s anti-clericalism and his sharp criticism of Orthodox dogma and
ritual are not in the name of secularism, but in that of a new religion, which came to be known as
spiritual philosophical trend called “Tolstoyianism”. Nikolai S. Leskov stands largely outside of the
religious-philosophical quest of his contemporaries, with his work The Sealed Angel
(«3aneyamnennviii anceny, 1873) offering his interpretation of “the people” (Hapomx) and Russian
national roots. Leskov sees genuine piety and sincere religious feeling in the Old Believers,
which he regarded as the true tradition of the Russian people’s natural religiosity. His focus was
not on the dogmatic differences between the Old Believers and established Orthodoxy, but with
the Old Believers’ anachronistic way of life and their living link with the past. The story contains
vivid details about their rites, customs, language, and everyday life. In the Old Believers, Leskov
finds the manifestation of the chief moral virtues of ordinary Russian people: honest, devout, and

hard-working.

David M. Bethea regards religious sensibility (dukhovnost’) as the most significant tendency in
Russian classical literature as a whole.™ In his interpretation, Russian classical literature’s

function as a social conscience was directly conditioned by its profound Christian moral values:



It has traditionally been literature’s job to serve as social
conscience: advocate for the downtrodden (peasant, “little man,”
chinovnik/bureaucrat, factory worker, women and children) and
critic of despotic regimes, with their instruments of power
(censorship, secret police, court system, labor camps). It is this
tendency to give voice to concerns, however partially muffled by
censorship and “Aesopian” encodings and circumlocutions, that
were incapable of being uttered through other social institutions
that has given Russian literature its strong didacticism and sense of

moral rectitude.*"

Representing the Russian Orthodox Church’s official understanding of the history of classical
Russian literature, M. M. Dunaev, professor of Moscow Theological Academy, offers a different
view in Bepa 6 copnune comnenuti, which claims Orthodox religiosity as the essential attribute of
Russian literature. Dunaev interprets Dostoevsky’s work as a full reaffirmation of traditional
Christianity, failing to see his deeply personal and precarious faith; meanwhile, he also criticizes
Tolstoy without acknowledging the latter’s literary merit.*"! Dunaev tends to place the religious
in opposition to the social in Russian literature, perhaps as a conscious reaction against the
common view in Soviet literary criticism that had significantly overrated the role of the

sociopolitical in Russian literature.

Hagiography as a genre played an important role in the development of nineteenth-century
Russian literature. Both M. Ziolkowski and M. Morris have discussed the influence of medieval
forms of sacred writing, especially hagiography, on later secular works. In Hagiography and

Modern Russian Literature, Ziolkowski examines the underlying polemical purpose of



hagiography, *¥iil demonstrating that many nineteenth-century works employ hagiographical
techniques to make political or social statements, and both politically radical writers and their
religiously-minded contemporaries adapted hagiography to express their own thematic interests.
Morris attempts to pin down the role asceticism played in modern Russian literature, finding
substantial similarities between Christian saints and socialist revolutionaries as strong individuals
who choose lives of asceticism and self-restraint. Nineteenth-century Russian revolutionaries
such as Rakhmetov or Pavel Vlasov are proud, aloof ascetics, while twentieth-century Soviet
socialist heroes such as Dasha Chumalova are strong and decent members of society. Another
type of ascetic hero, the misfit, is embodied in the saintly icon-painter Chertkov of Gogol’s The
Portrait («Ilopmpemy), Tolstoy’s Father Sergius («Omey Cepeuti»), and Dostoevsky’s deranged
monk Ferapont from The Brothers Karamazov («bpamwvs Kapamazoswi»). These characters
search for spiritual perfection, but all share a sense of isolation and estrangement.*™ Morris
further suggested that the authors consciously conceived these stories as reflection of older
works, and the protagonists’ ascetic actions mirror the pattern found in medieval prototypes, to
which Bethea only agrees that such ascetic, maximalist traits can be found in many characters in
Russian literature, and that “saintly behavior can be actively submissive (the “meek™ model of
the martyred brothers Boris and Gleb) or defiantly subversive (the “holy warrior” model of
Aleksandr Nevsky), but what it cannot be is consciously concerned with its own needs as a
separate ego with a merely personal mission.”** Russian scholar V. V. Lepakhin sees the literary
expression of Russian spirituality in Nevsky’s emphasis on icons. He explored the art of icon
painting, and analyzed representation of icons and “red corners” in a series of nineteenth-century

literary works that showed the genuine Russian Orthodox tradition of cherishing and revering



icons that filled the hearts of the faithful with joy and comfort, and punished unrepentant

sinners.*

Orthodox experience in the twentieth century has also attracted scholarly attention, as critics
have rediscovered and reinterpreted various aspects of Russian religious tradition. Sacred Stories:
Religion and Spirituality in Modern Russia (2007), edited by Mark D. Steinberg and Heather J.
Coleman, focuses on the rich tradition of spiritual quests in the so-called “Silver Age,” the final
decades of the Russian Empire. It examines the revitalization of the Orthodox faith, as well as
nonconformist paths of spiritual quest, such as mysticism, spiritualism, theosophy, and “other
idealizations of imagination, feeling, and mystical connections between all things,” i
emphasizing “experience” of and “feelings” about the world as a place of mystery and awesome
power. It underscores “the sacred principle of the absolute autonomy and value of the
individual”**ii expressed by the authors of the journal Vekhi as the high accomplishment of
Russian religious philosophy. The contributors to the collection demonstrate that the construction
and defense of community was central to the sacred stories of religion in the public sphere: “In
the minds of many, Orthodoxy and tserkovnost’ (“churchness”, i.e., belonging to the ecclesial
community of the Russian Orthodox Church) were essential to the definition of Russian
nationality... Likewise, many religious minority groups defined themselves as communities of
difference (or by the difference others saw in them).”™" The authors suggest that the religion of
the “Silver Age” was infused with the characteristics of the modern age, “with its pervasive
ruptures, displacements, and flux, that interpretive boundaries became fraught and uncertain.”*"
The volume makes considerable efforts in redefining and reinterpreting religion, discerning the

“self” as its core concept, and underscoring the individual’s feelings and needs of the ideal of “an

elevated self and community empowered by the sacred force of feeling, speech and word.”*"!
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This interpretation marginalizes the place of the institutional establishment of the Church,
focusing on the interior of the individual self; at the same time, it pushes the religious ever closer
to morality, blurring boundaries. This could perhaps be seen as a challenge between modernity
and the Christian spirit; however, such a sense of blurred and fluid boundaries and marginalized
institutional religion is not present in the contemporary Russian religious experience that is

reflected in the works discussed in this project.

Religion, Morality, and Community in Post-Soviet Societies (2008), a collection of essays edited
by Mark D. Steinberg and Catherine Wanner, represents an effort to discern various forms of
religious beliefs in contemporary post-Soviet Russian culture. The volume questions the
traditional clear-cut dichotomies of religion and modernity, and of religion and culture. The
authors of the anthology assert that modern conditions can actually stimulate religious belief and
practices in a more self-conscious way, modern communications have created new possibilities
for Orthodox practices, nationalist movements articulate ethnonational identities of which
Orthodoxy is a central part, and the Soviet experience itself nurtured high moral awareness and

XXVii

the habit of self-training, self-discipline, which are shared by Christian practice.

With a majority of Russia’s population claiming to be Orthodox, religious literature, especially
books describing the life of the priesthood and people’s everyday religious experiences, are
remarkably popular. Publications in line with official stand of the Moscow Patriarchate often
receive financial subsidies and promotion on the central stands of bookstores. Orthodox literary
prizes have played important roles in supporting and promoting Orthodox fiction in the book
market. In 2004, the All-Russian Orthodox Literary Prize, named after St. Alexander Nevsky,
was founded by the Holy Trinity Alexander Nevsky Lavra with the support of the Union of

Russian Writers and has been presented annually ever since. The Patriarchal Literary Award was

11



established in 2009 and first presented two years later “for significant contribution to the
development of Russian literature.” Many popular Orthodox writers, such as Vladimir Krupin
(2011), Julia Voznesenskaya (2011), Olesya Nikolaeva (2012), or archpriest Alexander Torik

(2013), have either entered the shortlist or received the prize.

Svetlana Boiko has noted that present-day Russian literature is classified by theme and
function.™"il She describes the prize-winning Orthodox novels of Voznesenskaya and Torik as
“ecclesiastical literature” (mepkoBHas auteparypa), which she regards as a thematic descriptor in

2% <e

the vein of “military prose,” “village prose,” or “camp prose,” while ignoring differences
between the poetics of various authors and focusing on the choice of surface texture. Based on
this principle, she classifies Maya Kucherskaia’s Modern-Day Patericon («Coepemennviti
namepuxy, 2005) and lulia Sysoeva’s Notes of a Priest’s Wife («3anucku nonoaovuy, 2008) in

the same category of literature “that chronicle everyday life and mores.”* However, these two

works are widely separated by their genre, poetics, and style.

Maya Kucherskaya’s Modern-Day Patericon: To Be Read in Times of Despair («Coepemennuiii
namepuk. UYmenue ons enaswux 6 yHvinuey) is characterized by reliance on postmodernist
narrative techniques such as fragmentation, paradox, and playfulness of the narrator.
Kucherskaya is a literary critic, novelist, biographer and university professor, who graduated
from the prestigious Moscow State University and obtained a PhD from the University of
California, Los Angeles, and is the author of more than 100 articles on literature and culture. Her
awards include the 2006 Young Guard (Mononas reapaus) Award and the 2007 Student Booker
Prize. Modern-Day Patericon, which was shortlisted for the 2006 Bunin Prize, features a
postmodernist uneven narrative structure, a mixture of heterogeneous materials and styles,

avoidance of psychological characterization, and diffusion of its central plot. The dynamic rests
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on the sheer exuberance of anecdotal material, in its collection of humorous and touching stories
of modern lives in the Russian Orthodox Church. The clergy and their flock are presented as
ordinary people with human weaknesses and peculiarities. Her language style is distinctly
folklore-orientated, which can be traced to Leskov’s tradition,”™* and the narrative style is down-
to-earth without a trace of elevation. Orthodoxy is treated as an everyday way of life for ordinary
people, sometimes trivial, sometimes depressing. Her work attracted great public attention from
both religious and secular circles, though many readers found it baffling. Some of her stories
depict church life as grotesque and dark; others, written in the style of children’s tales, plunge
into absurdity. Her “patericon” was first published in 2004 in the liberal journal 3uamsa (iss.1)
and became the best-selling work of fiction of the year. It was translated into English and
published in 2011 by Alexei Bayer as Faith and Humor: Notes from Muscovy. As a liberal
intellectual, Kucherskaya, along with her Modern-Day Patericon, has come under fire from the
conservative Orthodox priesthood; even so, her greatest contribution to contemporary Orthodox

literature is her “rediscovery” of the patericon or short story collection.

Julia Sysoeva, widow of the rank-and-file Orthodox missionary-priest Daniil Sysoev, published
The Notes of a Priest’s Wife («3anucku nonaovu: ocobennocmu HCU3Hu pyccko20 0yXo8eHCmMea»)
in 2008. This work follows the lives of contemporary Orthodox priests, their financial-material
problems, and their special codes of behaviour that had always been mysterious and hidden from
the eyes of the general public. The issue of spirituality or religiosity is absent, and the priests are
described mainly as diligent state officials who have to climb the social ladder, get paid, and earn
benefits from their jobs, just like everyone else. The pronounced stylistic difference between
these two female writers is connected to the noticeable disparity in their political stances and

social status: whereas Kucherskaya represents highly educated, Western-leaning, liberal
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intellectuals, Sysoeva represents the worldview of less sophisticated, more conservative-leaning
grassroots within clerical circles who are strongly influenced by the popular discourses of the

Church establishment. I will discuss Sysoeva further later in this study.

Kucherskaya started a fashion for patericons in Russian literature. In 2010, Orthodox-oriented
writer Vasily Dvortsov published Endless Patericon («Heckonuaemwiii namepuxy), a collection
of mini-vitae, in the right-wing nationalist journal Mockea (iss.1). The stories in this collection
are set in remote Siberian villages, and are about finding faith, monasticism, and the lives of
ordinary Russian people. Dvortsov’s stories continued the tradition of Russian village prose of
the Brezhnev era expressing nationalistic and patriarchal values. Much like Torik’s Flavian
(«@nasuany), this work also emphasizes Orthodoxy as the foundation of Russian identity and
culture. In 2011, Dvortsov was awarded the All-Russian Orthodox Literary Prize after St.
Alexander Nevsky, and Fr. Tikhon continued the trend of the patericon in Everyday Saints and
Other Stories («Hecesimule ceamvle u opyeue pacckaswviy, 2011). The following year, Olesya
Nikolaeva’s Heavenly Fire and Other Stories («Hebechwiii oconb u opyeue pacckazvly, 2012),
from the same series and in the same style, became another Orthodox bestseller. In Heavenly
Fire and Other Stories, Nikolaeva offers her witness of God’s miracles; like Fr. Tikhon’s work,
her stories feature the intervention of divine Providence in people’s everyday lives, and take a
similar interest in characterizing celebrities and the elite class. Nikolaeva is a professional poet,
writer, and lecturer at the Literature Institute in Moscow. Many of her works were written from a
religious perspective, and as the priest Vladimir Vigilyansky’s wife, she is aware of the church
world. In Heavenly Fire and Other Stories, she not only describes encounters with famous
religious people of the day, but also attempts to depict her own spiritual experiences, even if not

always successfully, with a lingering sense of self-fashioning in the relation of those experiences.
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Nikolaeva’s works were published by the Russian publishing houses Eksmo and AST, but her
editors at those firms admit that “she has been praised mostly as an author of good romantic

prose for women rather than of Orthodox novels” (Orlova).

The primary function of contemporary Orthodox literature, as Boiko has emphasized, is
didacticism, mostly serving as an instruction to the reader. This is especially characteristic of Fr.
Alexander Torik’s Flavian trilogy («@aasuan»). Fr. Alexander is a popular Orthodox writer who
became a believer in the late 1970s. During that time he went for spiritual guidance to the Holy
Trinity-Sergius Lavra and was under obedience as a novice. In 1989, he was ordained as a
deacon, and two years later, as a priest. In 1996, he published his first book, The Beginner’s
Guide to Church Life («Boyeproenenue 015 Hauunaiowux yepkoguyro dicusnvy). In his novel
Flavian (2004), the first part of the trilogy, Fr. Alexander places his protagonist-narrator, Alexei,
an ordinary city dweller, amidst the chaos of contemporary life. Feeling weary and insecure
about the financial situation of the company where he worked as a manager, and dismayed by his
recent divorce, he finally finds a true meaning for his life in the Orthodox religion. The novel
describes in detail the unexpected turning point in Alexei’s life, which happens after a chance
meeting with a former classmate, now Fr. Flavian. This event turns Alexei’s life upside down,
setting him on a new path towards faith in God. He discovers in Fr. Flavian’s church a vast
spiritual world in which everyone finds meaning, joy, and love. The vanity and volatility of city
life in 1990s Russia gives way to a sense of safety and security with God in the church
community. This novel presents Orthodoxy as an antidote to the social ills of post-Soviet Russia,
“instructing” the reader how to conduct him/herself during the Vigil and even presenting extracts
from the service itself. In a scene of the protagonist’s confession, Alexei, an open and receptive

person, “speaks with his friend, asks questions, probing the sum and substance. And for this
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reason he is able to confess, which is not something that just anyone can do the first time around
(it is hard to acknowledge ignorance, to overcome awkwardness, to ask for help...). These
chapters can be used, should the need arise, in preparation for one’s own confession.”” I agree
with Boiko’s opinion, and further point out that, aside from the consideration of the utilitarian
function of efficacy, this emphasis on how the faith is expressed in visible, symbolic forms also
relates to the tendency toward tradition in the external forms of belief that was typical of
Orthodoxy throughout the length of its history. Orthodox Christians in Russia historically have
identified their faith — Pravoslavie (IlpaBocnaBue) — with “truth.” The history of pravoslavie, or
the “right worship,” is a history of attempt to interpret, preserve and live the faith as “rightly” as
possible. Russian church historian A.P. Lopukhin has pointed out that “highly valuing tradition,
the Russian people received Orthodoxy not in order to develop it, but to preserve it from the
intrusion of foreign elements.”!! Russia’s Orthodox faithful have always exerted enormous

energy on preserving the “right worship” and the “right faith.”
Scope of Research

This study covers three bestselling Orthodox novels published in the post-Soviet era: Fr. Arseny
(«Omey Apcenuiiy, 1994); Everyday Saints and Other Stories («Heceéamule céamvle u opyaue
pacckazviy, 2011); and Notes of a Priest's Wife («3anucku nonaovuy, 2008). The authors of
these works include both priests and Orthodox-oriented lay writers, male and female. Their
perspectives, and subsequently, their representations of the Church and priesthood, are
differentiated. Fr. Arseny provides evidence of the burning late-Soviet dissident spirit, while
Everyday Saints and Notes of a Priest’s Wife share the distinct contemporary Orthodox
mainstream stance and the utilitarian function of edification. While Everyday Saints by

Archimandrite Tikhon presents a conservative nationalist view of Russian monasticism and its
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sublime symbolic meaning, Notes of a Priest’s Wife, demonstrates a relatively more liberalized,
almost secular view of an Orthodox woman on the mundane, trivial side of everyday parish life.
The liberal atmosphere of the 1990s facilitated the publication and active reception of Fr. Arseny,
a samizdat novel about a catacomb church during the Soviet period. The book tells the story of a
Russian priest who spent eighteen years in Stalin’s labor camps and, after his release, managed
to secretly build a vigorous, close-knit Orthodox spiritual community under the Soviet regime.
The book contains reminiscences and stories of his “spiritual children,” the survival of the faith
under extreme circumstances, and the parishless priest’s cultivation of institutionless Orthodoxy.
Vera Shevzov notes that during the Khrushchev years, the Soviet dissident movement

contributed to sustaining Orthodoxy as a living tradition in the late Soviet period:

The private gatherings associated with the dissident phenomenon
provided many members of the intelligentsia throughout the 1960s,
1970s, and 1980s with a venue in which to study Orthodoxy, to
assess the life of the contemporary church, and to provide a public
moral voice with respect to the exercise of faith in an officially
atheistic society...Orthodox consciousness was not immune to
broader cultural, social, and political trends. Members of the
Orthodox intelligentsia warned that the Soviet political system
could very well produce a New Orthodox Believer alongside a

XXxiii

New Soviet Person.

This political vision partly found its expression in the novel Fr. Arseny. The novel highlights the
moral courage and love of the saint-priest Arseny, who offered an example of great spiritual

strength and unshakable faith, selflessly helping and supporting other political prisoners in the
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darkest environment of a labour camp, often risking his own life. His charity, fortitude, and
Christ-like justice amid the harshest circumstances of hunger, cold, and exhausting labor,
transcend the simple formula of a Christian hero dying because the killers hate the faith. Part of
Fr. Arseny’s charism is his informed, empathic understanding toward others, so that they felt
they can intellectually and emotionally resonate with his perspective, which eventually made a
crucial difference in the life of each of them. Under his influence, the communist officials and
young Komsomol members begin to re-evaluate the Orthodox religion that they had previously
despised. Heizn Kobut once noted that every person struggles to some degree to hold their self
together and therefore needs all the grace-responses they can get.>? While undergoing this inner
shift in worldview, these people publicly continue to do their previous jobs diligently, remaining
conscientious members of Soviet society, and stayed connected with each other in a new,
redeeming way. It’s noteworthy that almost all characters in the book were ethic Russians, there
were very few non-Russians: two or three Ukrainians and one tartar, who were mentioned
superficially and who played fairly insignificant roles in the plot. The novel reveals the extreme
inhumanity and cruelty of the state penal system of the Soviet Union, but rather than placing the
blame on evil power, it strongly implies the responsibility of all Soviet citizens for the moral
tragedy of the country. It is this sober questioning and intense self-analysis, written in the best
tradition of Soviet dissident literature, that distinguish it from the later works published after

2000.

Fr. Arseny has attracted the attention of both Orthodox and non-Orthodox readers. The first three

parts of the book had been known in “samizdat” form in the 1970s, before the full novel was

2 Cooper, Terry D., and Robert L. Randall. Grace for the Injured Self: Healing Approach of Heinz Kohut, The
Lutterworth Press, 2012

18



published in 1993 by St. Tikhon’s Orthodox Theological Institute (now University) in Moscow.
The book has been reprinted many times by this publisher and numerous times internationally. A
further two extensive parts were added in the fourth edition in 2000 by Vladimir Vladimirovich
Bykov, a member of Maroseika, a religious community in central Moscow that continued to
function secretly during the Soviet era when one could be threatened with forced labour or death
for such activity. The English translation was published by the largest Orthodox publisher in the
United States, St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press (Father Arseny, 1998, 2001, 2003), and the book
has also been translated into Greek, Bulgarian, French, Spanish, Romanian, and Latvian.
However, there has been no scholarly research of the readership the book has attracted so far,

therefore we know very little about the age group, social strata and gender the readers represent.

The overall sense of cultural crisis felt in the immediate aftermath of the USSR’s collapse was
somehow overcome in the 2000s, when the book market as a whole was revived considerably. In
the 2000s, Orthodox literature reflected the social problems of crime, poverty, moral degradation
and social injustice that emerged in the first years after the dissolution of the USSR. During the
2000s, Orthodox fiction switched from a dissident spirit to the literary mainstream. Orthodoxy is
now portrayed as the essence of Russianness, the defining feature of the Russian national identity
and its historical and cultural roots. It continues the nineteenth-century Slavophile rhetoric,
summarized best in Dostoevsky’s Demons: “He who is not Orthodox cannot be Russian” (249).
Moreover, Orthodox bestsellers share some characteristics of popular literature: these works
usually feature candid and self-critical protagonists, uncomplicated language, and a sense of light
humour. These works are intended for the masses, seeking to satisfy people’s immediate
curiosity with the priesthood; they present introductory knowledge of the Church rules, with no

moral burdens but easy and enjoyable reading. The terms “popular literature” and “mass
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literature” are used interchangeably in this study: “popular literature” is a neutral term generally
used by western critics, and “mass literature” is the phrase normally used by Russian critics,
albeit sometimes with a pejorative tinge. During the Soviet period, this type of literature
allegedly did not exist in the USSR, but only in capitalist countries (Latynina & Dewhirst).
“Mass literature” has long been disdained and disparaged by intellectual critics, but, beginning in
the mid-1990s, some critics began to take this phenomenon more seriously. In 1996, an issue of
the critical journal «Hooe nureparyproe 0o6o3peHne» was devoted to “other literatures.”*>V
Some critics have highlighted the useful psychological and social role that such works can play,
either by providing entertainment and an escape from harsh reality, or by affording insights into
contemporary society that serious literature may otherwise avoid, offering reassurance and
helping people to adapt more easily to turbulent and changing times.”™*¥ They also argue that the
tastes of the Russian population should not be judged, but respected. In contemporary Russian
literature, the frontiers between “high” and “low” culture are becoming blurred. Russian critic
Sergei Chuprinin has suggested that “elite” and “popular” literature are coming together and will
continue to coexist in a system of “multi-literature” (Yynpunun, 3BoHoMm mmTta). He advanced
the new concept of “middle literature” to encompass the gradations between these two poles.

Middle literature speaks directly to the writer’s contemporaries rather than to posterity, and does

not demand the intellectual and emotional effort required to read “quality literature.”

In the first half of the 2010s, Orthodox literature has continued and is continuing to develop in
the direction of popular subculture, fulfilling readers’ desires for miracles in everyday life with
its problems of health, family, and children. After Kucherskaya’s Modern-day Patericon and
Drozdov’s Endless Patericon, in 2011 another “patericon,” Everyday Saints and Other Stories by

Fr. Tikhon, the abbot of the Sretensky monastery in Moscow, became an unprecedented success.
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Fr. Tikhon, politically an Orthodox statist, belongs to the traditionalist faction of the ROC. He
achieved nationwide fame in 2008 after his controversial documentary film The Fall of an
Empire: The Lesson of Byzantium was broadcast on the major state-controlled TV channel
“Russia.” In the film, Archimandrite Tikhon, the director, star, and narrator, claims that “The
greatest treasure of Byzantium was God,” and he stresses that, unlike the “coarse, ignorant,
money-grabbing” Western Europeans, ‘“Russians comprehended Byzantium’s greatest treasure”
and became the spiritual successors to Byzantium. Therefore, the lesson of the fall of the empire
is that if Russians betray Orthodoxy, they will suffer the same fate. The political stability and
well-being of the country, even its very existence, depends on allegiance to the principles of
Russian Orthodox tradition. The film’s rhetoric of the political ideal of an Orthodox empire
(mpaBociiaBHast Jiep>kaBHOCTH) is shared by many of the Russian Orthodox elite. Fr. Tikhon
Shevkunov is the leader of the Sretensky circle, a specific circle of clergy and active laity who
adhere to a monarchist, anti-Western, and anti-globalist ideology. The Sretensky monastery’s
publishing house and popular website, www.pravoslavie.ru, produce large amounts of literature
from a conservative point of view, consciously presented in opposition to the worldview of
democratic liberals. They look to the pre-revolutionary Russian empire as a positive model and
fully support the canonization of the tsar Nicholas 2 \* ROMAN and his family as saints
martyred by the atheist Bolsheviks. Nevertheless, they are also supporters of the Putin regime,
desiring to institutionalize a special, intimate relationship between the church and the
government and build a joint church-government project that ensures a specific Russian national
and religious identity in a rapidly-changing and “very hostile” (in their view) world, through the
spiritualization of Russian society. ™! Fr. Tikhon Shevkunov has many friends among the rich

and powerful members of Russian society, and is said to have contacts in the Kremlin. Rumour
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has it, though he has neither confirmed nor denied this, that he is the confessor to President
Putin. " Some of his 2011 patericon stories are engagingly written to satisfy contemporary
readers’ desire for psychological consolation through the idyll of peace and harmony of monastic
life, but the biggest achievement of the book lies in its successful depiction of the Christian ideal
of humility in the portrayal of the main protagonist, in this case, the author himself. The novel
was shortlisted for the 2012 literary award Big Book, which is one of Russia’s most prestigious
literary awards, and the book won in the nomination for readers’ votes. The Russian national Big

Book Prize was introduced in 2006, financed partly by the state and partly by private business.

Like Father Arseny, Fr. Tikhon’s work also adopts hagiographic traditions, combining it with
significant autobiographical elements. It presents a mixture of folk wisdom and Orthodoxy rather
than a pure spiritual or theological quest. Matters of everyday importance play important roles in
defining a society; while these concerns do not define Orthodoxy, they certainly permeate it.
Post-Soviet Russia, much like Russia after the Revolution of 1917, has had to undergo a cultural
and ideological reorientation. These popular “paterica” provide insight into the everyday reality
of post-Soviet Russia, demonstrating how codes of behaviour have had to be redefined, and new
social models and ground rules have been absorbed. In addition, in the post-Soviet nationalistic
surge, the popular interest in medieval Orthodox culture has intensified. The attraction to

medieval Russian culture prompted writers to seek inspiration in medieval hagiographical forms.

As early as the Perestroika period, women’s prose had become a visible and voluble presence in
Russian literature. In the twentieth century, writers such as Tatyana Tolstaya, Lyudmila
Petrushevskaya, and Lyudmila Ulitskaya have moved to the forefront of the literary scene.
Whether texts written by women can be regarded as a separate sector of literature is still under

debate; however, I have chosen Iulia Sysoeva’s Notes of a Priest's Wife as object of study not
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only because it was written by a woman, but also because its problematics is connected to female
experience. Her work provides insight into female viewpoints on Orthodox everyday life; gender
and byt (everyday life) were inherited problems in late Soviet culture, suggesting that women are
inclined toward domesticity, childcare, and the endless minutiae needed to support a family.
Based on the valuable precedent Russian studies of private life of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries conducted by Iu. Lotman and his colleagues at the Tartu School, B.M. Sutcliffe
distinguishes two opposite concepts in Russian culture: “byt” and “bytie.” He noted that byt not
only refers to daily life but also to a corrosive banality threatening the higher aspirations of bytie
(spiritual or intellectual life). Female tasks such as caring for others or maintaining a household
are a part of the byt: petty, small-scale, mundane, exhausting, and repetitive. **il This is
particularly relevant in studying Sysoeva’s Notes of a Priest's Wife that appropriates Orthodox
everyday life (byf) as a cultural space for selectively documenting gendered problems within
mainstream literature: love, family, home, and children. She touches upon the issues of “fathers
and sons,” the eternal problem of the generation gap, the crisis of the patriarchal family as a
social institution, the distortion of human relations, especially within the family, between men
and women. Abnormal as these relations can be, they bring the priestly wives in her work to
despair and a sense of irresistible loneliness and dissatisfaction. It is safer to not divide literature
into “masculine” and “feminine”, but to agree that a feminine outlook on everyday life does
enrich both society and literature. Much like in Fr. Arseny, there is a paucity of biblical reference

in Sysoeva’s work as well. Biblical quotation plays little role in her book.

Orthodox literature became popular at a time when once-fashionable postmodern literary trends
were on the decline. In the early 1990s, with the coming of the post-Soviet era, a strong wave of

skepticism and cynicism, which is also the converse of a sensibility hurt by the “lies” and
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“betrayals” of reality, emerged within the new literature. Within the movement, there were
milder strands, such as Timur Kibirov, who poked fun at the audience’s cherished assumptions in
his poems; and ruthless smashers, such as the intentionally “scandalous” Viktor Erofeev,
Vladimir Sorokin, and Victor Pelevin, who launched full-scale assaults on mainstream literary
values, smashing the cultural icons of the past and with them traditional reader expectations and
even notions of propriety. With works such as Pelevin’s Omon Ra («Omon Pay», 1992), Erofeev’s
Encyclopaedia of the Russian Soul («uuukionenus pycckoi aymm», 1999), and Sorokin’s Day
of the Oprichnik («/lenp onpuunuka», 2006), these authors became leaders in producing
absurdity and deconstructing the canon. Literary postmodernism, with its all-encompassing irony,
fundamental rejection of any purpose whatsoever, and inclination toward “incomprehensibility,”
engendered an aesthetic fatigue in readers. People want to make sense of life, and in so doing,
they turn to their old traditions, which they invoke as useful tools for making sense of their new
reality and as sources of inner strength. Claiming to be records of real people and real events, the
Orthodox literary works offer Russian people a sense of positive meaning and hope among the

tremendous social dislocation, cultural shock, and demoralization they have experienced.

As early as the nineteenth century, Russian literature served as an influential battleground for
public, ideological, and social debate between progressive, revolutionary writers such as N.
Chernyshevsky and N. Nekrasov, and conservatively-oriented authors such as N. Leskov or L.
Goncharov; between the Westernizers such as I. Turgenev and A. Herzen and the Slavophile
writers such as S. Aksakov and F. Dostoevsky. Twentieth-century Russian literature witnessed a
war between writers who identified with Soviet power, such as, M. Gorky, V. Mayakovski, A.
Fadeev, and F. Gladkov, and those labelled “anti-Soviet” or “non-Soviet,” including M.

Bulgakov, B. Pasternak, M. Zoshenko, and M. Tsvetaeva. In post-communist Russia, the literary
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“civil war” has been waged both on political and aesthetic grounds, with “patriots” such as V.
Rasputin, A. Prokhanov, and V. Krupin on one side and “democrats” such as V. Erofeev, V.
Sorokin, E. Popov, and T. Tolstaya on the other. It was in this literary landscape of the early
1990s, sadly lacking in harmony, that postmodernism, or the “other literature,” as Erofeev called

it, as opposed to traditional realism, came to the foreground of public artistic life.

In After the Future: the Paradoxes of Postmodernism and Russian Culture, Russian-American
Slavist M. Epstein has suggested a broader definition of Russian postmodernism that is part of a
much larger historical formation, which he calls Russian “postmodernity.” He established that
postmodernity is not just a phenomenon characteristic of late-capitalist and post-industrial
Western societies. Russian postmodernism, including the Moscow Conceptualism and Sots-art of
the 1970s and 1980s, having developed as a backlash against official socialist realism, is a
product of Soviet cultural reality. While in the West, high technology constructed simulations of
reality, an impressively grandiose simulacrum of the future was imposed on the Russians by the
communist ideology that enslaved people with its totalitarian thinking mode, a mindset that was
not erased after the collapse of the communist political system. Whereas many scholars would
agree that in the West, postmodernism arose as a reaction to modernism, in the Russian context,
the question of continuity between modernism and postmodernism is undergoing a long-running
debate. For instance, in Russian Postmodernist Fiction. Dialogue with Chaos (1999), M.
Lipovetsky argues for at least limited continuity between them, while in Mapping
Postcommunist Cultures: Russia and Ukraine in the Context of Globalization (2007), V.
Chernetsky insists that postmodernist discourse is an outgrowth of the post-Communist, post-
Soviet space; and, as opposed to the cosmopolitanism of Epstein, Chernetsky tends to place more

emphasis on local cultural conditions, calling for a more sensitive attitude “to the different
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speeds as well as the mixed spaces of postmodern society.”** In her article Post-Soviet Russian
Literature, A. Latynina separates the conceptualist school and Sots-art from a narrowly defined
postmodernist literature. While the former is politically committed, Latynina regards the latter as
a rather depoliticized narrative that postmodernist practitioners have made into sheer play with
styles. After the initial shock of “zero degree writing,” Russian readers gradually grew weary of
the recurrent nihilism and relative lack of ideas. In addition, as a response to Soviet official art,
Conceptual poetry and Sots-art could function only as long as the official art did. If the latter
disappeared, no one would understand or care what those conceptualist poets were making fun of

in their verses.

By the end of the 1990s, Russian readers increasingly believed that postmodernist literature had
gone out of fashion, as was their faith in liberal democracy. On the other hand, nationalists and
supporters of the ‘back-to-the-soil’ movement with serious interest in the Russian Orthodox
Church began to gain ascendance in journals such as Our Contemporary («Hai coBpeMeHHUKY),
Moscow («MockBay), and Young Guard («Monogas rBapausin). Orthodox novels seemed to
offer a new perspective and a socially unifying ideology. After 70 years of atheism, the ordinary
Russian people may have known little or nothing of Christian theology, but the warm and non-
judgmental Orthodox stories gave them a sense of healing and peace that readers had missed,

although most professional critics completely ignored works appearing in these periodicals.

The widespread popular ideology of mainline Orthodox Christianity of the ROC as the
inseparable backbone of Russian national identity shapes the narratives of Orthodox authors and
is transmitted in order to shape the reader’s experience. However, the equation of Russia with
Orthodoxy tends to reduce the representation of Christianity to a cultural identity. In this study,

the Orthodox bestsellers will be examined in the dimension of secular popular literature and
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Orthodox “subculture,” coexisting and competing with other cultural and ideological discourses
of contemporary Russia. I will attempt to show how contemporary Russian writers have used

Orthodoxy as a means of exploring and reinventing new forms of post-communist identity.

In choosing the works to discuss, I had to be selective rather than exhaustive. It is impossible to
discuss the vast number of novels that could be included. Moreover, my analysis of this fiction
cannot be comprehensive. This study examines the individual works from a specific vantage
point, reading the publishing boom as a secular phenomenon, and my discussion is focused and
conditioned by the scope and substance of this study. Literature no longer possesses the same
dominance it enjoyed in the former USSR, and respect for “high culture” as a whole has
significantly declined (Rosalind). The study also discusses other forms of popular culture, such

as popular films, in addition to print literature.

Methodology

Literary scholars in post-Soviet Russia have generally avoided the sociopolitical or philosophical
debates that literary works have engendered, devoting more attention to detailed textual analysis
and theoretical examinations of literary trends; meanwhile, the majority of historians and social
scientists have tended to concentrate on the political and historical implications of Russian
culture to the exclusion of aesthetic considerations. My study will attempt to combine these two
approaches. The theoretical premise of this project is New Historicism, as interpreted by
prominent Russian-British critic A. Etkind. The New Historicism, a controversial approach that
had its origins in Renaissance Studies, is gaining a certain popularity in Russian Studies. In his
article New Historicism, Russian Version, published in the Russian literary journal Novoe
Literaturnoe Obozrenie as part of a discussion on Russian New Historicism, Etkind described the

general atmosphere from which New Historicism emerged as a prevalent distrust of any “grand
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history” or “privileged” viewpoints.*! New Historicism closely examines all textual traces of the
past: “sub-literary” texts and uninspired non-literary texts all come to be read as documents of
historical discourse, side-by-side with ‘“highbrow” literature. Under this framework,
contemporary Orthodox literature, reinterpreting Soviet as well as pre- and post-Soviet history
from its own religious vantage point, represents a legitimate stream of the multi-jet historical
discourses. Even though many critics tend to disparage it, it is productive to study the “religious
sub-culture” in order to gain a fuller picture of contemporary Russian public consciousness and

the post-Soviet cultural milieu.

The post-Soviet cultural space is characterized by a multiplicity of constantly and rapidly
changing patterns, like a kaleidoscope. Since the late 1980s, when the party tutelage was largely
removed, waves of formerly banned or disapproved works of diverse content and styles, and
from different times dating back to the 1920s, were first published in Russia. Russian New
Historicism, attempting not only to understand a literary work within its historical context but
also to reflect on the historical context on the basis of the literary work, offers a tool for detailed
readings of this heterogeneous terrain, generating a corrective to the tendency to regard post-

Soviet culture as monolithic.

A. Etkind defines the capacity of New Historicism with a focus not so much on the history of

events as on the relationship between people and texts:

Its methodology combines three components: an intertextual
analysis, which opens the text boundaries, linking it with a variety
of other texts, its predecessors and successors; discourse analysis,
which opens the boundaries of the genre, reconstructing the past as
a multi-jet stream of texts; and finally, biographical analysis,
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which opens the limits of life, linking it with discourses and texts,

among which it passes, and which it produces."

Therefore, one of the goals of New Historicism is the penetration and negotiation of boundaries:
between text and non-text, literature and non-literature, and generally between genres, disciplines,
and cultural institutions: “The purpose of the new understanding of events, people and texts lies
in their recontextualization, as a conscious antithesis of deconstruction.” New Historicism allows
direct comparisons between the ideas of the author and his/her life, and between the theories and
cultural practices of the era, which generates an in-depth reading of both the text and context.
Reading against the background of history puts the text in context and reinterprets the historical
moment in the light of a literary text. Instead of deconstruction, New Historicism seeks in the
text, not logical contradictions, but the incarnation of situational problems of the author and
his/her times. In the case of Orthodox bestsellers, their popularity is linked not so much with
their artistic merits as with the receptive characteristics of the readership, which is shaped by the
specific post-Soviet cultural reality. Orthodox bestsellers grew out of the phenomenon of post-
Soviet mass conversion: therefore, one of their major functions is to offer a guideline to formerly
atheist Soviet citizens on how to begin the path to the Orthodox faith, how to behave properly in
church and in the monastery, and how it would feel to be a novice believer or to be the wife of a
priest. Subsequently, Orthodox bestsellers require not so much traditional “close” readings as
“distant,” extratextual and interdisciplinary readings. In studying a religious narrative, New
Historicism may connect the interests of different disciplines; not just theology, but also
psychoanalysis and even Marxism. According to Etkind: “This is how New Historicism differs

from its distinguished predecessors, such as the Russian Formalist School, French Structuralism
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or the American New Criticism, for all of which the focal point was the aesthetic merit, its

literary originality. The analysis should show what makes poetry - poetry.”

The notion of discourse as a kind of collective action in the spiritual realm entailed the
corresponding idea of the “death of the author” in French Structuralism. Russian New
Historicism, according to Etkind, rehabilitates the old individualistic concept of the author so
that his/her biography, psychological inclination, political disposition, and particulars of his/her
life become valid tools in the research of his/her literary legacy. Etkind also retains the “realistic
idea” of how life is reflected in the texts and the “romantic idea” of how text is able to affect life,
describing the reifying power of representations as energy. Once included in discourse, text can
become an agent of history. As Irina Paperno demonstrates in Chernyshevsky and the Age of
Realism: A Study in the Semiotics of Behavior, which examines how readers changed their real
lives after reading the text of What is to Be Done? («9mo denams?»), Chernyshevsky’s narrative
was not a historical discovery but rather a speech act, which produced historical consequences
rather than described them. The author maintains that a text can enact changes in real life, when
it “combines the three properties: the special property of the author (let's call it authoritativity), a
special property of the reader (let's call it sensitivity), and the special property of the text (we will
continue to call it performativity)” (Paperno). This is what defines the success of a literary
bestseller, and this formula will serve as a guideline in analyzing the mechanism behind the
phenomenon of “Orthodox bestsellers”; the performative power of intellectual narratives is
predictably higher in situations of national crises and nationalist awakenings, such as in the

current cultural landscape in Russia.

From my point of view, the Russian version of New Historicism presents an attempt to moderate

the rather radical nihilistic tendency of Russian postmodernism, rehabilitating some of the old
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categories of Russian realism. Self-conscious about contemporary ideological frays, Etkind calls
for a return to historical material, to details, and “a resort to common sense.” Nevertheless,
Russian New Historicism admits the critic’s bias: like the works they examine, critics are also

influenced by their historical context:

Every generation has its own history; but it continues to read old books, though,
doing it in a new way. In this sense, the history goes on — all in the same new
readings, which are themselves becoming part of the history. There is no
privileged perspective, which would be located outside of history and wouldn’t
have its own history, although such perspective was claimed by many, beginning

from the author of the Apocalypse. (OTkuHxI)

In general, New Historicist theory opens up a broad space outside the text. It closely connects
text with its historical context, facilitating a deeper insight into the contemporary cultural process,
which is essential in analyzing a literary bestseller. It also leaves ample room for literary
researchers to navigate the area of sub-culture, or “mass culture,” that has been traditionally
despised by critics. This is especially helpful for the newly emerging post-Soviet mass culture, a
phenomenon whose paradigms need to be studied. On the other hand, New Historicism allows a
reserved approach to the ideological claims of mainstream Orthodox literature, revealing the
conflicts within and behind various discourses. That said, literature should not be reduced to a
footnote of history; therefore, this study attends to the Orthodox novel as an art form. My
departure point will be a literary analysis of what is actually being said in the text, and what

linguistic features and devices are used in service of the main idea. Only after that comes the

question of cultural effect, of how the text is received by critics and readers. The reception of
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text by its readership is an essential part of this project, and for this study, online reviews of

Orthodox bestsellers are specific examples.

Thesis Outline

L. Introduction

This study begins by sketching out the cultural context of contemporary Russian literature
and the general place the Russian Orthodox Church occupies today. A general review of the
history of the intertwined relationship between Christianity and Russian literary canons from
early medieval time till the end of the nineteenth century is intended to explain the cultural
background of today’s incredible sales of Orthodox bestsellers. Analytical review of the
works of a series of bestselling prize-winning contemporary Orthodox writers facilitates a
fuller vision of today’s Orthodox book market as a whole, throwing light on the mechanism
of sales success and its significance in reflecting contemporary Russian culture. This section

also outlines my theoretical framework.

IL Chapter 1. Father Arseny: A Soviet Samizdat Hagiography

This opening chapter treats what has been viewed as the most influential Orthodox novel
from the Soviet Samizdat era: Father Arseny. Based on classic studies of Russian
hagiographic traditions, I examine the hidden medieval hagiographic themes and imagery in
the novel’s portrayal of its main character as a modern saint, suggesting a new perspective on
Soviet samizdat camp prose. The second half of the chapter interprets the stories told by Fr.
Arseny’s spiritual children, paying particular attention to the ongoing accumulative feature of

the book, analyzing and categorizing them into groups.

I11. Chapter 2. Everyday Saints and Other Stories: A Bishop’s In-churching Effort
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Chapter 2 examines Bishop Tikhon’s conception of Orthodoxy as the root of Russian culture
in his Everyday Saints and Other Stories which marked the height of post-Soviet Orthodox
fiction, revealing the work’s intertwined nationalist and in-churching agendas. It proposes a
comprehensive analysis of the narrator’s image, as the Christian ideal of humility, a crucial
component of Russian religiosity, is most successfully revealed through the narrator’s self-
portrait. It further argues against the apocalyptic discourse promoted in the author’s
controversial documentary film The Fall of an Empire - The Lesson of Byzantium. This
chapter features the most extensive discussion of reception in this project, examining critics’

polarized reactions to Fr. Tikhon’s view of a future Orthodox Russia.

IV.  Chapter 3. Notes of a Priest’s Wife: A Materialist Account of Everyday Parish Life

Chapter 3 includes a discussion of a priest’s wife’s confrontation with the patriarchal and
conservative views of a matushka’s gender roles. It offers a comparison of the nineteenth-
century naturalistic sketches of the life of Russian clergy and Sysoeva’s 2008 bestseller,
exploring her continuation of the literary tradition and her contestation over the stereotypical
image of parish priests, placing her writing within the larger ideological debate of the new

image of the Orthodox Church.

V. Conclusion

This section summarizes the findings of this study and identifies possible directions for future
research.
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Chapter 1. Father Arseny: A Soviet Samizdat Hagiography

A study of contemporary Russian Orthodox literature cannot avoid the well-known novel Father
Arseny. The spiritual strength of its main character has deeply moved and inspired millions of
readers. The novel first appeared in the mid-1970s in Soviet Samizdat, a phenomenon that is
understandable only in its sociohistorical context. Samizdat literally means “self-published” or
“underground press,” and refers to the uncensored publications that accompanied the Soviet
dissident movement of the post-Stalin period. According to M. Meerson-Aksenov, samizdat
arose in the mid-1960s, at the end of the Khrushchev era, as an independent subculture in the
form of free creativity parallel to the activity within the framework of the system’s official
culture. ' The dissident movement and samizdat are two sides of the same process: the
awakening of the consciousness of Soviet society. Literary samizdat attempted to “express the
existential aspect of Soviet man, opening before him a multi-storied world of the “Soviet soul” in
place of which, in the environment of an official culture of socialist realism, he had only an
ideological construction of that world.”! V. Dolinin and D. Severyukhin have noted the liberal,
Western orientation of the movement: “Unofficial and very liberal culture was based on the idea
that it was a part of World Culture. The liberal artists and writers extended their loyalties into the
whole World, being involved in the global cultural process.” ¥ However, it is important to be
cautious of mistakenly assuming that all samizdat publications were liberal and Western-oriented.
Religious samizdat involved a broad variety of free social and theoretical thought ranging from
the liberal ecumenism of the religious dissidents such as Fr. Yakunin to the conservative patriotic

nationalism loyal to the official Church under the Soviet regime.

The original Russian text of the novel Father Arseny was first published in 1993 by St. Tikhon’s

Orthodox Theological University (then Institute) in Moscow. Since then, the book has been
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republished repeatedly. The first edition of the book contained three parts and was supposedly a
collection of memoirs about the spiritual father, written by his spiritual children and compiled by
an anonymous spiritual follower. The compiler calls himself “the servant of God Alexander.”
The chief editor of this publication, Fr. Vladimir Vorobiov, is a well-known Moscow archpriest
and rector of St. Tikhon Orthodox University. He wrote the foreword for the first edition of the
novel, in which he states that the text belongs to an unknown compiler and places particular
emphasis on the authenticity of the people and events described in the book. The foreword to the

first edition of the novel reads:

«Oteny ApceHuii»—3TO COOpPHHUK JHTEpaTypHO 00paboTaHHBIX
CBUJETEIBCTB OUYEBU/ILIEB O KU3HU COBPEMEHHOI'O UCIIOBEAHUKA—
WX JYXOBHOTO OTLA, @ TaKXE€ HUX paccka3bl O CBOEH IKU3HU.
[lonnuHHOCTE  ONMHUCBHIBAEMBIX  COOBITMM  (OTYACTH  CKPBITBHIX
MMEHHbIMM MMEHAaMU U HA3BaHUSMM) HE BbI3bIBAET COMHEHMII. ..
Eme B camu3naTckoit MalIMHONUCH 3aMeydaTeibHasi KHUra IHPOKO
pacnpocTpaHuiIach M TNpOM3BeTa CHIIbHENIIee BO3ACHCTBUE Ha

00JIBIION KPYT YUTaTENeH.

Father Arseny — a collection of literarily treated accounts by eye-
witnesses of the life of a modern Russian holy confessor — their
spiritual father, and their stories about their lives). The authenticity
of the described events (partly concealed by the changes in names
and titles) is beyond doubt... Even in its samizdat typewritten
version, the remarkable book spread widely and exerted strong

impact on a large circle of readers.
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The next two parts of the novel were compiled by Vladimir Vladimirovich Bykov, a late
parishioner of the Mechev Orthodox community in Moscow who claimed to know Fr. Arseny
personally. According to the Foreword to the fourth edition of the book, in response to the rising
doubts of Fr. Arseny’s authenticity, V.V. Bykov provided its publisher, the St. Tikhon Orthodox
University, with unpublished materials about Fr. Arseny that he had had then. They were
included in the third edition of 1998 as the novel’s fourth part, “The Path to Faith.” Afterwards,
Bykov took the initiative to collect even more stories from his acquaintances, which were added

to the fourth edition of the book in 2000 as its fifth part, “Love Your Neighbour.”

To defend the veracity and historical reliability of Fr. Arseny and his community, the “Foreword

to the 4" edition” engages in polemics with critics who expressed scepticism:

Ho nammmce M CKeNnTUKY, 3asBUBIIME JaXe B MEYaTH, YTO KHHUTra
“Oren; ApceHui” — poMaH, TJIaBHBIA T'€pOd KOTOPOIO SBIISETCA
coOuparenbHbIM 00pa3oM, a pacckasbl, U3 KOTOPBIX OH COCTOUT, —
XyJIO’)KECTBEHHBII BBIMBICET. JTH nonyuleHHble [IpomMbicioM
BoxunMm coMHeHHs MOOYAWIN YeloBeKa, JTUYHO 3HABIIETO OTIA
Apcenus, Bragumupa BnagumupoBuua beikoBa, HamucaTh CBOU
BOCIIOMUHAHUS, TIOMEILIEHHbIE B HACTOSIIEM HU3JAHUU B KaueCTBE

IlocnecmoBus.

...there were skeptics who even stated in the press that the book
Father Arseny is a fiction whose main character is a composite
image, and the stories, of which it consists, are fabrication. These
doubts, released by God’s Providence, prompted a man who

personally knew Fr. Arseny, Vladimir Vladimirovich Bykov, to
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write down his memory, which is placed in this publication as the

Afterword.

The “Foreword” also admits that due to the strict confidence in which information about the
religious community was held under the Soviet regime, its secret has not been completely

unearthed:

Hac He nomxHa yIuBIATh Takas HCKYCHAsl U CTPOTasi KOHCIIHPALIUS
— B HOBBIX BOCIIOMHUHAHMSIX PAacCKa3bIBaeTCA, KaK JKUJa AyXOBHAs
oOmuHa oTia ApCceHHUsl B TOJIbI TOHCHUH U B MOCJICIHUEN MEPUOJ
ero xu3Hu B PoctoBe BenukowM, kak yuunace Oepedb CBOIO TaifHY.
Dta TaliHa U Teneph €IIe He MOJTHOCThIO OTKPHLJIACh — MBI HE 3HaEM
MOJTMHHOTO MHPCKOTO UMEHU OTIa ApPCeHMs, HE HAIIIK Ha3BaHUS
XpaMma, T1e oH ciayxuin B MockBe. Ho mbl Gmaronapum bora 3a
OnmarofaTHbBId Jap MNPUOOIMIEHHS K BEIUKOMY IaCTHIPCKOMY
MOABUTY 3aMEYaTesIbHOr0 CTapua M JAUBHOTO YYyJIOTBOPILA, CTOJb

OJIM3KOTO K HaM I10 BPCEMCHH.

We should not be surprised by such skillful and strict conspiracy —
new memories tell us how the spiritual community of Father
Arseny lived during the years of persecution and during the last
period of his life in Rostov the Great, how it learned to guard its
secret. This mystery is still not fully revealed, as we do not know
the real name of Father Arseny, nor did we find the name of the

Moscow church where he served. But we thank God for the
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gracious gift of sharing the great pastoral feat of a remarkable elder

and wonderful miracle-worker, who was so close to us in time.

The book has been reprinted fourteen times by St. Tikhon Orthodox University and since 1998
has been published regularly once a year by the Sretensky Monastery. The novel is presently
comprised of five parts, though the first three parts are the best known. Its full version is also
available as an audio book, and it also inspired the Russian singer Aleksandr Marshal to record

an album of the same title, released in 2003 with the blessing of Patriarch Aleksii I1.X"

The stories in the novel describe a Russian priest, Arseny, through the eyes of many who knew
him, both during his years in Stalin’s labour camp, and in the town of Rostov where he later
lived. It has a roughly forward-moving narrative, with a loose chronology between chapters and
volumes. The characters in the first volume witness a huge influx of new prisoners during the
peak of Stalin’s Terror and its subsequent decline when the camp territories shrank rapidly
following the dictator’s death. Some of the stories in the last volume take place in the 1990s. It is
noteworthy that new stories are being added after the last (fifth) volume is concluded, so that the

novel is becoming a living and ever-growing narrative body.

The book has been published numerous times internationally and was translated in a number of
languages. In addition to English, the book has also been translated into Greek, Bulgarian,
French, Spanish, Romanian, and Latvian.*™ It has become one of the most loved works in the
Orthodox world. Its English translation was published by the largest Orthodox publisher in the
United States, St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press. Vera Bouteneff, the novel’s English translator, is a
descent of an aristocratic Russian family, the Trubetskoys. The English translation of the novel

Father Arseny comes in two volumes:
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1) Father Arseny, 1893-1973: Priest, Prisoner, Spiritual Father. St. Vladimirs Seminary
Press (1998). This volume contains the first three parts that were compiled by the
“servant of God Alexander.”

2) Father Arseny: A Cloud of Witnesses. St. Vladimirs Seminary Press (2001). This volume
includes only the fifth part of the expanded Russian text. Therefore, the fourth part of Fr.
Arseny is not yet available in English.

The publication of Father Arseny was an important event in the Orthodox Church circles outside
Russia. Response from readers has been extensive: many articles, blogs, and forum discussions
about the books are accessible online. The Los Angeles Times called the books “a spiritual
treasure” for Orthodox Americans: “Fr. Arseny’s radical compassion and humility embody the
distinctive flavor of Orthodox spirituality, and as such his story struck an immediate chord.”*!i
Xenia Dennen, the Director of the Keston Institute, points out that the book is a powerful witness
to the Christian faith that survived the onslaught of Soviet anti-religious propaganda: “The
stories of Fr. Arseny ... are life itself; they are the living source that gives you the strength to

soxlviii

believe... this is the effect of Fr. Arseny in this book as in life.

Authenticity of the Main Protagonist

The most important reason that triggered “real Fr. Arseny exploration” was that the book was
originally presented, not as a work of fiction, but as a collection of memories about a real person.
The reader is given only a few details about Fr. Arseny’s life that can be historically
contextualized: the reader learns that Fr. Arseny’s original name was Piotr Andreevich Streltsof,
he was born in Moscow in 1894 and graduated from the philological department of the Imperial
Moscow University in 1916; he published a series of studies on Old Russian culture and was

known for his solid knowledge of ancient church architecture. He became a novice at the Optina
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Pustyn Monastery in 1917 and was ordained a hieromonk priest in 1919. In the early 1920s, he
served in a church in Moscow and set up a flourishing secret community with dozens becoming
his spiritual children. He was first arrested in 1927 and deported to the Russian North. His
second arrest was in 1931, after which he lived in exile in the North for five years. In 1939,
during the Great Terror, he was arrested for a third time and imprisoned in a labour camp
somewhere in the Ural region, as emphasized several times in the novel. Only in 1958, after
having spent twenty yers in the camp, was he released after being granted amnesty. When his
followers learned of his release, they started to come to him from all over the country for
spiritual nourishment. He asked them to write memoirs, or to talk about their courses of life. In
this way, he expanded his ministry of spiritual direction to all areas of the Soviet Union from his

small room in Rostov. He died in 1975, though the second edition claims he died in 1973.

The texts of this “literarily treated historical account” (V. Vorobiov, “Foreword”) take up more
than 700 pages, with dozens of names involved. The book is also illustrated with many historic
photos, including those of Patriarch Tikhon, Metropolitan Peter (Polyansky), other bishops and
priests, martyrs for the Orthodox faith, places of life and execution of thousands of Orthodox, as
well as views of Moscow and the Moscow region, and photos of Rostov churches. However,
there are no photos of Fr. Arseny, nor of the dozens of his secret community members, even
though their narratives play an important role in the plot development of the book. It is on the
basis of their memoirs, oral and written testimonies, allegedly stored in archives somewhere, that
the book was compiled. Even though the compiler of the work, archpriest Vladimir Vorobiev,
insisted it was based on genuine historical evidence, meticulous biographical explorations
conducted by Katya Tolstaya and Peter Versteeg have shown that the character did not exist. X

The most vocal opponent of Fr. Arseny’s authenticity, however, is Fr. Yakov Krotov. Fr. Yakov
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was once a liberal Russian Orthodox priest and a dedicated follower of the Soviet religious
dissident Fr. Alexander Men’. His ecumenical tendency and high-profile accusations of violation
of freedom and human dignity within the Church contributed to the long-standing tension
between him and the Moscow Patriarchate, which subsequently played a significant role in his
leaving the Russian Orthodox Church and becoming a priest of the Ukrainian Autocephalous
Orthodox Church in 2007. In 1997, Krotov created a website, “Library of Yakov Krotov,” on
which he posted essays on the history of Christian faith, as well as other historical, theological,
and bibliographical materials on history and religion. In his essay “1980s: The Operation of

b

‘Father Arseny Streltsov,”” which was posted on the website around 2000, Krotov noted a
number of internal contradictions in Fr. Arseny’s biographical data; for example, a graduate of
Moscow State University in 1916 could not have had time to become “an author of several well-
known monographs on Old Russian art — as the novel claimed, ‘a famous art historian, author of
many books and articles, teacher of many, a famous professor’ — in just one year (up to his
vows in 1917).”! Krotov also questioned the writing style, which is more uniform than a
collection of memoirs by different authors of different educational levels would suggest: “This
style is peculiarly direct and straightforward, embedded with bureaucratese, such as the sentence
supposedly from the mouth of the ‘famous art historian’: ‘Orthodoxy had the decisive influence
on Russian culture from the tenth to the eighteenth centuries.””" In addition, Krotov asserts that

biographical information of Fr. Arseny could be easily verified even in the 1970s or 1980s,

before perestroika.

In his 2003 article “Hackwork on Spilled Blood,” Soviet dissident and Russian church historian
Pavel Grigorievich Protsenko expressed similar scepticism. He called the book apocryphal and

noted that it was unlikely that Fr. Arseny’s grave would not have been preserved, given the large
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number of his spiritual children who have left memoirs and the fact that he died as a free man in
the post-Stalin era. He further elaborated that if Fr. Arseny were a well-known scholar as the
book claimed, and had served in a Moscow church until his arrest, then verifying his real name
would not be a difficult task, but these details did not withstand verification. Not a single person
with a similar biography was found among the graduates of Moscow State University, nor

among the monks of Optina Pustyn monastery.'!

Dr. Bouteneff, son of the English translator of the book, on the other hand, believed that in the
Soviet context it was possible for a real person to be completely erased. He argued that because a
considerable number of persons were erased from Soviet history, it would be feasible to imagine
that books and articles by Fr. Arseny had ceased to exist, along with any records of himself as a

person. lii

Another supporter of Fr. Arseny’s authenticity, American author Frederica Mathewes-Green,
who is Orthodox by faith, sees the book’s simple narrative style as an advantage and as evidence
of its credibility: “Father Arseny and A Cloud of Witnesses, which were written by many
different people of different educational levels, preserve a winning directness. Those who would
like to know more about Orthodox Christian spirituality can see it enacted in these books,

»liv

worked out in human lives rather than in theory.

These arguments are convincing, but in an online browse through the forums of readers’ reviews,
the first 20 items to appear in the online search for “Father Arseny” (See list of review forums in
Appendix-1) suggest that the fact of Fr. Arseny’s historical reliability seems to have little actual
significance for most readers, and it is the spiritual insights provided in the book that are
amazing and beneficial to read. Readers are greatly impressed by the image of the main character

and they “stubbornly” viewed him as a new-era Russian starets and their role model: “I’d say it
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[the book] is one of the biographies of great men... Fr. Arseny is the spiritual father and mentor

» v

for many Orthodox people,”" one reader posts, while another notes, “I was struck by Fr.
Arseny’s resistance and his firm belief under the harsh conditions.”™ Still another has said, “The
hero of the book is an example of firm and unwavering faith, courage, patience, humility, and

s lvii

compassion for others,”™" while another one comments, “The book strengthens the Orthodox
faith, teaches kindness, and helps to form the right attitude to the people around. The controversy
over Fr. Arseny’s alleged ‘composite’ image and the rumor that he was not a real person doesn’t
worry me. People who are like him, although maybe not entirely, can be found in our time.

Events of the past are described realistically, that’s beyond any doubt.”™il This study reads the

work within the context of the hagiographical tradition.

Genre Specificity

Fr. Arseny’s own life story covers the first two volumes. Chronologically, the first volume
describes his life in the corrective labour camp and concludes with his release during the
Khrushcheyv era, after Stalin’s death. The second volume begins with Fr. Arseny settling down in
Nadezhda Petrovna’s house. Nadezhda Petrovna, as presented in the novel, is a former political
prisoner who lived alone in the small town of Rostov. In her house, Fr. Arseny gathered the
Orthodox community, taking confessions of his spiritual children whose own voices appeared
and whose memories formed chapters of the volume. The compiler Alexander carefully
integrated material from various sources to produce a holistic account of Fr. Arseny’s life and
influence. He obviously attempted to model his text on saints’ lives, one of the most stable and

traditional genres of Old Rus’ian and Russian literature.

43



Christian hagiography was developed in Byzantium around the fourth century, at which time

there were three main types of catalogs of Lives of Christian saints:

1. menaion (which means “monthly” in Greek): annual calendar catalog of biographies of
the saints that were to be read at sermons;
2. synaxarion (originally meaning “to bring together”): a compilation of rather brief lives of
the saints, arranged by dates;
3. paterikon (“that of the Fathers”; in Greek and Latin, pater means “father”): biography of
the specific saints, chosen by the catalog compiler.
The monuments of Byzantine hagiography were translated and subsequently served as models
for original Russian saints’ lives. Margaret Ziolkowski has stated in Hagiography and Modern
Russian Literature that “of the various types of religious literature, saint’s lives easily came to
exert the most broadly based appeal, largely because of the dramatic excitement their often
fanciful narratives had to offer”;"™ she further points out that Russian writers throughout the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries exploited hagiographical literature in various ways,
applying hagiographic techniques to contemporary characters and situations. The major
collections of saints’ lives available to nineteenth-century Russian readers were the Prolog
(«ITponory), and the Great Menaion Reader («Benukue Yersu-Munen»), which are still the

most popular hagiographical texts among Orthodox believers today.

A typical full-length saint’s life consists of several sections: the exordium, in which the author
introduces himself and his hero; the biographical section that constitutes the main body of the
life; and the conclusion, which contains a description of the saint’s posthumous miracles. The
biographical section usually begins with a description of the saint’s pious childhood, then

follows his adult life which is marked by various edifying episodes that demonstrate his ascetic
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feats, miracles, or service to the community, and ends with an account of the saint’s death, which
he usually foretells to his disciples. If Fr. Arseny’s spiritual children, or the book’s authors,
wanted to transform him into a saint, they would need to write their memoirs in the code of

hagiography, calling upon the set of notions connected with the genre.

The collections of memoirs about Fr. Arseny do not contain any works patterned on the full-
length saint’s life; however, many of the stories do resemble the structure of a life’s biographical
section in which a series of short episodes are included. Those individual events included in the
book function as evidence of the greatness of Fr. Arseny’s exceptional character. Portraying him
as an idealized figure, the book provides to the reader a model, whom the reader should strive to
imitate. Many episodes start with the words “one day”, or “on another occasion” and go on to
describe the significant event, just like the way how St. Sergius’ life stories usually begin in the

Life of St. Sergius which is still one of the most popular and well-known saint’s Life in Russia.

In her essay “De Histoliis Sanctorum”: A Generic Study of Hagiography, Alexandra Olson
underscores the difficulty of defining the genre of hagiography: “the differences are so great that
one cannot make generalizations about what a ‘typical’ hagiographic work might be, although
one can make broad statements about hagiography as a literary genre. The definition found in a
standard modern dictionary, “biography of saints” is inadequate, because not all hagiographic
narratives are full biographies...Hagiography is a curious amorphous genre which may be

21X

defined only by subject matter, not by form or style. She offers her own definition of a
hagiographical work as “an account in either verse or prose which describes the lives, or
incidents therefrom, death or miracles of saints....the accounts all have some underlying

»lxi

polemics.
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Ziolkowski agrees with Olson’s definition, refusing to define hagiography narrowly. She
emphasizes that hagiographic works are not limited to full biographies; in fact, such biographies
constitute only a subgenre. Under this theoretical framework, the texts of Father Arseny fit well
into the genre of hagiography. The work has a patchwork quality, which makes it structurally
resemble ancient hagiographical work. Not only do the explicit sources shift clearly from chapter
to chapter, but the subject matter also changes. For example, a story about Fr. Arseny’s prophetic
ability may be put next to a chapter elaborating upon religious or philosophical thoughts that are
completely irrelevant to Fr. Arseny. Despite the work’s composite style, the integration of
sources reflects a clear narrative rationale, because the disparate texts are connected by the
shared spiritual legacy of Fr. Arseny’s community. Occasionally, different sources from which a
chapter is drawn can result in abrupt transition in the narrative perspective within chapters, as in

the examples that follow.

The appended information at the end of the first chapter of the second volume, “I Remember”,
indicates that the work consists of “Bocnomunanus nanucansl T.I1. Ha ocHOBe pacckasza o.
Apcenus u ero nyxoBHbBIX Aeteir” [Memoirs written by T.P. based on narration of Fr. Arseny and
his spiritual children]. T.P., a stand-alone entity, is the narrator, and Fr. Arseny and his landlady
Nadezhda Petrovna are addressed in this chapter as “he” and “she.” However, pages of
uninterrupted memory, thoughts, and inner feelings articulated in a first-person narrative by
Nadezhda Petrovna herself constitute the main body of the second half of the chapter, suggesting
that Nadezhda Petrovna has become the narrator. Towards the end of the chapter, T.P.’s

perspective appears again and Nadezhda Petrovna’s story is seen as having happened in the past.

As Janet M. Wehrle demonstrated in her study of the Life of Fr Alexander Men,” i a

hagiographical text is coded to establish contact with the reader and cause him/her to enter into
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dialogue with traditional saints’ lives. Once the reader recognizes the book Father Arseny as a
piece of hagiographical literature, he/she will expect the hero, Fr. Arseny, to be a saint, and see
his life as a confirmation of the truth of the principles of Christian doctrine. Many of the
hallmarks of standard Orthodox vitae are present in the novel: accounts of the life of Fr. Arseny,
his spiritual feats, miracles, and the legacy of the saintly confessor, drawn up after the death of
the righteous; and the compiler’s foreword is written in the style of hagiographical exordia,
strictly following the genre conventions of reverence, acknowledgement of sources, justification
for the work, and the rhetorical modesty that frequently characterized medieval Orthodox

hagiographies.

Fr. Arseny is not a protagonist of a modern secular novel portrayed as a conflicted and
contradictory person with individual traits or accidents in interactive development. He is
depicted in a static manner: his personality does not change or evolve over time, and his most
notable characteristic is his sanctity. He is primarily represented as a bearer of Christian virtues,
a righteous, virtuous man, whose self-sacrifice moves sinners, washes away all sins, and brings
salvation to others. Idealization is the main pattern of shaping his character. Most importantly,
the author’s purpose is to express his view of Fr. Arseny as a saint and to persuade readers to see
him in the same way. Like a medieval saint, Fr. Arseny is presented not only as an intercessor
between Christ and ordinary people, but also as an ethical model: the saint imitates Christ

typologically and in turn provides a moral exemplar to those who read his story.

The saints honoured in Russian hagiography represented a variety of spiritual traditions that have
characterized Russian Orthodoxy.™ ! The most relevant for the purpose of this study are listed

below:
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Kenoticism emerged in early medieval times and has been one of the primary motivating
forces of Russian spirituality. The term refers to the imitation of Christ in his humility,
revealing the holy man’s “coming into this world” to join his followers, and the comfort
of his presence among them. The representative of the ideal of kenoticism is Saint
Theodosius of the eleventh century, who provided a pattern for monastic life that
combined ascetic practices and service to the community.

Hesychasm is a late-medieval mystic current that originated from Mount Athos. Its basic
principle “was the attempt to replace the ritual side of Christianity by the inner life,”™V
which sought to approach God through contemplation and inward prayer. Sergius of
Radonezh is the most important representative of this movement.

Starchestvo, or the institute of the elders (starets), is an important and characteristic part
of religious life in contemporary Russia. The institution of starchestvo in its modern
sense was introduced to Russian monastic life with the reforms of Paisii Velichkovsky in

the eighteenth century. The famous elders of the Optina Monastery of the late nineteenth

and early twentieth centuries were archetypal representatives of the ideal startsy.

In his life as an Orthodox Christian and in his service as a priest, Fr. Arseny displayed various

characteristics of each of the spiritual currents mentioned above, which are discussed further in

the next chapter. When his memoirists describe his spirituality, they unavoidably associate Fr.

Arseny with the saints of hagiographic literature. References in the memoirs to his kenotic

qualities, which are observed in his sacrifice for and humble companionship with his fellow

inmates, remind the reader of Saint Theodosius; similarly, Fr. Arseny’s mysticism alludes to the

Life of St. Sergius. As G.P. Fedotov states, St. Sergius is the first Russian saint in whom

mysticism was observed. His biographer Epiphanij did not observe the Hesychast contemplative
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techniques in the Life, but he did describe typical Hesychast light-visions in which a shining
angel was serving with Sergius in the liturgy,™ which was very similar to the vision depicted in

Father Arseny.

This said, one cannot help but notice that the text reads rather differently than medieval vitae of
saints. It does not adhere to the narrative framework of a full-fledged, official saint’s life, like
that of St. Sergius’s Vita written by Epifanij the Wise, which tells the story of a saint from his
birth to his death and posthumous miracles. Fr. Arseny’s family background information, youth,
death, and posthumous miracles are not included. Whereas Old Russian hagiography often
engaged in a “florid” style, the novel’s language remains colloquial and simple, so that it is
understandable to ordinary Soviet readers. Fr. Arseny’s own biographical information is
presented in a concise, statistic-like form and placed in a section called “Some Information about
the Life of Father Arseny,” which follows the “Foreword to the Fourth Edition” and “Foreword
to the First Edition” and is separated from the main corpus of the text. This suggests that the
biographical information was an interpolation inserted by the publisher, Saint Tikhon
Theological University, and therefore was unlikely to be the author/authors’ initial plan, but
reveals the effort of the Moscow Patricarcate to promote Fr. Arseny as a real person. Tellingly,
in order to convince the reader that Fr. Arseny did exist, the biographical section emphasizes the
realistic detail of his grave site, placing a CGI rectangle emulating the appearance of the

tombstone, instead of just describing it in words:

Ha moruite ero ObLI IOI0KEH FpaHHTHLIﬁ KaMCHb C HaAIIMCBhIO:

Oren; Apcenuit

1894-1975

49




This passage of biographical information, along with the controversial tombstone that was
erected by St. Tikhon University in Rostov after the novel’s publication, were intended not only
to produce a “reality effect,” but also a “belief effect,” in that it permitted the reader to more
vividly imagine the man behind the character. These details imply that this novel was a work
from life rather than from literature; therefore, the reader should categorize it not within the

sphere of belles-lettres, but within that of Orthodox didactic.

In comparison, the first chapter of the modern vita dedicated to Fr. Maximilian Kolbe, a
contemporary Polish Catholic priest who underwent the Nazi German concentration camp and
died there as a martyr, is about the Kolbe family. Hagiographic conventions demand that the
saint be born into a pious family and display saintly qualities from his early years, setting the
stage for him to become a great spiritual figure in his adulthood. It is assumed that a saint is a
special person who is chosen by God to do great things in the kingdom of God. Therefore, the
young saint is usually shown as exceptionally pious, gifted, and different from other children.
The reader learns from Fr. Maximilian’s Life that the saint’s parents “were poor, but rich in that
refreshing faith which views hardships as a necessary means for gaining eternal life... As an
adolescent, Maria Dabrowska [the saint’s mother] prayed to the Lord with all the fervor of her
young heart” to enter a convent, because she “longed for the religious life, so as to enjoy
paradise, as she said, together with pure souls.”™ The language is full of Christian imagery and
conventional expressions. The first chapter of Fr. Arseny, when compared to this passage,
conspicuously lacks such conventional hagiographical rhetoric and the formal, calm and
deliberate tone. Fr. Arseny’s life story (the first and second volumes) does not launch directly

into its subject’s genealogical background either; instead of descriptions of Fr. Arseny’s paternal
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and maternal genealogical lines, the author begins with a realistic description of the earthly

picture of a Soviet labour camp:

...BBIIKK €O cCTOSIMMU HAa HUX MPOKEKTOpPaMHU M YacOBBIMHU
yXoAuIu 3a TOpu30HT. CTPyHBI KOJIOYEH MPOBOJIOKU, HATSIHYTON
MEXIy CToa0aMH, OOpa30OBBIBAIM HECKOJBKO 3arpauTesbHbIX
PAIOB, MEXY KOTOPBIMU JIEXKAIN MOJIOCHl OCIEHUTENHFHOTO CBETa
OT MPOKEKTOPOB. Mex 1y NepBbIM U MOCIEIHUM PSAAMU KOJIIOUei

IIPpOBOJIOKH JICHUBO 6pOI[I/IJ'II/I CTOPOIKECBLIC Cco0aKHu.

Hy‘lI/I IMPOXCKTOPOB CPBIBAJIIMCH C HCKOTOPLIX BLIIICK H 6pOCB.J'II/ICB
Ha 3EMIJIIO, CKOJIB3HMJIM IIO Heﬁ, B36I/IpaJ'II/ICL Ha KpbIIIX 6apa1<0B,
nagajnd ¢ HUX Ha 3EMIJIIO U OIIATH OeXxamu 1o TCPPUTOPHUHU JIareps,
OKPYKEHHOI'O HpOBOJ’IOKOfI.. .COJ'I,Z[aTBI C aBTOMaTaMH, CTOA Ha
BBIIIIKAaXx, 6€CHpeprBHO ImpocMaTrpuBalin MNPOCTPAHCTBO MCKAY
paaaMu IMpOBOJIOYHBIX 3arpa>Kz[eHI/H71. 3aruiibe JJIINI0Ch HEOO0JTO,
BCETCP OIIATH BHE3AITHO CPBIBAJICA, U BCC CHOBA PEBCIIO, T'YACIIO,
BBIJIIO, KOJIIOUHM CHET 3aBOJIaKHBall APKOC IIATHO CBCTA, U TCMHOTA

OXBaTbIBaJIa NOJIUHY.

Towers with searchlights and guards could be seen on the horizon.
Stretches of barbed wire created protective rows between which
the icy glow of the menacing lights could be seen. Between the

first and last rows of barbed wire police dogs roamed lazily.
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The search light beams swept down from the towers onto the
ground and slid slowly across snow, and then back to the barbed
wire... Soldiers with automatic rifles standing on the towers were
constantly watching the space between the rows of barbed wire.
Yet it was never quiet. The wind would pick up again, blocking out
the beams with snow, further darkening the misery of the barracks.

(5 “The Prison Camp™)

Hagiographical narrative traditions rarely offer a realistic depiction of the physical world that
their audiences know firsthand. In the medieval saints’ lives, temporal and spatial
characterization is symbolic and decontextualized, but in this work, they are real and concrete.
The setting of the Soviet labour camp is depicted in great detail. The entire first chapter, “The
Prison Camp,” is dedicated to a detailed and naturalistic description of the camp, typical of
modern secular fiction. The first distinctly “realistic” hagiography in Early Modern Russian
literature is the seventeenth-century vita by the archpriest Avvakum, which memorably recounts
hardships of the hero/author’s imprisonment and exile to Siberia. The archipriest knew the
canons of classical hagiography, but chose a different narrative style, combining the bookish
hagiographical framework, conventionally full of theological reflections, with the lively, artistic
techniques of oral stories. In History of Russian Literature, Dmitrij Tschizhewskij has
demonstrated that the overall styles of the Lives changed over time, reflecting the literary trends
of the period of time in which they were written.i Therefore, hagiographical literature both
encompasses the conventional, timeless features of the genre and incorporates the literary
currents of its day.™iil In this way, the book Father Arseny can be seen as a hagiography with

modern features, for its style is consistent with the tastes of contemporary readers.
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In the third chapter of the second volume “We Meet Again”, a classmate of Fr. Arseny’s

describes his school years:

Mpg1 6b11M TIOUTH OAHOTOAKH. [leTp ObLT cTapie MeHs Ha OAWH TOJ,
YYWJINCh B OJHOW TMMHA3HMM, HO B Pa3HBIX KjaccaxX. 3HAIU APYT
Ipyra, HO TOAPYKHJIMCHh TOJIBKO B TOCIEAHUX KJaccaxX, OJIHAKO
MOTOM MYTH HamM pazouiucb. OH mnomen B MOCKOBCKHUM

yHI/IBepCI/ITeT Ha HCKYCCTBOBGHHGCKHﬁ, a s B BBICIIEC TCXHUYCCKOC.

bein Iletp Bcerna cepbe3eH, 100D, 3aUUTHIBAJICS KHUTAMH, JTFOOMIT
HCKYCCTBO, T€aTp, >KMBOMUCh, MY3bIKY, HO s HUKOI'/Ia HE 3aMeyall
€ro MPUBEPKEHHOCTU K penuruv. Ha HeCKOJIbKO JIET MOTEPS €ro
W3 BUJA M TOJBKO IOCIEe OKOHYaHus MHO MBTY cropoHnoii
ycnbiman, uyro [lerp 1OCpOYHO OKOHYMII YHHUBEPCHUTET, HaIUCall
KHUTY, SIBJSBIIYIOCA PE3YJIbTaTOM €ro MCCIICJOBAHUN, KAKUX, i
TOrJa TOYHO HE 3HAJ, a €UI€ Yepe3 HECKOJBKO JIET MHE CKa3alH,
OyATO OH CTaJl MOHAXOM M CBSIIICHHUKOM, YTO MEHsI HECKa3aHHO

yIIUBHIIO.

Piotr and I were almost the same age. He was one year older; we
went to the same school, but were in different classes. We were
just acquaintances, becoming friends only in senior high school
after which we each went our own way. He went to Moscow

University to study art and I went into engineering.
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Piotr was always a very serious and very good man; he read avidly,
loved art, theatre, paintings and music, but I never noticed any
inclination toward religion. I lost track of him for a few years, and
only after I finished my studies did I find out that Piotr had
graduated from University and written a book that was the result of
his research. Then suddenly a few years later I was told that he had
become a monk and priest, which utterly amazed me. (113, “We

meet again”)

This passage does not give information on his religious formation in the way that traditional
Lives did. Rather than being different from “average” students and chosen from birth, Fr.
Arseny’s conversion was something of a surprise. If, in the Life of Fr. Maximilian Kolbe, the
hagiographer draws attention to the boy’s “kindly appearance” and gentleness that “earned him
the nickname ‘marmalade,””™* Fr. Arseny’s first appearance in the novel, which takes place only

in the middle of the second chapter, emphasizes the mundane side of his image:

Orenr Apcennii, B npouuioM Crtpensios lIlerp Anapeesuu, a
ceiiuac «3ek» — 3axkiroueHHbI Ne 18376 — moman B 3TOT jarepp
IIOJIFOJIa TOMY Ha3aJ M 3a 3TO BPEMsI MOHJ, KaK U BCE KUBYIUE
3/1eCh, YTO OTCIOJa HHMKOriga He BbIMTH. Ha cnune, manke u
pyKaBax ObLI HAIIMT JarepHbelid HoMep — 18376, 4yro nenano ero

IMOXOKHM, KaK U BCCX 3aKIJIFOYCHHBIX, Ha «YCJIOBCKA-PCKIIAMY».

Father Arseny, whose name had been Piotr Andreyevich Streltzov
before his priesthood, had been assigned the title of “zek” (prisoner)

No 18376. He had been sent to this camp six months ago and
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understood that there was no hope for him to ever leave it. (6, “The

Barracks”)

The narrator is omniscient, conveying the thoughts and feelings of the protagonist Fr. Arseny, in

a distinctively modern narrative style, as the following passage exemplifies:

MenbkHyna y 0. ApceHus MbICib: yTKy npuayman Cepblid, 3Hal
€ro XapakTep W MOMOIIM OT Hero He xjaal. «bepu, 0. ApceHuid,
O6epu, ckonbko Hamo». Crtam o. ApceHuil coOuparh CYUIHSK H
nymaet: «Habepy, a oH MeHsl Ha TOTEXy JPYyruM OUTh HAYHET U
kpudatb: «llom Bop!», HO TyT € yIUBUICS, YTO Ha3Bal €ro
Cepniii «oteny Apcenuit». [Ipouen mpo ceGs MOJIUTBY, KPECTHOE

3HaMCHUEC MBICJICHHO ITIOJIOXXHUII U CTaJl CO6I/IpaTI> CYIIHSK.

Father Arseny had a thought that perhaps this was a joke. He knew
Greybeard only too well and could not expect any help from him.
“Take, Father Arseny, take what you need,” the criminal said.
Father Arseny began to quickly gather some dry branches, all the
time thinking, “I will take some kindling and he will shout that I
am a thief.” And then he realized that the man had called him
Father Arseny. He prayed silently, crossed himself in his mind, and

began to gather the kindling. (8, “The Barracks™)

Although this passage does not contain the bold and sweeping perspectives seen in many
nineteenth-century novels, such as Tolstoy’s War and Peace, it allows a deeper revelation of the

protagonist’s personality.
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In Father Arseny, the word “podvig” (moxsur), which means “heroic deeds” and refers to
Orthodox ascetic feats, appears many times.. Fr. Arseny’s ascetic achievements are different in
nature from those of saints such as St. Sergius: Sergius was a hermit, and thus his podvig
centered on ascetic exercises. For Fr. Arseny, living in the twentieth-century Soviet Union, his
accomplishment lies in serving God through active engagement with the world and with the
people who did not know Christ; thus, his podvig resembles that of St. Stephen of Perm, the
dynamic missionary of the Medieval Russian Orthodox Church. Traditional hagiography was
intended for a public seeking norms, since the readers accepted the dogma from the outset, and a
coherent religious tradition linked the sacred past and the devotional present. Fr. Arseny’s
spiritual feats, on the other hand, were not seen as norms; his exemplary ethical, moral practices
went beyond broad contemporary expectations and were introduced to the reader as “new ideas”
on how to live one’s life. In the beginning, Fr. Arseny’s prayer practice is seen through the
uncomprehending eyes of the narrator (and the average reader) as something unusual and
unfamiliar, because the social codes that inform their judgement and behaviour are different from
Christian ones. Over the course of the story, the religious expressions become more elaborate
and more committed; thus, the book is not solely a devotional work, but also seeks to bridge

religious and secular discourses.

In his article Hagiography and Imagination, Lawrence S. Cunningham highlights the slow, yet
constant growth of the hagiography, and the genre’s characteristics of absorption and
accumulation of new materials over time: it is “a genre of writing in the Christian tradition which
was to grow over the centuries into an unwieldy mass, the dimensions of which still resist total

comprehension.”™ A hagiographical work, like the Prolog, adding new translated and original
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material, might be double the size of its Greek original.™ This tendency of a growing body of

the texts is also observed in Father Arseny.

Fr. Arseny may well be a composite character. Critics have offered various names as possible
prototypes of Fr. Arseny who were all prominent pre-revolutionary ecclesiastical figures, rather
than any of the historical saints. It is not surprising that saints’ lives do not, in general, represent
the past in “historical” terms. Hagiographical texts often borrow events from earlier narratives or
conflate different persons to create fictionalized ones. For example, the first hagiographer of
Kyivan Rus’, Nestor, incorporated sections from the Life of Saint Euthymius and the Life of
Saint Sabas into his account of Saint Theodosius of the Kyivan Caves Monastery.™i In writing
the life of a local monk, Rus’ian hagiographers sometimes copied and borrowed what had been
said about a Byzantine monk of the same name.™i! However, in the context of hagiographical
discourse, these were not considered as literary borrowings, but as evidence of God’s plan to
lead two or three saints through the same types of tests. Hagiographers only “uncovered” these
connections. Similarly, in the overlapping of life episodes of the Soviet righteous man, the

modern reader is meant to see the sign of the God’s Providence.

Although the book of Father Arseny deviates from formal full-length hagiography in its
traditional sense, the obvious similarities with traditional Russian saints’ lives in structure and
imagery cannot be attributed to mere coincidence. The memoirists hoped to present their spiritual
father as a saint, and they attained this goal by incorporating hagiographic elements into their
works. Witnessing is an integral element in the process of creating a saint. In summary, Father

Arseny is a neo-hagiography of a modern saint with distinct contemporary features.

Fr. Arseny: A Saintly Figure
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Fr. Arseny is presented as a new-era saint and a role model, although there is no official
campaign by the Church to canonize him. The novel portrays the benevolent and compassionate
ministry of Fr. Arseny in the heartless, inhuman prison which exploited the inmates’ labour and
hastened their death through overwork, starvation, beatings, and disease. As W.E. Fann has
rightly noted, “All of this cruelty will be familiar to readers of other first-person accounts and
official revelations of the routine atrocities of the Soviet era. What redeems the book and
astonishes the reader is Father Arseny’s response.”™ ¥ Through spiritual strength, personal virtue,

and selfless perseverance, he surmounted persecution and barbaric imprisonment.

e Starets: A physician of the human soul
Fr. Arseny represents a typical Russian starets. The phenomenon of the spiritual elder or starets
is related to the Christian notion of the call to perfection and the conviction that the human being
can be transfigured by God’s grace through ascetic practices. “Very early in Christian literature
the one who gained such spiritual wisdom and maturity was referred to as an ‘elder’ or ‘old man’,
which also became a technical term for an experienced monk regardless of physical age. The
Russian term ‘starets’ reflects that evolution.”™ The Norwegian scholar of Russian history Pl
Kolste points out that Orthodox theology emphasizes the need for authoritative and reliable
guides to the spiritual life, because the path of self-denial is so fraught with difficulties and perils
that anyone wishing to pursue it requires the support of someone who had gone before. ™
Typically, this task of spiritual direction fell to the monks, but only to those few who possessed
the necessary spiritual gifts to function as wise old men, or as elders. Theologically, the
institution of starchestvo was linked to the asceticism in monastic piety only. In the nineteenth

century, with the rise of curiosity about native culture in general and Orthodox monasticism in

particular, the institution of starchestvo was actively reworked by educated authors and
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perceived as an ancient tradition that had always been present in Russian monasticism from early
medieval times. One such example is Pushkin’s tragedy in verse, Boris Godunov (1825) in which
the monastery novice Grigorii, the future imposter of the play, was under the spiritual care of an
aged monk-chronicler Pimen, “craper xpotkuii u cmupennsiid.” The wise and balanced Pimen
embodies the very essence of genuine Orthodox Christianity: meekness and wisdom that trace
back to the venerable Theodosius of the ancient Kievan Caves monastery, as Pushkin notes: “In
him I brought together the traits that attracted me in the old chroniclers: their utter ingenuousness,
their touching meekness ... their pious diligence in serving the tsar that God had granted them,
and their complete lack of prejudice or concern for irrelevant minutiae.”™"! In the second half of
the nineteenth century, the influence of starets went beyond the monastery walls. The famous
elders of the Optina Monastery, such as Makarii, Leonid, or Ambrose, functioned as spiritual
teachers both to the novices and to the laity. People from all over Russia came to talk to them
and seek advice from them. The first Optina intellectual, Russian philosopher Ivan Kireevsky,
summarized the crucial role the elder played for many Russians: “More essential than all books
and thoughts is to find an Orthodox starets to whom you can reveal each of your thoughts, and
from whom you can hear not his own more or less reasonable opinion, but the judgment of the
Church Fathers.”™Viil Dostoevsky further notes in The Brothers Karamazov that the starets is
“the guardian of the God’s truth in the eyes of the people” (Brothers Karamazov, chapter 5,
Zosima). The elders (startsy) in residence at the monastery of Optina Pustin attracted attention
and visits by lay believers, and even skeptics, from all classes of society, including some of
Russia’s greatest writers and artists, such as Turgenev, Gogol, Dostoevsky, Tchaikovsky, and
later Solzhenitsyn, all of whom made pilgrimages to the famous elders. One of the central

characters in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, starets Zosima, whose prototype is

59



generally believed to be St. Ambrose of the Optina Monastery, received people who came to him
from far and near, looking for answers to their personal problems. Like starets Pimen, he
represents the ideal of Russian religiosity; his focus is on a deep and full love for all creation,
and he is presented as a mentor and comforter for suffering and sinful man. Dostoevsky is not
interested in correlating the starets’ teaching with official statements of the church establishment,
nor does he refer much in his work to patristic literature, preferring instead to focus on
anthropological and moral questions. He seeks to affirm love as the highest moral value in a
scale of human virtues. In the late nineteenth century, starchestvo transferred from monastery

culture to secular life.

In contemporary Russia, startsy are continuously in popular demand. People seek not only a
mentor in matters of faith, but also someone who, through personal examples and actions, can
inspire them to solve worldly problems. The concept of starets involves the principle of active
love, the rejection of spiritual privilege, prophecy, and popular demand. Always close to the

narod (the people), the elders are often venerated as living saints.

In the first volume of Father Arseny, Fr. Arseny’s main character traits are his eager
attentiveness and constant prayers, with the hellish labour camp as the Vale of Soul Making. He
is invariably represented as a confessor who lives to help others rather than to lead an
otherworldly hermitic life. His clandestine pastoral work in exile, in prison, and in the catacomb
church are sources of inspiration, as he takes upon himself the burden of other people’s troubles,
helping in the way taught in the Gospel: “Bear on another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of
Christ” (Galatians 6:2). He is responsible for the spiritual transformation of countless people,
some of whom used to be cold-blooded criminals or devoted atheist communists. Many people

who had lived alongside him in the camp died, but they would not leave the world angry or
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desperate; instead, they were comforted, and their awful life in camp served as a means to bring

them towards God:

Oxa3bIBas ImoMoIb 4Y€JI0BCKY, O. ApCGHI/Iﬁ HE PpasMBIIIIAI, KTO
O9TOT YCIOBCK W KAaK OH OTHECCTCA K €ro ITOMOIIH. B HaHHBIﬁ
MOMCHT OH BHJCJ TOJIBKO YC€JIOBEKA, KOTOPOMY HYXXHa IIOMOIIb, U

OH IIOMOT'aJI 3TOMY YCJIOBCKY.

Helping a person, Fr. Arseny did not think who this man was and
how he would see his help. At the moment he saw only a person
who needed help, and he would help this person. (“Hurry to Do

Good”, Part 1)

...JIIOJTN, HECYIIHE BEPY, U 0COOCHHO MACTHIPH JYII YEITOBEYECKUX,
JIOJDKHBI TIOMOTaTh W OOpOTBCA 32 KAaKIOrO 4YelOBeKa [0
MOCTIETHUX CHJI CBOMX M TOCJIETHETO CBOETO B3/I0Xa, U OCHOBOM
OOpBOBI 3a MyIIy SBISIOTCS JHO00BB, 100pO M MOMOIIb ONMKHEMY
CBOEMY, OKa3bIiBaeMasi He panu cebs, a paau Opara coero. (“O

Mother of God! Do Not Abandon Them!”, Part 1)

[Fr. Arseny said,] ...the people who carried the faith, and
especially the shepherds of human souls, must help fight for each
person to the end of their own strength, until their last breath. The
basis of the fight for a soul is love, kindness and helping your
neighbour, help given not for one’s own sake, but for the sake of

one’s brother. (40)
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As a seer and confessor, Fr. Arseny would take up the sins of his spiritual children, giving them
the feeling that their souls were enclosed in his soul. However, T. A. Smith notes that the office
of the confessor does not exhaust the nature of the starets. While the starets performs many of
the functions of the confessor and often hears the sins of the spiritual child, “there is a qualitative
difference between these roles.”™* Humility and active love transformed Fr. Arseny into a
Christlike figure who was ready to surrender himself for the sake of the other. Beginning with
his release from the labour camp, when he settled down at Nadezhda Petrovna’s house, Fr.
Arseny becomes more clearly an image of the starets, exhibiting features such as spiritual
discernment, clairvoyance, and prophecy. Despite his physical infirmity, Fr. Arseny tirelessly
served as elder for countless visitors and carried on a lively correspondence with his spiritual

children:

OH otnaBan camoe Jiydllee, caMO€ COKPOBEHHOE TEIUIO CBOEH
Ayu, BCPY, ONBIT MCIIOBCAAaHHA BEPbBI, YUYW MOJUTLBCA U
pazKuraa B CONpPHUKACAIOUNIEMCSI C HHUM 4EJOBEKE HCKpPY
boxectsennoro. Krto w3 3Hatommx ero 3alymer jena,
coBepiieHHble UM? CKOJIBKO JIFOJIEH MPUIIUIO K HEMY U YHECIO C
co0oif Bce 3TO, M CKOJBKO PAaJOCTH, YMHPOTBOPEHUS U

criokoicTBUA B3suM MBI y 0. Apcenus! (“1 Remember”, Part 2)

He gave away what was most precious to him: the warmth of his
soul, his faith, and his experience in living his faith. He taught us
how to pray and transformed into fire the spark of God in each of

us. How can anyone who knew him forget his deeds? So many
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came to him and carried away with them all of this; so much joy

and peace did we take from Father Arseny.

Sl mepexxun Bce 3TO caMm, A BUOEN, Kak Ha MOUX [IJa3ax
MePEePOKIAINUCh, CO3UAATUCH M OOHOBISUIMCH IYIIU JIIOACH, U
JIIOJIU YXOJUJIM BEPYIOIIMMHU, YHOCS C COOOM TEII0, B3SITOE y HEro.
Bcenomunas mpormieniiee U BHUIS CBOE HAcToslee, s U caMm
HayMHAN nepenaBath JoasiM CBer Bepsl, 11000Bb U 100pOTY,

nosydeHHsie oT 0. Apcenus. (“I Remember”, Part 2)

I experienced all this myself. I saw it and I saw how people were
changed, renewed, and strengthened. They left as believers and
carried away with them the warmth they had taken from him.
Remembering what had happened to me and seeing what [ myself
had become, I was able to pass on to others the light of faith, the

love and goodness I had received from Fr. Arseny.

JIyXOBHBIX JleTell OBLIO MHOTO, W TOYTH Ka)IbIA MpHUE3Kal JBa
pasa B rof. .... [Ipuesxanu u ye3xaiu Apy3bsi U JyXOBHBIE JIETH,
YHOCS ¢ COOOI0 MOTYYEHHBIN 3amac CUJl, BEPHI, KeJaHUs TTOMOTraTh

IpyrumM, xenanue ObITh myurie. (“I Remember”, Part 2)

The spiritual children of Father Arseny were numerous and each of
them visited at least twice a year. ... People who came always
carried away with them a reserve of strength, faith, and the desire

to serve others and be better people themselves. (135-136)
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MOXHO N COCUHMTATh AHM W HOYM, YTO OH MPOCTOSI 32 HAC Ha
MOJIUTBE, U KaKOW PafioCThIO I HETO OBLIO TO, YTO OH OOJICTYHII
HaM XU3Hb, YTEIIWI, OTBEJI MUJIOCThIO boxkuei Oexy, HacTaBUII Ha

nyTh Bephl. (“Letters: Excerpts from the Memoirs of O.S.”, Part 2)

You cannot count on the hours, the sleepless nights he spent
praying for all of us. And what a joy it was for him that he
alleviated our lives, comforted us, averted grieves with God’s

mercy, led us to the path of faith. (120)

Fr. Arseny’s image of a starets bears some similarity to that in the Life of St. Amvrosii of Optina

Pustyn:

Ckonpko Jronedt mnepeObiBasio 3xaeck! W mpuxomwim crofa,
00JIMBAasCH cie3aMHu CKOpPOW, a BBIXOAWIHM CO CJI€3aMU PaJOCTH;
OTYassHHbIC yTEIIEHHBIMH W OOOJpPEHHBIMH, HEBEpPYIOIIUE U
COMHEBaroIuecs: BepHbIMH yanamu LlepkBu. 3mech  kui
«0aTIONIKa» — UCTOYHUK CTOJBKUX OnaronesHuil u yremenuil. Hu
3BaHWE YEJOBEKa, HM COCTOSHUE HE MMENM HHUKAKOTO 3HAYCHHS B
ero rinazax. EMy HyxHa Obljla TOJBKO AyIla YeJIOBEKa, KOTOpas
HACTOJIbKO ObLIa opora JJis HEro, YTo OH, 3a0bIBasi ce0si, BCeMH

CHJIaMU CTapaJicia CIiacTHu €€, IOCTAaBUTh Ha WCTUHHBIA IyThb.

How many people have been here! And they came here bathed in
tears of sorrow but left with tears of joy, the despairing went away

comforted and encouraged; the unbelievers and doubters left as
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faithful children of the Church. Here lived father — the source of so
much blessing and comfort. Neither the title of a person nor his
position meant anything in his eyes. He needed only a person’s
soul, which was so precious to him that he, forgetting himself, tried

with all his strength to save it and set it on the true path. ™

The portrayal of Fr. Arseny resembles the elders of Optina Pustyn, particularly St. Ambrose, in
some other significant ways as well. He was able to predict events; for example, in the chapter

“A Panikhida,” Fr. Arseny predicted the death of a friend before the telegram came.

The reader is given clear evidence of the elder’s spiritual insight: he has the ability to read a
visitor’s heart and mind, and he can peer into the soul of his visitor and draw out at once the
precise key to his visitor’s spiritual enlightenment. The gifts of wisdom and discernment enabled
him to speak authoritatively and effectively to the personal problems disclosed to him by his
visitors. Although his spiritual children would protest, the elder denied his giftedness and

insisted that he was a sinner like all other human beings:

Korna OH FOBOpI/IJ'I, TO ThI CaM OTYECTIIMBO IIOHHMMAJ, YTO OH 3HACT
o TebOe Oomplne, yeM Thl caMm. OH 3Hai, yTo Oynmet ¢ ToOou. ['maza
ero CMOTpeJ'II/I OTKpI)ITO, BHHUMATCJIIBHO, JIACKOBO. CMOTpr B HHX,
Thl HAYUHAJI qepnaTL CHUJIbBI U CHOKOﬁCTBHC, a Koraa OoH FOBOpI/IJ'I,
roJIoC €ro yOekKJall, ¥ YEeJIOBEK BEPHJI eMy M yOexkJajcs IMOTOM,

yto oH mnpas. (“I Remember”, Part 2)

When he spoke to you, you realized that he knew more about you

than you did yourself. He knew what awaited you. His eyes were
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attentive and gentle. Looking into his eyes, you acquired strength
and peace. When he spoke, his voice was so convincing that you

trusted him and just knew that he was right. (133)

B cBom oTBeThl 0. ApceHHi BKJIAAbIBAT IyIIy, OH OTPBIBAI
YacTHUILy ee ¥ IepeaaBal 4eiaoBeky. [lomydas oT Hero muchbMo, Thl
BJAPYT CO CTPAaXOM U YIMBICHUEM y3HaBajl O ceOe TOo, UTo elle ele-
eJie ONPEACIUIOCH B Te0e, O YeM Thl HUKOMY M HHYETO He TOBOPUII,
a TOJBKO OTPBHIBOYHO JAyMal U JIAXKe CTapajcsi CKPBITh OT CaAMOIr0
ceOs, a JaBaeMblii WM COBET OKa3bIBAICS CIMHCTBEHHO
npaBuwiIbHBIM pemenneM. (“Letters: Excerpts from the memoirs of

0.S”. Part 2)

In his answers Father Arseny would pour out his soul; he would
tear out a piece of his soul and give it to the other... it happened
sometimes that when you received a letter from him, you would
suddenly realize something about yourself that you hadn’t been
aware of. You would be shocked and frightened to be made aware
of something that hadn’t been clear even to yourself; you hadn’t
talked to anyone about it or you had only sporadically thought
about it, or sometimes you had tried to hide it from yourself.
Suddenly his advice would appear to be the only right decision.

(121)

The hagiographer also emphasized these qualities in St. Ambrose:
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...OH Bcerzma pa3oM CXBaThIBaJl CYLIHOCTh J€J1a, HEMOCTHUKHMO
MYJZIpO pa3bsICHsIS €ro U faBas orBeT. Ho B nmpojomkeHue aecsaTu-
MSATHAATA MUHYT TaKoi Oece/bl pemancs He OJUH BOIPOC: B 3TO
BpeMs MPErnoA0OHbI BMEIIall B CBOEM CEpJIle BCETO YEIOBEKa —
CO BCEMHM €ro INPHUBSA3AHHOCTIMHU, KEJIAHUSIMU — BCEM €0 MUPOM

BHYTPCHHUM W BHCIIHUM.

He always grasped at once the essence of the matter, inconceivably
wisely making an interpretation and giving an answer. But during
the ten to fifteen minutes of such a conversation, not one question
was solved: at this time the Reverend held in his heart the whole
man — with all his affections, desires — his whole world, internal

and external ™

Both St. Ambrose and Fr. Arseny were said to have a bent for creation:

[TomHt0 ero cnoBa: “Kaxaplil 4€TOBEK UTO-TO JIOJKEH OCTABUTH B
KU3HU: TIOCTPOCHHBIN CBOMMH PYKaMH JIOM, TTOCAKEHHOE JIEPEBO,
HAIMMCAHHYIO KHUT'Y — U BCC 3TO HCO6XOJII/IMO COBCPUINTE HEC JIA
cebs1, a ;s yenoBeka. Jlroam OyayT CMOTpeTh Ha B3paIleHHOE
TOOOIO ACPEBO HWJINM CACIIAHHYIO BCIlb, U B O9TWU MHUHYTBI Thl CHOBa
OyJenib )KUTh, TaK KaK MPUHECEIIb UM PaJ0CTh, U, BCTIOMHUB TeO4,
oHM Tpu30BYT ['ocniogHe OiarocinoBenue. HeBakHO, YTO MMEHHO
JieNaenib, BaXXHO — K YeMy Thl MPHUKAcalicsi, 4TO MEHsIo (opmy,

CTAaHOBHWJIOCH JIydYIlle, YeM OBbUIO paHbIlle, 4TOOBI B 9TOM HOBOM
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ocTaBajach 4acTHIIA TEOSI CaMOT0, U BCE COBEPIIANIOCH ObI BO MM

T'ocrioga u 1r00BU K Mr0a59M.”

I remember his words: “Before dying, each person should leave
something behind, must leave a trace of some kind. Be it a house
built with his own hands, or a tree he has planted, or a book he has
written — but whatever it is, it must have been done not for himself,
but for other people. Whatever your hands have created will be the
mark you leave after your death. People will look at what you have
made, or at what you have planted and you will live again in
bringing them joy, and they will remember you and ask the Lord to
bless you. What you make is not the important thing, but what is
important is that what you have finished becomes better than what
it was before. It will contain a spark of yours, if you made it in the

name of God and of love for others. (“I Remember” 132)

Co3uparoias 1eaTebHOCTh Y AMBpocHs Obuia B KpoBH. OH 4acTo
HaydJajl Apyrux NpearpruHATh KaKoe-HUOYAb J1eN0, U KOT/1a K HEMY
OPUXOJUIM caMM 3a OJIarOCIIOBEHMEM Ha TM0/00HYI0 Belllb
YaCTHBIE JIIOAM, C TOPSYHOCTHIO IPUHUMAJICS 00CYX/1aTh U J1aBaTh
CBOU MOSICHEHUS... W JaBai OJarocioBeHHE, a C HUM U Bepy B

yaaqy CaMbIM CMCJIBIM HpeﬂHpI/IHTHHM_IXXX“

The creative inclination was in the blood of Amvrosii. He often
taught others to make something, and when people came to him for

blessing on such a thing, he would discuss it in heat and give his
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explanations... then gave his blessing and along with it his belief

in success of the most daring enterprises.

As with Elder Amvrosii (Ambrose),*iil scholarly work brought Fr. Arseny satisfaction, but his
spiritual and intellectual gifts drew him to people. Like Elder Ambrose, his ability to penetrate
the innermost thoughts of others, combined with his profound compassion and love, made him a
much-sought-out spiritual counselor. A humble and righteous priest and confessor, Fr. Arseny is
portrayed in the book as a typical Russian starets characterized by active love, humility, and
advanced spiritual knowledge. He maintained his religious charisma despite the brutal

persecution of the regime.

e Molitvennik — A Man of Prayer
When he is introduced at the beginning of the book, even before any physical description, Fr.
Arseny is found in the practice of prayer, as he is splitting logs to feed the barrack stove:
“T'ocrionu! Nucyce Xpucte, Coine boxwuii! [Tomumnyit ms rpemHoro” (Lord Jesus Christ, Son of
God, have mercy on me, a sinner). The Jesus Prayer, which Fr. Arseny constantly practiced, is
one of the most important elements of modern Orthodox spirituality. It is also known as “Mental
prayer” or “Prayer of the heart,” because it is usually recited silently, and because the heart is
understood as the place at which the spiritual and physical come together. Orthodox Hesychasts
believed that the recitation of the “Jesus Prayer” coordinated with their breathing and heartbeat
could facilitate the vision of the divine “uncreated” light, which shone from Jesus during his
Transfiguration on Mt. Tabor and which the Apostles were privileged to see. The vision can

result in the spiritual element overcoming and deifying the physical.

When searching for dry kindling, Fr. Arseny continues praying ceaselessly, and the content of

his prayers are included so that the reader may imitate and say them for help: “I'ocriogu!
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ITomunyii msa rpemHoro. Ilomoru Mue. Ha Ts ynosaro, I'ociogu 1 Mareps boxus. He ocraBbTe
MeHs1, paiite cuibl”’ (Have mercy on me, a sinner. Help me. I put my trust in Thee, O lord, and in
you, O Mother of God. Do not abandon me, give me strength.); “I'ocionu, HE ocTaBu MeHs
rpemHoro, nomuiyii” (Do not abandon me, do not leave me, a sinner. Have mercy on me). On
the other hand, Fr. Arseny’s physical appearance is kept vague; the reader knows little except
that in his worn jail uniform, he could hardly be distinguished from the grey crowd of poorly

clothed, starving inmates. However, the reader sees that he lives an intense inner life.

3HAIOIIMM €ro Ka3alloCh BPEMEHaMH, YTO JKUBET OH HE B Jlarepe, a
re-T0  JaJieKO-Jalieko, B KakOM-TO O0COOOM, OJHOMY €My
M3BECTHOM, CBETIIOM Mupe. bwiBasio, paboraer, ryObl 0€33BYy4HO
men4yyT CJioBa MOJMTBBI, U BAPYI' OH PaaoOCTHO H KaK-TO IIO-
0COOCHHOMY CBETJIO YJIBIOHETCSI M CTAaHET KAKUM-TO 03apPCHHBIM, U

YyBCTBYETCS, YTO Cpa3y NMPHUOABUTCS B HEM cujla U OOAPOCTb.

To people who knew him, it seemed at times that he did not live in
the camp, but somewhere far, far away, in some special, bright
world known only to himself. Sometimes, when doing some work,
his lips silently whispered words of prayer, and suddenly he would
happily and brightly smile and became illuminated, and it’s felt
that he’d just been added new strength and courage. (“Hurry to Do

Good,” Part 1)

The book notes that Fr. Arseny’s prayer is in an “inward condition” and ‘“‘uninterrupted.”
pointing to the Hesychast mystic tradition. Overall, Father Arseny should be treated as a

devotional work of Orthodox contemplative spirituality, a neglected, persecuted, and almost
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forgotten tradition in the Soviet period. Contemplative spirituality “is a way of focusing one’s
life completely on God, through prayer, living in love, and an awareness of God’s presence.” 1V
Orthodox elders, both fictional, such as Zossima and Arseny, and living, such as Ambrose and
Leonid, are the principal bearers of this tradition. It is within the literary tradition of Christian
mysticism, in terms of its conscious pursuit of mystical union with God via intense inner prayer,
visions and ecstatic transformation. The Greek word hesychasm means “silence,” for Orthodox
monasticism, spiritual knowledge is acquired in silence, and no language can adequately convey
it. However, when a spiritual writer reports his mystical visions to guide others, his mystical
ecstasy is impossible to explain in words. When describing Fr. Arseny’s encounter with God’s
infinite dimension, the authors were faced with the challenge of articulating in word what he was
praying in silence and how he felt what was lying beyond. In The Optina Pustyn Monastery in
the Russian Literary Imagination, Leonid J. Stanton emphasizes “the need for a vocabulary to
address the transcendental nature of the knowledge elders possesses.” ™V The Life of St.
Amvrosii also refers to Amvrosii’s knowledge of “ymuast monuTBa” (contemplative prayer), but
does not attempt to describe it. In contrast, this book vividly describes Fr. Arseny’s prayerful
contemplation to clear his mind of outside concerns so that God’s voice may be more easily
heard; in his prayers, he listens for direct guidance from God, and feels His presence. The goal of
these contemplative techniques is for the human soul to reach mystical communion with God and
to experience a vision of the divine light. Hesychasm was integral to the tradition of elderhood,
and the intense inner prayer provides Father Arseny with a special place within the genre of
modern Russian popular hagiography. To a certain degree, it also serves as an instruction book

aimed at re-establishing those forms of belief that define the religion. To his fellow Soviet

inmates who knew little about their traditional Orthodox spiritual legacy, Fr. Arseny is a praying
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eccentric, carried away in his own world. At first he seemed out of place in the Soviet labour
camp, but over time he established a kind of charismatic authority or leadership among the
atheist inmates, which stemmed from his exemplary character traits of heroism and self-sacrifice,

and from his perceived holiness and miracles.

When a fight broke out between two factions of criminals and political prisoners over stolen
rations, Fr. Arseny asked for help, but got only ridicule: “Ts1 BoT cBoumM borom nmomoru! Cmotpu!
TBoero ABceenkoBa MBan Kapuii ceituac npupexer. JIBoux-To yxe ynoxui. bor TBoi, mom, yx
kak nasek!” “Why don’t you help with your God? Ivan the Brown has already killed two of your
friends, and now he’s going to kill Avsenkov. Your God seems not to notice this!” (22) As the
dramatic tension built, the prisoners could only shout and were afraid to help their own. At this
critical moment of blood, moans and screams, and God being mocked publicly, an incredibly
powerful wave of courage swept down the inner fence of fear, as Fr. Arseny came out and took a

stunning action with readiness to face the pain and suffering which he must expect:

.. TIOAHSB PYKM CBOM, OH IIOIIEN B CAaMyK TyIly CBAaJIKH U
rojJocoM SCHBIM U TpoMkuM ckasan: “Hmenem [I'ocnona
MIOBEJIEBAI0 — IIpEKpaTuTe cue. Yilmurech!” M monokuB Ha Bcex
KpEeCTHOE 3HaMeHHe, TUX0 npousHec: “Ilomorurte paHeHsIM”, — U

omeJ K CBOUMM HapaM... Crour u, Yﬁﬂﬂ B 0665{, MOJIUTCA. ..

... he lifted his arms, went into the very midst of the heated fight
and said in a clear and loud voice: “In the name of God, I order

"9

you! Stop this!” He blessed them with the sign of the cross and

said in a whisper, “Now help the wounded,” and he headed for his
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bunk...he stood there having receded into himself, praying... (22-

23)

Fr. Arseny’s psychological process at this critical moment is of great interest, but it is omitted
entirely; instead, we are given an external portrayal of his intense praying. This is in accordance
with medieval hagiographic tradition, in which descriptions mostly concerned external events
and remarks rather than digging into the inner depth of human psychology. While the attacks
were taking place on the surface, his ceaseless inward prayer strengthened him and gave him
direction. His extraordinary courage and fearlessness also came from his unshakable faith in
God’s power and an overwhelming desire to restore His glory. The prayer shows that he has
understood the divine message sent to him and implies a transcendental experience of his direct
and personal encounter with God. He was ready to endure suffering and to make sacrifices for
the sake of his faith, whatever that may be, and he made a complete and selfless answer. His
heroism and the enormous faith behind keep the readers in awe, as his faith in God gives him
great power. Miraculously, Fr. Arseny was not killed by the criminals, nor even injured. On the
contrary, the storm of madness died down, as if on cue, and the crowd dispersed. Following the
tradition of Christian hagiographical topoi, the author portrays this scene as a divine miracle that
serves as evidence of his power: “There he (Fr. Arseny) stood, as if in a different world, as if
surrounded by light.” The rhetorical ploy of repeating the phrase “as if” blurs the line between
reality and imagination. There was no explicit evidence that Fr. Arseny was practicing inner,
mystic prayer, except for a note that he “receded into himself” as he prayed; however, the vision
of light immediately reminds the reader of the imagery in St. Sergius’ Life, which suggests that

hesychasm is one of the currents in Fr. Arseny’s spiritual life.
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This is followed by a standardized repentance and major spiritual re-orientation of the die-hard
criminal who had mocked Fr. Arseny’s God, in a sketchy fashion, with obvious didactic and

religious imperatives:

CazukoB nojoien K 0. Apcenuto u ckazan: “Ilpocrure mens, o.
Apcenuit. Ycomauics s B bore-to, a ceituac Buxy — ectb OH.
Crpamno gaxke MHe. Benukas cuna njana Tomy, Kto Beput B Hero.

"’

HpOCTI/ITe MCH:, YTO CMCAJICA Had Bamu

Sazikov came near Father Arseny and said: “Forgive me, Father
Arseny! I doubted your God. I see now that He exists. It even
scares me. A great power is given to one who believes in Him.

Even I am frightened. Forgive me for making fun of you!” (23)

In her essay “Inventing a Saint: Religious Fiction in Post-Communist Russia,” K. Tolstaya notes
that the stories in Father Arseny are told “without any obvious attempt to emotionally manipulate
the reader.”™! Narrative manipulation such as omission or placement of literary topoi with
varying degrees of subtlety is present in the novel, and although hagiographers often prided

2

themselves in telling the “truth,” hagiographical “truth” is religiously nuanced and meant to

support an ideology.

The novel contains many examples of the efficacy of prayers, such as the chapter “Where Two
or Three Gathered in My Name,” in which a prayer saves the student Alexei’s life when a
hardened criminal named Grey was trying to kill him. Only Fr. Arseny dared to try to stop the
killing and protect the young man, risking his own life. His heroism goes beyond the need of

miracles to convince people that his God is there. It is his faith in God that touches people, not
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verbal persuasion or miracles forcing people to believe. The young man Alexei and Fr. Arseny
were punished by the camp administration for being involved in a fight, and they ended up being
locked inside a non-heated metal cell for two days without food and water, when it was 30
degrees below freezing outside. The two were doomed to die in the cell. In total dismay, Alexei

watches Fr. Arseny start to pray, as the old man says:

bynem monuthesa. IlepBoiii pa3 momyctuil ['ocnojb MOJUTHCS B
jarepe B MOJHBIN rojoc. bynem Monutbes, a Tam Bojs 'ocriogusl. ..
Tor, cTOod B MOJOYHOW TMOJIOCE ITYHHOTO CBETa, KPECTUJICS U

BITOJIT'0JIOCA YTO-TO IIPOU3HOCHUII. ..

We will pray. For the first time God has allowed us to pray aloud
in this camp, with our full voice. We will pray and the rest is God’s
will...Making the sign of the cross and quietly pronouncing some

words, Father Arseny stood in the rays of moonlight. (34)

At first, Alexei does pay attention to the prayer, as he is distracted by the pain in his hands and
feet that were numbed by the cold, and simply no longer cares. Hearing the stream of prayer, he

gradually begins to feel a kind of quiet and refreshment:

CKBO3b OIlENIEHEHHEe, CO3HAHWE HACTYMarIIe cMmepTd, 00Jb OT
mo0O0EB M X0JI0/a CIiepBa CMYTHO, HO Yepe3 HECKOJIbKO MIHOBEHHH

OTYETJIMBO CTAJIH TOXOJINUTh 10 AJIeKces CIOoBa...

Through the numbness and the pain from the blows he had
received, Alexei could clearly hear the words that Father Arseny

was saying... (34)
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Alexei started listening to the words of the prayer. At first he was perplexed, but gradually he

began to comprehend, the words became almost tangible:

W nonunuce cinoBa MOJUTBBL, M B KaXIOM CIIOBE,
MIPOM3HOCUMOM 0. ApCeHHeM, Jexkana Iiyooydaiimas 000Bb,

HaacxKaa, YImIoBaHUE Ha MHUJIOCTh Bosxuro u He3pI0aEMast BCpa.

...and so the words of prayer poured forth, and in each of these
words lay the deepest love and trust in God’s mercy, and

unconditional faith in Him. (34)

The mystical union of one’s soul with God can be initiated, intensified, or prolonged only by
divine motion, but one can enter a receptive state by praying. The prayer calms Alexei’s soul,

taking away his fear of death and uniting his soul with Fr. Arseny’s.:

MonutBa oOXBaThlBaJla JAyHNly CHOKOMCTBHEM, YBOAWIA OT
JENCHALETO CEpALE CTpaxa M COCIUHANA CO CTOSALIMM C HUM

PSAIOM CTapUKOM — 0. APCEHHEM. ..

The intensity of this mystical union of souls steadily increases as Fr. Arseny continues his prayer.
From there, Alexei’s perspective is joined with Fr. Arseny’s, so that the young man can see what
Fr. Arseny sees and hear his silent inner prayer. This is analogous to the use of mixed
perspective in Byzantine and Russian icon painting, in which objects farther away are drawn as
larger, and closer objects as smaller, the invisible sides of an object appear visible, and the
vanishing points of parallel lines are drawn as though they were in front of the painting. Russian
religious philosopher Pavel Alexandrovich Florensky refers to this technique as “reverse

perspective.” Defending icon art as truer to vision in the light of contemporary ideas, he asserts
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that the effects of mixed perspective achieved in icon-painting were deliberate; the meaning of
such drawing is contained in its special realism and its rejection of sensual-tangible illusions. It is

Ixxxvii

believed to provide access to an instant comprehension of the higher truth, a vision.

The prayer fills Alexei’s being and he begins to pray together with Fr. Arseny. He feels
unintelligible peace, warmth, and deep delight, the effects God produces to make him aware of

His presence:

CroBa MOJIUTB, YATaeMble 0. ApceHHEM, celuac ObUIM TMOHSTHBI,
OJIM3KHU, POJICTBEHHBI — MPOHUKAIH B Ayly. TpeBoru, cTpajaHus,
OMAceHUsl YIUIM, OBUIO KEJaHWE CIUThCS C JTUMU CIIOBaMH,
IMO3HATh UX, 3aIIOMHUTH HA BCIO JKU3Hb... BBUIO TEINIO0, JIIIAIOCH
JIETKO, OIIYyIIEHUE pagocTh XWio B ayme...Kazamoch, 4to o.
ApceHuil ciauics BOEIUHO CO coBaMU MOJMTB. OIyIIEHHE, YTO
bor ectb, uro OH ceilyac ¢ HUMH, NMPUILIO K AJIEKCEIO, U OH

YyBCTBOBAJI, BUJEJ CBOEH IyIlion bora.

The words Fr. Arseny said were now easy to understand; they had
become familiar and entered into Alexei’s soul. He felt no anxiety,
no more suffering, no more fear, only the desire to become one
with these words...It was warm and easy to breathe, and happiness
filled his soul... It seemed that Fr. Arseny had become one with
the words of his prayer. The certainty that God existed, that He

was with them, came to Alexei. He saw God with his soul.
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As advanced practitioners of contemplative asceticism, the elders possess the gift of mediation.
Fr. Arseny functions as a bridge to the beyond for Alexei. Their union with God entails a
splendid vision that Alexei relates: suddenly the dark cell, the moonlight, the cold all disappear.
He recalls that there was a bright light and everything around them was transformed: the two
were in a church in which Fr. Arseny, dressed in white vestments, was praying aloud, and two
shining white angels assisting Fr. Arseny in carrying the liturgy. A very similar scene appears in
St. Sergius’ Life, and in both works one of the people present at the liturgy sees and relates the

vision.

Alexei also sees his mother coming: “Her hands took his head, and she pressed him to her heart.”
The angels guarded them all the time, until two days later, when the camp officers came to check

on them and found in astonishment that the two were alive:

bunu mno gABepHOMY 3acoBy, BH3KAT 3aMEp3IIUNA  3aMOK,
pasnaBaliuch rojioca. AJeKkce OTKphUI riaza. Oren ApceHuil eme
MoJuics. J[Boe B CBETIIBIX OJeXKaaX OJarociiOBHIIM €ro U Alekces
W MeJJIeHHO BBIIUIM. OCIIeNUTEIbHBIA CBET MOCTEIIEHHO HcYe3al,
Y HaKOHEI Kaplep CTaJl TEMHBbIM U MO-NPEKHEMY XOJOIHBIM H

MpaYHbIM.

Somebody struck the door, and the frozen lock squealed, and
voices could be heard from the outside of the cell. Alesha opened
his eyes. Father Arseny was still praying. The two in garments of
light blessed him and Alexei and slowly left. The blinding light
was fading and the cell at last became dark, and as before, cold and
gloomy. (36)
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Communion with God through contemplative prayers is a tradition that is considered common
only among “those who try to live the whole Gospel wholeheartedly and who engage in an
earnest prayer life.”™Vii The author of the book tries to dissect and describe this mystical
experience, its progressively deeper meditation centered about prayer, presenting in
contemporary language what is difficult to communicate in words. Although prayers usually help

to improve the situation, problems are not immediately solved by intervention from Heaven.

Critics who believe in the authenticity of this work’s origin as a collection of memoirs argue that
the sketchiness in some places is due to the varying educational levels of the memoirists, many
of whom may not have literary training. Other critics who do not accept this work as a historical
document have questioned the possibility of such scenes happening at all in a Gulag. For
example, Protsenko notes that reliability is supposed to be a prerequisite for memoir, but in this
book, “in a camp with special regime where hardened criminals were stabbing innocent people,
shedding blood (similar pictures are described in many camp memoirs), it is known that the
ungirded savagery could be stopped only by brute force, not by a priest’s order.”™* The critic
accuses the writer of the miracle narrative of creating a fictional world divorced from social
reality. From this realistic perspective, Fr. Arseny would probably fail to meet the requirements
for a historical text; yet, average readers do not set for themselves the task of evaluating the
textual and historical authenticity of the book they have read, but seek primarily to compare the
story to their own life experiences. In Fr. Arseny, this dare to challenge the impossible, the
mystery of religious energy, the striving for transcendence help the work reach a wider audience
than the religious community, appealing both to believers and non-believers. Miracle narratives

in this novel are meant to reflect religious and behavioural ideals rather than actual practice.
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Humility, perception and active love, rather than stern, extreme asceticism, are the core legacy of
Russian spirituality. Outlandish ascetic accomplishments would hold little appeal for a Russian
audience, as we see in Dostoevsky’s unflattering portrait of the ascetic monk Ferapont in The
Brothers Karamazov. On the other hand, active connection with the world is emphasized in
positive characters such as the starets Zasima and his disciple Alesha. Fr. Arseny lived out this
ideal, believing it is his duty to take care after people around him and selflessly devoting himself
to the call for love, the example of which was set by Christ himself. The generosity of Fr.
Arseny’s heart, his warmth, and his constant readiness to help everyone with true kindness win

the respect and admiration of readers and fellow characters, of believers and non-believers.

In the chapter “The Patients,” Fr. Arseny helped two seriously ill strangers (also prisoners)
however he could. He cared for them at night, and when he had time during the day, he would
interrupt his assigned work to talk to them and pray for them. He even gave them part of his
daily ration when he himself suffered from constant lack of food. This was at complete odds with
the common practice of indifference and cruelty in the prison, as exemplified by the camp medic
who was called in but only looked at the patients “at a distance” and “threw” the medication onto
their beds, shouting that they would soon be dead, not caring that the patients could hear him. Fr.
Arseny’s “odd” behaviour aroused only suspicions of his motives. People would ask Fr. Arseny
about his incentives and calculations in doing good, applying the cost-benefit analysis that is
embedded in human nature. They would ask questions such as: “Hy te6s ¢ borom! Yero Te6e ot
MeHs Hano? Yero nesems? Jlymaenib, cIOXHY — 4TO-HUOYIb OT MeHs focTtaHercs? Her y mens
Huuero, He kpytuck” (“What do you want from me with your God? What do you hope to get
from me? You hope I will die so you can take my belongings? I have nothing, so don’t even try!”)

(12) or “I'pexu 3amanuBaelib U HaM MOATOMY momoraenib. bora 6ounises!” (“You pray to get
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forgiveness of your sins and this is why you help us. You are afraid of God!”) (13). Although
most people expect reciprocal help and immediate rewards, Fr. Arseny did not; even when the

other patients insulted him, he would not try to argue:

Yro »10 3a momu, o. Apcenuwii He 3Hal. llomamu B OGapak
00JBHBIMU C 3Tama, HOYTH B OECMaMSATCTBE, U MOATOMY HUKTO HUX
TOJIKOM He 3Hal. 3a0oThl 0. ApceHus OOJibHBIE NPUHUMAIIN
XOJIOJTHO, HO OOOUTHUCH O€3 HEro He MOIJIH, U, eclid Obl HE OH, TO
naBHO ObI UM JiexkaTh B Mepanoit 3emie. O cebe He paccKka3bIBallu,
a 0. ApceHuil u He cHpamuBaji, MO JArepHbIM OObIYasiM HE
1oJIarajgoch, J1a U HA K 4yeMmy 3TO Obuto. CKOJIBKO TakuX JIIOJCH
BHUJIETT OH IO JIarepsiM, HE CUYeCTh. bbIBajo, BBHIXOAUT OOJBHOM,
paccraHeTcss M HHKoOrna Ooibine He yBuauT. [la pasBe Bcex

3aIIOMHHUILIE !

Father Arseny didn’t know who the sick inmates were. They had
come to his barrack from another camp and had been very sick
when they arrived. They accepted the care of Father Arseny with
no enthusiasm, but they could not survive without him. They said
nothing about themselves, and father Arseny asked nothing. He
had seen many people like these two patients and he had cared for

them all. When they left, he seldom heard of them again. (13)

How is it possible to love sinful humanity, such as prisoners and criminals who are brutal
exemplars of human nature in its darkest light? In showing his genuine pity and taking diligent
care of them, Fr. Arseny established a spiritual kinship with Christ’s idea of merciful love for all
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humanity. Fr. Arseny died of natural causes; his holiness was defined neither by death nor
ascetic labour but by his prominence in his local community. In Light in the Darkness («CBeT Bo
TeMe»), S. Frank elaborates on the essence of Russian religiosity that the path to holiness
necessarily passes through a change in the quality of relationships with other people. It is
impossible to love God without loving His children. The true Christian attitude is not just
kindness and humanity, and not just sympathy for neighbours, but active participation in
fulfilling other people’s needs. The path to holiness is the path of self-denial. ** In the

representation of Fr. Arseny’s personality, we see these qualities in the foreground.

Christian Realism

Religious realism, or Christian realism, is a concept that many scholars have explored from
different perspectives. With Soviet scholarship on the Russian classical literature of the
nineteenth century actively revisited and rethought, critics such as V. N. Zakharov, 1. A. Esaulov,
and V. M. Markovich, who are visible figures among the general public who appear regularly on
radio and television, have labelled nineteenth-century Russian literature as Christian realism
rather than as the Soviet characterization of “critical realism.” In the contemporary Russian
context, the term Christian realism falls into the realm of post-Soviet popular discourse. The
critics argue that classical literature should be categorized as realism because it remained faithful
to the empirical-physical and psychological worlds in its representation of reality; however, “the
sociopsychological and historical determinism does not exhaust the spiritual meaning of Russian
realism. Behind the social, psychological and historical phenomena, in many works of Russian

99XCi

literature another layer of reality was present,”*“' a mystical layer beneath the empirical, and “the
social life, the history, the roaming human souls were given a transcendental meaning, correlated

with such categories as eternity, higher justice, the providential mission of Russia, the end of the
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world, the Last Judgment, or the kingdom of God on earth.”*! These works unearthed the rich
spiritual undertext of nineteenth-century Russian literature. Zakharov traces this descriptive
principle back to the Bible: “this realism manifests itself in the vivid details of life which reveal
not only historical reality, but also the mystical meaning of the events that are happening before
the reader... This realism represents events both in their random manifestations and their divine
destinies. As an aesthetic principle, Christian realism appeared long before the discovery of
artistic realism in art. It manifested itself in the New Testament conception of world, person, in
the dual (human and Divine) nature of the Messiah.”*“!l Medieval hagiography followed the
same “aesthetic canon of the Gospels,” with this principle expressed in Dostoevsky’s novels
from Crime and Punishment to The Brothers Karamazov. Zakharov believes that “‘Brothers
Karamazov’ not only continued the gallery of images of faithful Christians (Sonya Marmeladova,
Myshkin, Makar Dolgoruky, the elder Zosima, Alyosha Karamazov), but the church is also

represented as a positive social ideal.”**""

I. Watt points out in The Rise of the Novel that in literature, “the modern field of vision is mainly
occupied by the discrete particular, the directly apprehended sensum, and the autonomous
individual.”**v G. Levine further elaborates the understanding of literary realism as a child of
modernity, believing that “despite many apparently realist narratives that affirm the most pious
and religiously correct visions of reality, the realist novel was fundamentally secular.”*" C.
Cavallin further notes nineteenth-century realism’s “gradual exorcising of the supernatural from
the cosmos through the advance of scientific explanations—this disenchantment of nature and
man pushed the larger religious vision of reality into the realms of fantasy, dreams, intoxication,
and madness.” *"l She proposes the term of “deep realism” for Christian authors’ challenges to

the realist world by “constructing alternative fantastical worlds. These were clearly intended to
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be fictive creations, but carried a deeper claim to realism, either when interpreted in an
allegorical vein, or when read as incarnating central aspects of Christianity in their unfolding as
story.”*Viil Like Zakharov, she emphasizes the Christian origin of realism as a style: “In the

99XCIX

Christian tradition, we find this approach already prefigured in the gospel parables.

William Peter van den Bercken uses the word “religious realism” to define Dostoevsky’s style.
On the realism of Dostoevsky’s Christianity, he explains that “this faith is realistic because it is
mixed with doubt, something every critical believer has. Its context is also realistic: it is faith that
clashes with its surroundings, in which evil, suffering or crime rules. It is no religious
schongeisterei or ritually aestheticized belief... It is not faith connected with miracles or feats of
saints, but with deeds of lay people (Sonya, Myshkin, Makar, Sofya, Markel) and unconventional
monks.” This results in what he calls “religious realism,” which has nothing to do with factual
reality in Dostoevsky’s time. The realism, rather, lies in “the general anthropological relevance
of the ethical and religious conflicts in Dostoevsky’s fiction, and the challenge felt by the
individual reader to define one’s position in them.” He argues that Dostoevsky “not only remains
aloof from traditional Orthodoxy but is also not an ‘alternative’ Orthodox. The writer
Dostoevsky gives expression to a biblical and ethical Christianity, not connected with

institutional forms of religion.”®

In a broad sense, it can be said that Father Arseny follows the aesthetic principle of Christian
realism of nineteenth-century Russian classical literature in that, while faithfully depicting the
physical and psychological details of reality, it “represents events both in their random
manifestations and their divine destinies.” The novel should also be defined as Christian realism
because it teaches Christian faith and encourages responsible engagement with social and

political problems from a distinctively religious perspective, underscoring the importance of “the
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responsibilities of everyday” and “the decisions of individuals.”*! Most importantly, I agree with
I. Watt’s premise of tension between the form of literary realism and the religious content of
Christianity, which assumes that the cosmos encompasses more than the created reality visible to
the eye. This perspectival and epistemological tension appears to be particularly acute in Father
Arseny due to its mystical tendency. Therefore, its author is left with only two options: he must
either escape the Christian relationship to what lies beyond the palpable and sensible, or

challenge the modern realist world.

Bercken notes Dostoevsky’s Christian anthropological perspective and his central focus on
Christ as the highest ideal of a human person. By comparison, Fr. Arsen)’s religious view is
more in line with the traditional Orthodox faith, maintaining the balance of the Trinity and
highlighting the mystery of God. The ultimate mystery within the religious tradition is that of life
and death, to which our limitations of understanding and knowledge call eager attention.
However, as . Watt, G. Levine and C. Cavallin have pointed out, within the limitations of a
realistic novel, it is problematic for a traditional religious author to build upon his worldview, for
if violating the empiricist epistemology of literary realism, the novel would become a fantasy
and lose its claim to veracity. In its attempts to adhere to a non-subjective description of the
world and reestablish the reality of the supernatural at the same time, Father Arseny bends the
secular realistic genre to suit the inclinations of its Orthodox viewpoint, making room for

didactic theological discourse within the narrative.

The chapter “O Mother of God! Do Not Abandon Them!” is a realistic depiction of Fr. Arseny’s
posthumous adventure: when Fr. Arseny was dying and losing consciousness, he suddenly felt a
lightness and then saw himself lying on the bunk and his friends standing around him. He

realized that his soul had been released from his body and he was seeing his own death. Now he
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was able to see the not only prisoners’ physical appearances, but also their souls, which appeared
as burning candles giving off light. The whole barrack appears before Fr. Arseny’s eyes, and he
experiences the relation between the soul, the body, and consciousness: the human soul as
something light and fluid trapped inside the body, afflicted by uncomfortable feelings of illness
that afflict the body. When flowing out of the body, the soul returns to its “original” calm and
healthy state, controlling a clear mind, yet still being able to see, to feel emotions like sadness or
rapture. As he continues to pray, he sees a bright light in the distance that leads him to his own
church, where he sees the familiar icon of the Mother of God and his parish. He feels as though
“he was burning with joy and inner warmth” (47), implying a mystical communion with God,
who made himself felt and known. Fr. Arseny’s mystical vision of light and his parish is similar
to another vision in the Life of St. Sergius, in which the saint saw his parish during a
contemplative prayer. The Mother of God appears before Fr. Arseny and tells him to go back to
continue serving people there. At this moment he wakes up and finds himself lying in the barrack,

still surrounded by friends.

The description of a near-death event in a work of literary realism serves as a partial resurrection
of a premodern Orthodox worldview. The truth value of the vision of the Mother of God, which
is essential for religious believers, cannot have been obtained by naturalist or positivist means.
Yet a dream or a fever-induced vision makes it possible for such a transition from the natural to
the supernatural to take place. We do not know for sure whether Fr. Arseny has really left the
camp and been in the church, or whether this was his dream. The nature of this adventure is not
articulated explicitly. The mystical could be interpreted as merely a subjective phenomenon, thus
keeping realism intact. The author seems to hesitate as to whether to let Fr. Arseny’s vision be

interior and subjective, or to let it challenge the realism of the novel. K. Tolstaya thus argues that
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the author’s attitude towards the supernatural in this book is an open one, inviting the reader to
make his/her own choice as to whether it should be seen as an allegory, or whether the vision
was caused by Arseny’s critical physiological condition. The author does not force his faith on
the reader, but also does not appear to use the symbolic and allegorical possibilities of a religious
dimension of meaning. The amount of detail, seamless transitions from real to unreal, and
uniform narrative tone strongly suggest that the reader is meant to accept Fr. Arseny’s mystical
experience as real. The writer argues implicitly that he is presenting a real world rather than a
metaphorical description of the real world, to a point at which the reader’s worldview is
transcended. The readers then must decide whether they are invited to join in the exploration of a

fantasy world, or if they actually are facing the decision to make a leap of faith.

The chapter “Mikhail” provides another death scene, in which Fr. Arseny “almost” saw the
Creator, the infinite and ineffable. In the Bible, humans generally cannot directly perceive God.
However, Orthodox theology maintains that humans can directly experience the divine energy
radiated from the Godhead, which is the essence of God, in the form of a vision of light.
Furthermore, Russian iconography often represents God in anthropomorphic imagery, such as in
Andrei Rublev’s The Mystery of the Trinity, whose three peaceful and calm angels symbolize the
manifestation to Abraham of the three divine hypostases. In Theology of the Icon of the Orthodox
Church (1960), Russian art historian Leonid Aleksandrovich Ouspensky, following P. Florensky,
defended the symbolist movement in Orthodox theology of the end of the nineteenth century.ci
In his interpretation, iconography is a symbol of the invisible taking the form of the visible,
rather than a faithful and accurate illustration of the Gospels. This religious modernism is absent

in Father Arseny, which puts the protagonist’s mystical experience firmly within a traditional

Christian historicist framework.
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In this story, a fellow inmate named Mikhail, a righteous monk, is fatally ill and dying on his
barrack bunk in the middle of the night, and Fr. Arseny is called to take his final confession. This
incident demonstrates how prayer allows Fr. Arseny to contemplate “something so great and
mysterious [as] death.” As the two men pray, “a state of closeness to God, prayerful
contemplation and silent inner unity seized them both and placed them before God. All that was
painful, stormy, or human had gone away.” Mikhail prays so deeply that his soul “had left
everything of this world”, and Fr. Arseny’s soul, “so near to Mikhail’s in prayerful union,
released all that was around him” and followed the former on its way to the Lord. Father Arseny
“saw with his own eyes how the soul of Mikhail was leaving his body”: the dying man’s body
falls backwards, his hands, which had been holding Fr. Arseny’s, open up, his features grow
peaceful, and only his eyes are still open and bright. Fr. Arseny begins to see, or rather to feel,

the beyond:

...CB€T IOCTCIICHHO TI'aC, 03apCHHOCTL Ipomaaaia, 4YyTb 3aMCTHAsA
AbIMKa IIOKpbLIa WX, MMOTOM BCKHU MCIJICHHO 3aKPBUIMCH, I10 JIMIY
HpO6€)KaJ'Ia TCHb, M OT O3TOro JHIO CTaJlO0 BCINYCCTBCHHBIM,

PaIOCTHBIM U CTIOKOMHBIM.

... the light was slowly fading, a barely perceptible mist covered
them as the eyelids slowly closed: a shadow ran over his face, and

because of this it became majestic, joyous and peaceful.

Shaken, Father Arseny falls on his knees and begins to pray. He thanks God, who “in His mercy
had allowed him to see the Unseen, the Uknowable, and the most mysterious of mysteries — the
death of a righteous man” (52). He feels no grief, only peacefulness and ‘““an inner joy,” because

he has seen a righteous man and “had touched God’s mercy and His glory” (53). The thought
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that God himself has been there to receive Mikhail’s soul comes to him repeatedly, “like a

lightning bolt.”

Fr. Arseny’s mystical religious experience is presented in realistic terms, as the author reads
signs or messages from the Lord in empirical phenomena. One can feel the significant tension at
the heart of human desire to touch the profound mystery, the unobservable entity, when Fr.

Arseny almost “saw” the Creator.

In “Where Two or Three Gathered in My Name,” Fr. Arseny and the student Alexei are locked
in a cell and left to freeze, during which time they experience a vision, described in such a

manner as to mitigate the shock of the supernatural for an atheist reader:

Anekceii obepHyncs K 0. ApceHuio W yauBwica. Bce kpyrom
U3MEHUIIOCh, TMpeoOpasminock. Ilpumina MydyuTesnbHas MbICHb:
“bpexy, KoHen, 3amep3ar”’. Kapuep pasaBunHysics, IMosoca

JIYHHOTI'O CB€Ta UCUC3JIA, OBLIO CBECTJIO, SIPKO I'OpcCiI CBCT...

Alexei turned to Father Arseny and was stunned, everything
around had been transformed. An awful thought came: “I’m losing
my mind, this is the end, I’'m dying.” The cell had grown wider,

the ray of moonlight had disappeared. There was a bright light...

The reader is given the option of interpreting the vision as a dream or trance. The border between
these two realities of the natural and supernatural is not clear-cut, but rather evasive and blurry.
After two days, hearing the voices of the camp guard who were coming for them, Alesha opens
his eyes. Instead of disappearing momentarily, the two gracious and poised angels bless them

before leaving, and the bright light “fad[es]” slowly.
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The immediacy of perception of the mystical brings a distinctly Orthodox feeling to this book. Its
secular realist framework is significantly widened when the author does not only hint indirectly
at the supernatural reality affirmed by the Orthodox faith, but actually incorporates it into the
empirical world of the book. Therefore the mystical experiences, the powerful joy and awe,
presented in the book, were intended as real evidence of the presence of God, not as visions

brought on by extreme psychological stress.

Christian Message in Soviet Context

Olson’s definition of hagiography refers to its “underlying polemical purpose.” The
administrators of the Stalin camp assumed that in the face of suffering, especially the
disproportion between their suffering and the fragility of their religious worldviews, Christian
believers would give up their faith. The book demonstrates the opposite: despite what he has
suffered in his man-made hell, Fr. Arseny would not give in, nor renounce what he believed in,

and nothing would ever break him.

The book situates the Christian themes of compassion, self-denial, and moral heroism that are
embodied by Fr. Arseny in a new Soviet context. After the Revolution of 1917, many people
abandoned religion, and the Soviet propaganda characterized its ideological front as the total
collapse of the Orthodoxy and victory of the atheism. However, despite the seeming success of
state ideological control, since the late Stalinist period a noticeable trend of interest in religion
appeared in a series of literary works by authors such as L. Pasternak, A. Solzhenitsyn, and V.
Soloukhin. There was a growing interest in the Russian past. From the mid-1970s, around the
time when the novel Fr. Arseny emerged and circulated underground, religious themes were a

recurring feature in literary journals; however, these writers were members of the Soviet Writers

90



Union and were outside of the Christian faith. Their depiction of Orthodoxy was motivated by a
sympathy for traditional Russian religion from a cultural-historical perspective, focusing on
concerns over the moral degeneration of the Russian people as a nation. As Michael Meerson-
Aksenov notes in his “Introduction to The Problem of the Church in Samizdat,” the religious
revival in late Soviet literature was moving along the path of a much broader and more powerful
national renaissance.“ Therefore, by force of circumstances, one cannot evade the issue of

Orthodoxy in the national-cultural movement.

Fr. Arseny was written within the Christian tradition, as a Soviet hagiography depicting fervent
believers in non-Christian surroundings: in the inhuman prison camps, a world suffused with
hate and cruelty, where suffering could and did cause people to lose their faith as an act of
existential reaction. Apart from state persecution, the prisoners were also faced with the
challenges of modern science and atheism. Churchless and priestless, they sought Orthodox

answers and had no contemporary role models to guide them.

Although the novel was not meant to lay blame, its anti-communist spirit might have been in line
with that of Yeltsin’s ideology of the early 1990s, when the book was first published. It presents
a realistic depiction of the tragic experiences of prisoners in labour camps, but Fr. Arseny never
questions the social structure that is built on totalitarian dictatorship. In an argument over the
zeks’ attitude towards the government, he called Stalin’s great purge “a mistake”, with the belief

that this “mistake” would soon be corrected:

HE MOTY S OCY)XJaTh BJAacTh HaIlly, MOTOMY YTO TaJH CEMEHa
0e3BepHsl Ha YK€ BO3/ICJIaHHYIO HAaMU e MOYBY, a OTCIOa UAET U
BCE€ OCTAJIbHOE, JIareph HAaIlll, CTPaJaHus HaAIld W HaIlpacHbIC

XKEPTBBI O€3BUHHBIX oae. ONIHAKO CKaxy BaMm, 4TO OBl HHU
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IIPOUCXOJWIIO B MOEM OTEYECTBE, s TPAXAAHUH €r0 U KaK Hepei
BCEr/la TOBOPUJI CBOMM JYXOBHBIM JETAM: HaJlO0 3alllMIIaTh €ro U
MO/IIEPKUBATH, @ YTO IIPOUCXOIUT Ceuac B rocyapcTBe, JOHKHO
NOPONTH, 3TO TpaHIMO3HAS OMIMOKA, KOTOpas paHO WM MO3IHO

JI0JKHA OBITH MCIIPABJICHA.

I cannot point a finger at our authorities, because the seeds of
faithlessness fell on the soil which we ourselves had prepared. And
from there comes the rest: our camp, our sufferings, the wrongful
death of innocent people. But I will tell you in all sincerity,
whatever happens in my country, I am its citizen. As a priest, |
always told my spiritual children that it is our responsibility to
defend and support our fatherland. What is happening now must

end: it is a huge mistake that will sooner or later be corrected. (57)

It is not his conviction in the specific political course of the Communist party leadership, but
rather his metaphysical belief in God’s justice, that leads him to regard Stalin’s labour camp as
God’s punishment for the loss of faith among people. In Christian understanding, suffering has
theological significance. The believers see their suffering as part of God’s wider purpose, or as
Moore puts it, “as a consequence of taking up one’s cross and following Christ, because instead

CV

of explaining our suffering God shares it.

The existence of suffering is the most difficult feature of reality for a theist to explain. Job, for
example, in the midst of his tribulations, seeks an explanation from God, but God is nowhere to
be found. In The Brothers Karamazov, Ivan claims: “Mup He CTOUT Jake OTHOM CIIE3WHKH

3amyueHHOTrO pedenka.” Belinsky is ready to return his ticket to Heaven in light “of all the
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victims of life and history, of all the victims of chance and superstition, the Inquisition, Philip 2
\* ROMAN.”®! Fr. Arseny went in the opposite direction of the secular humanist quest of
nineteenth- century Russian writers, with its recurring ascetic theme of suffering, in accordance
with religious tradition, presented as an ineradicable feature of Christian faith, and the natural

environment of the labour camp seen as a vale of soul-making.

Unlike Fr. Tikhon’s assertion that Soviet Communist rule was imposed from abroad and had
nothing to do with Russian narod, Fr. Arseny sees it as an organic result of Russia’s past sins.
Although Fr. Arseny is distressed that Russia is in the grip of evil and injustice, he does not
reject the state, and still believes that humanity should obey the laws of the world. His religious
view of suffering effectively offsets any rebellious sentiments against the state, as he regards
suffering as the result of people living without God. In place of revolution, he proposes moral
repentance. This firm ethical proposition that “everyone is responsible for everything and
everyone” gives everybody a guilt complex, in opposition to the sweet and easy form of
Christianity presented by some contemporary Orthodox writers. Because of this ethical focus, the

novel focuses on the cruelty of human nature instead of political injustice or social ills:

Bomau »>TanmHUKM B 6apa1<, 4 HOBHYKOB BCCTIAa BCHOAY IIJIIOXO
BCTPCYAKOT, YTO B ACTCTBC B LIKOJIC, YTO Ha pa60Te, a B Jlarepc nu

IIOAaBHO.

So the new prisoners entered the barracks. New people are never
welcome anywhere. It all starts in school when kids make fun of
new kids, then at work when people sneer at new employees, and

even more so in camp. (69)
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Another example of cold indifference in human relations occurs when Fr. Arseny’s friend
Mikhail dies and one of the supervisors “kicked him with his boot” before sending a sleigh two
hours later to pick up his body. A medic glances carelessly at Mikhail, lifts his eyelied “with his

gloved hand,” and gives orders “in disgust” to “get him out fast™:

B canax YKE JICKaJ10 HECKOJIBKO TPYIIOB. Muxauiaa BeIHECIH U3
6apa1<a W IIOJIOKWJIM Ha TEJIa APYT'UX 3aKIHOYCHHBIX. BO3HI/IHa cTala
YCaXXUBATbCA Ha IMCPCKIAIUHY caHeﬁ, OonupasaCb HOI'aMHM Ha
OKOYCHCBIINC TCJIa MCPTBLIX. brinno MOPO3HO U THXO, HICI pezucnﬁ
CHCI' M, IajJgasd Ha JuOa MCPTBbBIX, MCJICHHO TasJ, OT 4Y€ro

Ka3ajJoChb, YTO OHU IJIAYYT.

There were already several corpses in the sleigh, so they took
Mikhail and put him on top of the other dead prisoners. The driver
settled himself comfortably by resting his feet on the frozen bodies.
It was freezing and quiet, a light snow fell onto the faces of the

dead men, it melted slowly, so that they seemed to be crying. (53)

The image of the melting snowflakes on Mikhail’s still warm face serves as an accusing
reminder of human evil. However, this evil does not belong only to certain social classes as often
seen in Soviet-era socialist-realist works, nor is it generated by political systems as in the works
of nineteenth-century revolutionary authors such as Nikolay Chernyshevsky. Good and evil exist
in all human souls, regardless of ethnicity or social status. The wonder of life is not interpreted as
trivial luckiness, but instead as another human being with a soul filled with faith, love and
kindness, the most sacred and magnificent treasure and the basis of individual and social
transformations.
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Although the Soviet state machine ruthlessly persecuted the Church and believers, this novel
does not portray communist officials as cold-blooded hangmen. On the contrary, the camp
administrators, high-rank party officials, and even the secret police officers are often portrayed
sympathetically and positively, with their humane side, their uprightness, and their magnanimity
explaining the complexity of their intentions, their situations, and their actions. This is not meant
to whitewash them, but to understand why they did what they did, and thus to rescue them as
people from the pervasive judgment of history. In contrast to its horrific scenes of cruelty, the
book also shows that those who created all this suffering, who made the arrests, who carried out
the executions or signed the death warrants, those who stood by and did nothing, are, in a sense,
also victims of history, condemned by many. This gives the reader a fuller sense of what it
means to be human. Fr. Arseny does not focus on their evil-doing, but on the destructive impact

of sin, on how flawed we are, and as a spiritual father, he devotes all his efforts to recover them.

Fr. Arseny believes that everybody has a soul that can be transformed, and this human capability
of doing good is stressed several times throughout the novel. Fr. Arseny passionately seeks the
humanity in the prisoners who daily face battles with death. By contrast, the works of Varlam T.
Shalamov, whose short stories chronicle the Stalin-era prison camps, prisoners are dispassionate,
insane, murderous, and suicidal. On the verge of death, all human traits are lost, everything is

focused on physical survival, and Shalamov treats this as completely normal.

Downplaying the exterior sociopolitical factors, the author of Father Arseny demonstrates the
possibility of an inner revival for everyone. Ordinary Soviet citizens like the camp administrators,
the guards, or the secret police agents such as Irina all prove to be spiritually transformable. They
are portrayed far more positively than the German collaborators, traitors who served their terms

along with Fr. Arseny. The collaborators are portrayed unsympathetically, in accordance with the
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social stereotypes of their time, presented as adversaries and unforgivable “enemies.” This
mindset conforms to the popular postwar idea that the honest Soviets would confront the
“enemies of the people” who were exposed as traitors, cowards, or collaborators. Love for one’s
homeland (which was deeply intertwined with the Great Patriotic War in the Soviet context)
rather than political or religious conviction functions as the final principle to sort out enemies

from friends:

BJ'IaCOBI_[BI ACPKAINCH B Jlarep€ HE3aBUCHUMO, HUYETO HE 60$IJ'II/ICB,
TaK KakK UM BCC YiKC OBLIO OTMCPECHO, KOHECI] CBOM 3HAJIM U CHJICIIH

IEHCTBUTEIHHO 3a JIEIIO.

The Vlassovtsy kept themselves apart from everyone else. They
were afraid of nothing, they knew they had been arrested for a

reason, they knew their end was near. (56)

In the chapter “I Am Freezing” the camp guards are portrayed as responsive and kind-hearted;
like the ordinary people, they “should not be held responsible for the tragedy, because they were
carrying out their duties, and they did what they could to help people” (171). Similarly, the Head
of the camp of the special regime where Fr. Arseny serves his term, Sergey Abrosimov, becomes
almost a spiritual child of Father Arseny. A former general demoted to the rank of major,

Abrosimov shares with the zek Ne18376 his personal history and some secret information:

Anekcannpy IlaBmoBudy ckaxuTe, 4Yro TeHepal AOpPOCHMOB
Cepreii IleTpoBuu, pa3zKaJlOBaHHBIM TE€NEPh B MAWOPbI, — 3]1€Ch.
[TomusiT Anekcanapa IlaBnoBuya B Bepxax MHOTHE, HO MOMOYb

TpyaHo. CraparoTcss U He OAMH 3axo] K [7aBHOMy nenanu, HO
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Oe3peszynpraTHo. ImaBHbli  orBewaer: “Ilycte  mocumut”...
Anexcannp IlaBnoBud... WICHHBINA, TPSAMON, a TAKUX HE JIHOOST.
JaBanu ykazaHnue yOparh, HO [TaBHBI CcaHKIUMM HE Jail.
IIbITaroTCA OKOJIBHBIMU IIYTSIMU, YEPE3 YTOJIOBHUKOB JIEUCTBOBATD.

VYronosuuka MBana Kapero ToykarT Ha 3TO.

Do tell Alexander Pavlovich (another prisoner, a former high-
ranking party official who was purged by Stalin) that General
Sergey Petrovich has been demoted to the rank of major. Many
people in high places still remember Alexander Pavlovich
Avsenkov, but it is extremely difficult to help him, several went to
Stalin to request his release, but he only says “Let him stay in
camp for a while”... Alexander Pavlovich ...is a true idealist, and
he’s straightforward. This kind of person is disliked in the ranks.
They want him shot, but Stalin has not given the order. So Stalin’s
subordinates are trying to get rid of him unofficially, through the
camp criminals. It’s rumored that Ivan the Brown has been asked

to get rid of him somehow. (27)

Russian literature includes many other works inspired by the legacy of Stalin’s camps, such as
Solzhenitsyn’s One Day of Ivan Denisovich and Gulag Archipelago, as well as hundreds of
testimonies of people who survived the camps. In their less idealistic but more realistic memoirs,
there simply could be no such confession made by a camp chief to a prisoner. Although the
author presents an inspirational scene of mutual trust and support between characters from

opposing social classes, such scenes probably bear little resemblance to reality, and those who
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had experienced the camps could potentially be offended by such a depiction of camp life. In
contrast to the usual Soviet realist camp prose, Father Arseny focuses on the man’s holiness and

the transforming power that defines it.

Fr. Arseny believed that Communism and Christianity could be combined, as in the example of

Avskenkov, an Old Bolshevik who occupied a high position in the party:

Pepomoniito  OkTa0pbckyro  “menman”, wieH MapTUd  C
ceMHaanaroro rojaa, Jlenuna 3uan, apmuei komangosai B 1920r.,
B UK 3anuMan 0010l MOCT, MPUTOBOPHI “TPOUKH’ yTBEPKIAl, a
nocneanee Bpemsi B HKBJI pabortan 4ieHoM KOJUIeruu, HO Terephb

€ro IocJjIajin yMuparThb B JIarepb 0c000ro Ha3HAYEHHS.

He had been part of the October Revolution in 1917, he had known
Lenin, he had commanded a brigade in 1920, he had had an
important position in the secret police, he had worked for the
NKVD, and now he had been sent to die in a “special” death camp.

(13, “The Patients™)

In prison, Avsenkov came under Fr. Arseny’s influence and converted to Orthodoxy. However,
when he was later released, he managed to stay in his high position. In addition, after serving in
the camp as the chief officer and becoming a good friend of Fr. Arseny, Major Abrosimov soon
returned to Moscow in his previous rank as a lieutenant-general. The narrator of the chapter “The
Boots” was both a Communist and a Christian at the same time: “I have a responsible job, but |
try never to get involved with any work which has to do with atheism or with antireligious

propaganda. I just make my way all around that.” O. Altaev discusses the “double-think™ of the
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Soviet Russian intelligentsia, who were involved in the creation of the regime’s ideology, but
were alienated from and despised the ideology and the regime.®"! These characters are models of
the survival of the honest intellectual who hid their true faces from the totalitarian state

bureaucracy.

Concerns about life and morality were widely present in Soviet literature of the 1970s, which
reflected on the social problems of the late communist age and offered potential solutions to
those problems. These works demonstrated that the communist ideological foundations were
already melting, and the solutions they proposed lay in the application of Christian ethics. Such
literature fulfilled a religious social mission, in its exposure of the injustices of society and its
search for truth and repentance. The author of Father Arseny views Orthodox religion as the only

effective antidote to the moral degradation of society and of individuals.

Father Arseny gives no romantic picture of the pre-Revolutionary Russian religious scene as
most contemporary church writers (Tikhon or Torik) do. His negative presentation of Orthodox
realities in imperial Russia contrasts sharply with the idealized images of pre-revolutionary faith
in contemporary novels and films. A religious view of history inevitably takes on an apocalyptic
color, and the author interpreted the October revolution of 1917 as a judgment upon history. In

the book, a criminal nicknamed Graybeard recalls his family and childhood life:

N3 nonoBuueli s. Orten npsakoH Obul, B bora He Bepui, CIIyXKu
nepecyeTy, NEeThCSI-TO Hekyaa Obuto. B olmeM, ciyxui, Kak

npodeccuonar.

Korma poc s, To Buaen KpyroMm JoXb W OOMaH, BOJKY IHIIH,

pa3BparHu4anu, 6ad xBatanu, Hag boroMm u oOpsigaMu U3ACBATICH
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u 3TuM ke borom mnpukpsiBamuck. Ha cinoBax oaHo, Ha nene
npyroe. beiBaio, oTel U3 LEpKBU MOCIE CIIYKObl IPUIET U HAUHET
JOXOJIbl CUMTATh, 32 BOJKOM IOCHUIAET, HAJl BEPON HacMexaercs,
mareputcs. PacckaspiBaeT, Kak JICHBI'M € TAPEJIOK TacKal Uin 6aly

JIEPEBEHCKYIO OOJIATOINT. . .

I come from a priest’s family. My father was a deacon. He didn’t
believe in God; he served to be paid because he could find no other

job. He served as a professional.

When I was growing up, I saw lies and fraud around me. They
drank vodka, they grabbed women, they made fun of God and the
rites of the church, and at the same time they hid behind this same
God. My father said one thing and did another. Sometimes he
would come home after a service and count the money, and he
would send someone for vodka, make fun of everything sacred,
and swear in a dirty way. He would tell everyone else how he had
taken the money from collection plate and how he had tricked a

simple woman. (78, “Life Continues”)

His moral questioning is addressed to everyone:

['oBopuTe, 4TO KOMMYHHCTBI BEPYIOIIHUX IMEpeca)kaid, LEpPKBU
MM03aKpBIBAIIN, Bepy nonpaiu. /la, BHEIIHE BCE BBIMVIIAT TaK, HO
naBaiiTe mocMOTpuUM TIu1yOke, orjistHemcsl B mpouuioe. B Hapone

ynanga Bepa, Joau 3a0buid cBoe mponuioe, Habpocuiam mHOTOE
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noporoe u xopoiee. Kro Bunoen B 3toM? Bnactu? BunoBaThl
MBI C BaMH, IOTOMY YTO COOMpPAEM JKaTBY C IMOCESIHHBIX HAMH XKe
ceMsH. BcmoMHHMM, KakoW IpuMep [NaBaIM HMHTEIUIMTCHIMS,
JBOPSIHCTBO, KYyIIEYECTBO, YMHOBHUYECTBO HApOAy, a MblI,
CBSIIIEHHOCTY)KUTENIM, OBUIM €IIe XYyXe BCEX... 3aJ0Jro [0
PEBOJIONMH YTPATHIIO CBSAIICHCTBO MPAaBO OBITh HACTABHUKOM

HapoJa, €ro COBCCThIO.

You say the Communists have arrested the believers, closed
churches, trampled on faith. Yes, it does look that way, on the
surface, but let us look into this more deeply, let us glance at the
past. Among us Russian people many have lost the faith, lost
respect for our past, we lost much of what was precious and good.
Who is at fault? The authorities? No, we are at fault ourselves, we
are only reaping what we ourselves have sown. (56, “Whose Side

Are You On, Priest?”)

This passage criticizes the Orthodoxy of the nineteenth century as hopelessly compromised by its
wealth and social prominence and losing the hearts of the people. The success of the October
Revolution demonstrated the Church’s spiritual bankruptcy, because many Russians had already
abandoned the Church and were not truly convinced by its vision of life in God. The rise of

Bolshevism was seen as God’s judgment on a church that had accommodated itself to social

expediency rather than representing the gospel.

As time progressed, the pre-Soviet era seemed to become more attractive to the Russians. The

reception of one of the most popular films in the post-Soviet era, The Barber of Siberia which
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was released in 1998, can serve as an example. Nikita Mikhalkov’s production is set in Russia in
the 1880s, which is depicted as a golden age, full of symbols of pure Russian Orthodox religion,
traditional food and gorgeous costumes, the glorious Russian military tradition, loyalty and self-
sacrifice, and pride in the monarchy. The autocracy, anti-Semitism, social deprivation of the time,
on the other hand, are largely ignored. Religion was represented as a natural part of everyday life.
The stereotypical past is sentimentally misremembered, but provides a contemporary sense of
national belonging. The film’s success with Russian audiences stems, in no small part, from its
recreation of a Russian identity. Today, when the ROC claims to be the historic faith that
requires recognition of its specific role for particular national or ethnic groups, church writers
use idealized history as a reference point in order to promote identity formation. Father Arseny’s

exposure of the failures of the imperial period stands outside of this trend.

Reader’s Response

Readers of Father Arseny have posted online responses to the work, characterized by a mixture
of gratitude and inspiration."! With Fr. Arseny, rather than his spiritual children, as the object of
most of the readers’ comments, this section of the study treats reader responses before discussing

the stories of his followers.

Readers appreciate the work for its “true stories” and as “a guidebook for living.” Others praise
its didactic nature and its virtue as a model to imitate: “The resilient and bright image of Father
Arseny sets a vivid example for us all.”“* According to the online reviews, what readers
appreciated the most about the novel is its demonstration of how to find strength to endure
suffering: “All the problems cease to exist when you realize what hardship people have
experienced and realize your own infirmity and lack of faith,”* says one reviewer; or, “A strong
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book, about a strikingly strong Man”**', comments another; while still another has said, “This
novel is a must for those who think that everything is bad, worse than ever.”®! The work
elevates thoughts about Orthodox faith, but also raises the reader’s overall strength and firmness

of character. Reading the novel gives courage to those who found in it the necessary strength to

confront the difficulties and sufferings they encountered:

This (book) is my second help after God and prayer in the face of
life’s difficulties. As you read, you become horrified by the kind of
horrors that people went through; they were like you, but they were
a thousand times stronger in spirit, and the flame of faith is a
thousand times hotter. They could not be broken either by the
burdens of camp life, or by the hardships of exile, or the war, the
life of endless waiting ... even when you are reading the same
chapter for the hundredth time, you still cry, and you think what
nonsense all those of your ‘life difficulties’ are! And instantly you
find the strength and make the right decisions. And you are firmly

and boldly walking along the chosen path. i

Fr. Arseny gave his whole being to helping people with nothing held back; he is even ready to
die for the Christian cause. It is in his willingness to make sacrifices and his complete self-denial
that make him a source of inspiration to readers seeking greater faith and unity: “What a
happiness to hear these simple and great stories about the true Man of prayer and the great soul!

So profound!”*V

The reception of Fr. Arseny indicates that, far from approaching the book as a form of

entertainment, readers took it as a guidebook for life, a strategy by which to endure material and
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political hardships. As one reviewer has noted: “It’s not important whether he [Father Arseny]
was a real person or a composite image, because the entire literature is based on imaginary
characters! ... and nothing wrong with it. The main thing is to take out of the book what was

useful and important for yourself.”*"

In his most difficult circumstances when facing interrogations, beatings, hard work, severe cold,
and hunger, Fr. Arseny was fortified by his deep faith in God’s love and mercy. His great
spiritual strength comes from his intense prayer life and his strong devotion to God. Because of
this firm foundation, he is able to overcome his hardships and place himself at the disposal of
others. His exemplary love and care for fellow inmates gained him the respect of communist
party members, camp guards, religious sceptics, and even criminals. With its protagonist
portrayed as a high ideal of devotion, the book Father Arseny stands close to a literary classic of
the Stalinist era, N. Ostrovskij’s autobiographical novel How the Steel Was Tempered. In Saints
and Revolutionaries: The Ascetic Hero in Russian Literature, Marcia A. Morris says of the
ascetic traits of many heroes of nineteenth-century Russian literature that “the ascetic hero
continues to be a productive type in Soviet literature throughout the early thirties”,”"! and that
“middle class values force the ascetic hero "underground," into the world of dissident
literature.”*!! How the Steel Was Tempered is an example of the edifying tendency of Soviet
literature, especially in relation to its popularity among readers in both Russia and China. After
being translated into Chinese in 1942, the book was printed and published 57 times between
1952 and 1995, and a total of 2.5 million copies were released. Its main protagonist, Korchagin,
does not defend the Orthodox faith, but fights for communist power. However, his devotion
inspired millions of Soviet readers. He sacrificed himself, giving all his energy to the cause of

the party, and readers received the work as a guidebook that taught the right way to do things.
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History repeats itself. In 1935, an article in the official newspaper of the Soviet Communist Party
Pravda revealed that Ostrovskij, like his hero, was gravely ill. From that moment, Ostrovskij was
regarded more as an autobiographer than a novelist. In “On the Literary Context of the Book
How the Steel Was Tempered” Elena Tolstaja-Segal demonstrated that the connection between
the biographical and the fictional in the novel was intentional, in order to facilitate the sympathy
and identification of readers. !l It is only when this sympathy is present that the reader actually

sees the character as a model to imitate.

Similarly, the case of Father Arseny suggests that contemporary readers are in the middle of a
process of creating a saint. Fr. Arseny is no less a creation by the editors of Saint Tikhon’s
Theological University. Katya Tolstaya points out the theological consideration in the ROC’s
relentless effort to promote the character Arseny as a real person, that within the Orthodox
tradition “a saint is viewed as a person who is related to God in a special and intimate way, a
locus of contact between divine and human and thus a mediator in the process of personal
salvation, it is clear that a non-existing saint is in no way compatible with this view. He or she is
nothing but an empty space, at best a pious fantasy. A non-existing saint is not in touch with God,
therefore, praying to him or her for intercession is futile.” ** Yet, as J. Perkins noted:
“Representation by its nature is partial and selective and inevitably excludes material which
might have been represented or represented differently. A culture’s reality, its sense of the way
“things really are” is now recognized to be a function of its systems of representation, the
processes and particularities used to being its cultural world to consciousness... In this sense all
saints’ Lives, whether based on historical figures or otherwise, can be considered “fictions”,
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fashioned models for emulation rather than historical portraits.
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Fr. Arseny’s Spiritual Children

Besides Fr. Arseny’s own life stories narrated by his friends and spiritual children, the novel also
contains life stories of other members of his religious community, including accounts of either a
complete life course or particular episodes from it. The narrators do not represent life in its
entirety and variety, but instead emphasize religious experience. Most of the stories are told in
first person, and some have explicit narrators who are not the protagonists. Many of the stories
are set against the background of the war or of the Stalin purge, focusing on a critical, perilous,
and sometimes tragic period of life, with the narrators self-understanding as sufferers protected
and guided by God’s mercy. The male narrators often recollect the horrendous war scenes, the
fierce battles in which they were ordered to carry out extremely dangerous tasks against the
enemy troops, and their miraculous survival (chapters “Raft”, “Bridge”, “Fr. Platon Skorino”,
“By the Grace of God”, “Heights”), while the female narrators predominantly remember the
hardships, the hunger, and the chaos they experienced during the war and the time of Stalinist
repression. They remember that the Mother of God rescued them in the most treacherous or
desperate moments of their lives, often involving family, love, or children (chapters “O
Victorious Leader of Triumphant Hosts...”; “I Deliver Letters”; “Lena”; “O Mother of God! Help
me”; “On the Roof”; “Korsun’-Ershi”’; “An Admission”.) Each story discerns something of the
divine movement in human life. Their lives are also reflective of the tumultuous time in which
the Soviet people were pushed to the edge of their very being and their well-being, when
meaningless cruelty, gross indifference to human life in Stalin camps, wartime mass
displacement and devastation, and human loss in war deprived people of hope or willingness to

continue this kind of life. The Orthodox religion enabled men and women to come to some

106



significant understanding of themselves in relation to the chaotic context in which they existed,

and helped them to live morally purposeful lives.

The time span covered in this corpus of texts covers the entire Soviet era, and many of them
were composed orally and transcribed by friends or other spiritual children of Fr. Arseny’s. If in
volume 1, The Camp, Fr. Arseny acts as the main character, while in volume 2, The Path,
particularly in the chapters “The Journalist”, “The Musician”, or “Two Steps to the Side,” he is
at best a secondary character whose appearance in other people’s life courses seems to be short
and insignificant in terms of plot development. Volume 3, Spiritual Children, volume 4, Path to
Faith; and volume 5, Love Your Neighbour, present collections of the life stories of Fr. Arseny’s
spiritual children. Their memoirs include the simple language and complex experiences of
ordinary Orthodox believers and their communities, following the path to faith: prayer, testimony,
praise, confession, doubt, lament, and above all, conversion. Religious traditions helped orient
the lives of the Soviet people and brought them feelings of comfort at a time when God was the
only thing on which they could rely. The reader is fascinated by two mysteries at work: that of
God and that of human life, crafted into one profoundly tangled mystery. The life stories
presented in volumes 3 and 4 are introduced at the beginning of the narrative without a
background framework, while in volume 5, Fr. Arseny asks his guests at dinner or evening tea to
tell their stories of conversion or of their faith being strengthened over time. The guests’ answers
to the initial question of how they became Orthodox Christians are generally in the form of
stories. Under Fr. Arseny’s encouragement, the guests recall critical turning moments and
describe appealing episodes of their lives. However, rather than encouraging the reader to grasp
the inward sense of what is outwardly read or heard, to pursue the meaning of it by him/herself,

the novel directly bridges the stories into Orthodox teaching. Before or after those often brief and
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dramatic stories, Fr. Arseny would make comments, in order to build doctrinal insights. Those
comments correlate personal experiences with biblical teachings reminiscent of theological
statements of the institutional Church. As a result, the moral or ideological presence of the
institutional Church embodied in Fr. Arseny’s starets image is noticeably increased in the last
volume, at the same time that his literary image as integral part of the belles-lettres tradition is
blurred, and the bold supernatural challenge of afterlife, the sharp redemptive longing so vividly

presented in the first volume has also faded.

Compared to Fr. Arseny’s rather flat theological preaching in the form of abstract reflection, the
stories of his spiritual children, memoirs of misfortunes, predicaments, anxieties, strength,
kindness, and sudden relief seem artistically more appealing, because a story about a life,
especially a decisive episode and a moment of crisis, has the potential to engage the hearer in
ways that other types of presentations do not. This gives the story a dramatic character as a
whole, and that is why narrative can be so compelling. Although these life stories are extreme in
a sense, they resonate with the reader because they cover the scope of the human dimension in

the actions of the protagonists.

Spiritual memoirs are a long-established practice in Christian tradition. The ancient parables in
the Bible suggested a religious dimension to the telling of life stories.®* In the tenth century,
Augustine of Hippo gave his brooding reflections on his life and memory in his Confessions.
Retrospectively viewing his early life from the perspective of his conversion to Christianity, he
assessed God’s workings and the steps toward his spiritual salvation. The post-conversion
Augustine construes the first half of his life as a series of errors and self-indulgence, with his

moment of conversion as the turning point of his life, when he was called by a spiritual voice
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that urged him to seek dialogue with God and to reflect on the centrality of memory to spiritual

salvation.

While it is relatively easy to find statements from authoritative sources that set out how life
should be seen from the perspective of Eastern Orthodox tradition, the use of narrative life
stories not only stimulates the interest of people who wish to learn about the religion, but also
greatly enhance their perception of the key beliefs of the religious tradition.*! This is why
religious institutions and actors employ spiritual memoirs as one of the primary cultural forms
with which to facilitate the shaping and sharing of one’s religious identity. As Tilley believed,
“Christian stories provide the central and distinctive structure and content of the Christian
faith...stories do not merely decorate or illustrate, but provide the substance of faith. The better

one understands the Christian stories, the better one understands the Christian faith.”o*iii

1. Conversion
The main body of the third, fourth, and fifth volumes of the novel consists of conversion

narratives. Those stories fall into two narrative schemas:

1) Conversion as a complete break with one’s past.

2) Conversion as a process in which the convert progressively discovers, reclaims, and
cultivates a latent Orthodox self that is retrospectively viewed as part of his or her life all
along.

In both cases, conversion appears as the culmination of the plot and the impetus for a new
direction in the narrative. When discussing the formative role of conversion narratives in shaping
one’s self-identity, Daniel Winchester pointed out that “conversion narratives themselves should
be analyzed as religious practices that help constitute experiences of religious conversion among

those who tell them.”®*" Both types of conversion narrative in Father Arseny retrospectively
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address the relations between personal pasts and presents, configuring the temporal gap into a
meaningful biographical pattern. In the first group, the stories construct moments of biographical
rupture and spiritual rebirth in which the old “sinful” self of the past is put to death and a new
“godly” self is born. For example, the opening story of volume 4, “The Raft”, is an
autobiographical account of a former soldier, Vasilii Andrevich, who was telling the other guests
at the table about the Red Army troop in which he fought as a soldier during the Second World
War in 1943, and their forced crossing of the Dnepr River. In the beginning, the Germans opened

heavy fire at the boats and rafts moving on the water towards them:

OCKOJIKM MUH M CHaps0B BH3XaJM, LIMIEIN BOKPYT HAc; JIOAU
cOpachIBAJINCh B3PBIBHOW BOJHON B BOAY YOMTHIMH, PAaHEHBIMU U
nuid Ha JHO. YacTh JOJOK M IUIOTOB IUIbUIA IO PEKe yxe 0Oe3

JIIOJIEH. ..

Shrieking, shards of mines and shells hissed around us; people
were thrown by the blasts into the water, killed or wounded and
went down to the bottom. Part of the boats and rafts floated empty

on the river... [my translation]

Vasilii and the other members of his group of eight, did their best to speed up the crossing,
despite the terrifying scene of human loss, because a soldier’s duty is to go forward, no matter

what:

Bona KHIICJIa OT B3PBIBOB; TBICAYMU OCKOJIKOB OT MHUH W CHApsa0B
BO BCCX HAIPaABJICHUAX IMPOH3aJIM BO3AYX, Y6I/IBaJ'II/I U paHHuIIn

COJIJIAT, JoMaJln OpeBHA TIJIOTOB M JoaKU. Hanexapl 1o0patbest 10
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Oepera He ObLJIO, Ja U TaM HAC XJaja CMEpPTb, HO MbI I'pebiu U
rpebmu. MHOoraa KTo-HUOYIb U3 HaXOIUBIIMXCS B BOJE XBaTaJCs
3a Hall IUIOTUK WM 33 MPOTSHYTYI0O HaMU PYKY, HO OCKOJKHU

IIOPAKAIIU JIFOJEN, U OHU TOHYJIU.

The water was boiling from the explosions; thousands of broken
pieces of mines and shells pierced the air in all directions, killing
and wounding soldiers, breaking the log rafts and boats. There was
no hope to get to the bank, and there only death awaited us. Still
we rowed and rowed. Sometimes someone in the water would grab
our raft or our extended hands, but the broken pieces struck the

people, and they drowned. [my translation]

In order to make his story more dramatically satisfying, the narrator employs tools usually
associated with fiction, such as extensive physical description and poetic language. The number
of casualties killed and wounded and the scale of confrontation and devastation on the scene help

to build up the dramatic tension.

In the thickest of the fire, the memoirist makes a philosophical inquiry: “What guarded and saved
us”, when all the others in his group had been killed except the sergeant and the narrator Basilii
himself? Completely helpless, he saw that, unexpectedly, the sergeant was beginning to pray.
This was unusual in the Soviet army, and the significance of this crucial moment is “zoomed in”
by the meticulous recovery of details against the chaotic backdrop of the fierce battle, as if for a

moment time froze:
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Bbpei3ru Boabl mpu B3pbIBaX CEKJIM IO JIMILY, pyKam, a Mbl BCE
rpebau u rpebnu. Psgom mporpemen B3phIB, IUIOTHK 3aBEPTEIO,

3aKay4ajo, U I MOHAJ, YTO CeHYac MBI IIOTHOHEM.

From explosions the water kept splashing up in our face and arms,
still we rowed and rowed. A bomb blew up nearby, and the raft

spun and swayed, I realized that we were going to die.

Suddenly, the sergeant dropped the oar and stopped amid the explosion and the howling of mines
and debris. He was seen to “cross himself several times” and “say clearly” something strange for
a Soviet soldier: “Have mercy on me, O Lord, take my soul in peace, and if you save my life, I
will go and become a monk and priest, but not the way I want, Lord, but as thou wilt.” The
narrator further asserts that even though he was surrounded by “the deafening explosions and
people screaming and cursing terribly,” he heard clearly what the sergeant said. What he saw of
the sergeant shocked him. The background information inserted into this perilous scene

demonstrates the memoirist’s effort to build a contrast between the “before” and the “after”:

Mue ObLTO JeBATHANALATh, YTO S 3HAT B TO Bpems o bore —
oOpbIBKM BbIcKa3biBaHuil! Ho rzme-to B co3HaHMM TIyOOKO-
IyOOKO BCET/Ia JKHJIa MBICTB: €CTh YTO-TO BBICIIIEE, BEPOATHO, ITO

BOF, HO O IMpaBOCIaBUH, XPUCTUAHCTBC HC 3HAJI HUYCTO.

I was nineteen, at the time what I knew about God was only some
snatches of sentences! But somewhere deep in my mind there was

always the thought that there is something higher and it's probably
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the God, but I did not know anything about Orthodoxy,

Christianity. [my translation]

The sergeant most likely wanted to live, as did Vasili. At that moment he turned to God and “c
WCTUHHOW BEpON BHYTPEHHEH M MOJIBOOH, TOXKE MEPEKPECTUIICS HECKOJBbKO pa3... M, moka Mbl
IJIBLIH, BCce BpeMs npocwi bora cnactu Hac” [with true inner faith and prayer, crossed himself
several times, too ... And all the time while we were sailed, asked God to save us — my

translation].

He fought in the ground forces until the end of the war in December 1945. Having survived the
war, he was “clearly aware” that the Lord had saved his life. The moment he began to pray to
God on the Dnepr River, he reached out for God’s protection for the first time in his life and put
his trust in God, for he had no one to rely on. After the war, he learned by chance (or, in the
words of the memoirist, from his present Orthodox religious standpoint: “HencrnoBeTuMBbl MyTH
I'ocnonuu — Ipomeicn I'ocnioga Ben meHs k Heitr”) [through the inscrutable ways of the Lord —
the Lord’s Providence led me to it (the meeting) — my translation] the whereabouts of the former

sergeant, who is now Fr. Fedor. Following their reunion, Fr. Fedor christened his family.

The narrator was baptized in church in a formal ceremony after the war, when he learned more
about Orthodox tradition and practices. However, he chose to omit that episode as less relevant.
The simple temporality of succession, of duration, of before and after in an autobiography are
subject to the narrator’s pursuit of life meaning and self-interpretation. His choice of the turning
moment suggests that he interprets the brief moment at the Dnepr River in 1943 as his true
moment of being “born again” and becoming one of the faithful. In this moment of rupture, the
narrator’s past is retrospectively plotted as a distinct self at variance with his present religious

self. Only from the standpoint of present experience, however, can one speak of the past of how
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“the Lord led him” to faith during the war and to a future with God. When he concludes: “Bor
TaK sl MPHIIE] K Bepe, MOTEPsB ABAAIATh JET M3 HEPa3yMus, HEIIOHUMAHUS UCTUHHOIO IYTH
xu3Hu genoBeueckoi” [That’s how I came to faith, having lost twenty years in foolishness and
lack of understanding of the true path of human life — my translation], he sees his new, spiritual

self of the present as qualitatively different from and morally superior to what had come before.

In the fifth volume, the chapter “Ilia Nikolaevich” presents another conversion story of type 1.
While the specifics of personal life events inevitably vary, the born-again moment remains
central to the narrative construction. The chapter features a former Stalin camp prisoner, Ilia
Nikolaevich, who met Fr. Arseny in the camp and became a good friend of the latter, describing
his path to faith. As a former political commissar and Soviet Border Guards officer, he begins as
a staunch atheist with a condescending attitude toward religion. He never explains how he ended
up in the camp, but to readers who had lost relatives or friends in Stalin’s Terror and the Great
Purge, this is all too familiar; the reason for imprisonment could be anything, no matter how
trivial. The narrator expects that readers will regard this omission not as a technique for suspense
but as a sensible choice to leave less relevant episodes out of the account. Along with other
prisoners, Ilia was sent to a coal mine as free labour. Due to the loose observance of safety
regulations, the mine collapsed and trapped eighteen prisoners underground. Piles of falling
rocks and dirt formed a narrow “pencil box™ that tightly encapsulated Ilia so that he could not
move and his screams went unanswered: “Hanmexapl Ha cllaceHHEe HET HHKAKOM, I'JIaBHOE —
cMepTh Oyner pnmurensHoi 1 MyuuTenbHoil” [There was absolutely no hope for me being saved,
and the most terrible thing was that death would be slow in coming and painful].(161, “Ilya
Nikolaevich”). In despair, he remembered his conversations with Fr. Arseny in the barrack:

“MBICIIb, KOTOpas paHee HE NPUXOAWIA MHE B TOJIOBY, SIBWJIAach celdac B OXKUJAHUU
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MYYHUTEIBHONH cMepTH... OH CYyIIECTBYET, — U 51 CTaJl TOPSYO MOJIUTHCS, BCIIOMUHAS BCE, YTO
panee roBopmi Oatiomka” [a thought came to me for the first time: if a man like Father Arseny
believes in God, this means He exists, and I started praying ardently, remembering everything
Father Arseny had said] (161, “Ilya Nikolaevich”). He repeated the prayer unceasingly until he

fell asleep:

[IpocHyncs, Mydnsia »)axzaa, HO BOJbI, KOHEUHO, HE ObLII0. BHOBB
MosriIcs U 3ackinan. CKOJIBKO TPOIJIO BpEMEHH, He 3Haro. S Obut
OecrnomoIleH, Hora Bce Oojble U Ooiblle Oojena, HO I'ocrmonb
JlaBaJl CUIII MOJIUTHCS, U 51 cCOOMpaI BCIO JYIIEBHYIO BOJIO, YTOOBI
BOMTH B CJIOBA MOJIMTBEL. YTHXajna 00JIb B HOre, JKa)K1a U rojio He

BO3HHKAJIN.

I woke up and I felt terribly thirsty, but of course, there was, no
water. | fell asleep again, praying. How much time went by, I do
not know. I was helpless, and my leg was hurting more and more,
but Lord gave me the strength to keep on praying, and I gathered
all my spiritual willpower to enter into the words of my prayer.
The pain in my leg grew less, and I was no longer thirsty, nor was |

hungry. (161, “Ilya Nikolaevich”)

He was rescued seven days later. Ironically, while giving him a cup of water to drink, the head of
the camp of the special regime began to interrogate the severely ill survivor right at the rescue

scene, asking him “What happened? Why?”
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Only Ilia was left alive, and he asked himself, “Why was I saved?”. At this breaking point
between past and present selves, conversion is experienced as a powerful clash, a moment of
specific shock, a shift from one realm of thought and action to another: “CnycTuBmuch B maxry
He BepsAumM B bora, Tenepp s cran uckpenne Bepyroumm uyenoBekom” [I had done down that
mine an atheist, but came out a true believer — my translation]. As in “The Raft,” the threat of
death forces an irreligious person to reach out to a future with God, and the survival is

retrospectively interpreted as a godly miracle:

ITon 3aBajom moru6ia0 ceMHaaLaTh YEIOBEK, U3 Bcel Opuraisl B
KUBBIX OCTaJCs 51 ONUH. ['OpHBI MH)KEHEpP M3 3aKJIIOUEHHBIX
rOBOpUJI MHE, 4YTO B M3BECTHOM €My JINTepaType HE BCTpedall,
9T00BI B OOpyIIUBIIEMCS 3200€ YETIOBEK MOT MPOXKHUTH CEMb JHEH
0e3 BObI, €6l ¥ TIPH TeMIepaType BEYHOH Mep3i10ThL. ['ocmonp 1o
MosuTBaM 0. ApceHust ¥ 1o CBoell MUJIOCTH COBEPILWI Yyl0 U

crrac MCH4.

Seventeen people died in that accident. I was the only one to
survive from my brigade. A mine engineer — himself a zek— told
me that in his experience and in all the literature that he had read,
he never heard of anyone ever surviving seven days without food
or water at near-freezing temperature. God, through the prayers of
Father Arseny and through His great mercy, performed a miracle

and saved me. (162, “Ilya Nikolaevich”)

In his humility, he perceives that all the one-sided preaching on “scientific ethics” and
“emancipation from religion” was only empty phraseology.
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These life narratives provide a concrete, contemporary, and often compelling human expression
to Orthodox concepts that can seem abstract. From these stories, the readers gain a sense of the
meaning of their own baffling dramas, and this sense of meaning in turn affects how they
interpret their experience as well as the form of their future action. Such socially shared stories

help to link people’s inner lives and orient them to the shared Orthodox community values.

The genius of memoir is that one can say about it, “This really happened,” despite the virtual
impossibility of reproducing anything as it really happened. Public occurrences are reconstructed
with conflicting motives and perceptions; personal experiences such as facing death, being saved,
or falling in love, all the more so. Emotion that is recollected in tranquility never quite captures
the chaos of emotion in its raw state. Richard Lischer gave a subtle description of how unreliable
our memory can be: “Detached from things and lodged in memory, along with inner impressions
of feeling and mood, the previous images are susceptible to the uses of thought and the play of
imagination.”“* The autobiographer’s vantage point represented in the text can provide an
evaluative filter through which information of the past is encoded and made meaningful. It is not
that those converts were lying, or fudging details of their own lives, but that in retelling their life
stories, they are “clearer” about their purpose in this world. By sharing their spiritual stories, they

keep shaping their religious identity, accepting who they are in a new way.

The second type of conversion narratives in the novel describe conversion as a long, continuous
process. These conversions to Orthodoxy were not primarily marked by a punctuated event of
self-transformation, but moments of self-realization in which they uncovered in their pasts an
Orthodox subjectivity that was always there, just awaiting discovery, to be “let out.” One such
example is “The Elevation,” a chapter in volume 4. The narrator of this story, Sergei Petrovich,

is asked by S.P. Mamontova about his path to God, which he outlines as a long process:
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OTO [IUTENBHBIN M MYYMTEIbHBIM paccka3, OXBaTbIBAIOLIUI
JETCTBO, OTHOILUEHUs, CIIOKUBLIMECS B CEMbE MEXAY OTLOM H
MaTeppl0, [JBOHMCTBEHHOCTH MOEr0 CO3HAHMS II0J BIUSHHUEM
BOCIIMUTaHHUsI, BEPHEE CKa3aTh — JABYJIWYHOCTh. Pemaromyro poiib
CBITPAJIA TOABI, IPOBEACHHBIE HA BOMHE, U JIFOAU, BCTPCUCHHBIE B

*u3HU. OHO OT IPYroro HeOTAEIUMO.

It is a long and painful story, covering my childhood, the relations
between my father and mother, the duality of my mind under the
influence of education, or rather — duplicity. The years spent
during the war, and the people I met in life played the decisive role.

They were inseparable from one another. [my translation]

The narrator grew up in an Orthodox family. His father, a pious and loving man, used to spend
evenings with the children, playing with them, telling stories, and taking them to the old pre-
revolutionary aristocratic estates and parks in the summer. The narrator remembers how his
father “spoke about the history of the Church, the Holy fathers, the structure and content of the
services”. As the children grew older, they created a family tradition of reading a chapter of the

Gospels every day:

MeToarYHO U aKKypaTHO JENajoch Bce 3TO (UTEHHE) MHOM, HO
MPOYHUTAHHOE, TaK Ke KaKk M OOTOCITy)KEHHE, MPOXOIMIO MUMO, HE
OCTaBasICh HE TOJBKO B CEP/IE, HO M B TIAMATH. .. XOTS BHEIITHE, 710
caMmoro yxoja Ha (pOHT, sl BBIIIOJIHSJ BCE, 4ero TpeboBal OT HAC U

4eMy Y4ui OTell.
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I did all this (reading) methodically and carefully, but what was
read, as well as the church services, passed by without a trace not
only in the heart, but also in the memory ... although ly, until the
departure to the front, I was doing everything required from us and

taught to us by father. [my translation]

In contrast to the protagonists of the two stories discussed earlier in this chapter, from the
beginning of his story Sergei Petrovich had already had decent knowledge of Eastern Orthodoxy.
However, his interest in the Orthodox faith was ambiguous and bifurcated, and he was self-
conscious about his lack of faith and his failure to meet his father’s expectations. Orthodoxy was

a beautiful cathedral which he regarded more from outside than felt and built in himself inside.

The significance of his conversion to Orthodox Christianity was discovered over the course of
time. When the Great Patriotic War broke out, he was among the first soldiers sent to the front.
He admits, “Tpynno ceituac mpeacrasuth’ [it’s difficult to imagine now], but while going
through exhaustive training and participating in battle, he never remembered God or the Church;
in his words, “Jlo bora nu 6s110?” [In no mood for God]. The narrator’s faith had become a sort
of “latent Orthodoxy,” which had retreated into his remote memory, but could always be

collected again.

The narrator describes his feelings of fear and efforts to suppress those feelings in the war. In a
battle in 1943, his troop was ordered to take a German occupied strategic high ground at any cost,
and he recalls the fierce resistance and heroic sacrifice of ordinary, nameless Red Army soldiers
and officers while defending their fatherland. That heroism and patriotism were mixed with a

sudden awakening of Christian faith that facilitated the narrator’s accomplishment of a heroic
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feat; in the full swing of the battle, a field nurse’s payer “reminded” the narrator of the existence

of God:

Bcio BoliHy HEM pa3y, Jdake MBICICHHO, HE KPECTUJICS — BBIPOC B
Bepymollell ceMbe, MHOIOMY ObUI HaydeH, a 0 bore Hukorma He
BCIIOMHWI, a 3]eCh JEBUYOHKA-CAaHUTapKa C OTBPATUTEIbHOU
KIn4Koit BApyr o bore roBoput, kpectutcs, Ha bora Hangeercs u
xoueT K JJOTy non3tu. [TocMoTpen Ha Hee BHUMATENBHO U BUXKY —
B JIpYroil pyke Iep>UT CBA3KY rpanat. [Ipmxan Bepy pykoit k
3emJiie, B3sJ CBOM U €€ TpaHaThl, HEOXKHUJAHHO JJISI caMoro ceods
MIEPEKPECTUIICSI HECKOJIBKO pa3 U BAPYT BCIOMHWI BCE JO

MeNbYalIINX MOAPOOHOCTEH, YEMY YUIII OTEIl, U TPOMKO CKa3all:

— FOCHOI[I/I, IIOMOI'M 1 CIIaCHh, HC OCTaBU HAC, I'PCIIHbIX, — U OILATH

INCPCKPECTHIICA. ..

Throughout the war it never even occurred to me to cross myself —
although 1 was raised in a religious family, having been taught
much, I didn’t remember God even once; now the young nurse
with a hideous nickname is talking about God and crossing, putting
her trust in God, and wants to crawl to the pillbox. I looked at her
attentively and saw that she was holding a bunch of grenades in her
other hand. I pressed her to the ground with my hand, took my
grenades and hers, unexpectedly for myself, crossed several times,
and suddenly I remembered everything my father had taught me,

down to the smallest details, and said loudly:
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— God, help and save, do not forgive us sinners. — and crossed
again... [my translation]
At this moment, Sergei Petrovich realized a previously hidden truth about himself: that he had
always had God’s protection. This inspired him and filled him with strength, courage, and

fearlessness, so that he decided to approach the enemy’s firing pillbox and blow it up:

HpOI/ICXOI[I/IJ'IO HeoObIUalHoOEe: ABUTAJICA 1 — MEpCABUTraIaCb POBHO
Ha CTOJIBKO XC€ U CTPYyA IMYJICMCTHOI'O OT'HA. CTapaf[CB IMOpa3suThb
MCHA, NYJIEMCTYHUK CJIICAUJTT 3a MOUM IICPpEMCUHICHHUEM, HO ITYJIN
JIOXKWJINCh TO BHEpEAHU MCHSA, TO C3aJU; Ka3ajlOoCb, YTO ITYJIEMCT

IIPOCTO UIPAET CO MHOM.

Something extraordinary happened: I moved, and the spray of
machine-gun fire moved at the same time. Trying to hit me, the
gunner watched my movement, but the bullets went either in front
or behind me; it seemed that the gun was just playing with me. [my

translation]

Miraculously, he successfully destroyed the pillbox, although he was seriously wounded in the
explosion. Returning home after the war, he met with his family, whose joy “knew no bounds”:
“HO TO, UTO CTaJ BEPYIOIIMM, PaJOBAJIO MAIlly U CECTPY HE MEHBIIE, YEM TO, YTO OCTAaJCS KUB”
[“But that I became a believer pleased my father and sister no less than that I remained alive™].
In this story, a definitive “conversion point” is instead a series of stepping stones along a
continuous path to Orthodoxy, as Sergei’s obscured and unrecognized Orthodox subjectivity

came to reveal itself over time.
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2. Testimony

Many narratives in the novel are testimonies of faith, in which narrators share how God brought
them through difficult times in their lives, such as loss or illness, and built their faith in Him
through those experiences, and then they describe the continuous process by which God leads,
guides, and shapes them into mature Orthodox believers. The chapter Munocts I'ocniona (“By
the Grace of God”, vol. 4) is an example of this type of narrative. It presents a relatively full
memoir of one’s life that includes the narrator’s family upbringing, pre-war life, wartime captive
experience, after-war settlement, and family relationship. The narrator recalls his path of spiritual
growth, despite suffering the many painful experiences common to Soviet prisoners of war. The
narrator Alexei was born into a religious intelligentsia family, graduated from the most
prestigious university in the country, and had a prospect for a bright future. In 1941, with the
Great Patriotic War breaking out, he was enlisted and sent to the battlefront. At their first
campaign, they were ordered to halt the advance of German troops, whatever the cost might be,
to “fight to the death.” Alexei was wounded and lost consciousness in that fight. When he
recovered his senses, he found himself lying in an open field among dead people and heard
German soldiers talking. He realized that he had been left on the enemy occupied territory and
his troop must have been on the other side of the frontline. “By the grace of God,” he escaped
and was taken in by a pious Russian peasant family. During his months of recovery, he fell in
love with the daughter of this family, Mariushka, and they agreed that if he survived the war, he
could come back and marry her. He returned to where the Red Army was camped, but nobody
believed his story. He was tortured and sent to a Soviet labour camp as a traitor, and was
conscripted to the penal battalions along with hundreds of former-Red Army-officers-turned

prisoners. They were put to attack without covering fire and kept fighting by “blocking units”
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instructed to mow down any troops who appeared to be retreating. As soon as they took the
German trenches and crushed enemy gun emplacements, the regular troops followed, and the
prisoners were quickly gathered, body-searched, weapons seized, and taken back to the rear
under heavy guard. Alexei was thrown into the horrendous suicide attacks three times before

being put in the regular army:

bexan Bnepen co BceMu, MbIcieHHO noBTopsist: «["ocionu Uucyce,
Coine boxwuii, mnomwiyid MeHs, rpemHoro!». IloBropsn
OecrpepbIBHO... M, MOJIACh, MOHHMMAJ, YTO KaXKJ0€ MIHOBEHHE
MOTY OBITh YOUTBIM, 1 OT JO3HAHHS ATOTO eIie Oosee yriyousics

B MOJIUTRBY...

I ran forward with the others, repeating to myself: “Lord Jesus,
Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” Repeated
uninterruptedly ... and praying, I realized that could be killed any
moment, and knowing this, went even deeper into the prayer...[my

translation]

It was because of God’s mercy, according to Alexei, that he survived the war and returned to
Moscow demobilized. Yet as a Soviet citizen without an exemplary record, like many of those
conscripted or captured by the Germans, he was automatically under suspicion, and could not
shake off the stigma. His experience in enemy occupied territory led to constant refusals of the
authorities to give him a job, despite his brilliant educational background. When he finally was
taken as an employee, he married the village girl Mariushka as he promised. Unfortunately, his

mother disliked her daughter-in-law’s peasant background, and gave the couple such a hard time
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that they had to move out of her house. Eventually, “by God’s grace” again, his mother changed

her mind and reconciled with them.

One cannot help noticing how many of the life stories in this novel are organized around the
possibility of death. Indeed, most of the stories with male protagonists are set against the
backdrop of the war. Like all great catastrophes, war strengthens the religious consciousness of
men. A man hidden behind a heap of earth under a rain of bullets will realize that he is not the
lord of his life, and that his own life is not surer than an ant under his foot. At this moment, the
man has a philosophy of life that is different from that of the man in peace-time. In the face of
death, ordinary things such as love, money, business, and ambition become worthless. Men in
the trenches live exclusively in the present, and have only two things in mind: life and victory.
Nowhere else does one feel so intensely that God is near as on the field of battle. Even those who
may not believe in God have the feeling that an Unknown force is intervening in human life and
is taking human movement into His hands. Technically speaking, those who had come to believe
in God in the midst of war might be as superstitious as those who sought the Gospel in war
hoping that it might protect them from the enemy’s bullets. Whatever kind of religion it may be,
or however primitive it may be, it comforts, encourages, and incites the believer to self-sacrifice,

and 1s the greatest good he possesses.

Why, then, did Christianity in the twentieth century fail to stop the world war? Why did
Christianity not prevent the crimes of the Soviet labour camp or the many sins of the regime’s
chief representatives? The spiritual children of Fr. Arseny rarely venture beyond their personal
ethical boundaries to explore these metaphysical questions, although in the first volume of the
novel, Stalin’s prison camp is seen as poison from the outside as an antidote to poison on the

inside. The novel is concerned mainly with the relationship of the individual soul to the
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individual soul and to God, which is in line with the Gospel teaching that the kingdom of God
must first be within you before it can exist among you. War and prison can serve as missionaries

that have converted many of the fiercest unbelievers into believers.

To some extent, the outline of Alexei’s story bears a certain similarity with another life narrative,
M. Sholokhov’s short story The Fate of a Man, often considered a model text of Socialist
Realism and the basis for a popular film adaptation. The main character of The Fate of a Man is
Andrei Sokolov, an ordinary Soviet worker, who lived happily with his wife and three children
in a small town in the Russian south. He went to fight the Great Patriotic War from the outset,
and like Alexei, was wounded and lost consciousness in a battle. Also like Alexei, Andrei came
to his senses only to find that he was left in enemy-occupied territory. Captured by the Germans,
he attempted to run away, but failed and spent two gruesome years in Nazi POW camps before
he managed to break through and joined the Red Army. He planned his escape so that he could
deliver a German major who had information about German fortifications. Given the regular fate
that awaited former Soviet POWSs, his act seemed like an attempt to atone for his “crime” of
being captured. In Sholokhov’s interpretation, he was lucky enough to seamlessly amend his

tarnished war record and be accepted by the Soviet “family”:

Coan s ¥M IUCTOJET W NOWIEN U3 PYK B PYKH, a K BeUepy
OUYTHJICSl YXKE Y MOJKOBHUKA -- KOMaHaupa auBu3uH. K sTOMy
BPEMEHU MEHS M HAaKOPMUJIU, U B OaHIO CBOJWIM, U JOINPOCHIIH,
U OOMyHIUpPOBaHME BBIJAM, TaK YTO SBWICA S B ONMHAAX K
MOJIKOBHHMKY, KaK M MoJjaraercs, IyIIOW W TeJIOM YHMCTHIA, U B

MOJIHOM popme.
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I handed over the gun and it went from hand to hand, and in the
evening I found myself already before the Colonel — commander of
the division. By that time, I was fed, and washed, and was
questioned and given a uniform, so I came in dugout to the Colonel,
as expected, clean in body and soul, and in good shape. [my

translation]

He received a month’s leave and learned that his family had already perished during the war. He
fought until the end of the war and his only surviving son Anatoly, a Red Army captain, was
killed by a German sniper on the last day of the war. To the father’s comfort, Anatoly died with

honour, and received adequate recognition from his superiors and fellow soldiers:

[ToAnonkoBHHUK MOJOIIEN KO MHE M THUXO TOBOpUT: «Myxkaics,
oren! TBoii cbiH, KanuTan COKOJIOB, yOUT cerofHs Ha Oarapee...
Tenepp ¥ TO KaKk CKBO3b COH BCIIOMHHAIO, KaK €Xall BMeECTE C
MO/MOJIKOBHUKOM Ha OOJNBIION MalIuHe, Kak MpoOupaluch Mo
3aBaJIEHHBIM OOJIOMKAaMH yJHIIaM, TYMaHHO TMOMHIO COJITATCKUI
CTpoil W oOuThIii KpacHbIM OapxaTtom Tpo0... IloamonkoBHHK
peub ckazan. ToBapuum-npy3sps Moero AHATONUSA — CIE3bl

BBITUPALOT. ..

Colonel came up to me and said quietly: "Take courage, father!
Your son, Captain Sokolov, was killed today in the troop ... and
now | remember this as if through a dream how I was travelling
with the lieutenant colonel in a big car, how we went along streets

littered with debris. I remember vaguely a line formation of
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soldiers and the coffin upholstered in red velvet ... The lieutenant
colonel gave a speech. My Anatoly’s comrades and friends were

wiping tears... [my translation]
After the war, Sokolov returned to Russia, became a truck driver and adopted an orphan boy.

Even though Sholokhov’s story was sympathetic to the Soviet military, it was not published in
the 1940s because its protagonist had spent half the war as a POW. However, the protagonist is a
typical Socialist Realist hero, although less spectacular in comparison with those in the works of
F. Gladkov or N. Ostrovskij. As Nicholas Luker noted, “he possesses the essential moral features
of the positive hero type: unflinching stoicism, steadfast patriotism, immense resourcefulness,
iron will-power, and, however overwhelming the odds, indomitable faith in the Communist
cause.”™"! He is from a worker-peasant background, the mainstream class in Soviet society, and
his humanity and goodness are the traits that Sholokhov wanted to present as typical of the
average Soviet citizen who has a fortitude to endure whatever destiny may bring him. Alexei is
from a family of intelligentsia, an alienated minority class. He is quiet, humble, and never
inclined to judge. Sokolov is heroic, agreeing to drive ammunition to the trenches even under air
attack. However, the heroic and patriotic dimension is greatly reduced in Alexei; instead, his fear
and praying are emphasized. After the suffering he experienced, he might have been expected to
be overwhelmed by grief to the extent that he would doubt whether life was worth living; yet, the
traumatic experience did not break his spirit or damage it irreparably. He survived, and retained
the capacity to love and work, as demonstrated by the close bond he forms with his mother and
wife. He was not crushed by grief, but remained thankful, recording those “undeserved” mercies
that have filled up his life. The very title of his memoir indicates the motif of thankfulness. For

him, Christianity was a healer, showing that religion can provide support in suffering.
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In his story, Sholokhov depicts a character who, having lost his family, is incapable of coping

with his resentment against life:

WHoit pa3 He choulIb HOYBIO, TISAHIIL B TEMHOTY IyCTHIMHU
rJla3aMy U AyMaelib: «3a 4TO e Thl, )KU3Hb, MEHS TaK MMoKajeunsa?
3a yTo Tak uckazwia?”’ HeTy MHe OTBeTa HU B TEMHOTE, HU IMpPHU

SICHOM COJIHBILIKE...

Sometimes I cannot sleep at night, staring into the darkness with
empty eyes and thinking: “Why have you, life, crippled me so
badly? Why deform me? I got no answer either in the dark, or

under the sun ...” [my translation]

The story “By the Grace of God” in Father Arseny, by contrast, begins with an explicitly
contesting statement: “Het cyap0b1 yenmoBedeckoi — ecTh ToNbKO ['ocrions bor Ham, Ero Boss u
Haia coOCTBeHHasi Bepa K bory u moasM, 1o riyOuHe U cujie KOTOPOH M OMpe/esseTcsl Hala
xu3Hb "~ [There is no human destiny — there is only the Lord our God, His will and our own faith
in God and people, the depth and strength of which our life is determined by — my translation]. In
survival and thriving, value is not attached to the person’s efforts to survive, but to the
recognized supremacy of God’s providence, with human effort, though very important,
remaining secondary. This baseline ideological difference is the fulcrum around which the two
stories unfolded. For Sokolov, man’s willpower and brevity are highlighted, while for Alexei, the
Christian virtues of faith, hope, and meekness are in the foreground. The war is the beginning of
Sokolov’s suffering, in contrast to his pre-war life. The culmination of the plot comes as he
stands dignified before high-ranking German officers in a POW camp, first when he refuses to

drink to the German victory and then when he drinks three glasses of vodka “to his death and
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liberation from suffering.” Although he has been starving, he defiantly refuses food proffered by
the Germans. After the war, as peace and order return, Sokolov gradually recovers from his
bereavement. For Alexei, life itself is tragic; many minor tragedies make up the one great
tragedy of humanity, with pain, tears, fear, ignorance, and death. He suffers in the sufferings,
merited or not, of his fellow men. The plot culminates in his torture by his compatriots in a
labour camp and penal battalion in which human lives are trampled like so much rubbish. Even
so, suffering purifies, because it supplies grounds for reflection. Happiness, on the other hand, is
always muftled, as with Alexei’s falling in love with Mariushka, their reunion after the war, and
Mariushka, though despised by her mother-in-law for her humble origin, gaining respectable
social status as a doctor. Despite all of this, Alexei never seems to smile; his soul is melancholic,

as is the whole story.

Most of the war-time stories were more or less within the traditions of the Soviet war prose of
the 1960s, emphasizing the capacity for suffering, the heroism and moral strength of the “simple
man” or the average citizen. They relate how men and women succeed in controlling fear and
overcoming deprivation, pain, and destruction by the efforts of their will, by their sacrifice, and

by God’s miracles.

3. Confession

In addition to conversion and testimony, confession is also a major theme in the novel. The
narrators of testimonial memoirs seek self-explanation, not by looking inward, but rather by
focusing outward. By contrast, confessional memoir describes the vigorous inner life, intense
self-examination, and self-analysis of the memoirist. The narrators scrupulously explore their

motives behind every moral and intellectual development, thinking and reflecting upon their
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state and their actions, so they may proceed to an accusation or excusing of themselves. The

chapter “IIpuznanue” (“An Admission”) in volume 3 presents a typical confession.

In her portrayal of life during the Soviet era, the narrator L. focuses on her family life rather than
the greater social situation. She remembered an experience of her infidelity as she looked back
over decades from the perspective of the 1970s when she was writing her confession story. Her
story is a confession narrative in the traditional Christian understanding of confessions, as
realizing, revealing one’s sin to his or her confessor and repenting of it; on the other hand, it

shows the confused faith in the virtue and strength of the capricious human passions.

She was married to a man who was ten years older than she was. Of his characteristics the
memoirist put his religious faith as the defining feature of his moral reliability: “s BbIIa 3aMyX
3a YeJI0BeKa BEPYIOIIETo, CIIOKOWHOTO, T00pOro, HO KpaifHe 3aMKHYTOTO W MOJYAJIHBOTO JIaKe
co mHoi.” Her feelings towards her husband are not part of the body or the flesh; her husband is
presented as a hollow shadow of a virtuous man, and their marriage is flat, colourless, and
tiresome. In contrast to the blandness of her husband, her colleague and future lover Fedor is
intelligent, vigorous, and sexually attractive, but most importantly displays the tenderness of
protection and the warmth of continuing care. We can thus distinguish between the “goodness”
of Fedor and the “virtue” of her husband who is not even named. During a month’s vacation in a

sanatorium, the narrator engages in a passionate affair with Fedor:

Beuto Hawano masi, CTosla COJIHEYHAs TerJiasl 1MOTo/a, CBETias
Mpo3padyHasl  3€JIeHb, PACKHHYBIIHECS  XOJIMHUCTBIC  JaJIH,
KPY)KEBHBIC TICPEJICCKH, TIEPBBIC TIOJIEBBIC IIBETHl HEBOJIBHO
CO3JIaBAIM PAJOCTHOE, NPUIOTHATOE HacTpoeHue. CBepkaHHe

rjiiaiud MaJICHBKHX O3€p, CBA3AHHBIX OeCcUHCIIEHHBIMHA IMPpOTOKaMHu,
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yEeOUHEHUE, THUIIWHA, TIOYTH IOJHOE Oe30JHe B OKPECTHOCTSIX
caHaTopus HaITOJIHSUIIN §18%118% YMHUPOTBOPEHHOCTHIO,
CIIOKOWCTBHMEM,  HACTpaMBaJd  HA  JIMPUYECKUE  MBICIH.
Benomunanuces KapTHHBI XYAOKHUKOB BacunbeBa, JleButana,
HecrepoBa. B 3Ty BeCHy MHE BCE Ka3aJloCh NPEKPACHBIM... BCA
MOsI TpolIas >KU3Hb pasieTenach BAPeOE3rd, U Hadajaach
COBEPIICHHO HOBAas, HAIIOJIHEHHAs paJOCTbI0 BCTPEY, CBETOM

JPYroro 4ejaoBeKa, OrpOMHOM, COKUTatoLIeH J1I000BbIO.

It was the beginning of the month of May; the weather was sunny
and warm; the greenery was still pale and transparent. There were
hills in the distance, the forest was sparse, and wildflowers had
started to appear. All this unwittingly created an atmosphere of
happiness and excitement. The sun was reflected in small lakes
that were connected by streams; there weren’t many people around
the sanatorium; everything was peaceful and reminded one of the
paintings of Levitan or Nesterov. That spring everything seemed
perfect to me...my whole previous life fell to pieces and this was
the beginning of a totally new life filled with the joy of our
meetings, with the light of another person, with an enormous all-

consuming love. (243, “An Admission”)

Although this is a situation of adultery, the memoirist never uses this term, insisting on the
beauty and spirituality of her passion. The reader is under the impression that through this

passion she attained the fullness of being, genuine beauty, and freedom, and that the instinct for
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life should transcend any theory of right and wrong. This impression keeps the reader’s
sympathy on the heroine: it is clear that she has become a wife and mother without having been a
girl in love. She shows no thought of conquering her passion. If she lived by a limited
commitment to her husband, and could put up with it in the name of family, this was no longer

the case once her full energy was released.

The lovers kept meeting each other regularly and rented an apartment for this purpose. Yet, after
some time, her pure, ennobling feeling at the beginning of her affair fades and is replaced by the
logic of guilty passion, shame, and bitterness. Now she realizes that she is the guilty wife and
mother, and the truth of living with her husband while meeting secretly her lover terrifies her.
When her daughter fell ill and was sent to the hospital, she was not there for her, but “managed
to find snatches of time to spend with Fedor.” As she is torn between family and passion, she
comes to see her child’s illness as God’s punishment. This secret relationship lasted for half a
year before she could finally sever it. The ardent feeling cools down and she returns to her
previous position and her peaceful family life. The ideal of the family, honoured by Christian
morality, is saved. Marriage remains the only form of love for her. However, she does not return
from an illusory happiness with her lover to the solid content of her own home. She does not
seem to show genuine gratitude for the mercy of God that has accepted her unconditionally in

her home, nor does she feel particularly sorry for her husband:

Kuznp Hama c MYKEM Io1ljia IMo-MpeKHEMY, TOJIbKO BHYTPCHHC A
cTalla JpyT OI. HC3pI/IMaSI qcpTa TallHBI OTACIWIIA MEHS OT MYiKa,
HO OH, KaK MHC€ Ka3aJIOCb, HC YYyBCTBOBAaJI 3TOI0, TaK XK€ OBLI
MoOJI49aJIiB, HCMHOT'OCJIOBCH. 3HaIO, OH JTIOOHUII MCHs, HO CIIMIIKOM

PasMEPCHHO U CHOKOﬁHO, HHOIr'Ja MHC JYMAJIOCh, YTO ObLI1a JJIA
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HEro OJHOM W3 BEIIEH, HAaXOIUBIIMUXCA B KBapTUPE, MATEPBIO

HaIUX ASTEH, HO HE XKCHOM U JKCHIIHMHOM.

My life with my husband went on as it had before, but I was now
different. An invisible line of secrets separated me from him, but it
seemed to me that he did not feel it. As always, he was quiet, a
man of few words. I know he loved me, but too rationally and
calmly. I sometimes had the impression that I was one of the
objects in our apartment. I was the mother of our children but I was

not a “wife”, I was not a “woman.” (247, “An Admission”)

Their actual relationship was not improved. The guilty passion is denied, but the family pattern
of love is not truly confirmed either. Her husband remains a figure of the avoidance of “real”
love, of open emotion. She was not concerned with analyzing his inner life, but rather simply left
him on a moral pedestal. Readers are won over to her by her straightforwardness and sincerity.
Her utterance of repentance occupies only a very small portion of the actual narrative. The reader
gains the impression that she relinquished her love in obedience to the strong and obscure
pressures of her religious community, making the Christian moral convention invoked against

her seem pale and shallow:

Koneuno, s Obuta G€3BOJILHOW WTPYIIKOW B pyKax rpexa, MHE
OBLJIO CTBHITHO 3a ce0si, 4To i oTcTymmiack oT bora, 3a0buia
HacTaBJIeHUs 0. ApPCEHHs, YTO TIONIJa IO IMYyTH HEBEPHOCTH H
Pa3BpAaIIEHHOCTH. .. HO B TO K€ BPEMsI HE YKAJICI0 O MIPOUCIIEIIIEM.
ClHIIKOM UCKPEHHEHN, HACTOSIIIEH M MO-4eJIOBEYECKH MPEKPACHOU

Obla Hamma Jr000Bs ¢ demopom. A ommbnack, ocTynuiaack, HO s
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moouna ", JaXC HaXOoIsACb CEMb MCCAILICB B COCTOAHHHU I'pEXa U
CO3HaBas €ro, MOoJInjia Focnoaa MMPpOCTUTH MCHA, TaK K€ KaK MOJIIO

U yIIOBAaK U Tenepb Ha Ero MuiiocTs.

Mmne TOBOpHWIJIM: pa3 Thl TaK I'OBOPHUIIb, TO Thl HC pacKasdjiaCb, HC
OCO3HajlIa FJ'IY6I/IHy CBOCIro IajJacHHA. 910 HEIpaBaa, s BCE
OCO3HaJIa, HO INPOKJILACTh INPOHIJIOC HE MOr'y M HE XO4Yy. Cy,HI/ITB

MCHA MOKHO I10-BCAKOMY...

I knew I had been a weak toy in the hands of sin and I was
ashamed that I had stepped away from God, that I had forgotten
everything Father Arseny had ever told me, and that I had chosen
the path of infidelity and vice...in spite of all this, I cannot regret
that all this happened. Our love for each other was too sincere, too
real and beautiful. Yes I was wrong, I went astray, — but I truly
loved and even then I begged God for His forgiveness and I

continue to do now.

People have told me, “If you say this, it means you have not
repented, that you have not realized the depth of your fall.” This is
not true, I did realize everything but I’'m unable to curse my past,
and I do not want to do so. I can be judged in many different

ways... (246-247, “An Admission”)

This confession combines a wonderful candour with a tendentious design. The “heroics” of her

capability of love, her courage of repentance, and her acceptance of full responsibility for their
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love affair are highlighted and expected to keep readers’ sympathy and respect. In many respects,
the story echoes L. Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina. The truth and rightness of her love is reminiscent
of that between Anna Karenina and Vronsky: by the standards of their own souls, they were right.
The tenderness, insight, and compassion amid guilt and misery, left an indelible imprint on her
soul. The memoirist holds her passionate and serious loving as something of absolute value and
virtue, but she did not break up her marriage or abandon her children. If Anna chose great
passion and death, challenging a false society, the heroine of this story returns to family and
traditional pieties, and the baneful effects of her infidelity are balanced out by her subsequent
confession and repentance. If Karenin represents the falsehood of legalism and pharisaism, her

husband represents the Christian virtue of forgiveness:

S nymana, 9To My)X HHYETrO HE 3aMedaeT, Ja M ceivac He 3Halo,
JIOraJIEIBAJICS JIX OH O TOM, uTO ObuI0. CIMIIKOM OH BCErja ObLI
MOJTUAJIUB. Ha MOH BBIMBIIILJICHHBIC 3aJICPIKKH,
pa3IpaXUTENBbHOCTh HE pearupoBaj, TOJIBKO cTajn Oojee
BHHUMATEJICH, OOJIbINE YCIIST BPDEMEHH JICTSM U MHOTO MOJIHJICS. ..
A Gpocuniack K MyXKy U 3apbiiana. MArko oOHsSIB MEHS U TJ1ajs 1o
riedam, oH oBTopsut «Hudero, HU4ero, Bce y)xe KOHUEHO, BCEY. ..
S Gosimach CMOTPETh Ha MYKa: €ro KPOTOCTh, TEPIICHHUE CHeIaln

0oJIbIIIe, YeM JII00BIE YKOPSIOIINE CIIOBA.

I thought that my husband didn’t notice anything, and to this day
I’'m not sure he did. He was always so silent. He never reacted
when I told him I was delayed at work, or when I was nervous. He

just began to be even more caring with the children, spending a lot
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of time with them and pray a great deal...I looked at him and
started sobbing; he gently hugged me, touched my shoulders, and
repeated, “It’s all right; now it is all over, all of it!”...I was afraid
to look at my husband; his humility and his patience did more for
me than any accusation could ever have done. (245, 246, “An

Admission”)

However, she feels that she has crossed a line and faces moral judgement in a tragic and heroic
stance: she repents of her sins and will answer to God for this passion by herself. She does not
think the whole establishment is false, but over the story hangs an atmosphere of brevity and
bitterness. She actually poses a muffled defiance to the conventions. Thinking from within
Christian ethics, she does not approve the liberal principle of freedom in feeling and love. She
wants to prove the correctness of Fr. Arseny’s moral teaching, that transgression against laws
will eventually make people unhappy, that it is impossible to build new happiness on the old
unhappiness. Her story is narrated ideologically by two voices: her own, rebellious, defiant,
consciously tragic and heroic; and the overarching voice of moral convention, to which she

declares allegiance and which she fails to deeply internalize.

The epigraph of Anna Karenina is the Biblical quotation “Vengeance is mine, and I will repay,”
which shames the judgement of man. In this story, the same passage from Scripture appears, but
as a quotation by Fr. Arseny. The elaboration on revenge in this story is also presented without

an explicit addressee as Tolstoy does, but in a less massive dimension:

«Hamo mocTosIHHO NMOMHUTB, — TOBOpUJI 0. ApceHuil, — clioBa

[Tucanms: «Mue otmiienue, u S Boznam» (Pum. 12, 19).
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“We must constantly remember,” said Father Arseny, “the words
in the Scriptures: ‘Vengeance is mine, [ will repay, says the Lord’

(Romans 12: 19). (250, “An Admission”)

The author models her story on the prevailing Russian literary canon. Her inner dialogue with the
Christian moral discourse therein not only fails to overshadow the rupture between individual
and society, but in a sense, underscores it. In other spiritual stories of Fr. Arseny, the narrators
try to erase the traces of sin by effacing their stubborn selves. Self-effacement is seen as a means
to a higher state of being subsumed in God. Usually in a spiritual memoir, human personality,
with its ethical and psychological struggles, is downplayed in favour of the language of “heart
anatomy,” in which man is not portrayed as a fully autonomous and independent being, because
God made man as a living soul and gave him the faculty of conscience. In this type of story, we
do not see the Lord’s special dealings with the protagonist, nor a jubilant victory over Satan’s
temptation. Its descriptive categories are more flexible, and the presentation of human
personality is relatively richer. In their effort to attain self-knowledge, the narrators openly defy
complete self-effacement, but they strive toward self-instruction, which has as its goal a return to
the Lord, as its method is a search and trial of one’s ways. In this respect, her confession shares

the religious edge with the rest of the novel.

Conclusion

Father Arseny is written in the code of hagiography. It includes a series of short episodes that
function as evidence of the greatness of Fr. Arseny’s exceptional character. The book provides
the reader with a model that he/she should strive to imitate. The main protagonist, Fr. Arseny, is

presented as a saint, and his life is seen as a confirmation of the truth of the principles of
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Christian doctrine. Although the book deviates from formal traditional full-length hagiography,
its obvious similarities in structure and imagery with traditional Russian saints’ lives cannot be
mere coincidences. Many of the hallmarks of standard Orthodox vitae are present in the novel,
and it employs medieval hagiographic techniques, such as literary topoi and mixed perspective,
at the same time that it uses modern descriptive novelistic devices. Father Arseny is a neo-
hagiography of a modern saint with distinct contemporary features, with the traditional Russian
Orthodox concepts of kenoticism, hesychasm, and starchestvo forming the core of his spiritual

legacy.

The work combines hagiographic topoi with realist poetics. It contains a series of supernatural
scenes and events depicted in realistic detail, demonstrating that these mystical experiences are
meant to be accepted as real, not symbolic or allegorical. The author collective does not merely
hint at the supernatural reality affirmed by the Orthodox faith, but actually incorporates it into
the empirical world of the book, which significantly widens its secular realist framework. Fr.
Arseny’s after-death event, in particular, represents a resurrection of a premodern Orthodox
worldview. The immediacy of the perception of the mystical gives this work its distinct

Orthodox flavour.

In addition to Fr. Arseny’s life stories, the second half of the book consists of stories of his
countless spiritual children, testifying to the turbulence of the Soviet past and vicissitudes of their
personal lives, recording the experiences of ordinary Orthodox believers and their communities.
Many of their stories are set on the background of the war or of the Stalin purge, focusing on a
critical, perilous, and sometimes tragic period of life. There are three main types of life narratives
presented here: conversion, testimony, and confession. These stories feature distinctive structures

and content exemplifying their Christian faith. The Orthodox religion enabled these men and

138



women to come to some significant understanding of themselves in relation to their chaotic
contexts and helped them to live morally purposeful lives. The descriptive categories of these
stories are often in close interaction with the popular Soviet literary forms of the time or

fundamentally influenced by the classics of nineteenth-century Russian literature.

Influenced by the cultural trends of its time, the book reflects on the social ills of the late
communist age and offers its solution to the problems of that era. It shows that the communist
ideological foundations were already melting, and the solution it proposes lies in the application
of Christian ethics. It views Orthodox religion as the only effective antidote to the moral
degradation of society and individuals. Communism and Christianity can be combined, as Fr.
Arseny believed. His religious view offsets any rebellious sentiments against the state.
Downplaying external sociopolitical factors, the book demonstrates the possibility of an inner
restructuring for everyone. Fr. Arseny believes that everybody has a soul that can be transformed,
and the human capability to do good is stressed as the hope for the future. The book fulfills a
religious social mission, in its exposure of the injustices of society, and in its search for truth and

repentance.
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Chapter 2 Everyday Saints and Other Stories: A Bishop’s In-churching Effort

Fr. Tikhon: A Conservative Nationalist

In 2012, Bishop Tikhon’s novel Everyday Saints and Other Stories (Hecsitbie CBsiThie U
Hpyrue Pacckaser), which literally translates as “Unsaintly Saints and Other Stories,” became a
success. It was first published in 2011 and translated into English in 2012. It was an immediate
bestseller, with 1,100,000 copies sold in the first year of its publication. It was the best-selling

Ccxxvii

book in Russia for 2012, competing only with Fifty Shades of Grey, and was a finalist for the
literary award of Big Book in 2012, winning first prize in the category of “Readers’ Votes.” That
same year, it was nominated for the Book Prize Runeta 2012 contest, and won the Book of the
Year Award in the category of Prose of the Year. The book has been translated into other

languages, including French, Spanish, Bulgarian, Romanian, Arab, Serbian, Japanese, and

Chinese.

The author, Fr. Tikhon, whose secular name is Georgiy Alexandrovich Shevkunov, is the bishop
of Yegoryevsk, vicar of Moscow Eparchy, and a popular writer. Born in 1958 in Moscow,
Shevkunov graduated from the Screenwriter school of the Gerasimov Institute of
Cinematography in 1982. He was baptized that year, and moved to the Pskov-Caves Monastery
as a novice. In 1991, he took monastic vows at the Donskoy Monastery in Moscow, assuming
the name Tikhon after Patriarch Tikhon of Moscow, and was then ordained as a hieromonk. In
1993, Fr. Tikhon was appointed the head of the newly created Moscow Residence of the Pskov-
Caves Monastery. The building was previously occupied by the Orthodox community of Fr.
Georgy Kochetkov, a religious thinker and missionary, though Tikhon later criticized Kochetkov
and his followers for their “modernism.”*ii In 1995, the Residence was reformed into the

restored Sretensky Monastery, one of Russia’s oldest, and Fr. Tikhon was ordained as its head.
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In 1998, Tikhon was elevated to the rank of Archimandrite.? In 2015, he became Bishop of
Yegoryevsk, a moderate-sized district in the Moscow region. Bishop Tikhon is a polarizing
figure who has attracted the attention of Russia’s political press and stands at the centre of a
debate on the church’s power and its possible influence on President Putin. He is often portrayed
as the “gray cardinal.”*** He has been said to be Putin’s confessor, but has neither confirmed

nor denied this, though he has often been seen with Putin in various news reports.

Aside from his successful ecclesiastical career, Tikhon is also highly visible in the cultural front.
He is the secretary of the Patriarch’s Council for Culture and a member of the Russian
president’s Cultural Council, as well as an editorial board member of the journal “Russian House”
— the primary journal of the Russian Orthodox Church — whose publishing house is located in the
Sretensky monastery. Fr. Tikhon is also a prolific Internet writer, as the editor-in-chief of the
Internet portal Pravoslavie.ru and the author of many articles on that site.”** The follow-up to his
2012 bestseller, With God's Help Everything Possible: About Faith and Fatherland, was

published in 2014, but was not as much of a commercial success.

Fr. Tikhon’s conservative nationalist political view is elaborated upon in his 2008 documentary
film The Fall of an Empire: The lesson of Byzantium, which won the Golden Eagle Award for
the Best Documentary of 2008. The film was broadcast on the major state-controlled TV channel
“Russia” and prompted much public reaction. The major point of the movie is that the collapse of
the Byzantine Empire was not due to the Ottoman Turks’ attack, but because of its internal rot:
the imperial elite and populace trusted the wicked West and abandoned their traditional respect

for Orthodoxy and for centralized socioeconomic structures, and this ultimately resulted in the

3 News reporters and his online readers usually call him Fr. Tikhon and Shevkunov claims that this is the

form of address he prefers.
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fall of the empire. The implication is that if the Russians betray Orthodoxy now, they will suffer
the same fate. The film demonstrated the “predatory” nature of the West, warning that the West
is responsible for the death of the great Orthodox empire of the Byzantines. Russia should
therefore preserve Orthodoxy and the authoritarian tradition as its political and ideological
foundations and avoid the extremely harmful influence of the West. In essence, his imperial
dream echoes with the old tsarist doctrine of Official Nationality. The three-pronged policy of
Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationality adopted by Russian emperor Nicholas I was intended as
a conscious counterpart to the Liberty-Equality-Fraternity troika of the French Revolution. The
film, which Fr. Tikhon both directed and starred in, presents emotionally charged, deeply
agitating ideological propaganda, and viewers noticed its clear allusions to contemporary

Russian politics.

Despite being a monk, Father Tikhon seems preoccupied with his political directions for the
future, combining nostalgia for a fallen great power with the belief in Russia as the heir to
Byzantine Orthodox imperial greatness. The patriotic-nationalist commentary seems to pander to
the official rhetoric of the Putin administration, but on the other hand, one should not forget that
the film actually provides opportunities for a snapshot of the ideologies and trends prevailing in
Russian society. Vigorously defending Tikhon’s film, Russian historian N. Narochnitskaya
vocalizes the hurt feelings caused by the West’s “hostilities, indifference to other cultures,
ignorance of cultural heritage within Christianity itself.”** As do many Russians, she believes
that Russia was and still is alienated by the West, not because of the common perception in the
West that Russia is the aggressor, but because of its stubborn adherence to a foreign civilization
such as Byzantine Orthodoxy. She articulates the idea that Russia is destined to follow its own

path and development patterns “based on borrowed ideological schemes” are doomed to failure,
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and Byzantinism is the essence of Russian uniqueness as well as a counterweight to the Western
Renaissance and Enlightenment. Tikhon’s film treats Catholicism not as a branch of Christianity
marked by confessional differences, but as a political enemy. Narochnitskaya’s view is less
radical, but equally nationalistic, similarly ignoring the positive values of Orthodoxy in favour of
its role in national identity formation. Like Fr. Tikhon, she identifies the notion of “Orthodox”

with “Russian.”

In The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics, Irina Papkova refers to Fr. Tikhon and the
Sretensky circle as the “pillar of the traditionalist camp.” However, it is perhaps more correct to
call him an ultra-conservative. Papkova believes that Tikhon advocates a theory of
“nmpaBociaBHas ep:kaBHOCTE, or Orthodox statism, which she interprets sympathetically as “the
desire for a powerful Russian state, with the renewal of Orthodox values as the source of the
country’s strength.” Alexander Verkhovsky, head of the Moscow-based non-governmental
analytical center Sova, places Tikhon in the context of the nationalist-patriotic movement,

tracing the emergence of the nationalist movement to the late Soviet period:

Historically, all political activists, positioning themselves now as
Orthodox, come from the more or less unified nationalist-patriotic
movement during perestroika and the early 1990s. In a sense all of
them are Russian nationalists. On the other hand, the vast majority
of Russian nationalists, for obvious reasons, are Orthodox. But for
the major nationalist organizations of the 1990s Orthodoxy was
rather an element of national identity than an independent basic
value. The ‘national’, as was understood, ranged from purely racial

to the national-imperial interpretations, i
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The main feature of this political and ideological platform is its focus on confrontation with an
Enemy, defined here as the West in general and liberalism in particular. It regards these things as

tools of the Antichrist, and Russia as the last bastion of opposition.

Fr. Tikhon first appeared in the press as an ideologue of the fundamentalist wing of the Russian
Orthodox Church. In 1990, he published an article, “Church and State,” in the newspaper
“Literary Russia,” a mouthpiece for nationalist village prose writers. The essay articulated his
views on democracy: “A democratic state will inevitably try to weaken the most influential
Church in the country, reviving the ancient principle of ‘divide and rule.””***iil He claimed that
democracy was the enemy of the Moscow Patriarchate. Given the circumstance that Russia under
the Putin government, at least constitutionally, is supposed to be a democratic state, he does not
permit himself to make such statements anymore, although he does not say anything to the

contrary either.

Fr. Tikhon has not been shy in developing his political connections. According to the journal
«Cobecennuk», he is the confessor or “myxoBrHuk” to Vladimir Putin, to whom he was
introduced by a retired KGB Lieutenant General, Nikolai Leonov.® Putin often takes Tikhon
on his international trips. After Moscow Patriarch Aleksy 2 \* ROMAN stated in January 2000
that the Church “reacted with satisfaction to Vladimir Putin’s consent to participate in the
election for president of Russia,” " Tikhon stated matter-of-factly: “I voted for Vladimir
Putin... I like one thing about him — he does not seek power at all.”***! His invectives against
freedom of expression, such as “the people who scream most of all about the threat of
‘restrictions’ are precisely those who have monopolized information and have transformed the

95CXXXVil

news media into a real weapon, reiterates the clichés of pro-government propaganda.
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Through his essays and sermons on the popular website www.pravoslavie.ru, run by his

monastery, Fr. Tikhon publishes anti-liberal, anti-globalist, anti-Semitic, anti-Western, and
monarchist literature. Apart from fighting against the liberals and the West, Father Tikhon has
also fought against the devil in its various manifestations as well. In the late 1990s, when the
state imposed the Taxpayer’s Identification Number, or INN, skeptics within the ROC feared
that it contained 666 — the “number of the beast” in the Book of Revelation. For two years, Fr.
Tikhon campaigned against this “tool of American totalitarianism” until it was clear that the
Church leadership would not endorse the campaign. In 2000, Tikhon shifted his ground radically
and appeared unshakable in support of the government policy, firing at those who used to be his
campaign followers.®"il When David Copperfield was invited to the celebration of the 850
anniversary of Moscow, Fr. Tikhon warned Muscovites about the dangerous spiritual
dependence on “the darkest and most destructive forces” of the magician’s performance: “It’s
simply amazing, how spiritually illiterate and insensitive are those who invited this man on the
anniversary, and even to the heart of Moscow — Kremlin... Participation and even staying as a
spectator to these occult experiments will entail the most negative mental and physical
consequences, up to madness and suicide,”** he warned in an interview to the reporters of Itar-
Tass. However, despite his warning, the Moscovites turned out in waves to see the American
magic show, and the “devilish” barcodes are printed on the back of each copy of his hot-selling

book.

Essentialist Representation of the Monastery

Having been under fire for the obtrusive absence of religious messages whatsoever in his 2008

documentary, Fr. Tikhon was conscious enough to offer the public the Orthodox ideal of his
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perception in his 2011 autobiographical novel. The subject matter that he chose to elaborate upon

1s Russian monasticism.

Monasteries have always been central to the Russian imagination. John P. Burgess has
articulated the fascination of Russian readers with monasteries: “Their holy men and women,
represented by Fr. Zosima in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, inspired Russians to repent
of their sins and glimpse the mystical interconnection of all life.”** Fr. Tikhon’s book vividly
portrays the legendary monastic elders of the Pskov Caves Monastery as great masters of
wisdom and spiritual gifts. The monastery itself, at which Fr. Tikhon used to be a novice and
stayed during flying visits for eight years, was one of the few renowned Orthodox centres in the
Soviet era. It is noteworthy that since Soviet times, the monastery has been functioning as the

showcase of Russian Orthodoxy to tourists and pilgrims.

Tikhon’s choice of monasticism was not necessarily out of pure concern of the human soul, but
was largely influenced by the renewed and growing interest in questions of cultural identity. He
presents the Orthodox monastery as an iconic symbol of Russian cultural identity. Tikhon
demonstrates his impression of the Pskov-Caves Monastery’s beauty upon his first visit,
highlighting its peaceful setting, its secluded charm, and its flower gardens in the hermitage.
Much of the beauty that impressed him was of a natural sort, but he also emphasizes the personal
quality of his encounter with nature, implying a beauty of a supernatural kind. If the monastery is

not actually Paradise, it is the closest thing possible:

BHyTpn MOHAacTBIps HEOXHJAHHO OKa3aJloCh TaK YIOMHO U
Kpacueo, 4TO HeNnb3sl ObUI0O He 3amoboBarbes. Bcee 3mech

cOo3aaBajio BIICYATIICHHUE €CJIIM HE CKA3KU, MOCKOJBbKY OYCBUIHO
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ObUIO SIBBIO, TO YEro-To yousumenvbHozo. 110 BBIMOLICHHOM
OYJBDKHUKOM JIOPOTEe S CITYCTHJICS HAa MOHACTBIPCKYIO TLIOIIA[b,
[0 IYTU paslISIAbIBAsL pa3HOYGemmuble MOHACTBIPCKHUE KOpIlyca,
pa3duThie OBCIOY IIBETHUKU C NPEKPACHbIMU PO3aMH. A LIEPKBU
3ech OBUTM TaKuUe Yomuvle U Npugemiusvbie, Kakux s HUTIE

Oonbiie He BUaeN. (emphases mine)

Inside the monastery it was surprisingly comfortable and beautiful
— so much so that it was impossible not to be amazed. Everything
here gave an impression — if not of fairy tale — because this was
obviously real life — then at least of something wondrous. By the
pathway over the well-kept cobblestones, I walked down to the
main square of the monastery. Now and then as I passed, looking
at the colourful buildings of the monastery, I saw that everywhere
were beautiful flowerbeds with lovely roses blooming. The
churches here were so comfortable and so attractive, 1 had never

seen such beautiful churches.

Tikhon dwells on the impression of its buildings, walls, splendid liturgies, otherworldly dwellers,
and legendary elders who enjoy great reputations for sanctity in their own lifetimes, and the
surrounding woods, all in an aesthetic ideal. Through his detailed description of his impression,
the reader is given an overall picture of the Pechory town in which the monastery is located, as a
“surprisingly well-kept little town” with “lovely small homes, with turrets and neat small lawns
and little palisades.” When the narrator has arrived at the monastery, we begin to see “the great

stone walls” and “the old-wrought iron gates.” Inside the main cathedral of the monastery, “the
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low whitewashing ceilings” dimly reflected the lantern light in which the faces of the icons “in
their ancient frames looked at me attentively,” and even the long Orthodox service “unfolded for
me as if in one breath.” Afterwards, the monks, “with graceful singing marched off majestically,

two by two, towards the refectory’:

Bce mopaxkanio MeHs: U AbSIKOHA C PACIyIIEHHBIMH JITHHHBIMU
BOJIOCAMH U KpAcusbiMu OpapsMU MO Iule4aM, M TPO3HBIN
HAMECTHUK, ¥ CBSLICHHUKA — TMOXWUJIbIE U MOJIOAbIC, JIHIIA
KOTOPBIX OBLITM COBCEM JIpYTHe, ueM y Jitojiel B mupy. U apxuepeit
— OTPOMHBIN, OYEHb CTapblil, genuyecmeenHbvlll B CBOUX JIPEBHUX

o0JaueHUsX, ¢ MyOpbIM ¥ HEOOBIKHOBEHHO 00OPbIM JTHIIOM.

...I was completely struck by everything: the deacon with his long
flowing locks and his beautiful stoles rippling over his shoulders.
And the very serious head of the monastery and all the priests,
some old and some young. Their faces were completely different
from the faces of ordinary Soviet people outside of the monastery.
The archbishop impressed me: he was a huge, elderly man,
resplendent in his ancient raiment, and with a wise and usually

benevolent face. (Shevkunov 16)

Every detail is intended to convey particular attributes and ideals that emerge from the popular
perception of a monastery: peace, beauty, love, and harmony. At night, the monastery appeared
to be even more “incredibly beautiful” and “not frightening at all, but both mysterious and
peaceful.” In the guest rooms, the relations between the pilgrims, “as I could immediately see,
were entirely friendly, generous and benevolent,” as were the relations between the brethren:
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...MOHaXd U TOCIYIIHUKH JAPYKEITIOOHO TMEeperoBapruBaluCh,
MOAIIYYMBAIM HWHOTJA. DTO MHE OYEHb IOHPAaBUJIOCh, TaKOM

CIIOKOWHOM T0OpOKENIaTeTbHOCTH 51 B MUPY HE BCTpEYall.

...the monks and novices talked to each other in a very friendly
manner, sometimes even joking among themselves. I was very
pleased by the atmosphere, because it was so calm and benevolent:
I had never encountered such kindness in the secular world.

(Shevkunov, 17).

The refectory is very generous towards pilgrims: “plenty of everything — more than enough for
everyone.” And the food served there was “not luxurious, but ... quite tasty”. During the meal,
an appointed monk would read aloud the lives of the saints with “ancient Byzantine names.” The
cell in which the narrator stayed as a pilgrim was “spacious and neat,” furnished with “ancient
bookcases with beautiful woodcarvings.” In the warm and inviting atmosphere of the monastery,

“everything was there to help me relax and feel at home.”

Tikhon describes the monastery in the authorial persona of an approaching traveller. The
intimate and personal dynamics are reinforced when he places his reader in the imaginary role of
a pilgrim. This intimate perspective seems to beckon to the readers who desire to see with their

sscxli

own eyes a spot in which “heaven and earth came together.

When Gogol first visited the Optina Pustyn Monastery in the nineteenth century during its era of
prominence (1850), he left his accounts of it in a letter addressed to Duke A. P. Tolstoy.!! Fr.
Tikhon’s account of the Pskov Caves Monastery is greatly influenced by Gogol’s impressions of

the Optina Pustyn Monastery’s beauty and isolation:
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BHaFO,Z[aTB BUIUMO TaM MLAapCTBYCT. ODTO CHBIMIATCI B CaMOM
Hapy>KHOM CIIy>)KeHUH... Hurne s He BHIAn TakuX MOHAxoB, C
KOKIpIM M3 HHUX, MHE Ka3ajoch, OecemyeT Bce HeOecHoe. S He
paccrpaimBai, KTO U3 HUX KaK KUBET: X JIMIA CKAa3bIBAIH CaAMH
Bce. Camble CIY)KKM MEHS IIOpa3UiM CBETJIOW JIaCKOBOCTBIO
aHTeJIOB, JTy4e3apHON MPOCTOTON 00XO0XKIIEHBS; caMble PAOOTHHKHU
B MOHACTBIPE, CaMble KPECThSIHE M >KUTEIU OKPECTHOCTEH. 3a
HACKOJIbKO BEpCT, MOIbE3Kasg K OOWTENH, YK€ CIBIIIUIIL €€
6HaF0yxaHI/ICI BCC CTAHOBHUTCA IPHUBCTIMBEC, IOKJIOHBI HUIKC U

ydacTue K 4eJ0BeKy OoJiblie.

Clearly, grace dwells in that place. You can feel it even in the
external manifestations of worship. Nowhere have I seen monks
like those. Through every one of them I seemed to converse with
the whole of heaven. I didn’t ask how they lived; their faces told
me everything. Even the servants amazed me with their luminous
expressions, so pleasant and angelic, and the radiant simplicity of
their manners; and the workmen in the monastery too, and the
peasants and people living in the neighborhood. A few versts away
from the hermitage, one can already smell the perfume of its
virtues in the air: everything becomes hospitable, people bow more

deeply, brotherly love increases.

L.J. Stanton points out that this sort of description was typical in nineteenth-century accounts of

monasteries and their elders, describing their visits to a “hidden monastic paradise,” codifying
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the monastery as a place in which monks and nature are in harmony and people live in the
primordial condition of wholeness.*! Landscape is important to the myths and memories of a
culture, as symbolic places “have specific cultural meanings that construct, maintain, and
circulate myths of a unified national identity.”**"V Tikhon, like many of his compatriots, holds
out great hopes for the possible role of monasticism in a national rebirth of spirituality. The
Pskov-Caves Monastery is represented as a priceless feature of the Russian land, the iconic site
that embodies the nation’s realization of Orthodox tradition. The narrator turns to it in his search
for the Russian cultural and religious milieu that transcended and encompassed many centuries.
Fr. Tikhon’s Orthodox novel carries the mission of establishing, reproducing, and nurturing
Russianness. He carries on the Russian idea developed by the nineteenth-century Slavophiles
who, in their efforts to determine and delineate Russianness, regarded religion as the cardinal

determining factor.

In Anthony Easthope’s commentary on the idealization of Englishness, national cultural identity
is understood as an ideology, a set of signifying practices.®*"V In the empiricist style, the narrative
of Fr. Tikhon’s book points towards a conception of a free-standing, unconstructed, directly
experienced subject. Yet the very landscape of the monastery and the town has alienated
modernity. The tour of the Pskov-Caves Monastery serves as a point of physical and ideological
orientation: it acts upon the reader’s sense of belonging, so that to dwell within it, even for a
short time, will help to achieve a kind of self-realization, freed from its inauthentic and hectic
urban existence. A similar contrast between secular and religious, between urban and rural, can
be observed in Alexander Torik’s Orthodox bestseller Flavian, whose main protagonist escapes
his noisy and stressful urban life, adopts Orthodoxy in a quiet small village, returns to his

Russian roots, and feels re-authenticated in his ideologically charged landscape.
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In this landscape the acting characters are also selective and symbolic, perfectly fitting into the
nationalist project, as seen in the following description of the people who were attending the

church service:

. S pas3risacia J'IIOI[GI\/'I, HAITOJIHABIIUX XpaM. HpCI/IMYH_[eCTBCHHO
9TO OBUIH IIPOCTBIC JKCHINHWHBI, CTAapHIC CPEAHHUX JIET, PEKEC
MY>XYHHBI. Ho momuiiocs u Hemaio MOJIOABIX HIO,Z[CI;'I, BO BCAKOM
ciiydac, MOJIOACKDb 3€Ch BCTpCyHaIaCh 4Yamie, 4€M B MOCKOBCKHUX
LHCPKBIX. M xoneuno — CTpaHHUKH, HOPOJUBBIC, BCC TC, KTO
COCTaBJICT HHU C YCEM HC CpaBHHMLIﬁ AYX PYCCKOTO MOHACTBIPA U

MOCAJICKOTO TOPO/Ia BOKPYT HETO.

...I had a good look at the people who had come to the church.
Most of these were simple peasant women, many of them —
middle-aged or older. Men were rarer in the throng of worshipers.
But there was also a decent crowd of young people, or at the very
least, there were more young people gathered here than in the
churches of Moscow. And of course, there were also pilgrims,
wandering “holy fools”, and all those unique characters who make
up the incomparable spirit of a Russian monastery, and in this case,

the town connected to it. (Shevkunov 15-16)

The hierarchical evaluation of “familiar” and “traditional” practices appeals to the essentialist
and nationalist construction of a symbolic landscape in which particular kinds of people carry out
certain actions, producing a supposedly harmonious world. The Pechory town is presented in its

imaginary and idealized aspect as a bounded space of preferred ideological landscape:
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[ledopsl mpeacTaBiIsin COOOW YIUBUTEIBHO YUCMbIU U VIOMHBIU
TOpOJIOK, C OCOOBIM YKIIAIOM, CAONCUBUUMCSA 34 6eKA BOKPYT
JIPEBHETO MOHACTBIPA. 3[€Ch CYACTIMBBIM 00pa3oM codeTanach
npaBoCliaBHAas ~ KyJabTypa LEpkoBHOM Pycm wu  ObiToBas
aKKypaTHOCTb coceqHeill Ocronuu. Ilomumo Toro uro B Ileuopax
— B OTIMYME OT OOJBUIMHCTBA COBETCKUX TOPOJOB — OBLIO
HEOOBIYaliHO OMPSATHO M KPAacHBO, 3/I€Ch JaK€ B BOCHMHJICCSTHIC
rO/Ibl MOJIOJIBIE JIFOJIH, COOMPABILIECS IO BEYepaM Ha CKaMeeuKax,
BCTaBaJIM, KOIJla MMUMO MPOXOAMI MOXKWION yenoBeK. OCHOBHYIO
4acTh IEUYEPSH COCTABIIIMN JII0AU Bepyromye. CKBEpHOCIOBUS HA

yianax HEJIb3s OBLIO YyClbIIAaTb.

The small town of Pechory is a remarkably clean and pleasant
place with its unique character that has developed as a result of
centuries in association with the ancient monastery. Here the most
felicitous combination between the Orthodox culture of old Holy
Mother Russia and the day-to-day orderliness of neighbouring
Estonia has arisen. And aside from the fact that in Pechory, unlike
the vast majority of Soviet towns, everything was remarkably neat
and beautiful, there even in the 1980s young people sitting on the
park benches in the evening would stand up when an older person
would walk past them. Most of the people in the town were pious
believers. We would never hear a curse word while walking the

streets. (Shevkunov 124)
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Fr. Tikhon emphasizes that the ancient way of life there remained relatively unchanged, despite
the enormous changes that have taken place in the Soviet period. The narrative of the unified
Russian Orthodox culture with its search for traditions asserts a profound continuity running
from the ancient times to the present day. The golden era of the seventeenth-century Holy Rus’ is
celebrated as a defining moment of Russianness, and Orthodoxy as its legitimate source. The
never-changing borders of the Pechory town sustain mythical continuity as a “natural” space that
contains a communality of Orthodox culture and national interests among all its inhabitants. It is
a bounded historical entity, like the Holy Mother Russia. By evoking a putatively ancient,
organic oneness, the landscape contributes to the nationalist project of forming and reinforcing
national consciousness without openly claiming that it is doing so. The scenes that are held to
epitomize Russianness are highly selective. The photo illustrations of Pechory town and the
monastery are confined to old buildings with the church domes showing behind trees, rose-laden
gardens, pastoral and vernal scenery, featuring quiet old ways of life; rarely do modern buildings

intrude in these scenes.

The 1deological landscape speaks of Tikhon’s will to produce a purified space in which anything
“out of place” stands out as un-Russian. This calls into play the opposition between the Orthodox
and the Other, between the religious and secular. In this pre-eminent container of culture and
identity, visitors are eschewed as unwelcomed intruders into order and pureness. In the chapter
“Father Avvakum and the Religious Affairs Commissioner from Pskov,” Tikhon depicts a loyal,
upright and outspoken gatekeeper of the monastery, Fr. Avvakum, a heroic old veteran, who
“had finished the war at the siege of Budapest,” with this reference demonstrating Tikhon’s
customary admiration of army personnel. One day Fr. Avvakum announced that he would no

longer allow non-believers into the monastery, because he was sick of the “pasmaneBannbie
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JTaMOYKHU-TYPHCTKU TIOA PYYKY C MYKHKaMU-0€300)KHUKaMH, OT KOTOPBIX 3a BEPCTy Pa3HT
tabauumiem” (simpering, shamelessly dressed young tourist hussies, walking hand-in-hand with
their godless boyfriends who stink for a mile from cigarette smoke). He swears to put the “mess”

to an end:

TO KOMMYHHUCTBI ¢ OanTHCTaMH, TO HOBOSIBJICHHBIC DKYMEHHUCTHI,
TO MycCyJIbMaHe B OOHMMKY C HeXpUCTAIMHU-kuIamu. Hago stomy

MHOJIOKUTE KOHelr!

One day it’s Communists with holly rollers, the next it’s those
newfangled ‘ecumenists’, and the next day it’s Zionists* locked in
embrace with the Mujahideen! Time to put an end to it!

(Shevkunov 257)

Presented half-heartedly in the form of the funny remarks of a grumpy old man, this
unambiguous xenophobic orientation shows through the caricatures of various intruders, which
maintains consistency with the “outcasts” in Fr. Tikhon’s documentary film: those who are not
Orthodox cannot be considered “real” and respectable Russians. After Fr. Avvakum’s diligent
purge of visitors, the monastery became much more pleasing in the narrator’s eyes, with only

familiar locals:

Bpomar w kpectarcs Ha XpaMmbl 6Oiacouecmusvie TATOMHUKH,
3Hakomvle 0aOKW TOAXOMST TOJA OJIarOCIOBEHUE, CMPAHHUKU C
V3enkamu OTHABIXAI0T TOCJe JUTYPTHH, 0poOousblil OETaeT BOKPYT

komoama. (Emphasis mine.)

4 The word “zionist” is the translator’s choice who probably tried to soften the text by avoiding more

offensive word of “Yid”.
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Pious pilgrims were wandering around the churches crossing
themselves, and familiar grannies had come to be blessed, and
wanderers with their wanderers’ bundles on their staffs were
resting after the Liturgy, and the holy fools were running around

near the well. (Shevkunov 257)

To the narrator’s relief, the “normally pestiferous” tourists had disappeared. The narrator gasps
in admiration of this perfect scene that is described as well preserved and never changed since
the “ancient Holy Russia,” so that he exclaimed that Fr. Avvakum must have “worked a miracle.”
In this seemingly “humble” novel, Fr. Tikhon did not forget his ideological battle which was

veiled in “effortless” jokes.

National Treasure of Elders

A principle factor of the Pskov Caves Monastery’s fame was the presence of the legendary elders
endowed with spiritual gifts. Fr. Tikhon describes them as the living legacy of Russian Orthodox
spirituality. His work offers a series of portraits of the venerable “everyday saints”: the elder
dwellers of the Pskov-Caves Monastery. The first elder presented is Fr. John Krestiankin, a
highly regarded starets of the contemporary Russian Orthodox Church, who was Tikhon’s

spiritual father.

Hermitic monastic spirituality never truly interested Fr. Tikhon. His choice of Fr. John as the
first saint on his literary iconostas is determined more by the symbolic authority this man
enjoyed in popular consciousness and among Kremlin politicians. Throughout its history, the
Pskov-Pechersky Monastery was famous for its elders. Tsars and presidents would come to the

monastery just to speak with them: Peter I had been in the monastery four times, and Tsar
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Alexander I had a talk with the seer Lazarus there. The last Tsar, Nicholas II, had also been there
on pilgrimage. For many contemporary believers, Fr. John is a link to the core of Russian history.
Every year tens of thousands of people turn to Father John for spiritual guidance or confession,
and at times, to accomplish their dream to leave worldly life. The Russian newspaper Arguments
and Facts -- one of the most widely read newspapers in Russia over the past two decades —
writes proudly that today, “the tradition of the elders in the monastery is being continued by

Archimandrite John (Krestiankin). >

It was Fr. John who received the dubious honour of blessing President Putin in 2000 when the
acting president (who had yet to win the vote of the Russian people) came to visit the elder in the
Pskov-Caves Monastery, accompanied by Fr. Tikhon. In April 2000, when the old man turned 90
years old, Putin sent him a congratulatory telegram. The newspaper Arguments and Facts notes
of this: “Then many have noted that for the first time in the history a Russian President
congratulated a monk. A few months later, in August, the president came personally to see
Archimandrite John.”*! The starets’ political significance is also strategically crucial for

Tikhon, who welcomed loudly Putin’s coming into office.

Tikhon devotes much detail to the “down-to-earth,” physical details of the starets, through the
presence of a quite secular-minded young observer: the novice-narrator. Fr. John did not make a
great impression on the narrator at first, except that he was a benevolent old man in rather good
physical condition, “BeyHO Kyna-To cremamui, gaxe cyeTiauBblii” (always running here and
there, a bit fussed, even...) (Shevkunov 25). Tikhon purposely defies the stereotypical projection
of a lofty, stern-faced, and dignified image of an ascetic, setting the scene of the first impression
in a motion, using words such as “at a run,” “drag off,” and “race,” as though in purpose of

desacralization and creation of a perfectly ordinary little man hurried by his fellow monk,
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striving to get on time to the church services, at the same time maneuvering to talk to the

pilgrims who blocked his way:

Monoa0ii MOHACTBIPCKUM 3KOHOM oTell Duitaper, MoaXBaTUB MO
pyky otiia MoanHa, mo4tu 6erom Tammi ero 3a co0oM, Tak 4To TOT
eJie TIOCIIEBAJ 3a CBOMM KeJleMHUKOM. Beiien 3a HUMU HeMeIEHHO
YCTpEeMJISJIach TOJIMA IMaJIOMHUKOB, IMOJDKHIABIIMX OaTIONIKY Ha
ynure. Tak, Bce BMECTe, OHU HECIIUCh Yepe3 MOHACTBIPCKUM JABOP.
Momnaieckue MaHTHM M KIOOYKH pa3BEBajlHCh, OaTIOMIKA TO U
JIeJIO CIIOTBHIKAJCA, 3aAbIXajacsa OT Oera, BIIOIBIXaX BCE K€ IMBITASIChH
0J1aroCI0OBUTH KOTO-TO M3 MAJIOMHUKOB U UyTh JIU HE OTBETUTH Ha
Kakue-To Bompochl. Oteny @uiapeT Ha 3TO CTPAIIHO CEPAMIICS,
KpuYall CBOUM MPOH3UTENbHBIM (DaJbIIeTOM TO Ha OATIOUIKY, TO Ha
MMAJIOMHHUKOB, MHOTA Ja)kKe OTrOHSAI MX 30HTHKOM. HakoHer oH
npoTtankuBai oTia MoanHa B Xpam U OOBICTpee YTacCKUBANI €ro B

anTapb.

Father Philaret, the young econom or steward of the monastery,
would take father John by the arm and almost at a run drag him off
somewhere so quickly that he could barely keep up with his cell
attendant. Following this pair, immediately there flowed a crowd
of pilgrims, waiting for their chance to speak to Fr. John, right
there on the street. And so they all ran, racing headlong through the
entire courtyard of the monastery, their robes and the Orthodox

klobuk veils flowing, with Father John stumbling over himself now
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and then as he panted, out of breath, trying on the run to bless
some pilgrims and simultaneously managing even to answer
theological questions! Father Philaret would get quite angry about
this, and would yell — sometimes at Father John, sometimes at the
pilgrims, whom he might even drive away with his umbrella.
Finally he would drag Father John into the church and would lead

him to the altar as quickly as possible. (Shevkunov 25)

The amiable, even funny, manner of the elder who enjoys high prestige in the Church, the
accessible, lively, story-telling vocabulary without ecclesiastical didacticism, and the
sympathetic representation of ordinary human life won the favour of many Russian readers.
Using physical details and a modern, secular perspective, the work constructs a monastic life that
looks “comprehensible” and “close” to the readers’ real lives, but in an idealized fashion. This
seemingly casual, laid-back tone brings the church writer significantly closer to his secular

audience.

However, when depicting the elder’s spirituality, Tikhon offers a rather conventional portrait of a
starets in the traditional sense: first and foremost, the elder is represented as a spectacular

wonder-worker and visionary:

...oten; MoaHH Ha caMoM Jieie — OAMH U3 0YeHb HEMHOTHUX JII0/1e!
Ha 3emJie, JJI1 KOTOPBIX pa3/IBUralOTCsl IPaHUIbl MPOCTPAHCTBA U
BpeMeHH, U ['ocroab JaeT UM BHUIETH Mpouuioe U Oyayiiee, Kak
HacTodlee. Mbl ¢ ynuBIeHHEM U He 0e3 cTpaxa yOeauiuch Ha

COOCTBEHHOM  OMbITE, YTO TMepeA ATUM CTapUUKOM
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YEJIOBEYECKUE MOYIIA OTKPBITBI CO BCEMH HMX COKPOBEHHBIMHU
TailHaM{, C CaMbIMHU 3aBETHBIMH CTPEMJIEHUSMH, C TILATEIBHO
CKpBIBAEMBIMU, MOTACHHBIMU JI€JIAMU U MBICISIMHA. B 1peBHOCTH
TaKuxX JIOJIEM Ha3blBaIM Ipopokamu. Y Hac B IIpaBocnaBHOM

LlepkBU UX UMEHYIOT CTApIIaAMH.

Father John was actually one of those rare human beings on earth
for whom the boundaries of space and time are shifted, someone to
whom the Lord has given the gift to see the past and the future as
clearly as the present. With complete surprise and not without awe
we experienced this on ourselves. This man...was able to read the
secrets of human souls, and all their hidden treasures, desires,
deeds, and thoughts were open to him. In ancient time people like
him were called prophets. We in the Russian Orthodox Church call

such people elders. (Shevkunov 26)

Following the genre convention, the narrator articulates Fr. John’s moderate attitude towards the

charisma he embodies:

Cam otenr MoanH HUKOTAa HE Ha3bIBaI ce0sl cTapleM. A Korjaa eMy
YTO-TO MOJ00HOE TOBOPUIIH, TOJIBKO B y’Kace BCIIECKMBA PyKaMH:
«Kakue crapipi?! Mpl B JIydlieM Ci1y4ae — OIBITHBIE CTAPUYKN».
OH ¥ 10 KOHIA XKU3HHU, MO TIyOodallieMy CBOEMY CMHPEHHIO,

ObUT B 3TOM HCKpPEHHE yBepeH. BrmpoueMm, paBHO Kak W MHOTHE,
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3HaBIIKe OTHA MoaHnHa, ObUM yOEXKACHBI, 4TO B €ro Juie [ 'ocnoas

mocjiajl UM UCTHUHHOI'O CTapua, 3HAOUICTIO BOJIIO Boxwuro.

But Father John never called himself an elder. And when people
would say something like that to him, he would wave his arms
disparagingly: “What elders? We just happen to be old men who

"9

have expeirenced a few things!” To the very end of his life he was
convinced of this, in keeping with his very profound inner humility.
And yet many of those who knew Father John were convinced that
in his person the Lord has sent us a true elder, someone who

understood the Providence and the mysterious will of God.

(Shevkunov 26)

In accordance with the standard starets paradigm, Tikhon lists the important gifts that Fr. John
possesses as a starets: clairvoyance, prophecy, discernment, and mercy: “This man... was able to
read the secrets of human souls, and all their hidden treasures, desires, deeds, and thoughts were
open to him” (Shevkunov 26). For example, he successfully predicted that a gravely ill boy from
Moscow would survive without surgery thanks to his mother’s faith in the starets’ words; on the
other hand, a woman named Valentina ignored Fr. John’s warning and ended up dying in the
hospital. These rather banal examples lack the capacity to stimulate serious thoughts about God’s
existence, but naive as they may be, such texts are indubitably popular among readers who seek
simpler, clear-cut values to cling to in the rapidly changing circumstances of present-day Russia.
As Yuri Lotman observes in relation to mass literature: “Such literature is particularly attractive
to the mass consciousness because it replaces difficult, incomprehensive reality, which does not

lend itself to a single interpretation, with easily assimilated myths” (13).
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Bishop Tikhon eagerly portrays elder John as a representative of loyalty to the institutional
Church, despite the personal, non-institutional character of elders’ traditional charisma. Absolute

submission to church authority is made the elder’s core message:

Otenr HMoaHH ¢ OrpOMHBIM OJIarOrOBEHHEM, JIOOOBBIO H
MOCTYIIIaHUEM OTHOCHJICS K IIEPKOBHOMY CBSIIIEHHOHAYAIUIO.
Oco3HaHMe TOTO, YTO HMCTHHA Ha 3eMJie NpeObIBacT JIMIIb B
IlepkBu, OblIa TITYOOKO IPOYYBCTBOBaHA MM. baTrolika He Teprien
HUKAKHUX pPAacKOJOB, HHUKakuXx OYHTOB M Bcerga OeccTpaiiHo
BBICTYIAJ MPOTHB HUX, XOTS MPEKPACHO 3HAJI, CKOJIBKO KJIEBETHI, a
MOpoil U HEHAaBHCTU eMy mpuaeTrcss ucnuTb. OH ObUI TOUCTUHE
yenmoBekoM  llepkBu. MHOXECTBO pa3 OH HACTaBIsA HAC
JNEWCTBOBATb HMMEHHO TakK, Kak pemuTr CBATedmui, Kak

0J1aroCI0BUT CIIMCKOII, HAMCCTHHUK.

Father John had great reverence, love, and respect for the hierarchy
of the Russian Orthodox Church. He felt deep within his soul that
higher truth on this earth can be found only in the Church. Father
John would brook no schisms or rebellions, and would always
fearlessly speak out against such things, even though he knew
quite well how much slander and sometimes even hatred this
would force him to undergo. He was tuely a man of the Church.
Many times he would command an act be done exactly as His

Holiness the Patriarch would decide, or as the bishop would decide,
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or as the abbot of the monastery would decide, even though he

disagreed. (Shevkunov 44)

The starets looks seamlessly in line with the authority of Church hierarchy. Unlike Optina elders
who “were radically different from the churchmen (including monks in the ecclesiastical
hierarchy) whose claim to authority was institutional, the elders carried out their lives of personal
contemplation and public ministry within the canonical bounds of Orthodoxy.”<*!iil Charismatic
authority involves a type of leadership in which authority derives from the charisma of the leader.
This stands in contrast to traditional authority secured by the hierarchical structure of the
establishment. In Spiritual Elders: Charisma and Tradition in Russian Orthodoxy, Irina Paert
examined the status and role of elders vis-a-vis other authoritative figures in Orthodox
ecclesiastical life, such as bishops, abbots, and parish priests.*!* She stated that startsy were a
continual source of tension within the ecclesiastical community because they often countered the
dominant centralizing tendencies of a strong hierarchically structured institution, allowing for
alternatives to the parish and the bishop. Tikhon Shevkunov promotes a new type of starets who
are more than willing to stay in line with the Church hierarchy and will command an act be done
exactly as the official Church wants even when they themselves disagree: “Believers ascribed his
charisma to him on the grounds that his image, based on details of his biography and social
position, fit perfectly into the category (or, rather, categories) of the “true Russian religiosity”

existing in the imagination of his promoters.”!
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Prologue as Genre Prototype

Father Tikhon structures his work as a modern synaxarium. It includes four short stories with the
subheading “From the Prologue” (the Russian Synaxarion of the sixteenth century), and names
another two short stories about the New-Martyrs movement as “A Tale That Could Go Into a
Future Prologue.” The distinctive heterogeneity of his novel’s content — lives of the saints,
church teachings, edifying short tales borrowed from Eastern Orthodox monastic collections, and
modern stories — makes the novel stylistically even closer to a prologue. Riccardo Picchio has
stated in regard of Russian hagiography: “Frequently transcending the limits of vita genre, old
Russian hagiographic compositions may conform to the schemes of other literary modes of
expression such as sermons and chronicle accounts.”!! Synaxarion is a word borrowed from the
Greek Xvva&apiov, originally meaning “to bring together.” In the Orthodox Church, a synaxarion
is a compilation of rather brief hagiographies, first used as an index to Bible readings and other
lessons to be read in church. Over time, and without changing the name, it was expanded with
complete texts of these lessons and transformed into the “Gospel” and “Apostle” books for the
liturgy. The Byzantine synaxarion was first translated into the Old Slavonic in the twelfth
century and was supplemented with local Russian saints’ vitae, such as those of Ss. Boris and
Gleb, or of St. Theodosius of Kiev Caves Monastery, and the Life of Princess Olga. This process
of broadening content continued until the eighteenth century, incorporating various local legends
and apocrypha. Whereas a patericon is usually devoted to the monks of particular monasteries,
such as the Kiev Caves Monastery, the Solovky Monastery, or the Holy Trinity Lavra, the
Prologue was developed into a sort of Orthodox encyclopedia with many episodical rather than
biographical entries. It contains short, comprehensible, and often amusing passages, which

secured its continued success among common people, who might have never read the serious
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works by ancient church Fathers, but still received Christian teaching through these simple

stories.

Tikhon’s novel contains four short Prologue stories as follows:

1. “A Story about People like Us — Only 1500 Years Ago” (113), a short allegorical fable
about choosing the eternal goal of serving God rather than indulging in a transient,
volatile world. It follows a modern story of how a group of young Soviets, including the
narrator himself, chose to become monks; these stories echo each other and serve as a
moral core. Both the title and the content of the prologue story suggest a close parallel

between the ancient history and the modern-day history.

2. “The Tale of the Prayer and the Little Fox” (209), ostensibly from the Prologue,! in
which an intellectual monk, although superior in his brilliant knowledge to the simple
peasant, proved less insightful than the latter, for he failed to recognize God in the fox
whereas the peasant simply “believed” that it was God. This fable was placed after the
chapter of “Theologians” in order to build a bridge between past and present and to be the
moral of the modern story. In her relatively brief review of the book, Tikhon’s like-
minded ally Natalya Narochnitskaya called the Church, the village, and the army “the
three pillars of Russia and Russian life” and asserts that monks of the Pskov-Caves
Monastery, “the fragile old men and the young were braver and more honest than the
renowned dissidents who do not shun getting help from overt external enemies of
Russia.”!! Fr. Tikhon does not hide his hostility towards liberal intellectuals and well-
educated theologians (“The Theologians” 199; “Father Gabriel” 126), depicting them as

snobbish, proud, yet shallow people. On the other hand, military personnel, Soviet or
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post-Soviet, are portrayed as upright, noble, and righteous (“The Great Abbot

Archimandrite Alipius” 142, 144).

3. “The Tale of the Prodigal Bishop” (331), in which a good old bishop, much beloved by
his people, commits the sin of fornication, but his sincere repentance moves the

parishioners who loved and venerated him, and so God forgives him too.

4. “The Foolish Townsfolk™” (401), in which the citizens of a town laugh at and ignore the
advice of an old bishop, until he dies and a new, young, but abusive bishop is appointed.

The townspeople suffer under the new bishop, as a punishment sent by God.

The last two stories are the two sides of a coin, depicting the author’s perception of an ideal
relationship between church hierarchy and the people: the prelates are loving and wise, and those
who do not obey them are to be condemned and punished by God. In all four stories, the

protagonist-narrator disappears, since he has little narrative function there.

There are two stories from Soviet history that Tikhon regards as fit for a future Prologue:

A. “On the Feast of the Baptism of the Lord, All the Water in the World Becomes Holy. A
story that may end up in a future Prologue” (B npa3anuk Kpeuienus Boga Bo BceM Mupe

CTaHOBHTCS CBATON — McTopus, KoTopast MoxeT BoiTu B Oynyumii «IIpomory) (253).

B. “About One Holy Monastery. A Tale that Could Go into a Future Prologue” (O6 omxnoit

cBaToi ooburenu. Mcropusi, koTopast MokeT BoWTU B Oyaymuit «IIposory) (215).

Tikhon makes clear references to the Prologue, implying the bridging role of his work,
suggesting that the Prologue is continuing and will grow in the future, and that Christian cultural

ties between the past and present run without interruption. With this in mind, it is important to
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examine the background of hagiography as a field of literary endeavour The widespread
enthusiasm for medieval Russian culture in post-Soviet literature is not spontaneous but can be
traced back to the nineteenth century, especially the second half, when nationalistic sentiments
inspired fascination with the past, and interest in medieval Russian literature and artistic
productions became unprecedented. Fr. Tikhon’s work plays a role in bringing traditional
Russian culture to the attention of his contemporaries. His combination of nationalism and
romantic idealization of the past helped create an atmosphere of intensified curiosity and

attraction to medieval Orthodox literature.

Prologue stories were popular in pre-revolutionary Russia, and many nineteenth-century Russian
writers, both political radicals and their religiously-minded contemporaries, turned to popular
saints’ lives. For example, both Nikolai Chernyshevsky and Maxim Gorky applied motifs
borrowed from saints’ lives to their depictions of the ideal human being.“” On the other hand,
Nikolai Leskov and Leo Tolstoy used the Prologue stories for a humanized moral reflection.
Leskov was keenly interested in hagiographic stories; he owned several copies of the Prologue
and reworked a number of its stories.”" His interest in the ancient Prologue plots, however, was
not focused on how well those characters observed Christian rituals or conceived the doctrines,
or performed ascetic feats; he was mainly fascinated by the poetic elements in them and highly
regarded their literary significance.”™ He reworked them in a humanistic sense. His retold
Prologue story of the woodcutter (“The Tale of the God-pleasing Woodcutter,” 1886) relates the
story of a simple, humble, and virtuous woodcutter’s prayer that brought long-awaited rain to the
people of Cyprus, saving the crops from drought and the people from starvation. His prayers
proved more effective than those of the other Christians, most notably the bishop. In this story,

“you can imagine a simple man completing such things that are even beyond the strength of the

167



clergy.”*™i This story reveals Leskov’s Tolstoyan taste, as such stories would be awkwardly
“anarchist”*™ to Father Tikhon and consciously avoided in his effort to secure the absolute
authority of the Church establishment. Leskov’s starets Pamba says that a terrible time comes
when “MoHaxu OCTaBAT TPYJ M IOCJIEAYIOT TeHusM 1 riacam” ' (monks leave their work and
follow the worldly singing and talking—translation mine); while Tikhon’s starets Alipius

(Voronov) proudly announces: “I’'m a Soviet archimandrite” (Shevkunov 141).

Behind Leskov’s interpretation of Prologue stories stands his unofficial, modern understanding
of “npaBeanuk” (righteousness). Like Tolstoy, who was accused by the Church of wrong and
harmful interpretations of the Gospel, Leskov asserted his right to disagree with the opinions
held by the official Church. The plot of Tolstoy’s story Three Elders is also borrowed from the
Prologue, in which a bishop bows to three elders and sees his rank as worthless, seeking only
benefits for the people. The story delivers a message of the superiority of unlettered spirituality
to formal religion. Both Leskov and Tolstoy, carrying on the humanistic tradition of nineteenth-
century literature, sought to bring a liberating message that the desire to do good should be the
highest moral law for human society, whereas Fr. Tikhon’s anecdotal stories of monastic life are
developed around external hierarchical obedience and the attitude of peaceful monks toward
authority. Readers would well have a similar “childish” reaction to that of the grumpy novice-
narrator, were they to face the stern yet “loving” administration of the monastery; this constitutes
the full complexity of life in Tikhon’s novel. The penetration of inner spiritual struggles to find a
purpose and meaning in human existence, which was painful in Dostoevsky’s work, is absent in

Tikhon’s “extremely tranquilizing” (an online reader’s remark) novel.

Leskov borrows only the basic plot from the Prologue and significantly modifies it by

developing it into a brilliant literary “skaz” (a Russian oral narrative form that uses dialect and
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slang in order to take on the persona of a character), while Tikhon’s Prologue stories remain
short and undeveloped. His reworking of the Prologue stories reflect both his thematic interests
and the sociopolitical trends of his time. The hagiographical genre serves the underlying
polemical purpose: inserted into the autobiographical narrative body, these prologue stories add
an old-fashioned, allegorical, and everlasting sense to the secular fictional world of his work.
The ancient stories, put together with his own autobiographical memoir, are meant to bring a
sense of static time or a timeless eternal space in which the old story is always cautionary and
able to explain reality, and a new story from the present day is just another illustration of the old

meaning.

The various biblical parables throughout the book serve a similar function. In the chapter “Being
a Novice,” for example, Tikhon recalls his life as a novice in the monastery and compares it to

the Apostles as Christ’s novices:

OTO HAIIOMUHAET JIMIIb CBCTIIYIO OTpany OecreyaabHOIo ACTCTBA:
JKHU3Hb COCTOUT M3 OAHUX IPCKPACHBIX OTKpBITI/Iﬁ B HOBOM —
OCCKOHEYHOM | HCU3BCAAHHOM MHUPC. KCTaTI/I, ABC TbBICAYHN JICT
Ha3aa alocCToJibl, IO CYTHU, TPU roga OBLIM CaMBIMH HaCTOAIIIMMHU
HOBOHAYaJIbHBIMH ITOCITYIIHUKAMHU 'y I/IHcyca XpI/ICTa. Hx rmaBHBIM
3aHATHEM OBLIO clieJOoBaTh 3a CBOMM YUMTEIIEM M C padoCTHBIM

HU3YMJICHUCM OTKPLIBATH IJIA cebs Ero BCEMOT'YHICCTBO U J1000Bb.

PoBHO TO ke camoe MPOUCXOJUT C MOCITYIIHUKAMHU HalIUuX )IHeﬁ.
Anocron [laBen cneman Benukoe oTkpeiThe: «Mucyc Xpucroc
BUEpa U CETOJHS M BO BEKH TOT xe». DTH CI0Ba MOATBEPIKIAIOTCS

BCEW MCTOpUEN XPUCTHAHCTBA. MEHSAIOTCS BpPEMEHA M JIIOJIU, HO
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XpI/ICTOC U IJid TOKOJICHHA IICPBBIX XpPUCTUAH, W JISI HAIOHUX

COBPCMCHHHUKOB OCTACTCA BCC TeM xe.

It’s reminiscent of those magic free moments in childhood, when
everything that you do consists entirely of beautiful revelations in a
new and endlessly undiscovered world. By the way, 2000 years
ago, the apostles themselves basically served for three years as the
first novices, in service to Jesus Christ. Their main task was to
follow their Teacher, and to discover for themselves with joyous

astonishment His omnipotence and love.

The very same thing takes places in our days. The Apostle Paul
made a great discovery: “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and
today, and forever” (Hebrews 13:8). These words have been
proved throughout the history of Christianity. Times and people
have changed, but whether for the generation of the first
Christians, or for our own contemporaries, Christ remains the

same.” (Shevkunov 93)

Tikhon attempts to absolutize Christian doctrines, presenting them as the eternal truth and the

official church as the one and only representative of that ultimate truth, no matter how much time

If the Prologue story was a familiar narrative form to the contemporaries of Leskov and Tolstoy,
this is not the case for Fr. Tikhon’s readers. For post-Soviet citizens who read secular classical

Russian literature, the patericon and prologue are largely unfamiliar. Ordinary readers mostly
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appreciate the novel’s humorous and effortless narrative tone and the “first-hand” observation of

an insider, whereas the quaint genre prototypes were mentioned only by literary critics.

The author/narrator occupies the position of an observer, or a chronicler of this “sacred history,”
simply adding more strokes to existing harmonious images and praising “eternal” values. In
another chapter, “A Sermon Given on the 23" Sunday after Pentecost, Novemver 19, 1995, ” the
story from the Gospel of Luke of Jesus healing a woman with an incurable disease precedes a
present-day story and serves as a moral for that story. In the Gospel story, the woman is ashamed

to confess that she had secretly touched the Lord’s clothes in hope of being healed:

B otBeT Ha 3TO0 XpHCTOC 00paTui K HEH ClI0Ba, KOTOPBIX ObLIO
JOCTATOYHO, YTOOBI OOBSICHUTH CIIYYHBIIEECS UyJ10 U yUYCHUKAM, U

KEHIMHE, 1 HaM C BaMU:
— Benuka Bepa tBos! au ¢ mupom!

Tak BO Bce BpeMeHa MEpeIieTaloTCsl CMUPEHHAs W BCECUIIbHAS
Bepa B bora u rpoma JIOMaHOTO HE CTOSIIHE BPEMEHHBIC
YEJIOBEUECKHE 3aKOHBI, JIOXKHBIM CThI W OO0S3HB JIFOJICKOTO

OCYXKJICHUSI.

Christ replies with words that were sufficient fo explain not just to
His disciples, and to the woman herself, but to all of us, exactly
what had happened... And he said unto her: “Daughter, thy faith
had made thee whole; go in peace and be whole of thy plague.”

Thus throughout the ages of humility and all-powerful faith in God
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are interwoven with worthless temporary human laws, false shame

and fear of human condemnation. (Shevkunov 203-204)

The story that follows this moral teaching describes a solemn public ceremony of meeting the
Vladimir icon of the Mother of God, probably the most famous miraculous icon in Russia, that
took place at Fr. Tikhon’s Sretensky Monastery. Scholars, art historians, city officials, and high-
ranking military officers were present, and the narrator (head of the monastery) took the
initiative to invite those senior politicians and dignitaries to approach the icon and pray for
whatever they desired, taking advantage of this “great opportunity”. However, they refused to
move, smiling “with embarrassment” in the awkward silence. The narrator then started to rebuke
“those bureaucrats” standing “like stumps of wood” for the “fear of the Pharisees.” He assumed
with confidence that “each of them, if they had been all by themselves, would have happily come
up to the great ancient icon and would have asked the Holy Mother of God for their greatest

desire” (Shevkunov 205).

The 600™ anniversary of the icon’s transference occurred in 1995, when the Russian state had
embraced the Church for only a few years. Those senior officials, products of Soviet times,
probably had different conceptions of the world than Fr. Tikhon. However, to Tikhon, it seemed
irrelevant whether they truly believe in the power of the icon or not; what seemed to concern him
was that they had missed such a “chance of a lifetime” to benefit from the icon only due to the
opinions of others. Finally a high-ranking police officer, “blushing as red as an old Soviet flag,”
stepped forward and prayed to the icon, which the narrator approves with the exclamation
“Momnonen, toBapuny renepan!” (“Well done, Comrade General!”). The General’s sister had
been severely injured in a car crash, but was miraculously healed thanks to his prayer,

demonstrating the power of physical healing that Christian faith can bring. N. Mitrokhin and G.
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Lingquist have both pointed out that Russian people tend to regard their religion in excessively
individualistic terms, regarding the holy elements as guarantees of personal well-being, even
physical health. Many lay people regard Orthodoxy as a collection of rituals from which they
pick and choose what works for them.®™ Tikhon’s interpretation of Orthodox religion often

appears to be shaped to appeal this popular perception of Orthodoxy.

In The Current State of the Soviet Mythology, A.V. Chernyshov states that “the most natural and
spontaneous reaction to the crisis of culture is to play with its signs that are evaluating the
symbols, included in the basic cultural foundation. This means a change of stable positive signs
into negative ones and vice versa.”*™ Fr. Tikhon encourages post-Soviet citizens to bow before
icons, but what he preaches in the book is actually the same, if not worse, blind submission to
political authority, Orthodox or communist, with the only difference that now the “hero” and the
“villain” have switched places. The transition of Soviet iconography to Orthodox does not

change the nature of the “individual/authority” binary.

To summarize, by adopting the form of the synaxarium, Tikhon’s novel acquires a static time-
space: events from a later period function as additional illustrations of what has already been
presented. The examples are almost limitless, but the essence of his message remains unchanged.

In this way, Tikhon has given his fictional world a sense of protection and safety.

Autobiographical Self

Although his modelling on ancient hagiographic genres is obvious, Tikhon’s work is largely
autobiographical, framed with first-person direct addresses to its readers in the beginning and the
end. All the events in the novel that are claimed to be true are related by Fr. Tikhon himself.

Most of the events are portrayed through his eyes, in his presence, or claimed to be heard by him
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from others. The first chapter is dedicated to the story of his conversion and entry into the Pskov-
Caves Monastery as a novice. The narrator describes his first impression of the monastery and
the pilgrims and underscores the duties he had to go through, beginning with the lowest and most
humble. However, instead of teaching the necessity of strengthening oneself in the field of
asceticism, he light-heartedly describes his pouting face and grumpy words, creating a humorous

portrait of a seemingly inexperienced novice:

W3penka, BbIOMpasch M3 CBOEro KOJOJUA MOJBIIIATH, S BHUEN
MOHAaXOB, KaK MHe Ka3aniocb, Tpa3gHOLIATAOIIUXCS 10
MOHACTBIPIO M BCIIOMUHAJ] JIEKUUHU II0 aTE€U3My M PacCcKasbl O
3aKPaBIINXCS JKCIULyaTaTOpax B pscax, JULEMEPAX M XaHXKax,
YTHETAIOUIUX JTOBEPYMBBIM, MPOCTOW Hapoxa. To ecTb B JTaHHOM

cilydae — MEHS.

Now and then, climbing out of my sewage canal to breathe, I
stared at the monks who were all idling around the monastery (as it
seemed to me), and suddenly remembered my lectures on atheism,
all those stories we had been told about those fat black-robbed
exploiters of peasants and workers, those hypocrites, all holier than
thou, preying on the superstition of the simple ignorant people — in

this case, me. (Shevkunov 18)

The narrator’s self-irony is intended not only to reveal his own spiritual immaturity and that of
the average reader, but also to caricature atheism. With the plot unfolding, the narrator becomes
less identical with the average non-religious reader. Sometimes, for example, he presents himself
as a challengingly opinionated participating witness:
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JlucuuIimHapHoe IOCIyIIaHME HAMECTHUKY B MOHACThIpE s
BCeX Hac ObUI0 OE3yCIOBHBIM M CaMO CO00# pa3yMerommMmcs.
HNMenHO, moguepkHy, O€3yCIOBHBIM, CKOJb 3TO HHU ITOKAXKETCS

CBCTCKUM JIIOASAM CTPAaHHBIM, I'TYIIBIM W HCJICIIBIM.

Disciplined obedience to the Father Superior in our monastery was
unconditional for all of us, and indeed, it went without saying. I
wish to stress that this obedience was unconditional — and I don’t
care how strange, foolish, and ridiculous this might seem to

ordinary secular people. (Shevkunov 126)

The space of the monastery is filled with his own autobiographical perspectives. He gives a first-
person account of his acquaintance with the elders, appearing at the side of the main actors-
startsy, emphasizing his long-time companionship with them and his obedience to them. He
reveals what he had learnt from them and how he managed to peacefully accept their deaths, and
thus provides a vivid picture of his modesty and righteousness. The originally impersonal genre

of prologue, therefore, becomes an autobiographical memoir.

An autobiographical “I” in the hagiographical genre must not be seen as a unique literary
technique. There was a long tradition of prefacing a Byzantine monastic typikon (the rules for
the regulation of everyday life in a monastery) with autobiographical text, in which the
monastery’s abbot would usually encourage his fellow monks to live by the monastic principles
and tell them how he had anticipated crucial points of the rules.™! Other than that, hagiographers
occupied marginal roles as narrators or eyewitnesses, with the only exception the fierily
opinionated, bold hagiography/autobiography of archipriest Avaakum, in which the life of the
hero / author appears as an example of unyielding commitment to the "old belief," and he himself
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acts as an irreconcilable fighter and martyr. Fr. Tikhon, instead, plays an active part in the stories
in the book, although he is not their central figure. He does not content himself with simply
witnessing the miracles of the “everyday saints”. The first-person narrator is also a character in
the story, and we can “see” him interact with other characters. The book presents his experience
of how he becomes aware of his purpose in the world, though “the world” is understood as one
that exists parallel to ours. At the beginning of the book, the narrator’s potential quest for the
truth of life was thwarted by a repressive Soviet atheist education, but he gradually discovered it
in the extended process of becoming a monk. That growth involves encounters with the elders, or
startsy, carrying out his monastic duties, during which time he renounced secular love and

careers, and eventually became an adherent of Orthodox monastic conventions and structures.

The book is an autobiography in which the “auto” part is implicit. Avaakum’s rebellious spirit
must be something foreign to Fr. Tikhon. Imitating medieval autobiographical texts, Fr. Tikhon
offers a humble apology for speaking about himself at the close of the novel, because generally
within the hagiographic genre tradition, speaking about oneself is not considered proper

behaviour:

Oco000 x0Tenock ObI MOMPOCHTH MPOLICHUS Y YUTATENeH 3a TO, YTO
B KHHT€ MPHUIUIOCh TOBOPUTH U O cebe camoMm. Ho 6e3 storo

AOKYMCHTAJIbHBIX PAaCCKa30B OT IICPBOTO JIMIIA HE ObIBaeT.

I would particularly like to ask forgiveness from my readers for
having had to speak about myself in this book, but otherwise it is
impossible to bear witness to stories I have experienced in the first

person. (Shevkunov 490)
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Tikhon immediately rebukes this accusation, asserting that he was “obliged” to bring himself
into his text as well as he was present at the events related. The narrator assures his audience that
he was an eyewitness of what he relates and emphasizes that he “objectively” records what is
happening in life: “Mue He ObUIO HYXIBI YTO-JIMOO MPHUIYMBIBATH — BCE, O YEM BBl 3]IEChH
pouTeTe, IPOUCXOIUIIO B KU3HH. MHOTHE U3 T€X, O KOM OyJIeT paccKa3aHo, )KUBbI M TIOHBIHE”
(“T have not needed to imagine anything, everything you are about to read really happened. Most
of the people you will read about are alive and well today”) (Shevkunov 3) This assertion is

aimed primarily at enforcing the story’s credibility, but also serves as a self-justification.

However, unlike the rather impersonal narrator’s “I”, indispensable for the act of narration in
ancient hagiography, Fr. Tikhon’s “I” is strongly connected with the author’s actual-world
existence. Therefore, his self-representation is not meant to compromise himself as author. In
their seminal work Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives, Smith and
Watson note that the “truth” of an autobiography is relative; acts of remembering inevitably
involve “rhetorical acts such as justifying their own perceptions, upholding their reputations,
disputing the accounts of others, settling scores, conveying cultural information, and inventing
desirable futures.”*™ii Life narrators address readers whom they want to persuade of their version
of experience. When one is both the narrator and protagonist of the narrative, the truth of the
narrative becomes undecidable, and the text tracks only the truth of discursive interpretation. In
her article “Different Lives,” T. Solovyeva asserts: “Before us is what the author has experienced,
read, heard and learned. Following the tradition of religious literature, ‘Everyday Saints’ is
completely devoid of self-presentation, the author writes about himself only when it’s necessary

to the plot; the narrator is static and does not receive development.”*™" Tikhon’s work provides
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an occasion to rethink the limits of autobiographical discourse and the strategy of self-

representation.

Autobiographical narration plays the role of unifying the bonds of independent stories.
Structurally, the novel consists of a series of heterogeneous stories, rather than continuous
narrative; some are episodes of lives of the monks (or the “everyday saints”) of the Pskov-Caves
monastery; others are parables from ancient monastic compilations. Tikhon also remembers
adventures and dangerous situations in which his personal experiences seem not to be connected
with the account of the righteous monks’ lives. The leitmotiv linking these fragments together is
that they are all evidence of God’s intervention in this world. The content of the novel can be

broken down roughly into three parts:

1. The novel begins with the narrator recalling his life in the Pechor-Caves Monastery as a
novice, In this part, the narrator offers a kaleidoscope of the old generation of the
members of the Russian Orthodox Church: the meek elder Father John, the difficult
scrooge Father Nathaniel, the undisputed overlord Father Gabriel, and others, each with a

purposefully accented personal trait.

2. The middle of the novel is a recollection of his life after he left the Pechory and settled in
Moscow. It contains unknown, yet trivial episodes from the lives of Soviet celebrities in
everyday situations in which petty coincidences were closely focused and interpreted by
the narrator either as God’s miracles or as the inflictions of demons. The narrator reveals
his personal first-hand knowledge of the generals, state prosecutors, actors, and other
well-known people in the post-Soviet period. There are also other stories involving

money, international flights, Interpol, and other things.

178



3. The last section of the work is dedicated to stories of the narrator’s friends and fellow
monks of the late 1980s, those who have not achieved ranks, but spiritually have always
had strong senses of integrity. These more obscure characters in comparison with the

famous elders of the first part, and their quirky traits, are the most successful artistically.

The organization of the plot material is directly dependent on the narrator’s life trajectory. Like
the medieval prologues, plot development over the course of the narrative is minimal, and
transitions from one story to another are often indicated by sentences such as “Here is another
case from my memory.” This sort of composition does not allow for a coherent unfolding of the
narrator’s spiritual growth, while modern techniques of self-conscious narration is either absent

from the narrative or remains at the level of caricature.

The novel features two different perspectives of the narrator: one of his past self as a young
novice, the other of his current self as an older and supposedly wiser, more experienced, and
authoritative monk. Both perspectives are present from the beginning, and the narration
orchestrates dialogues between these two perspectives. However, there is nothing even remotely
reminiscent of Mikhail Bakhtin’s polyphony. This somewhat showcased dialogue includes no
head-to-head battles of thoughts and ideas as we see in Dostoevsky’s novels, because the
narrator’s two different perspectives are in an unequal position with the younger voice on the
wrong side and the older one inevitably on the safe side of wisdom and concluding “truth.” In the
chapter of Father John, the narrator introduces the elder in a slapstick scene of the elder being
dragged towards a liturgy, and he remembers friends and fellow novices would watch the scene
taking place day after day and would laugh heartily. Eventually, he claims, they became firmly

convinced that Fr. John was actually one of those “rare human beings on earth for whom the
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boundaries of space and time are shifted, someone to whom the Lord has given the gift to see the

past and the future as clearly as the present”:

..oty Moanny otkpsiBanack Boisia boxus o qroasax. 9T0 Mbl TOXKE
MOHSUIM Jalieko He cpa3y. BHauanme kazajoch, 4ro OaTiolIKa
MPOCTO CTapblii W OYEHb MYJApbIA 4YenoBek. M kak pa3 3a 3Tou
MIPECIOBYTON «MYIIPOCTHIO» K HEMY U ChE3KAETCS HApOJ CO BCEX
koHIOB Poccuun. U numb mo3ke Mbl ¢ U3yMJICHUEM OTKPBLIU st
ce0s1, 9TO BCe ATH THICSYHM JIIOJEH xaanu oT otia Moanna BoBce He

MYyApOro CcoBeTa.

CoOBETYHMKOB OT YEJIOBEYESCKOIo OIThITa Ha cBeTe HemMaio. Ho JIFOAH,
MOABJIBIONMUECA IICPpEA OTHOM HO&HHOM, KakK IIpaBuJIO, B CaMbIC
Tparu4eCKue, IMeEepCJIOMHBIC MOMCHTEI CBOEH Cy,I[L6BI, XOTCIHN
yCJbIIaTb OT HETO HE TO, KaK UM IIOCTYIIUTb MYAPO, 4 TO, KaK UM

moCcTynaTb CAMHCTBCHHO IIPABUJIBHO.

Father John was able to see the will of God as it concerned other
people. But we novices didn’t immediately understand this. At first
it seemed to us that this priest was just a very wise elderly man.
Indeed, it was because of his famous “wisdom” that people would
come from every corner of Russia to see him. It was only later that
these thousands of people from all of the country would discover
to their own astonishment that they had really come not so much

for wise advise, but for something even more profound.
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In worldly life we are always surrounded by people willing to
advise us from their own experience. Yet the people who would
appear before Father John, usually at the most tragic and fateful
moments of their lives, wanted to hear from him not just how to act
wisely, but how to act with certainty, in the only correct way.

(Shevkunov 27)

In this passage, the novices perceived Father John as merely a wise man, but “at last,” the same
“we” realize and are convinced that the starets knew “the only correct way” for anyone to act,
and this time “our” belief is the correct one, according to the medieval patriarchal value system
in which older is equated with better. How did the revelation come to the narrator or his friends,
and what exactly convinced him? We are told that a woman had firm faith in the starets’ word
not to let her son have surgery, and her boy survived, while another woman ignored the starets’

advice and died after her surgery. These examples serve as proof of the starets’ prophetic ability.

This sort of juxtaposition of the perspectives of the old monk and the young novices also appears
in the story of Father Nathaniel, the treasurer of the monastery. After listing the various jobs of
the treasurer, the narrator argues against a widespread opinion in the church circle that the
administrator is a “dry ecclesiastical bureaucrat.” Again, he attaches this view only to the novices,

smartly avoiding mentioning other non-novice opinions:

Bce 3TH 00s3aHHOCTH, OT OJHOTO TIEPEUUCIICHUS KOTOPBIX
m000My HOpPMAajJbHOMY YEJOBEKY CTajlo OBl TUIOXO, OTeI]
Hadanawmn ucnosHst ¢ TaKuM BIOXHOBEHHUEM M CKPYITYJI€3HOCTHIO,
9TO MBI WHOTJA COMHEBAJINCh, OCTAIOCh JU B HEM YTO-TO eIIle,

KpOMe LIEpKOBHOT'0 OIOpOKpara.
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Ko Bcemy mpouemy Ha OTIEe Ka3Hauee Jiexala OOS3aHHOCTh
HaJ30pa 3a HAaMU — MOCHyIIHUKaMU. Y1 MOKHO HE COMHEBAThCH,
YTO UCITOJHSJI OH 3TO JIEJI0 CO CBOMCTBEHHOM €My JOTOLIHOCTBIO:
IIoArjidabIBaI, BBICManI/IBaJI, HOI[CJIYH_II/IBEUI — KakK 6BI MBI 4€TO
HHU COTBOpI/IJII/I HpOTI/IB yCTaBOB NI BO Bpe;[ MOHaCTBIpIO. XOTH,
YCCTHO HpI/ISHaTLCSI, HpI/ICManI/IBaTB 3a HOCJIyH_IHI/IKaMI/I
JEeUCTBUTENHFHO TPEOOBAIOCH: MPUXOANWIN MBI U3 MUpPA B OOHUTENb

HU3PAOAHBIMU Pa3ruibAssIMU.

All of these tasks and duties the mere listing of which would make
a normal person quail and grow faint, Father Nathaniel executed
with such inspiration and such scrupulous attention to detail that
some of us sometimes doubted whether there was anything left of

this man other than the consummate ecclesiastical bureaucrat.

Yet in addition to all of these duties, our Father Treasurer was also
responsible for the general supervision of us, the novices. And you
may rest assured that he executed these duties as well with his
invariable meticulousness: he snooped, he spied, he listened in on
conversations.... To be fair, it must be admitted it was truly
necessary to keep an eagle eye on us novices: most of us had come
to the monastery from the outer world as typical good-for-

nothings...

The reader is reminded that the narrator relating his own stories was once a novice, so that
perhaps he knows only the opinions of the novices. Here, in comparison to the story of Father
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John’s prophecy, the narrator presents himself in his commentary as an uninformed eyewitness
with very limited perspective, oblivious even to what is occurring in his own community. The
narrator discredited that “rumour” by emphasizing that since the novices are inexperienced
young men, their opinions should not be taken seriously. The defence of the administrator’s
positive image for Tikhon is crucial, as this character represents Tikhon’s conservatism and

hostility toward Soviet dissidents:

N B TO e BpeMs CTPOro MPUTJISABIBABIINN 32 HAMH OTeEI]
Hadanann BCETIa npeceKa TJIACHBIC NPOSIBJICHUS
OIIO3UIIMOHHOCTH 110 OTHOIICHHIO K TOCYJIApCTBY U TEM Oojiee —
MIOTIBITKA TUCCHICHTCTBA. [loHaYay 3T0 Ka3aloch HAM 9yTh JIU HE
BO3MYTUTEIBHBIM. MBI JyMaiH, YTO Ka3Ha4el MPOCTO JIeOe3UT
nepea BJIACTAMMU. Ho nmoTtoM MBI IOCTEIIEHHO Y3HaBaJIM, 4TO OTCL]
Hadanann He pa3 W He [Ba CTAJIKHBAICA C 3acClaHHBIMH B
MOHACTBIPb IMPOBOKATOPAMH HMJIW MEPCOACTBIMH OINICPATUBHUKAMMU.
Ho AaXKE BIIOJIHE IMTOHKUMaAs, 4TO IEPEa HUM UCKPCHHUC JTIOAU, OTCI]
Hadanann Bce »xe BcsAkuit pa3 oOpbIBall CTOJb JIIOOMMOE HaMH
BOJILHOMEBICTTHE. M HE TOJBKO MOTOMY, YTO OOeperans MOHACTHIPb.
A ckopee oTomy, 4To Oeper Hac caMHX OT HAIIeTo JKe Hepa3yMus,
(aHnabepuu W MOJOJON TOPSAYHOCTH, 3aMEIIAHHOW Ha CamMou
npoctoii ropabiHe. OH HE JOPOTO IIEHWJ CJIOBA, JaXKe Camble
reponvecKkre, W 3HAI O COBETCKOH BJAacTH W 000 BCeM, YTO
TBOPWJIOCH B CTpaHe, HE TaK, KaK Mbl — OOJbIIEH YacThIO

ITOHACJIBINIKE Aa IO KHUTaM...
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Yet, by the same token, in his ceaselessly vigilant looking after us,
Father Nathaniel always stopped us from uttering any outright
expression of opposition to the Soviet regime, or from getting
involved in any attempts at being a dissident. At first this seemed to
us to be disgraceful. Why was our Treasurer simply kowtowing to
hated authority? But gradually we began to find out that Father
Nathaniel had been tested on numerous occasions by spies and
agent provocateurs or plainclothes KGB operatives, ever seeking
ever any excuse to do real damage to the monastery. And yet even
when he quite well understood that the expression of dissenting
thought were genuine, Father Nathaniel would always interrupt our
beloved free opinions. And this was not only because he was
thinking of how to protect the monastery. More likely he was
protecting us from ourselves, from our temptation to be too
passionate or fanatical in our youthful excess, which was chiefly
mixed up with nothing more than pride. He had no use for mere
words, even for the most heroic words. Yet he knew all about
Soviet authority, and about everything that was happening in the
country — and not in the way we did, just from books and rumors.

(Shevkunov 64)

Here, the narrator’s perspective widens again: he knows “numerous occasions” of visits to the
administrator by spies and KGB operatives and their secret conversations, but does not give any

examples for which he was present. In the aforementioned example of Father Nathaniel,
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dissidence as a “dangerous” tendency is, predictably, associated with “young novices” who must
listen to the administrator, not because the latter was able to produce any convincing argument,
but simply because he represents the older generation, so he knows “all” and “everything”, while
“we” know things only “from books and rumors”. For Tikhon, the search for meaning is
undesirable, private judgment is discouraged, and blind submission to administrative authority is
purposefully confused with humility. The narrator argues that the administrator must be trusted
and obeyed simply because both the “great abbot” and “the holy elder and miracle worker”
Simeon trusted him. Therefore, the young novices need someone of authority like him to protect
them from themselves. This protective, patronizing tone of the narrator makes his narration lose
a vital sense of sincerity, reducing it to ideological persuasion, as can also be seen in the chapter

of Father Gabriel:

Omo menepb Mbl, moeoauiHue NOCIYWHUKU, NOHUMAEM, UYMO
HaAaMCCTHUKY HC OBLIO HUKAKOI'O HHTECpECa Ja U BpPCMCHU
37I0BPETHO MPUINPATHCS K HaM, KAk mozoa Kasanocs. llompocty
orery ['aBpunsi He Teprien pacxiisiOaHHOCTH, a emle OoJblie —

0€30TBETCTBEHHOCTH U HEOPEKHOCTH B bokbeM jerne.

We now understand (although as novices we did not) that our
abbot had neither the least interest in nor time for picking on us
cruelly — although that’s how it seemed to us then. However, father
Gabriel simply could not abide sloppiness and laziness — or worse,
any irresponsibility or causal attitude towards the service of God.

(Shevkunov 121)
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The author/narrator does not attempt to overwrite a past self that is incoherent or inadequate
compared to the humble, benevolent ascetic that his current-self determined to embody. On the
contrary, he deliberately demonstrates this gap between the “incorrect” past self and “correct”
current self. We see how the narrator embodies a young novice, adopting the kind of knowledge
and behaviours associated with a novice, inserting himself into a novice’s responsibilities and
obligations. On the other hand, his current self is dissolved in the licensed voice of the Church
and the elders. Besides his vocational identity, we see little of his personal traits. While his older
self speaks the licensed language of the institutional Church, the image of his novice-self with
his modern, secular perspective is a mimicry of the readers’. The narrator’s older self assesses
his younger self’s action and reaction, noting his errors, yet generously forgives his

“inexperience” in a soft, tranquilizing voice.

Self-fashioning Amid Hagiography

The section of the novel devoted to Fr. John spends much time recounting the starets’ insight
into God’s will and demonstrates how God speaks through him. What is more impressive than
the elder’s miracle-working, however, is that the narrator recalls how he himself became the
abbot of Sretensky Monastery, an ancient and prestigious monastery in the centre of Moscow, as
the result of a prophecy that is said to represent God’s will. Before that, he was promoted from a
novice at the Pskov Caves Monastery on the country’s western border to a priest of a famous
monastery in the capital, the Donskoy Monastery: “But my relationship with the head of that
monastery, Archimandrite Agathadorus, had been completely ruined, entirely as a result of my
own mistakes”. The narrator avoids extensive detail about this grudge, so that what the reader
sees is only his determined move to lay the entire responsibility on himself: an exemplary
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performance as the acid test of humility in Orthodox tradition. The next passage ensures that the
reader understands this conflict in the “right” way: “Father John gently consoled me and urged
me to have monk-like patience.” This makes it clearer to the reader that the narrator must be the
party who was wronged, for it takes ascetic “monk-like” patience to forgive and forget, and as
the narrator asserts, Fr. John always finds “the right words”. Although this passage seems on the
surface an account of Fr. John’s gift of consolation, the reader also sees the ascetic growth of his

spiritual son.

Tikhon emphasizes the authority of the elder: “he spoke as one having authority from God”,
although, as a humble starets, he never actually said such high-sounding things as “I will tell you
the will of God” and would say so only once when the starets predicted Fr. Tikhon’s promotion.
In the 1990s, the Sretensky Monastery in Moscow was opened as a residence (moaBopse) of
Pskov Caves Monastery. The elder prompted the narrator to go to Moscow and become the one
in charge, because, as the elder revealed to the young man, that was God’s will. The amazed
narrator “didn’t even know what to say”, but he was sure that it was from God. In the online

Russian text, the section outlining the decision to put him in charge is missing:

B MockBe Bckope mpencTaBuiIcs YAOOHBIN Cllydail BCTPETUTHCS C
MaTpUapxoM, U s, ¢ 3aMHUpPaHUEM CEp/lIa, CIOBO B CIIOBO Nepeaas
Cesreiiliemy, 4TO Hakazajd MHE OaTIOLIKa: M O MEPEeBOJAEC MEHS B
Oopatuto  [lckoBo-Ileuepckoro MoOHAcCThIps, ©W O CO3/IaHUU

MOHACTBIPCKOTO HOIBOPhA B Mockse. .. "™

When 1 got back to Moscow there soon appeared a convenient

moment to meet with his Holiness the Patriarch. With my heart in

187



my mouth, I passed along to His Holiness word for word what
Father John had told me to say: that I be transferred from the
Donskoy Monastery to the brotherhood of Pskov Caves Monastery,
that His Holiness bless the founding of a residence or
representative church in Moscow of our Pskov Caves Monastery...

and that I be put in charge of it. (Shevkunov 34)

The scandal of Fr. Tikhon’s ordination was widely covered in Russian media, which claimed that
before moving to the Sretensky Monastery, Fr. Tikhon forcefully drove out Fr. Georgii and the
brethren there who had reconstructed the disused monastery into a functioning place of worship.
As early as the late 1980s, Father Georgii Kochetkov, echoing Father Alexander Men’s initiative
of Orthodox reform, initiated liturgical and theological changes that deviated sharply from
traditional Orthodox practice. His liberalism attracted a large number of intellectuals and brought
many Muscovites to Orthodoxy, while conservative priests regarded his liberalism as
unaccepable. Kochetkov’s unbending personality also contributed to the campaign to quash him.
In 1994, under orders from Patriarch Alexy II, Fr. Tikhon Shevkunov organized an armed assault
against Kochetkov’s community in the Sretensky Monastery, and was appointed the monastery’s
abbot after this incident. The media referred to his violent approach to solving internal problems
of the Church as “the bulldog grip.”**"! This scandal is omitted in the book, which depicts the
ordination romantically as God’s will expressed through a peaceful elder’s mouth, with no

mention of violence.

The eleventh-century Patericon of Kievan-Caves Monastery recorded a story of the bishop of the
see of Vladimir and Suzdal’ Simon writing a long letter to his spiritual son Polykarp, who had

left the monastery in order to become the abbot of another monastery. The letter rebuked
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Polykarp for failing the tests of obedience and humility, suggesting that he cared more about
advancement in the ecclesiastical hierarchy than about saving his soul. Although he soon
returned at Simon’s prompting, his restlessness and ambition made him want to leave again for
another ancient and prestigious monastery, for which Bishop Simon criticized him. In Fr.
Tikhon’s neo-era hagiography, the spiritual son fulfills his ambitious dream and earns

consolation instead of rebuke from his spiritual father.

In the Orthodox monastic tradition, the most important aspect of the relationship between a
young monk and his spiritual father is that the disciple must obey his mentor absolutely. In
medieval Russia, the authority exercised by the abbot in virtue of his office was never as strong
as in the West because a widely applicable monastic rule analogous to that of the Western
monasteries was absent. Instead, a special importance was attached to the individual training of
each monk by a starets, or “spiritual father”. The narrator demonstrates the virtue of ascetic
obedience through his own example: in the chapter of Fr. John, he recalls his submission to his
spiritual father in order to root out his own self-will, as a good monk is supposed to do: “For nine
years Father John did not give me his blessing on becoming a full-fledged monk and taking my
monastic vows” (Shevkunov 41). This was not because the narrator was not spiritually ready, but
because his mother did not want him to become a monk, an allusion to another story from the
Patericon of Kievan-Caves Monastery. The much-venerated Father of Russian monasticism, St.
Theodosius, had a very strict and domineering mother who loved her son so much that she
chastised him for his yearning for asceticism, but the latter remained firmly committed to his
path. Imitating the holy man, Fr. Tikhon put himself in the same dramatic conflict with his
mother: Father John kept him as a novice and would “only give his blessing on condition that my

mother would give her blessing.” If St. Theodosius had to go through a series of family dramas
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to stick to his goal, Fr. Tikhon gets what he wants too, as in a fairy tale: “I had utter faith in
Father John. And so I calmly waited.” His mother “unexpectedly” agrees to him becoming a
monk, and the starets praises him, interpreting the narrator’s mother’s approval as a reward and
an acknowledgement “that you were patient for nine years and never took matters into your own
hands” (Shevkunov 41). The narrow-minded abbot with whom the narrator had fallen out and
“had twice put off the occasion of my taking my vows,” finally had to “administer my monastic
vows exactly on my birthday.” The narrator’s obedient monastic image is gradually formed from

his associations with these “everyday saints” in different phases of his life.

Fr. Tikhon’s autobiography presents his idea of how a life should look. Therefore, his account
represents only a small number of experiences that fit a general pattern, and this autobiographical
pattern was influenced by the hagiographical tradition of telling life stories. The plot outline of
this text contains many similarities to that of a typical saint’s life: when he was young, he felt an
irresistible passion for the “truth of life.” He overcame his mother’s reservations and eventually
entered a monastery with her consent. He searched for the right teacher, and the famous elder (Fr.
John Krestiankin) became his spiritual father, who initiated him in the monastic way of life.
After gaining Fr. John’s approval, he becomes a monk. In his early monastic years, he found it
hard to understand the monastic rules, but he later achieved a certain level of moral perfection

and became head of a monastery.

The narrator asserts that a truly obedient novice receives “a priceless gift from God — the holy
carefree state that is better and sweeter than any other freedom” (Shevkunov 94). This “holy
carefree state” gives the rationale to the narrator’s indifference to external activity and avoidance
of a responsible choice and instead blaming all kinds of “alien forces.” Indulging in a

miraculously blessed, affectionate, conflict-free “wonderland,” the narrator calls his readers to
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rely simply on God’s miracles rather than seeking out their own solutions to their problems. One
need not choose painfully between family happiness and monastic vocation, nor worry about
hurting friends or family; everything in the world is predetermined, and it would be useless to
resist the blessings of the elders. Halfway through the novel, the reader learns that the young and
promising narrator, fascinated by the ancient lifestyle of the Pskov Caves Monastery, had once

had a fiancée:

XoTa K TOMY BPEMCHHU £ CTall 4aCTO OBIBATH B MOHACTBIPE, HO CaM
O MOHAICCTBC HEC IMOMBIIIAI. HaHpOTI/IB, BCCPLE3 CO6I/IpaJ'IC5I
’)keHuThcs. HeBecta Mos 6BIJ'Ia, HaBCPHOC, caMmoi Kpaanoﬁ
HGBYMKOﬁ B MockBe. Bo BcskoMm CJIydac, MHOI'MC€ TaK CHHUTAJIU, U

MHE 3TO, KOHEYHO, JIbCTHIIIO. JIeo 1o K cBaanoe.

Although I was quite often in the monastery, I had no thoughts of
becoming a monk myself. On the contrary, I was seriously
planning to get married. My fiancée was probably the prettiest girl
in all of Moscow. In any case, lots of people thought so, and that
was very flattering to me. The wedding was already being planned.

(Shevkunov 309)

Even so, fate is relentless; though the narrator at first laughed at Father Nicholas’ prediction that

he would join the monastery, he later changed his mind:

O,Z[HaKO B MoCKkBe MOM OTHOIIECHHMS C HEBECTOM KaK-TO CaMM
coboii pa3iaguiiniCb, OCTbUINA, 4 IOTOM W BOBCC COIIJIM HA HECT. Mur

o0a ObUTH JJaKe pajibl 3TOMY.
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However, when I got back to Moscow, my relationship with my
fiancée somehow broke up of its own accord. Our feeling cooled,
and then eventually disappeared. Both of us were actually glad

about this. (Shevkunov 311)

The narrator does not seem to notice the conflict or complications in this story about his bride.
He is waiting for the miracles he was offered, and human destiny passes before him as a mere
object to demonstrate “higher values.” The confusion, fear, and struggle of human existence
explored in classic Russian literature of the nineteenth century is replaced by a carefree, self-
content attitude. Paert explains a reason for the popularity of passive piety among Russian

readers:

people living in an increasingly insecure world are more likely to
be attracted to the ideas of formulaic prayers, guidebooks, and the
concepts of spiritual and moral discipline. The appeal of Orthodox
elders, especially those who provided much stricter sets of rules
and guidance, was that believers could renounce responsibility for
their own decisions and trust in the preternatural powers of the
holy men, thus minimizing (in their view) the potential risks they
might encounter in an unpredictable social world. Trust in the
charismatic leader provided individuals with a psychological sense

of security in situations over which they had little control Vil

The online book reviews indicate that the readers were enchanted by the beauty of this

mysterious world existing in parallel with ours, and in particular, by the narrator/author’s “great
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love and humility.” On the official site of the book, many reviewers mention admiring Fr.

29 €6

Tikhon’s “spiritual courage,” “meekness,” and “special ascetic training” as well as the work’s
depiction of the Church “from its inside”: “Agitation or preaching are completely absent. The
author simply loves people, trusts them and believes in their purity,” one reviewer comments;
another says, “In his book, he doesn’t try to convince anyone. He just tells the stories. About
how he came to faith in God, about what wonderful people he had come across in life. He
describes them with great respect and love, in human simplicity.” Still another reviewer remarks,
“It’s clearly and convincingly shown what humility and obedience are, how to maintain and not
lose them in life, with examples from the author’s own life”’; while another says, “For us, Father
Tikhon is the model of faith; he’s a hero of spiritual strength. He filled his work with spiritual
power; and he fulfilled the Lord’s commandment: giving love to everyone.” Another reviewer
notes, “What strikes me is the author’s unusually sincere description of the events of his life, not
trying to hide his true emotions, feelings and experiences.” Yet another comments, “Now I know
for sure that in our Church there are great spiritual fathers who you do not need to be afraid of, to
whom you just need to go and learn wisdom from, to listen to them, to memorize each and every
word of theirs”; and another one says, “The life of the monks, described with knowledge and
love, was really bright and happy. It turns out that the monastery is not dehumanizing people. On
the contrary, what dehumanizes us — the ‘laity’— in a much worse fashion is all sorts of modern
living standards, mass culture, the cynicism of the market economy and globalization. And

ssclxviii

parallel to ours there is a completely different life. And thanks to the book, we finally see it.

The Collaborating Hero: A Tread on Gospel Values
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The abbot of Pskov-Caves monastery makes his first appearance on page 116. The Father
Superior, Archimandrite Gabriel, a highly controversial figure in the Russian Church, receives

39 pages in the novel, and is introduced in the following passage:

besrpanuunbiM  Bianbiko U x03suHOM  IIckoBo-Ileuepckoro
MOHACTBIPSI B T€ TOJbI ObUT HAMECTHUK apxXuMaHapuT [ 'aBpuuni. O
€ro KpPyToM HpaBe B IEPKOBHBIX Kpyrax JO CHX IIOp XOJISAT

JICTCH/BI.

The undisputed overlord and master of the Pskov Caves Monastery
in those years was our Father Superior, Archimandrite Gabriel. In
ecclesiastical circles to this day legends are still told about his

severity. (Shevkunov 117)

Fr. Gabriel was appointed abbot of the Pskov-Caves Monastery in 1975. In 1978, Patriarch
Pimen ordered the dismissal of Archimandrite Gabriel; however, under pressure from the state

Council for Religious Affairs, he later revoked that order.

In accordance with genre traditions, the novel reveals less of his psychological character than of
his physical appearance, gestures, and remarks. Following the same strategy of estrangement that
is used in the portrayal of Fr. John, the abbot first appears in a noisy scene outside the

monastery’s walls, as his cellarer is being forcefully drafted into the Red Army:

...HEOXKUJAHHO B KOPUIOPE TOCIBIMAIUCh KPUKHA, UYbU-TO
pelMTeNbHBIC IIar, ¥ B KAOMHET 0€3 CTyKa BOPBAJICS HAMECTHHUK
[IckoBo-Ileuepckoro  MOHAcCTBIpS  apXUMaHAPUT  ['aBpumi.
I'pomanHbIil, B POCKOIIHON IPeUyeCcKOr psice, ¢ OTPOMHOM YEpHOU
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00pO/I0ii, ¢ HACTOSITENLCKUM IOCOXOM, — OH OBLI BHE ce0s OT
sapocti. Oduiep ObUIO BCKOUMII, HO OTEI] HAMECTHUK TaK CBHPEIO
PBIKHYJ Ha HEro, 4ro TOT OKOYEHEeN OT yxkaca. CxBaTHB oOTLA
Amnacracus 3a muBopoT, ciioBHO Kapabac-bapabac kakoro-HuOy1s
IIbepo, oTeny HAMECTHUK IOTAIIWII €ro BOH M3 BOcHKoMara. [Ipu
9TOM OH HalpaBO U HAJEBO IPO3MJI BCEM, KTO IOMAJAJICS €My Ha

IIyTH, CaMbIMHU CTpPAIIHBIMHU KapaMU.

...all of a sudden, the corridor rang out with shouts, someone’s
decisive footsteps. Suddenly, without knocking, Archimandrite
Gabriel, the abbot of Pechory Monastery, in a majestic Greek
Orthodox ryassa with a flowing black beard, and with a ponderous
and most impressive staff in his hands, raced in, beside himself
with rage. The officer wanted to start up, but our abbot stared at
him with such fury that all the officer could do was freeze in terror.
Grabbing father Anastasius by the collar as if he were the
puppetmaster Karabas-Barabas grabbing Pierrot the marionette,
our abbot literally dragged him out of the Military Draft Board
Office, all the while ushering dire threats to anyone in his way.

(Shevkunov 117)

This passage depicts a legendary Orthodox hero, square-jawed, swashbuckling, and somewhat
reminiscent of Leskov’s Saville from the Cathedral Folks, with no fear of Soviet authority and
absolute control of his staff. Over the course of the story, the narrator becomes less of an

observer, but more omnipresent, functioning like a full-fledged novelist, describing in detail
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scenes from which he was absent. He seems more engaged in the excitement of storytelling than

in presenting standard moral teaching.

How did the abbot learn about his monk’s whereabouts, intervene, and remain the monastery’s
abbot while being aggressive in front of Soviet authorities? The author-narrator admits that “no
one has the least idea”. His hint is clear, however, that the Church authority must have had
connections with the Soviet higher instances and even with the KGB, as the intrusion of the
KGB into the Church hierarchy was well known to contemporary Russian readers. Fr. Tikhon
tries to demonstrate in his novel that in the Soviet era, the personal heroism of an abbot alongside
his connections to the secret services could actually do good, saving his brethren and protecting
them from the state authorities, which allowed some kind of secret deal between the state

officials and the church hierarchy:

N xors 3a 3TUM 1OCHENOBal TaKOW CKaHJal, 4YTO OTIY
HAMECTHUKY MPUIUIOCH JaXKE €3[IUTh YJIA)KUBATh J1€JI0 B MOCKBY,
HO B pe3yJsibTare oTer] AHacTacMii HM Ha KaKhe BOCHHBIE COOPBI

OTIIPABJICH HC ObLI H BIIPEAb €T0 YCKUCThBI HC OCCITOKOWIIH.

Of course after this an enormous scandal erupted, such that our
abbot even had to go to Moscow to smooth things over, but in the
end father Anastasius was never drafted, and was never bothered

by any other KGB agents ever again. (Shevkunov 118)

The abbot is portrayed as heroically protecting his brethren from distracting military service and
selflessly preventing the rest of the brotherhood from any interaction with the government

officials: “Somehow he was able to arrange things so that he alone vouched for the monastery’s

196



loyalty to political authority” (Shevkunov 118). Though it is unclear whether the Church
hierarchy was this powerful in the Soviet era, Father Tikhon does make the reader believe it was.
He chooses not to dwell on negatives so as not to weaken his carefree image of the Church.
Despite his reputation for rudness and ruthlessness, Father Gabriel was an example of the Soviet
authorities’ exploitation of monastery management in order to undermine the monastic life from
the inside, and the Pskov-Caves Monastery was one such example.”™* Its head, Archimandrite
Gabriel (Steblyuchenko), and several of his followers mocked the monastic brotherhood and the
pilgrims, and he was also credited with responsibility for several deaths.™ Fr. Yakunin’s report
“On the Current Situation and Prospects of the Russian Orthodox Church of the Religious
Revival of Russia” stated that “The patriarch issued a decree of removing Archimandrite Gabriel
from the post ... But the head of the state Council for Religious Affairs, Furov himself, deputy of
Kuroedov, went to the Pskov-Caves Monastery in person with an audit, and everything fell into
its place. On his return the patriarchal decree was annulled.”*™ There are also widely circulated
stories about his hospitality towards Soviet officials, and his monastery was a place in which,
according to Fr. Georgy Edelstein’s blog, “any official could slurp French cognac and snack
pressed caviar. Or sturgeon. The vicar of the monastery was similar to a godfather of a gang, or

to the Fuhrer in a totalitarian regime.”

In his autobiography, Shevkunov presents his version of the drama and does not mention any
pressure from Soviet religious officials. According to him, the abbot remained in his position
exclusively because he was loved in the monastery and the brotherhood sincerely wanted him to

stay:

N3 oburtenn ymumm cpasy JnecaTh MoHaxoB. OHH Hamucaiu

rmaTrpuapx IIMCBMO, B KOTOPOM 3asiBUIIN YTO MOKHAAIOT
b
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MOHACTBIPb B 3HAK MpOTecTa MPOTHB TI'PyOOTo, AECHOTHYHOTO
MOBEJCHUSI HAMECTHHKA, M TPeOOBAIM HE3aMEIUTUTEIbHO YIATUTh
apxumanaputa ['aBpuwia u3 odburenu. Bce atu MoHaxu ObuIM B
OCHOBHOM 3aMeuaTelibHble MOjoJble Jtoau. OHU MOCENUIUCh B
[ledopax B goMax HpHUXOKaH M CTalU XAAaTb OTBETAa Ha CBOE
nocnanue....Bckope B Ileuopsl mpuObLia BBICOKAs KOMHUCCHUSL U3
[Tatpuapxuu ¢ yka3oM O CHATUM apxuMaHipura ['aBpumiia c
noipkHocTH. [lpecrapenblii ICKOBCKUM Briaapika, MUTPONOIUT
Noann, co3Ban MoHacThIpckuil cobop. Bes Oparus cobpanach B
Tpane3Hol, W apXuepeu, MpuexaBlIMil W3 MOCKBBI, MOCTaBUI
BOIpoC 00 OTHOWIEHMH K HaMmecTHUKY. [loBucio TsaroctHoe
Mosiyanue. WM Torma nmepBeIM clloBa MONPOCHIJI  Ka3Hauei
apxumanapuT Hadanamn. On 3aunTan HanMcaHHoe UM oOpaleHne

K IaTpuapxy — ¢ NpocbO00i OCTAaBUTh HAMECTHUKA B OOUTEIH.

MoOCKOBCKUI apXI/IepefI YAUBUIICA, HO CIIPOCHUII, HC XOYCT JIN KTO-
HI/I6y)II> ellI€ MOAIKCATh 3TO IOCIaHHE. CHoBa IOBHUCJIO MOJITYaHHUE.
41 BAPYT C MECTa MMOAHAJICA CaMbIii IOYNTAEMBII B OOUTEIIH cTapel,

apxumanaput Cepadum.

-I'ne HO,[[HI/ICBIBaTB? — KakK BCETrAa KpaTKO CIIPOCHIT OH.

ITomomén w mocTaBWI CBOIO IIOAIHCH. 3a HHUM HOIIHCAIH

AYXOBHHUKHU U OCTAJIbHBIC MOHAXH.
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Ten monks got together and collectively left the monastery. They
wrote a letter to the Patriarch declaring that they were leaving the
monastery in protest against the harsh and despotic behavior of our
abbot, and demanding that Archimandrate Gabriel be immediately
relieved of his duty and removed from our community. All of these
monks were basically wonderful young people. They moved into
the nearby town of Pechory, staying in the houses of our
parishioners and waited around for an answer to their
petition....Soon a high commission arrived from the Patriarch with
the decree of relieving Archimandrate Gabriel from his post. The
aged hierarch of Pskov, Metropolitan John, gathered together a
council of the monastery’s monks. The entire brotherhood
assembled in the refectory where the bishop who had arrived from
Moscow asked our assembly how we felt about our abbot. A
difficult silence felt upon us. And then the silence was broken up
by our treasurer Archimandrate Nathaniel. He read aloud a letter
he had written to the Patriarch with a request to keep our abbot in

the monastery.

The bishop from Moscow was surprised at this but then asked if
there was anyone else who would also wish to sign Father
Nathaniel’s letter. Again silence lingered in the room. Then
suddenly the most revered elder in the entire monastery,

Archimandrate Seraphim, stood up.
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Curtly as ever, he asked: “Where do I sign?”

Then he walked up and signed. So did all the other monks.

(Shevkunov 119-120)

This passage and the next show that Shevkunov’s principle in any debate or controversy is to

side with the authority:

Mpl, MOCITYIIHUKH, OOSUTMCH OTIIA HAMECTHUKA IyIie cMepTh. [a u
OCYXJaJIM €r0 KPerkKo, rpemHbM aenoM! Y Hemano yauBIsuIuCh,

KakK 6J'Ial"0,[[y1_HHO OTHOCATCA K HEMY CTApILIbI.

We young novices feared abbot worse than death. Indeed, we used
to roundly criticize him, sinners that we were! We were more than
a little surprised to see how good-humoredly the elders of our

monastery related to him. (Shevkunov 118)

The startsy, through whom “God reveals His will,” approved the abbot. Tikhon points out that
because those discontented monks are “novices”, their opinions should not be taken seriously
while “the elders” take the abbot “good-humouredly,” the suggested principle of judging right
from wrong. While Roman Catholic monks take their vows vis-a-vis the monastic rules and the
community personified in the abbot, Orthodox obedience is, to a much greater extent, a personal
relationship between the novice and his mentor or advisor. Dostoevsky describes the service as
an “instrument that has stood the test of a thousand years for the moral regeneration of mankind
from serfdom to freedom and to moral perfection.”*™ il Nonetheless, the chapter of Tikhon’s

book focusing on Fr. Gabriel reveals that the authority of the starets could lend itself to misuse:
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CkaxeMm,  pa3rHEBaeTCsi  HAMECTHMK Ha  Kakoro-HUOynb
HENOHPABUBILIETOCS €My IaJOMHUKA WM Ha IJIYIOro JEp3KOro

TypHUCTa U 3aKPUYU, TPO3HO YKa3bIBasi IEPCTOM:

- CxBatuth ero! BeiknHyTh BOH U3 MOHACThIpsA!!! MBI, pazymeercs,

CO BCCX HOI' KN AACMCA UCIIOJIHATH ITPUKAa3aHHUC.

If, for example, the abbot would get enraged by some pilgrim or
foolishly rude tourist and would yell, angrily shaking his finger,
“Grab him! Throw him out of the monastery.” Of course, we
would race to carry out the command. But we would reach the
unhappy person to whom it was directed, we would whisper
calming words and peacefully accompany him to the gate.

(Shevkunov 130)

Since the abbot would pretend not to notice anything, “we for our part began to have an
absolutely casual attitude towards such minor disobedience without the least twinge of remorse”
(Shevkunov 130). The narrator was pleased with his display of obedience and does not feel sorry
for the innocent pilgrim; his message to the potential reader/novice is that one does not have to
feel sorry in such a situation as this is normal. Following the superior’s example, the novices

grabbed and dragged the pilgrims and tourists without the slightest remorse, and the following

passage further demonstrates the abbot’s disrespectful treatment of inferiors:

OH (MOHax) pemUTeNbHO IIArHYJd K CTONYy M OpOCWIICS OTIY

l'aBpumity B HOTH.

— Bunosar! IIpoctu, orenr HaMmecTHUK!
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— Yb6upaiicsa BOH, CAMOYMHHUK! — 3arpemMel1 Hajl HUM HaMECTHHK

" JaXE OTIIUXHYJI ABBaKYMa CarioroMm.

He rushed to the table and threw himself at the feet of Father

Gabriel.

“I’ve been wrong! Forgive me, Father Abbot!”

“Get out of here! Making up your own rules!” The abbot was so
enraged as he thundered over the prostrate monk that the walls

shook. He even kicked Avvakum with his boot. (Shevkunov 261)

To Fr. Tikhon, this is not only normal, but acceptable, and part of the tradition of which one

ought to be proud:

I[I/ICHI/IHJII/IHapHOC MNocCJIymanne HaMCECTHUKY B MOHACTBIPC IJIA
BCeX HAc ObUIO OE3YyCIOBHBIM W CaMO COOOM pa3yMEroIIMMCS.
WNmenHo, moguepkHy, O€3yCIOBHBIM, CKOJb 3TO HHU IOKAXKETCS
CBCTCKUM JIIOSAM CTPAHHBIM, I'NTYIIBIM W HEJICTIBIM. I[ame y J'[IOI[CI\/JI
LIEPKOBHBIX TAKOE MPSAMOJIMHENHOE MOCIYIIaHUE MOPOMl BBI3BIBACT
IIOK, BO3MYIIIEHWE, MOTOKW THEBHBIX oOmuueHui. llempie TOMa
WCTHCAaHBl HA TeMy a0CypJIHOCTH M BpeAa MOCTYIIaHUSA. DTO He
BHHA IIPOCBELICHHBIX aBTOPOB MMOA00HBIX cOUMHEHUH. [IpocTo oHn
HC TIOHMMAKOT, 4YTO B MOHACTBIPAX CBOSA KH3Hb, INOAYHMHCHHAA
0coObIM 3akoHaM. llemb W CMBICT 3THUX 3aKOHOB JaJIeKO HE BCE

MOTYT OIIYTUTD.
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Disciplined obedience to the Father Superior in our monastery was
unconditional for all of us. And indeed, it went without saying. |
wish to stress this obedience was unconditional and I don’t care
how strange, foolish and ridiculous this might seem to be to
ordinary secular people... Whole volumes have been written on
the themes of the absurdities and harm of ‘blind obedience’, I do
not condemn the enlightened authors of such tomes. But they
simply do not understand that there is a different in a monastery
which is regulated by its own particular laws. By far, not everyone

is capable of the goal and purpose of such laws (Shevkunov 126)

In another example, when a young seminarian touches the abbot’s beloved censer, the abbot flies
into such a rage that the seminarian “trembled frightfully”, “froze in terror”, “looked as if he was
about to faint”, the abbot “barked”, “scoffed”, “roared”, but Tikhon claims that “we accept things
like this as basically appropriate” (Shevkunov 128). He presents further examples of obedience,

including his own:

B llepkBu pa3nmuyaroT TO, 4YTO Ha3bIBaeTCid OJaroJaTHbHIM
JYXOBHBIM IOCITyIIIaHUEM CTapliaM U AyXOBHHUKaM (€ciiu, KOHEUHO,
9TO WCTUHHBIE CTaplbl U JyXOBHHUKHM), M JUCLHUIUIMHAPHOE,
aAMUHUCTPATUBHOE MOCIYIIAHUE IEPKOBHOMY CBSIIICHHOHAYAIMIO.
[ToMHIO, KaK B HEKOTOPBIX ciydasx oren MoaHH u apyrue crapusl
ITOCBUTAIN 332 OTBETOM HA KaKHE-TO BOINPOCHI K OTIY HAMECTHHKY,
rOBOpsI, YTO YEpe3 HEro, KaK 4epe3 NTyMEeHa MOHACThIps, 1'ocnonb

oTkpoeT CBOIO BOJIIO.
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Ho ecTth 11 y MoHameckoro nociymanus rpasuisl? Kak ropopuin
orely MoaHH, CBsIIEHHOHAYAINs CIEAYET CIYIIAaTbCs BCErJa U BO
BceM. BruloTh 10 TOro, xorja IMoOBEJIEHHE, HAIPUMEp, UTYMEHA,
Ka)KETCSl HENOHSTHBIM, HEJIOTUUHBIM, AK€ ONACHBIM ISl KU3HU.
Ha cBere ecTh TOJIBKO OJUH MOBOJ, KOI'Za MOCIYIIHUK MOXET, U
HE MPOCTO MOXET, a JOJDKEH, OKa3aThb HEIIOBUHOBEHME, TOBOPUI
orery MoaHH. D10 eciau npuka3aHue MPOTUBOPEUUT €BAHTEIIbCKUM

3anoBeasM. Ho Takoro, cjiaBa BOFy, Ha MOEM BCKY HC CJIYy4aJIOCh.

The Church makes a distinction between what is called blessed
spiritual obedience to one’s elders and spiritual fathers or mothers,
(if indeed these are true elders and spiritual fathers or mothers) and
mere disciplinary administrative obedience to ecclesiastical
hierarchy. I remember that there were several instances in which
Father John and other elders would send questions to our abbot
saying that through his guidance as our Father Superior in our

monastery, the God will reveal His will.

But are there any limits to monastic obedience? Father John used
to say that we should obey our holy superiors in everything and at
all times. Always — even in such cases when it seemed to us that
Father Superior was ordering us to do something completely
incomprehensible, completely illogical and even dangerous and
risky to our own life. There only one case on earth in which a

novice may — actually not even may, but must — disobey, according

204



to Father John. And that is when there is a command that is
contrary to the Gospel commandments. But thank the Lord, I have
never seen or heard of any such command during my time in the

Church. (Shevkunov 124)

Tikhon professes a passive and declarative behaviour, which is sharply contrasted with Fr.
Arseny’s active piety, idealizing long-outdated patriarchal values and assuming a kind of
“justification by faith.” Open challenge to the regime is brushed aside and viewed as
“unspiritual,” as seen in the chapter “Difficult Father Nathaniel.” The narrator proudly boasts, in
the chapter “Augustine,” of tricking the superior by palming off a forgery as a genuine article
and even being rewarded for it. Honest work possesses little religious value and thus is
depreciated in his book. On the other hand, Fr. Tikhon consistently absolutizes the principle of
obedience to authority, bringing it to the point of absurdity. The notion of identifying the Church
with its hierarchical structure is a weakness of contemporary Russian Orthodoxy, and some
critics have called Tikhon’s book “the manifestation of fundamental ideas of Bolshevism-
communism in an Orthodox packaging.”™" Irina Paert notes that “communism suppressed
individualism and personal responsibility; the psychological need to find someone who took the
responsibility for decision-making led many people to search for new authorities and
guidelines.”™ The presence of Soviet influence was expressed, in her opinion, in the spiritual
and social passivity of many Soviet citizens who came to church during the 1990s, for whom

Christianity was a substitute for the Soviet ideology and way of thinking.

In defence of the abbot’s behavior, Tikhon argues: “Like a doctor of mine would like to say:
“There is no cure for personality” (Shevkunov 121). Again he plays on the secular readers’

feelings; so it should seem. However, are outbursts of anger and ruthlessness normal for a monk?
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When the brethren of a Moscow monastery questioned why the abbot’s behaviour was not seen
as sinful and pointed out other theological errors as part of a review on Tikhon’s website
Pravoslavie.ru, they received no answer, and the post was removed within a few days. v
Tikhon believed that the abbot was a person of “particular charisma”: although he is rude, he

gives his inferiors “the most valuable present that it is possible to give a monk,” which is “the

opportunity to be humble.”

Where There Is Faith, Miracles Happen, And Vice Versa — The In-churching Project

Enjoying newfound social prominence, the Church aspires to re-Christianize Russia, with all
segments of Russian society meant as its mission field. This project is called “BouepkoBnenue”,
literally meaning “in-churching,” and it is the goal of many post-Soviet Orthodox literary works,

including Fr. Tikhon’s book.

On the first page of the novel, the narrator asks why a group of bright young men, from good
families, with promising careers in the Soviet atheist era, would choose monasticism as their life
cause, and then sets off to demonstrate the reason for his own conversion to God. For him, “all
whom we trusted and loved and respected... were people of faith,” such as Dostoevsky, Pushkin,
Tolstoy, and several western philosophers and scientists of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, Meanwhile, “all the people in our histories with whom we had the most repulsive
associations, those with a plainly horrible influence on Russia, those who evoked in us no
sympathy whatsoever” were atheists, and the author listed “Marx, Lenin, Trotsky”, all of whom
were from Jewish backgrounds. Stalin, the driving force behind the anti-religious campaign in
the Soviet Union, was absent from his blacklist, with Trotsky in his place, as Tikhon has often

discussed Stalin’s “positive contributions.” The historical exhibition “My History: Twentieth
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Century”, organized by Fr. Tikhon in Moscow in 2017 was devoted to the 1930-1940s and was

ssclxxvii

dismissed as an “apology of the Orthodox Christian Stalinism.

According to E.E. Levkievskaya, the main feature of a historical myth is its “tendency to
absolutize one or another ideological model and sacralise its actors to the extent of cultural
heroes. In a historical myth sacralisation is applied to the political ally, and demonization to the
political rivals, with their iconic historical figures.” ™ii Tikhon’s black-and-white
categorization of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ was further seen as “a question that gave our young minds
serious food for thought.” He further elaborates on the theological question of whether God

exists:

... Ilymkunel, [locroeBckne M HBIOTOHBI OKa3aJMCh CTOJIb
NPUMUTHBHBI ¥ HEJAJIEKH, YTO TaK U HE CMOIJIM pa3o0paThcs B
3TOH mpobiieMe U TOMPOCTY OBLIN AypaKamH, WU BCE )K€ JTypaku

— MBI C Hallel MuoHepBokaToil MapuHoii?

Was it Pushkin, Dostoevsky, and Newton who had been so
primitive and shallow that they had no idea of the realities of life?
Were these geniuses really idiots? Or were we the idiots? We
Soviets along with our elementary school atheism teacher Marina?

(Shevkunov 6)

This is the only argument the narrator provides for his conversion. He resorts to name-dropping
of “geniuses,” highly provocative language, and emotionally charged value judgements in order
to make those intellectual giants of the past serve the purpose of his contemporary commentary.

The seemingly neutral word “Soviet” is not used here as a mere historical reference, but as an
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archetype with deep roots in the popular consciousness. In the late Soviet period, with the
dissident movement unfolding and spreading, the word “Soviet” began to carry negative
connotations, implying crudeness, dogmatism, and bureaucratism. Fr. Tikhon plays upon these
connotations to fashion a dismissal of the “Soviet.” When he judges the “primitive and shallow,”
his decision to side with the “geniuses” and mock the “idiots” is not a movement towards
sophistication. He might find himself in the role of his atheist teacher Marina, confidently
answering all religious, historical, and political questions. As A.V. Chernyshov noted, a society
often reacts to a cultural crisis by playing on a mass level with its cultural symbols. In 1990,
many figures of Russian and Soviet history received such reinterpretations: Stalin, Brezhnev,
Voroshilov, Zhdanov, Kalinin, and representatives of Soviet literary officialdom changed from
positive to negative, whereas Khrushchev, Bukharin, Raskolnikov, Sakharov, Stolypin, and
emigre writers moved from negative to positive.“™* Tikhon employed this polarizing play,

adjusting the hero-villain list for his own ideological needs.

Fr. Tikhon’s Everyday Saints 1s designed for worldly people who are unfamiliar with the “correct”
form of spiritual life, but need to fortify themselves with literary images of holiness. The task of
Tikhon’s hagiographical novel is not to explain doctrine, but to immerse the reader in an
“atmosphere” of faith, to build a special Orthodox “sensual” world. The Readers Review section
of the book’s official website includes examples of “correct” audience reactions: “This book
helped me to see a very different world that was always there, and you just have to believe in
God and turn to it,” says one reader, while another says, “Reading the book, I cheer, laugh and
cry. And most importantly, it is not just a pleasant pastime, this is certainly the beginning of
faith.” A third review notes, “Reading it I laughed and cried, experiencing a whole range of

feelings. The unknown and mysterious world of monasticism opened up from an unexpected
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angle,” while a fourth says, “I laughed three times and cried twice, buried in my pillow. From the
happy grief. From the sober happiness. Of my faith.” Some wanted to immediately find an elder
to ask about how to live this life, while others hoped to go to the Pskov monastery, to experience
this wonderful world in person: “Pechora is the place to soothe your soul, the bliss, simply a little

'77

paradise on earth!” says one reviewer. “It turns out, in the monastery one can live interestingly
and happily and its door has always been open to us,” says another. “The book aroused different
emotions while I was reading: joy, sadness, tears, laughter,” says still another, while yet another
says, “From the first pages my soul was filled with amazing tranquility and a desire to do the

12oclxxx

good and to believe in God’s providence

In order to enter this world, no additional requirement of knowledge or hard work is needed; one

will get whatever one wants as long as one obeys the elders:

N ecnu uyenoBek MMpOAOJIKACT IMPAaBUJIBbHO MOJIUTLCA (TYT Hag0
00s13aTeJIbHO MNOAYCPKHYTh — MMPAaBUJIBHO, TO €CThb HEC CAMOYHUHHO,
a II0J HadajJoM OIIBITHOI'O pYKOBOJ_'[I/ITeJIH), TO HTepea €ro
AYXOBHBIM B30pPOM OTKPBIBAIOTCS IOPA3UTCIIBHBIC ABJICHHUA U

KapTUHBI.

But if one continues to pray properly, (here I must stress
“properly”, in other words, without arrogance, and under the
supervision of an experienced guide), then before one’s spiritual
gaze remarkable phenomena and images begin to appear.

(Shevkunov 101)
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In the preface, the narrator identifies himself and his fellow monks as well-educated, bright
young men from mainstream society, by no means losers or escapers. He claims that he found an
attractive “new world” that is “incomparable in its beauty, and that world had turned out to be
boundlessly more attractive than the one we previously lived...where we live by laws completely
different from those in ‘normal’ worldly life, a world of light and love, full of wondrous
discoveries, hope and happiness” (Shevkunov 3). The narrator promises to show this incredibly
beautiful monastic world which triggers the reader’s curiosity of how to enter it, of the narrator’s
personal experience of it. The reason for the narrator’s decision to enter the monastery was
somewhat unclear, just “suddenly”, this different, at first incomprehensible, monastic life

becomes the only one that he can imagine himself to live:

He 3HAar0, 4YTO IMpOHU30IIJIO, HO MHUP IOTCPpAT A1 MCHSA BCECb
HHTCPCC M IIPUBJICKATCIIbHOCTD. TO, 4TO <CHIie BUYCpa Kas3ajloChb
JKCJIaHHBIM KW HOCHHBIM, TCIICPb OTKPLUIOCH C€CJIIM HE KakK
OCCCMBICIICHHOE (}I HC J¢Cp3aJl MHOIo€ TakK HaSBIBaTL), TO
COBCPHICHHO OAJICKOC. S He Y3HaBall cebs. U APY3bA TOXKE MCHA HEC
Y3HaBalJIH... OTKpLIJ'IaCB Apyras Ku3Hb, 110 CPAaBHCHUIO C KOTOpOﬁ
BCC MPOKUTOC MHOIO 3a ABAALIATH YCTHIPC roga HE IO HU B KAKOC

CpaBHCHHC.

I do not know what had happened to me, but suddenly the world
had lost all its attractions and ceased to be interesting. All that
yesterday had seemed desirable and valuable to me was now
revealed to be not worthless (I certainly wouldn’t dare to say that),

but irredeemable alien. I didn’t recognized myself, and my friends
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didn’t recognize me either...I understand that I had completely
changed,...another life beckoned me next to which all my prior
experience of twenty-four years paled in comparison. (Shevkunov

22)

The motivation is disclosed rather vaguely, with such a life-changing decision made mostly on
an aesthetic level. The narrator describes his fondness of the old monastery’s tranquil scenery,
and the monks’ otherworldly appearances. His outlook automatically changes once he enters the
monastery, which is characterized as the realm of Orthodox traditions and the roots of the
nation’s historical identity. However, the various online reviews indicate that many readers were

not interested in his motivation behind his choice and took it for granted.

The narrator, an exemplar for post-Soviet readers who are curious about conversion, recalls his
college years, when he and his friends talked passionately about religion and about God. He

elaborates on the necessity of institutionalized religion:

... C KPEIICHHEM U BOLIEPKOBJIEHUEM OOJBIITMHCTBO U3 HAC TAHYJIU:
HaM Ka3aJoCh, YTO MOXKHO BMOJIHE 00oiTHCH Oe3 LlepkBu, nmes,
yTO HasbiBaercs, bora B nyme. Bce, moxer ObITh, Tak Obl U
MPOJIOJKAIIOCh, HO OJHAXKIBI HaM COBEPIICHHO SICHO OBLIO

ITOKa3aHoO, YTO TaKO€ HepKOBB " 3a4CM OHa HY’KHaA.

...most of us put off the step of baptism and going to church. Most
of us thought that it was quite possible to keep living without the

church, as long as we had God in our hearts, so to speak... but then
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suddenly it became utterly clear to us both what the Church really

was and why we in fact do need it. (Shevkunov 7)

In his search for God, the narrator conducted several spiritualist experiments and, by mistake,
established a connection with the devil himself, as he claims in all apparent seriousness. Turning
to the Church for help, he is told that he has committed a “terrible sin” and that baptism is the

only solution:

TEM M3 HaC, KTO HC OBLI KpCIIC€H, HC OTKJIaabIBasd,
NMOATOTOBUTBHCA K TAMHCTBY U KPECTUTLCA. A ocTajabHBIM HpHﬁTH K

HCIIOBCAU U NIPUYIACTHIO.

...those of us who had never been baptized should get ready for the
sacrament of baptism and should be baptized without delay. As for
the rest of us, we must come to confession and Communion.

(Shevkunov 10)

The Church was needed to protect against the evil eye and other demonic afflictions. In part
because of his utilitarian and superstitious understanding of baptism, the narrator relates the

process of his own baptism rather briskly:

Kpectun menst 3ameuarensHbIil 0aTomika, oren Ajnexkcuid 31mo0uH,
B xpame Huxonsl B Ky3nemax. Co MHOH KpecTHJIMCh MOJTOpa
JeCsITKa MIIAJICHIICB U HECKOJIBKO B3pPOCIBIX. J[eTH Tak WCTOIIHO
opami, a OaTiOmIKa TPOW3HOCHJI  MOJIUTBBI  HACTOJBKO

Hep3360p‘-II/IBO, 4TO A HUYCTO 3a 9THU ITOJITOpA Yaca HC TTOHII.
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I was baptized by a wonderful priest, Fr. Alexy Zlobin, in the
Church of St. Nicholas in Kuznetsy, together with a dozen or so
babies, and about a half dozen adults. The babies cried so loudly,
and the priest read his prayer so softly, that during the hour and a
half the sacrament was taking place I didn’t really understand

anything. (Shevkunov 10)

Not impressed by the baptism, the narrator, instead, devotes almost two pages to relating how the
newly-baptized young man was immediately able to find the person he was looking for: his
teacher and good friend whom he wanted to share the news of the baptism. The narrator
interprets his good fortune as the direct “effect” of baptism: immediate convenience stemming
from God’s presence. The teacher then asks the narrator why he decided to be baptized, and the

narrator solemnly declares:

— Ilotomy uto bor ectb,— oTBeTHI 1,— 5 B 3TOM yoOenuics. U

BCC, UTO B HepKBI/I, — BCC IIPABUJIbHO.

“Because God exists,” I answered firmly. “And I have become
convinced of this. And everything that the Church teaches is

correct.” (Shevkunov 11)

No matter how incidental and exceptional, miracles are expected in spiritual memoirs. The book
essentially resembles a report of God’s wonders that Tikhon has collected at the crossroads of
life. The main goal of the book, as its preface indicates, is the discovery and description of those
“special laws” that govern the miraculous religious world, and these miracles form the backbone

of Fr. Tikhon’s “joyous” discovery. Some examples of miracles and the supernatural that appear
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in the work include the black puddle that was in fact the devil Mephistopheles; the flock of
crows seen at the time of filmmaker Sergei Bondarchuk’s death, interpreted as demons fleeing
his soul as he took communion before his death; the séance at which the ghost of Stalin predicted
Gorbachev’s rise to power; and the Soviet marshal Zhukov’s Alzheimer’s-stricken mother-in-law
suddenly regaining her mental health under Divine power, but later reverting into dementia. All
of these serve as illustrations of the “special laws” the narrator set out to discover: where there is

faith, miracles happen; and where there are miracles, faith grows.

These accounts of miracles may inspire a reader to retreat into such a wonderful “reality” in
which protective forces accompany the protagonists, such that the reader may believe that one
will be saved from troubles simply by crossing oneself. Faith thus becomes an easy way to
happiness, as demonstrated in the chapter “What Was Happening in the Spiritual Realm at Those

Moments?” In this chapter, a deacon is killed by a brick falling on his head:

Uto Ttakoe cmydaiiHocTh? [loyemy Kupnud majaer Ha TOJOBY
HMMEHHO 3TOMY IIPOX0XeMy —OAHOMY U3 Thicsy? [logoOHOrO posa
rNyOOKOMBICTICHHBIE  PAa3MBILUICHHUS BOJHYIOT  YEJIOBEYECTBO

TBICAYCICTUAMU.

What is COINCIDENCE? Why does a brick chance to fall on the
head of this one passerby in particular — this one of the thousand
and not that one? Similar profound speculations have concerned

mankind for millennia. (Shevkunov 191)

The deacon made young men, including the narrator, work hard in the hot sun as he rested in the

shade of a pile of old bricks, but as he sat down, the pile wobbled and collapsed, falling on him
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and killing him. The authoritative starets from the Pechory monastery explains that the deacon

had not taken communion for years:

Mpbl... OTHpaBUINCHL B OOpaTHBIM MyTh, JOPOrOW paccyxnias,
OTYEr0 M 3a4eM B Hallled >KU3HU BAPYT MOSIBUINCH 3TU TOPBI,

HOBBIC JIFOAU U BCC OTU HEOOBIUYHBIE MPUKIIFOYCHUS.

We... set off on our way back down the mountain, still discussing
why all these unusual adventures in these mountains and with our

new acquaintances were happening to us. (Shevkunov 197)

These stories lead to the simple lesson that avoiding regular communion might cost a person
his/her life. Such speculation is similar to the logic of Chinese villagers who believe that those
who are struck by lightning during a thunderstorm are being punished for ill deeds; or, more

simply put, “You reap what you sow.”

In a world largely without suffering, the only real villain present in the novel is killed by divine
intervention in the face of his exploitation of people’s labours. The archimandrite regards
suffering as reducing the probability of God’s existence in the eyes of readers who expect
worldly benefits to flow from their belief in God. Such calculation would inevitably amount to a
negation of the existence of suffering. Throughout the novel, the narrator prays only once, in the

story “An Incident on the Road,” and a miracle inevitably follows.

Representation of Soviet Period and Stalin
In his 2016 monograph Black Wind, White Snow: The Rise of Russia's New Nationalism, Charles

Clover says of Tikhon’s novel: “Everyday Saints is written in a mellow and forgiving spirit,

devoted to the elder generation of loveable teachers and the narrator’s fellow brethren who were
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full of humor and always ready to stand out for justice. It is mainly devoted to personal
reminiscences of the quirks and loveable foibles of an old generation of churchmen — those
‘everyday saints’ Tikhon calls his teachers — who endured far more than he did at the hands of

ssclxxxi

the Soviet regime.

Though it is true that Tikhon does not present the Soviet period as a dark age, as it is, for
example, in Fr. Arseny, he is explicitly polemic in his depiction of the dark side of Soviet history.
In a 2014 interview, when asked whether his newly designed film would expose or eulogize the

Stalin era, Tikhon openly voiced his pro-Stalin stance:

Hukakoro MpayHOro HarHeTaHus CTpacTeil B 3TOM (UIIbME, KaK s
npencrapisito, He Oymer. [Jaxke ['YJIAIT MHe OBl XOTENoch
nokasate  no-upyromy. S 3maro  I'YJIAI'  Anekcanmpa
ComxenuiipiHa, Bapnama IllamamoBa, 3Hat0o mo kaure "Oterr
Apcenunii". Ho ects I'YJIAI' orma HMoanna (KpecThsHKHHA).
KoneuHo e, 3TO Tparmdyeckuid, MOJIHBIA HECIPABEIJIUBOCTH M
crpaganuii mup. Ho 310 m mup, mnpo koropseii oren MoaHn
TOBOPHJI, 4YTO TOMABI, MpOBEeAEHHbIE B HEM, OBUIM CaMbIM
CYaCTIMBBIM BpeMeHeM ero xu3HH: "[lotomy uto Xpucrtoc ObLT

nelxxxii

psaaoM

As 1 see, there will be no gloomy fanning of passions in this film. I
would like to show even the GULAG in a different way. I know
the GULAG of Alexander Solzhenitsyn and Varlam Shalamov; I
know it from the book "Father Arseny". But there is also the Gulag

of Father John (Krestiankin). Of course, it was a tragic world full
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of injustice and suffering. But it was also the world about which
Father John said that the years spent there were the happiest of his

life: "Because Christ was close by." (translation mine.)

Tikhon’s novel brushes aside death and suffering and promotes more harmonious memories. For
him, the labour camp is a typical correctional facility, with the arrival of the “chemical workers”
the only disturbance in his otherwise idealized Pechory (125). Tikhon dislikes “the buildup of
dark emotions” in GULAG memoirs. Indeed, his starets, Fr. John, remembers the GULAG
imprisonment as one of the most spiritually fascinating and thus most memorable periods of his

life:

batromika ToOBOpHJI, 4TO 3TO OBUIH caMbl€ CYACTIIMBBIE roanel €ro

JKHN3HU.

—Ilotomy uto bBor 01 psmomM! — ¢ BOCTOProM OOBSICHSII
Oartromka. XoTd, 0e3 COMHEHHUS, OTIaBall ceOe OTYET, YTO 10

KOHIIa MBI ITOHATH €0 HE CMOXKEM.

— Ilouemy-TO HE MOMHIO HHUYEro IUIOXOr0, — TOBOPHJI OH O
narepe. — TosbKO NMOMHIO: HEOO OTBEPCTO M AHrenbl MOKIT B

Hebecax! Ceifyac Takoi MOJUTBBI y MEHSI HET. ..

Father John would say that these were the happiest days in his

entire life:

“Because God was always close by!” With joy Father John would
exclaim this, although without doubt he realized that there was no

way we could possibly understand him.
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“For some reason I can’t remember a single bad thing anymore,”
he would say about his time in the camps, “I can only remember
now how I used to pray in there: the heavens opened and the
angels were signing in the heavens! I don’t know how to pray like

that anymore...” (Shevkunov 40)

The key emotion that this passage arouses in readers is affection (ymunenue), a feeling of
comforting, sweet mercy, humility, and benevolence, as they aesthetically identify themselves
with the ascetics. In this suggestive atmosphere, Tikhon implicitly encourages his reader to
imitate the holy man and take the history positively, to forget the victims of the past, of hunger,
cold, disease, and cruelty. By contrast, Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich
and Shalamov’s The Kolyma Tales chose to remember those victims and their suffering, and
their subversive remembrance is liberated from attempts to idolize political powers or secular

interests.

In the twenty-first century, Stalin continues to excite the imagination of the Russian public. In
the conservative-nationalist wing of the ROC, some even honour Stalin as a saint because he
saved the nation from the Nazis and made it into a great world power. Their special hatred is
directed toward Khrushchev, whom Tikhon describes as obsessed with a sinister and impotent
envy of his predecessor Stalin’s glory, as seen in the chapter “The Great Abbot Archimandrite
Alipius.” Mikhail Dzyubenko notes that “Soviet churchmen’s displeasure with Khrushchev is not
so much because he closed monasteries; it is rather because Khrushchev gave people sort of
personal freedom in some sense, and this led to a deep secularization of Soviet society. Stalin
could still be considered, although not without a stretch, God’s representative on Earth, but

ssclxxxiil

applying this yardstick to his successor was already unthinkable.
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Conclusion

From the late 1990s, both critics and readers have called on writers to reflect the history of their
own day, or what Tolstoy called the “history of yesterday”: a depiction of the individual’s role in
recent contemporary history, to present something positive or beautiful, to supersede the constant
“deconstruction” in which writers had previously engaged. Tikhon responded to such demands
for lively, colourful, and suitably flattering or at least not overtly disturbing accounts of Russian
history in Everyday Saints, which enjoyed unprecedented success. He depicts the Church as a
quiet haven in which peace can be found amid the stormy sea of life, and its historical ties as the
heart of Russian natural identity. There is nothing left to do in the Church, for everything is
already completed. All one can do is enjoy the splendour of everything that has been

accomplished, and then strive for completeness and peace in his/her own soul.

The book employs characteristic techniques of popular literature and aims for a readership
among the general public. Rather than provoke self-reflection, the book reinforces popular
perceptions, as M. Dzubenko notes: “every Christian, even those with a modest experience, can
follow the author to testify that the Church is a ‘wonderful world, incomparable with anything
else’, the prayers of the newly baptized are very effective, that following the church officials is
full of meaning, and that Divine Providence is present in human life.”"™ Jeanne Kormina
notes that many Russians regard the starets as “an experienced priest and confessor, usually an
elderly monk, who has many spiritual children living in different places who visit him regularly
for confession and admonition. In addition, believers visit the starets to ask for his advice on
complicated personal issues, because the elders are believed to have the gift of prophecy.” ¥

The novel exemplifies the starets’ heritage in this “everyday” manner.
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Mass literature should meet readers’ expectations and avoid conflicts with those readers.
Tikhon’s work answers the desire of everyday Russian readers for solutions to their problems, by
populating the world of his novel with providential coincidences that happen by the will of God
and prophecies of the elders, as well as entertaining stories about Soviet celebrities told in a
lively narrative style. The feeling of closeness of another world, the excitement of constant
discoveries, the promised spiritual flights that “surpass any imagination”, and the “astounding
revelations about the world and about oneself” starkly contrast with the reader’s relatively bland
and monotonous reality. Tikhon’s work not only represents the everyday lives of monastic
brethren, but also demonstrates a positive attitude towards life and death. Adopting a mild and
modestly humorous tone, Tikhon affirms monastic values but does not dismiss the lay world. In
The Book on Monasticism as a Secular Phenomenon,“™ D.M. Rogozhin attributes the success
of Tikhon’s book to its demonstration of a “new principle of social behaviour” that denies
edification. The spirit of the book, according to Tikhon himself, is “not to call for order, but to
represent it; not to destroy but to build.” By making his work more appealing to readers, he

broadens his potential audience.
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Chapter 3 Notes of a Priest’s Wife: A Materialist Account of Everyday Parish Life.

In 2008, Russian essayist Julia Sysoeva, then-wife of Orthodox priest and missionary Fr. Daniel
Sysoev, published her first non-fiction work, Nofes of a Priest’s Wife. Written in the style of
documentary prose, it presents little-known details in the lives of the Orthodox clergy, and
quickly attracted the attention of the Russian press. The newspaper Independent Gazette says of
the book’s primary selling point: “The Orthodox Church remained after 1917 a fairly closed
system in our country, and their life, well-being, and the family circumstances of priests seemed
to have gone into the very bottom of the system — so this kind of description could not be found,

for example, in Chekhov, of course.”xi

The life of contemporary Russian priests has long been shrouded in mystery. At a time when the
Russian Orthodoxy has returned to a prominent cultural role — the Church has won political
favour, material wealth, and social prominence, and 70-80 percent of all Russians identify
themselves as Orthodox — the Church clergy has naturally come to the foreground of public
attention. Because the ministers of the Church do not place much emphasis on their personal
lives, ordinary lay people can only guess the details of the lives of parish priests and their
families. The lives of clergymen’s wives are particularly obscure, as they were once kept away
from public attention. It is telling that the Independent Gazette article explains who “matushka”
is, since not all post-Soviet citizens know church etiquette and practices. With Notes of a Priest’s
Wife, Julia Sysoeva breaks that tradition and lifts the veil of mystery to debunk several common
myths about clergymen’s wives. Its popularity led her to give interviews and write articles for

periodicals and websites.

The widely circulated online advertisement of this book reads:
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This book provides a look from within. It’s a narrative by the
person, who knows not by hearsay the backstage and the covered
side of the clerical existence. Truth and nothing but the truth —
that’s what the author’s intention is. Where do those priestly wives
come from? Why do priest families always have lots of children?
Why is a priest’s wife behind the wheel still a shocking scene to
many? Why are those individuals in robes with crosses that are
seen walking in the subway and suburban commuter trains are 100%
impostors? Does the cursed “housing problem” corrupt priests as
well? Why do priests not like Cahors and drink it extremely rarely?

And lots of other interesting questions.

Sysoeva’s work purports to offer an insider’s perspective on a sphere to which the common
reader has little access. As readers attempt to incorporate Orthodoxy into their lives, they become
curious about the priests and monks, but not so much of their public images as their everyday
reality, which can, as the advertisement implies, come only from insiders. Therefore, Syseova

highlights her status as a priest’s wife, a truly qualified “insider.”

Her husband, Daniel Sysoev, was a well-known public figure who had written over a dozen
books, until he was murdered by an Islamic extremist inside an Orthodox church in Moscow in
2009, less than a year after his wife’s book was published. According to Sysoeva, “Daniel has
always stood by me, encouraging me to work toward self-realization. He wanted me to have
more in my life than just children and kitchen pans. When I wrote the book Notes of a Priest's
Wife, he was sincerely happy for me. I also worked for a long time as the head of the advertising

department in a construction firm. My husband helped me with inventing advertising slogans,
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shared his creative ideas.”<™ii The subtitle of the Independent Gazette article further notes,
“The widow of the murdered priest Julia reveals to MK [the newspaper] the secrets of his

personal and social life.”

As Bishop Tikhon’s autobiography has proven, “private” information on “public” figures is
sought after in the popular press, and personality can be a marketable commodity. Similarly,
Sysoeva’s status as the wife of a famous priest serves as a selling point that translates directly
into market value. The popularity of autobiography, notes, and memoirs in the book market
testifies to the tangled relationship between the private individual and the public world.
Publishers play upon readers’ desires for facts and practical experiences. Corbett comments on
the marketing side of production of non-fictional self-writing: “Like the novel, the self-
representing text is subject to circulation as a commodity: when one writes, prints, publishes and
markets an autobiography, one effectively sells oneself, one’s own experience.” i
Commercially and culturally, Sysoeva’s non-fiction work is firmly settled in its position within

contemporary popular culture.

Sysoeva begins with a rationale for writing and publishing her book:

Ora KHHMTa 3aJyMaHa KaK paccka3 O >KM3HHM, ObITE U CEeMEWHOM
YKJIaJIE POCCHUMCKHUX MPAaBOCIAaBHBIX CBAIICHHUKOB... Bce BHUIAT
XpaMbl, HO HE€ BCC€ 3HAIOT, YTO MPOUCXOAUT BHYTPH. Bce BUIOAT
CBAIICHHHUKOB, HO [JAJICKO HC BCC 3HAIOT, KaK OHHU JKHBYT. B
Poccuu 1aBHO HE CyIIECTBYET COCIOBHBIX JAEIEHUN, HO, TOXKATYH,
€AUHCTBEHHOE COCJIOBUE, KOTOPOE BBDKHJIO H IPOJOJIKAET

CYII€CTBOBATb — 3TO JYXOBCHCTBO.
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O ero xu3Hu, ObITE, TPAAULIUAX IPAKTHUECKH HUYETO HE N3BECTHO
HalllUM COOTEUECTBEHHUKAM, HE TOBOpS YK€ O 3apyOeiKHBIX
coOpaThsix. TemM He MeHee, IMEHHO 3Ta CTOpPOHA KHM3HH BCET/a
BbI3bIBAJIa HEMOAJCIBHBIA HMHTEpEC, Kak TMpaBWiIo, oOpacTas

CKa3KaMH Y HapoJIHbIMHU JereHaamu. (1)

This book is conceived as a story about the daily routine and
family life of Russian Orthodox priests ... Everyone sees the
church, but not everyone knows what is happening inside.
Everyone sees the priests, but not everyone knows how they live.
Division of social classes in Russia are long gone, but, perhaps, the

only estate that has survived and continues to exist is the clergy.

Practically little about their way of life and their traditions is
known to our compatriots, let alone to fellow congregations abroad.
Nevertheless, it was this side of the life that has always aroused
genuine interest, and as a rule, has been overgrown with folk tales

and legends.

As a family member of the clerical “caste,” she can legitimately claim to be a participant-

observer in public history. Her documentary record of Russian priests’ lives plays a role in

breaking through media-created “folk myths.”

Responses of literary critics to Sysoeva’s work were sporadic and equivocal, appearing mostly in

newspaper articles but also occasionally in literary journals. Some such reviews criticized the

book for a perceived lack of originality:
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Age-old seminary anecdotes mixed with hearsay tales about the
matushka’s friends; it’s a book for the liquidation of church
illiteracy at elementary level, targeted at those ‘outsiders.” Thus the
composition and originality — the indispensable feature for any

good texts all suffered.

What matushka (in Russian “marymka”, meaning the wife of a
priest) Julia Sysoeva has written is good for novices, as well as for
those who are tormented by curiosity. But for people living the

church life, all of these are well-known. >

Other critics approve her description of clerical life as truthful and realistic

Sometimes it resembles a badly-compiled collection of seminarian
anecdotes and tales....Nevertheless, for the purpose of becoming
familiarized with the everyday life of the Orthodox priests, the

book serves as a valuable source. i

Valeria Pustovaja asserts that the book has achieved its primary goal, which was to educate the
public as “the first step towards overcoming the wild ignorance of our Orthodox people in terms

of religious life.”exili

Despite the perception that a memoir of a priest’s life would be likely to adopt a preaching tone,
Sysoeva’s work remains relatively neutral. Indeed, sometimes its portrait of church life is a bleak

one, which led to critics dismissing her work as subjective and biased:

Sysoeva dispels some of the myths — for example, that priests drink

only Cahors, or that matushki, as a rule, cannot work, even after
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their children have grown up. But there’s a feeling that instead of
an objective picture [of Russian clerical life] the author unwittingly
offers you another bunch of stereotypes, only different ones... For
illustrations of priests’ family life, only extreme scenarios are used:
either the matushka has a prestigious job, owning a car, the whole
family living in her own apartment, and nannies sitting with her
children, or the whole family mired in poverty, huddled in the
corner, and the matushka dressed in rags. Why is there almost

nothing about the life of ordinary, average matushki?<*

Many readers have said that reading a narrative written by a “Mother,” or marymka (matushka)
in Russian, rather than a reverend Father, was particularly interesting because of its alternative
viewpoint and promise of readability. By 2011, the book had gone through five print editions and

has also been posted on the Internet.

Notes as a Genre

The genre of notes (3amuckn) is associated with reflections on personal experience and an
expression of the author’s relationship to the subject matter,** features it shares with memoirs
and diaries. The genre began in the nineteenth century, and some of its representative works
include «3anucku cymacmenmero» (Diary of a Madman) (1835) by Nikolai Gogol, «3anucku
oxoTtHuka» (Notes of a Hunter) (1852) by Ivan Turgenev, and «3anucku u3 MepTBoro momar
(House of the Dead) (1862) and «3anucku u3 noanomnbs» (Notes from the underground) (1864)
by Fyodor Dostoevsky. The Soviet era saw works by Mikhail Bulgakov composed as notes, such

as «3amucku Ha MamxkeTax» (Notes on the cuffs) (1923), «3anucku roHoro Bpauay» (Notes of a

226



Young Doctor) (1926) and «Tearpanbhsblii poman (3anucku nokoitHuka)» (Theatrical Novel or
Notes of the Deceased) (1937). Though notes, memoirs, and diaries are all closely related genres,
Sysoeva’s work is distinguished from notes such as Dostoevsky’s by its greater emphasis on
factual testimonies and the obscure image of its narrator, which place it in the realm of literary
non-fiction or documentary prose. The word “notes” in its title, which implies a certain intimacy,

functions more as a marketing technique than as a definition of its genre.

Sysoeva’s notes consist in large part of documentations of ecclesiastical regulations and
sociohistorical critiques in the form of direct comments and intertwined elaborations. She
focuses more on her “friends” and “acquaintances” than on herself, as her autobiographical
episodes are sparse and sporadic by comparison. She presents details on the daily lives of
average priests, including where and how seminarians live and learn, why they must be married
before ordination, how they meet their future wives or matushki, why they cannot remarry, and
how they spend their leisure time. As both a priest’s wife and a marketer/advertiser, Sysoveva is
familiar with the interests of average readers and recognizes their desires for familial

perspectives and inside information on the lives of priests and matushki.

Leona Toker notes that documentary prose consists of three types of material: public domain,
private domain, and privileged access.™ The public information Sysoeva provides covers
mundane, non-spiritual topics, including historical problems of the Orthodox priesthood, the
schooling of future priests, and church etiquette. To some extent, her book presents an easy, all-
encompassing introduction to Orthodox Church practices. However, she is conscious to
distinguish her work from popular church manuals by exploring the issues in question from

unusual angles, such as her definitions of the clergy and the Church:
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Tak uro xe ObUIO TOT/AA TyXOBHOE cocnoBue? Haunem ¢ Toro, uto
CBSILICHHMK IPEXJIE€ BCETO ObLI IOCYIapCTBEHHBIM UNHOBHUKOM, a
IlepxoBb KpOME JyXOBHOI'O OKOPMJICHMS IIACTBBI BBINOJIHSAJA €ILE
U poJIb TOCYNAapCTBEHHOW OpraHM3aluy, TO €CTb pOJIb

coBpemenHoro 3AICa. (2)

So what was the clergy then? To begin with, the priest was
primarily a government official, and the Church, in addition to the
spiritual nourishment of the flock, fulfilled the role of a state

organization, that is, the role of the modern registry office.

This strategy of going against accustomed or stereotypical thought patterns is applied throughout
the work. In her examination of seminarian education, Sysoeva ignores the curriculum in favour
of the content of the lunch menu, the conditions of the dormitory, and the ways in which the
seminarians meet girls. Her discussion of ordination focuses only on the marriage requirement.
She devotes whole chapters to the salary standards, housing conditions, and divorce regulations
for priests, aspects of the religious life that have previously only been touched upon in academic
literature and generally unnoticed by the public. As the main body of her work, public
information on clerical life in general, rather than Sysoeva’s own personal life, forms its
foreground. The narrator’s character is shaped mainly through her comments and reflections.
Although she claims that her stories are true, their factual accuracy and authenticity of events are
given weight by the perceived immediacy of her personal reflections. Therefore, her stories are
actually more important for understanding her worldview than what he or she is trying to
document, a strategy of the postmodernist school that conceives of the public sphere as a realm

of inauthenticity and compromise."i
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While the Church is preoccupied with its in-churching project, disseminating its ideals and
attempting to direct the mass process of engaging with its rites and rituals, it is important to view
Sysoeva’s prose within this context of post-Soviet reality. Knowledge of the Church’s rules is
essential to keeping its symbols and customs alive; in her chapters on Church history and
ecclesiastical regulations, Sysoeva’s language is calm and dry, with tact and restricted pathos. In
contrast to the authoritative and didactic purposes of the introduction, the most successful and
appealing part of the work is its depiction of the familial side of clerical life, such as the
courtship process for young seminarians, wedding scenes, and upbringing of children,

particularly daughters, as the Sysoevs had three daughters together.

Citing interesting facts from the history of the modern Orthodox Church, Syseova begins her
examination of the secular clergy with their studies at seminary. Russian clergy are educated in
the seminary, and those who show special ability go on to the Academy, the clerical equivalent
of the university. Seminary graduates may enter the ranks of “white” or secular clergy, get
married and receive a nomination to a town or to a small remote village; others may remain
laymen. Those of ambitious disposition may enter the “black” or regular clergy, remain celibate,
and live in the monastery, eventually perhaps receiving appointments as archierei, or bishops,
which are appointed only from the monastic clergy. Sysoeva says relatively little of the clergy
with “serious perspectives,” devoting her humour and affection to “average” students, like her
husband, Fr. Daniel, who chose marriage. In the chapters “Ilocmymanus” (Obedience),
“Bbypcalikue 1y WM 4TO FOTOBUT KyXHs~ (Seminarian soup, or what is cooked at the kitchen)
and “Kak 3nakomsrcsa B cemurapun’ (How people get acquainted in the seminary), she presents

vivid sketches of everyday reality in the seminaries:
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CemuHapucTbl Bcerga OeryT; He XBaTaeT UM BpPEMEHH, BOT U
cremar. beXUT CEMHMHApUCT IO JIABPCKOW ajuiee, MOJ MBIIIKON
JEPKUT MallKy, Marka NagaeT Ha 3€MJII0, U U3 HEE BBICHIIAIOTCS
KoHcHekTbl. CTyAeHT KHMJaeTcsli MX IOJHUMAaThb M B CepiaLax
opocaer: «Tpucra ner!» Topomstcs mpUATEIH-CEMHUHAPUCTHI Ha
3aHATHE, U TYT OIAWH M3 HUX XJIOMaeT ceOsl Mo JI0y U TOBOPUT:

«Tpucra ner! YuebHuk 3a0611». (4)

Seminarists are always on the run; they do not get enough time, so
they hurry. That seminarist is running down the laurel alley,
holding a folder under his arm. Then the folder unexpectedly
slipped off and fell to the ground, and the notes pouring out of it.
The student quickly bent down to pick them up and angrily
dropped: “Three hundred years!” The seminarians are hurrying to
the class, and one of them suddenly claps his forehead and says:

“Three hundred years! I forgot the textbook.”

In a style reminiscent of Pushkin’s, Sysoeva describes the efforts of female students to attract the
boys’ attention. Though they are required to wear white tops and long black skirts, they still do

their best to look charming:

O06nbekTaM ke 3Toro BeiOOpa [Oynyrieit HeBecTsl — L.Y.] Bce paBHO
MPUXOUTCS MpUXopammBarbes. Ho kak mpuxopammBarbes, KOraa
00Kka JUIMHHAasA, a Ha rojoBe miuatok? Ilpobrmema c muaTkom y

PEreHTII PEIIacTCsAd MPOCTO, KaK BCE IT'CHUAJIBHOC, — OH MOXKCT
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MIPEBPATUTHCS B JICTAHTHBIM MPO3padHblid MIApPHK, 3aMBICIOBATO

U KOKETJIMBO HOBSI3aHHBIN HAa TOHKOU U3AIIHON IIEUKE. ..

B cemunapuu ecTb U CBOM CTaHAAPT KPacOThl, HUYETO OOILEro He
uMeromuii ¢ mpecioByTeiM 90/60/90. KpacaBuima ckopee IOKHA

MOXO/AUTh HA MYIIKUHCKYIO [JapeBHY-JIe0e s

Juem cet boxuii 3aTmeBaer,

Housro 3eMiTI0 OCBeIacT,

Mecsr 1o Kocoii 01eCTHT,

A BO J'I6y 3BC€3a I'OpHUT. A cama-To BCJINYaBa,

Brictynaer, Oyaro nasa;

A Kax pedb-TO TOBOPHT,

CroBHO peueHbKa KypuuT. (17)

The objects of this choice (of the future bride - L.Y.) will want to
preen anyway. But how to spruce up, when the skirt is long, and
the kerchief is on the head? The problem with the kerchief of a
regent girl is solved simply, like everything ingenious: it
transforms into an elegant, see-through scarf, intricately and

coquettishly tied on her slim and graceful neck...

The seminary has its own standard of beauty that has nothing in common with that of the

everyday world, instead evoking Pushkin’s swan princess:
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Brighter than the sun at noon,

She outshines the midnight moon,

In her braids a crescent beams,

On her brow, a bright star gleams.

She herself is sweet of face.

Full of majesty and grace.

When she speaks, her voice doth seem

Like the music of a stream. (translated by Louis Zellikoffexii)

However, Syseova’s own love story is absent from the narrative. The reader is left only to
speculate that Fr. Daniel may have been one of the cheerful and forgetful students hurrying to

their morning classes while being observed by a pair of invisible yet perceptive eyes.

The future clerical candidates Sysoeva describes are diligent, focused, self-disciplined, and
resourceful, like young men in any other colleges. They are also reminiscent of those in the
nineteenth-century Russian writer N.G. Pomialovksy’s Seminarian Sketches, and indeed, one of
the first chapters of Sysoeva’s book is titled “Uemy ywuar B cemuHapuu, wiu Ouepku
coBpeMeHHoM Oypcel” (What is Taught in the Seminary, or The Modern Seminarian Sketches),
an apparent allusion to Pomialovsky’s novel. In contrast to Pomialovsky’s accusations of
laziness and corruption among the students and school administration, Sysoeva uses a poignant,
calm, and positive tone to describe a highly organized and efficient school structure:
“JlucUMITIMHA KeJle3Has1, TOCTOSHHBIN KOHTPOJb CO CTOPOHBI HAYAJIbCTBA, YUeOHbIE HArpys3Ku

sanpenenbHbie” (There is iron discipline, the constant control by the authorities, and the training
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loads are beyond limits). The old Tsarist seminary of Pomialovsky is not present, but both
writers pay equally close attention to the use of student slang. Sysoeva delivers a collective
image of the students by reproducing their language, describing their pranks, and portraying the
slight tension between the freedom-seeking students and the stern school administration. These
themes can be found in Pomialovsky’s work as well, but in much more sinister colours. Within
this collective image, the narrator achieves an inconspicuous self-disclosure by inserting her

comments as lyrical digressions:

B CTapOM CEMHHApPCKOM TMapKe U CTOSUIM T€ Camble piKaBbIe
3a0bIThIE Ka4yeld, JaBHO 0€3 TOPMO30B M HEM3MEHHOW KAaCCHPIIIH,
CIIOBHO pU3pavHOE BOCIIOMHUHAHUE u3 HEJaBHETO
nerctpa...’)Kamko, HO Yy HBIHCIIHUX CEMHUHAPUCTOB HET JTHX
CKPUIYyYMX Kadeled, Ha KOTOPBIX, CIIMBAsICh CO CBETOM U
BO3JTyXOM, MO’KHO OBUIO Ha HECKOJLKO MTHOBEHUH BEPHYTHCS B
0€33a00THOE MPOIUIOE U OKYHYTHCS B POMAHTHKY OXKHUJIA€MOTO
Oynymero. B MuUMOJETHYI0O pOMaHTHKY, KOTOpas 3bIOKUM
BHJICHUEM IIOCEIIAeT HAC €UHOXK/BI HA TIOPOTEe B3POCIION KU3HHU.
B Te mpomanbHble MTHOBEHUS, KOTOPBIE HaM YK€ HE JOCTaHyTCS,
U KOTOpbIe, Jaii bor, kKak ¥ MBI B CBO€ BpEMsl, HCIBITAIOT HAIU

netu. (6)

Those forgotten rusty swings stood in the old park of the seminary,
long without brakes and the unchanging cashier, like a ghostly
memory from the recent childhood ... It's a pity that today’s

seminarians do not have these creaky swings on which, fused with
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light and air, one can return to the carefree past for a few moments
and plunge into the romance of the expected future. Into the
fleeting romance which in a dreamy vision visits us only once on
the threshold of adulthood. Into those farewell moments that we no
longer get, but which, God willing, our children may experience,

as we did in our time.

The Sysoevs are absent from this lyrical passage. Ostensibly a depiction of a picturesque scene
outside the famous monastery, it carries a deep emotional investment that reveals Sysoeva’s

personal experience, allowing the reader to almost see her shadow on the “forgotten swings.”

The order of the material loosely corresponds to a priest’s life cycle: education, marriage,
children, job and salary, divorce. Sysoeva treats her material from a secular worldview similar to
that of the uninitiated reader. Her language is simple, laconic, and often expressive. She
processes her subject matter in accordance with the horizons of the target readers, avoiding
abstruse theological lecturing, “nmume ¢ Touku 3peHus oosiBatens” (only from the point of view
of the philistine). She understands that readers seek literature that accords with their worldview,
but they also seek to be both instructed and entertained. An example of her highly visual mini-
scenes involves her as a visible character and reveals a mixture of misunderstandings and

misinterpretations on the part of those outside of church practices:

Ecnu cBsllieHHUK WMOET MO yaule B psiCe€ U C KPEeCTOM, Ha HEro
BCErJa OIVIAABIBAIOTCS, a €CJIM OH €IIE U C J)KEHOM, 3TO BBI3BIBAET
YK€ TIOYTH ucTepuyeckoe JrodonbiTcTBo. Keraru, eme aecsts et
Ha3aJd MHOTME HallM COTpaXJaHe Jaxe He 3Hald, 4To

IMPaBOCIaBHBIC CBALNICHHUKHW B OCHOBHOM KCHATLIC. OueHp qacTo,
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KOTa s MOABJIAIACh Ha YJIUIC C MYXKCM, HaAM 3aaaBaJii BOIIPOCHI

THIIA:

— CKa)KI/ITe, a pa3BC CBAICHHUKAM MOKHO JKECHHUTHCS?

Nnu kakoi-HMOYJb TOABBINMHMBIINN MYKUYOK, OTBAJIUBIIUN OT

MIUBHOI, MOT OPOCUTH PEIUIHKY:

— bartronika, a BaM ¢ JKeHITUHAMH HU-3-3!

Ha yT0 MOl MyX oTBeua:

—C JKCHIIIMHaAMHM HHU-3-34, 4 C JKEHOM MOJXKHO.

I[a, BUIUMO, HaAlIK COrpaxaaHe€, HACMOTPCBIINCh MCKCHKAHCKHX
CepUasoB, B KOTOPBIX 00sA3aTEIbHO MPUCYTCTBYET KAKOW-HUOYIb
naape beHMHbO, cCOBceM 103a0bUIM  POAHYIO JIUTEpATypy,
Hanpumep ckazky A. C. [lymkuna «O none u o pabOTHUKE €ro

Banne». B ceit 3HaMeHNTON CKa3Ke ITONAaabI-TO UMEIAch.

If a priest walks down the street in a cassock and with a cross, he is
always being looked back at, and if he is with his wife, then there
is almost a hysterical curiosity. By the way, ten years ago, many of
our fellow citizens did not even know that Orthodox priests were
mostly married. Very often, when I appeared on the street with my

husband, we were asked questions like:

"Tell me, can a priest marry?"

Or some drunk dude, stumbling out of the bar, could throw a line:
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“Father, but you can’t be with waiwen!”

To which my husband replied:

“With waiwen — no, but with his wife — yes, he can.

Yes, apparently, our fellow citizens, having seen enough of
Mexican serials in which any Padre Benigno is necessarily present,
completely forgot their native literature, for example Pushkin's
fairy tale "About the priest and his worker Balda." In this famous

fairy tale, a priest’s wife was present.

In this example, Sysoeva uses techniques associated with fictional writing, such as dramatization
and dialogue, to portray an ordinary, insignificant anecdote from daily life. However, this
episode is illuminated from such an angle so as to produce generalizations of the “mode” of
ordinary people’s thinking, and the social image and self-identity of priests. These small scenes
containing direct dialogue are a prominent feature of her writing style. They build up socially
tense situations and unexpected encounters, highlighting the boundaries and dynamics
concerning clerical and secular people’s conceptions and misconceptions and revealing the
absurdity of stereotypes, always accompanied by Sysoeva’s arguments and assessments. In many
of these sketches, Sysoeva seeks to “demystify” popular images of the clergy, but most of these
feature other people as the main characters who serve to illustrate her opinions. Her text is
heavily embellished with tales, anecdotes, and rumours popular among clerical circles,
introduced in several ways, such as: “Bot kakyto uctoputo mHe aoBenock ycubimarh’ (That's the
story I've heard), “IIpuBenem emie Heckonbko cemuHapckux aHeknoToB” (I’ll give a few more

seminary anecdotes), ‘“Paccka3siBasu mpo...” (I was once told about ...), “Ilo BocmomuHanusIM
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BBIITYCKHHKOB ...” (according to the recollections of some graduates...) “Bcnomunator Taxxke ...’
(They also remember ....), “Ecth Takas cemunapckas mrytka” (There is a seminary joke...),
“TOBOPAT Ja)Ke, YTO ATOT aHEKIOT B3AT M3 peanbHOl xu3HU~ (they say, that this anecdote is
taken from real life), “xomaut nerenna, yto ...” (rumor has it that ...), “3Har0 maxe peanbHBIIA
ciy4aid, kak...” (I even know a real case...), or “I'oBOpAT, 4TO MHOTJA JJAXKE JIETATH MIPEIAMETHI,
CEMHUHAPHCTHI, ISKYPHUBILUE HA BaXTE, BUICIH U MPU3PAKOB, OT KOTOPBIX BOJIOCHI IIEBEIMIUCH U
mypamku Oeranu mo teny” (They say that sometimes seminarians on duty flying objects and

ghosts, from which the hair stand up on end and shivers ran over the body) (8).

Gradually, the narrator’s voice loses its calm tone and becomes more involved as she defends the
rank-and-file priests and their families, though not necessarily the religion itself. For example,

she says of the rule requiring priests to abstain from sexual relationships before marriage:

MHorue YUTATCIN, HABCPHOC, YCOMHIATCA, YTO CTOJIb CTPOIrUC
IIpaBujia 110 ceit ACHb CYHICCTBYHOT U [J4KC€ BbIIOJHAKOTCA.
HpI/II[eTC}I HCKOTOPBIX PA304YapoOBaThb — IIpaBUJIA JEHCTBUTEIILHO
BBIIIOJHAKOTCA, HAPYHICHUSA BCTPCYAKOTCA MAOCTATOYHO PCIAKO U
OCTAIOTCSl Ha COBECTU JIHOO KaHauaara, yramBluiero OT CIIMCKOIIA
CBOC IIPCIIATCTBUC (TaK 9TO HaSLIBaeTCH), 0o CIIMCKOIIa,
3HaBOICro O MOpeuATCTBHH, HO [MPUHABHICTO PCHICHUE O

PYKOIIOJIOXKCHUU.

K cioBy cka3aTh, 3TO TOJBKO B XKEITOM IPECCE BCE CBSICHHUKH
pa3BpaTHUKH, a EMUCKOIbI TOMOCEKCYalnucThl. B Hamell kHure
TOBOPUTCSI TOJIBKO O PEaJbHOM IOJIOKEHUHU Belleil 0e3 mpukpac

i ouepHeHus. (14)
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Many readers will probably doubt that such strict rules still exist
and are even being implemented. Some will have to be
disappointed — the rules are actually being enforced, although
violations are quite rare and remain on the conscience of either the
candidate who has withheld from the bishop his obstacle (as it is
called) or the bishop who knew about the obstacle but still chose to

ordain.

By the way, it’s only in the yellow press that all the priests are
debauchees, and the bishops are homosexuals. In our book, we
only talk about the real state of things without embellishment or

denigration. (14)

Her sympathy toward the strict discipline of the seminary evokes the harsh treatment of soldiers
in the Russian army. The standards of free will and dignity that she applies to appraise the
seminarian administration are taken from “ordinary” secular society, whose liberal stance has its

foundation in Soviet secular education:

OpHuM CJIOBOM, IOYTH BCE, KAK B apMHH, KpOME TyajeToB. BoT
TyaJIeTbl BOCIUTAaHHUKH HE MOIOT, JUI1 3TOTO MMEIOTCS HAEMHBIE
yoopuuiel. B apMun gomyckaercst ono3gaHue ¢ yBOJIbHUTEIbHON

Ha TpH 4aca, B CCMUHApWH HUKAKUX OHOSI[&HI/Iﬁ HC JOIMYyCKacTCH.

In short, almost everything is like in the army, except for toilet
cleaning. The toilets are not washed by the inmates, for this

purpose there are hired workers. The army allows lateness with
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leave warrant for three hours, in the seminary no delays are

allowed.

At other moments, the narrator aligns herself with conservative concepts born within the church
community or parish reality, adopting a more explicit, sometimes aggressively “Orthodox”

stance, such as in her recollection of an episode in a maternal clinic:

— «AOGOpTHI OBLTH?Y

— «Her, u He coOuparochy.

Y nuBiieHUE.

— ((KaKYI-O KOHTpPaUuCIIIUuIO HCHOJ’IBSyeTe?»

— «Huxkaxkyro».

Eme 6onbinee ynusnenue. ..

— ((AX, HY J1a, BaM K€ 3allpCIICHO», —CJIbIITY B OTBCT.

— «Hawm He 3ampenieHo, MpoCcTO MbI JeTel He yOuBaem», —

MOJIB3YACh CIIy4aeM, UAy 5 B HacTyIuieHue. (28)

— “Have you had abortions?”

— No and not going to.

Surprise.

— What kind of contraception do you use?

—None.
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Even more surprise...

— “Oh yes, you guys are forbidden to,” I hear back.

— “We are not forbidden, we just do not kill children,” I take the

opportunity to launch an offensive. (28)

In the labour clinic, the narrator trusts and seeks help from a woman nearby, only after she has

discovered that the latter was also an Orthodox priest’s wife:

Na peuiuniia HalTH 9Ty «CEMUJCTHYIO» MaMy, TaK KakK ObL1a MMOYTH
YBEpCHA, 4YTO OHA IIPaBOCIIaBHAA U ITIOMOKET MHC B Moel 66,[[6, Ja

1 TIPOCTO TTO3HAKOMHMTHCS C HEH ObLIO HHTEpeCcHO. (29)

And I decided to find this mother of seven, because I was almost
sure that she was Orthodox and would help me in my misfortune;

besides, it was interesting to just get acquainted with her. (29)

By contrast, another, secular woman in the clinic is rude and unfriendly:

Korma s akkypaTHO TIOMHTEpecoBajach, HE OHAa JIH POJIIIA
CeAbMOTO peOeHKa, «OO0BEKT» OYEeHb OOMXEHHBIM TOJIOCOM
orBeTwi: «C 4ero 3To BBI B3su? S 49TO, TIOXO0XKa HA JKCHIIMHY,
poauBIIyto cenpmoro pebenka?!» B aroit ¢dpaze orpasunoch
HEraTHBHOE OTHOIICHWE, B3palllcHHOC B HAIleM HapoJjae I10
OTHOIICHHWIO K MHOTOJICTHBIM M MHOTOJCTHOCTH. (Brociencreum
BBISICHWJIOCH, YTO «OOMKEHHBIN 00BEKT» BBITIISAET rOpa3ao XyxKe,

YeM «CEMHACTHAs MaMa.)
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When I asked carefully if she gave birth to the seventh child, the
“object” replied in a very offended voice: “What makes you think
of this? Do I look like a woman who gave birth to the seventh
child?!” Her words reflected the negative attitude our people have
towards large families. (Subsequently it turned out that the

“offended object” looked much worse than the mom of seven.)

Apart from these examples, more often than not Sysoeva does not make herself the central
character who stands out against the background, choosing instead to establish her place in the
text as the observer reporting various lives and experiences, whether of fellow priestly families
or of well-known figures. Her audience’s attention is focused on the story that is being told, not
who is telling the story. M. J. Corbett emphasizes the anxiety one may experience when inserting
oneself into the network of public circulation. When the words of a priest’s wife are being
circulated, read, and interpreted, she must master her anxiety over public exposure and potential
accusations of immodesty; therefore, she avoids full self-exposure. It is not her story she
represents, but those of priests and their families as she sees them; her references to them by first
names or by invented names suggests that she is protecting them from full public view. If in
Tikhon’s narrated history, the “I” has a clear centering role, his religious authority providing the
necessary legitimation for his self-representation in the spiritual autobiography, Syseova must
carefully shape the persona she presents, often concealing the story of her family life under the
history of the religious institution. This explains the structure of her work as a mix of half-sketch
and half-autobiography: much of her narrative consists of pure statement of rules and

explanations of “nepkoBHbIe TpaBuia”, “oOmenpuHsAThIe HOpMBI~, largely emptied of affective

content. She expresses herself mainly through references to other “matushki”. When she opposes
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the patriarchal family pattern that is upheld in priests’ households, known as the “Three Ks,” her
worries of liberal matushki being accused of feminism is apparently related to her own situation,
although any explicit links are absent in the text, and the sympathy towards those “poor mautshki”

that are surrounded by myths mirrors a thinly veiled self-pity:

Ona ’keHa CBSILIEHHUKA U JOJKHA BECTH CTPOTO MPABOCIIABHBII
cTaHAapTHBIA 00pa3 xu3Hu — «Tpu K». Bce, uto BBIXODMT 32
pamku «Tpu K», — HempaBociaBHO, a CJI€OBATEIbHO,
HEMO3BOJIUTEIBHO, TaKyl MATYIIKy MOTYT 3alofo3puUTh B
dbeMuHU3ME, MOJIEPHU3ME U MPOYUX CMEPTHBIX rpexax. Bce aTtu
MPEACTABICHUSI OTHOCSATCS K BHYTPHUIIEPKOBHBIM IpEapaccyaKam,
koux B llepkBu, xak u BHe LlepkBH, Bcerga ObUIO MPEOCTATOYHO.

benubie MmaTymku! X co Bcex CTOPOH OKPYKarOT MEPBL. (36)

She is the wife of a priest and must lead a strictly Orthodox,
standard way of life, or the “Three Ks”. Everything that goes
beyond the “Three Ks” is not Orthodox, and therefore,
impermissible; such a matushka may be suspected of feminism,
modernism, and other mortal sins. All these perceptions pertain to
the church prejudices, of which there have always been plenty in
the Church, as well as outside it. Poor matushki! They are

surrounded on all sides by myths. (36)

In the section dedicated to education and courtship practices in religious seminaries and
academies, Syseova does mention how she met her future husband, but only in passing as though

to give another example of the rules of the church world. The story of her marriage appears as
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part of the topic of marriage among the “white priests.” The sense of negotiating boundaries
between public and private in her work is apparent. Rather than self-centered narratives, Sysoeva
tells her stories as though between the lines, as part of the larger story of the life of Orthodox

priests.

Fighting for a Positive Image

As Sysoeva points out in an interview: “CBSIIICHHUK TOXX€ YEJIOBEK, Y HETO €CcTh (hu3nyecKue
CUJIBI, OH HE POOOT, OH HE MOJXKET, KaK aHrel, 0e3 cHa, 06e3 ebl, 6e3 0J1exKabl. A HEKOTOpBIE TaK
BOCIIPUHUMAIOT " (A priest is also a human; he has his physical strength; he is not a robot, he
can not live, like an angel, without sleep, without food, or without clothes. Yet some people
perceive him that way). The chapters «Marymka 3a pyném» (Matushka at the Wheel) and
«barromka Ha namuHOoM aBTO» (Priest in his Private Car) reveal her intention to break the
stereotypical images of the Orthodox priest and his wife who are put on a pedestal as
embodiments of otherworldly transcendence and spirituality, and who are deluged with many
great and unreasonable expectations from the church, their relatives, and their religious peers,

imposed by tradition and by other parishioners:

B napone He 0e3 momomM XyI0KECTBEHHOW JHUTEPATYphl U
TEJIEBUAECHUS CIOKHWICS YCTOMYUBBIA CTEPEOTHII, YTO CBSIIIEHHUK
— 3TO XMYpBIi, YpE3BBIUANHO CEPHE3HBIN NIEPCOHAXK, BEYHO BCEX
MOYyYaroInuii, KOTOPbIA KapTHHHO BO3BOJUT TJla3a K HEOy WiIH
CMHUPEHHO pa3IJIIbIBA€T CBOW Calord... B peanbHOW KU3HU
KEMAHCTBAa W MaHEPHOCTH B CBAIICHHUKaX KpaitHe mano. Kak
MpPaBWIO, 3TO OYEHb BECEIIbIE, JKUBBIC JIFOJU, KOTOPBIE MPOCTO

CHaCTJIMBBI B CBOEM CIIY)KCHHU U KaK JCTU PAAYIOTCA BCEMY, YTO
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110 Bepe ux nocelnaercsa uM ['ocrionom. Koropsle, KOHEUHO, UMEIOT
CBOHM TI'PEXHU, YEJIOBEUECKUE CIa0OCTH, HEAOCTATKH, HO MCKPCHHE
BepaT B bora m B TO, yro Bce HucnocnaHo Mm. HMmenHo
HCKPEHHOCTb U IPOCTOTA MPUBJIEKAOT K HUM MHOTMX M MHOTI'HX

moaein. (65)

A stable stereotype has formed among the people, not without the
help of literature and television, that the priest is a gloomy,
extremely serious character who lectures everyone perennially,
who pretentiously lifts his eyes to the heavens, or humbly
examines his boots.... In real life, the affections and mannerisms of
the priests are very rare. As a rule, these are very cheerful, lively
people who are just happy with their ministry and, like children,
rejoice in everything that is sent to them by the Lord through their
faith. Who, of course, have their sins, human weaknesses,
shortcomings, but sincerely believe in God and that everything is
sent down by Him. It is sincerity and simplicity that attracts many

people to them. (65)

She seeks to portray a group of pure-hearted and devoted young men in post-Soviet society,
dedicated to serving the Church as Orthodox priests. The personalities of matushka Sysoeva’s
friends-priests are not devoid of certain charms. Some of these include the upright Father
Michael, who fought back against a gang that tried to bully his wife; the exuberant Father
Hulagu, whose giant figure is like that of a bogatyri from Russian folklore, and who always starts

dancing and singing songs in Hebrew as soon as he takes a drink; the meek Father Alexander,
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with his matushka and numerous children living in a shabby hut with a leaky roof and
cockroaches crawling everywhere, who arouses the reader’s deep sympathy. Offering a unique
vantage point for the de-mythologization of Russian Orthodox life, these stories “humanize” the

clergy.

As part of this humanizing effort, Sysoeva focuses on the physical, earthly side of secular priests’
lives, purposefully diverted from otherworldly spirituality. One Russian newspaper’s review of
her book describes it as a set of how-to strategies for girls who dream of becoming “the first lady
of the parish,” selecting such points as where priests come from, why brides should be chaste,
whether priests’ wives can wear high heels or drive; how much money an abbot makes, why
priests do not like Cahors despite popular stereotypes, and why many priests have belly fat.« The
summary itself illustrates the degree of demand an Orthodox priest is in today at the “market” of
marriage. Sysoeva’s notes on Russian Orthodox clergy are not spiritual literature, but more of a

collection of answers to frequently asked questions about “what the clergy’s life looks like.”

Establishing positive images of clergymen also involves restoring the “appropriate,” traditional
hierarchical relationship between the priest and his flock. In chapters such as “Hemuoro 06
stukere”, Sysoeva introduces and spreads the “correct,” or appropriate, church etiquette, as an

example to lay readers:

B mpaBocnaBuu CylecTBYIOT OOMICTIPUHSTBIE HOPMBI 3THKETA,
HE3HAaHUE KOTOPOTO MOXKET IOCTaBUTh YEJIOBEKA B HEJIIOBKOE
nonoxxenrne. OueHb pacmpoCTpaHeHHAs OMHMOKa — oOpareHue K
CBSIIIICHHUKY «CBATOM OTEI». YenoBeK, rOBOPAIINI TaK, BHITISIAT

KpallHE HEBEXXECTBEHHO M HENpuiau4yHo. B mpaBocnaBum K
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CBAIICHHUKY TPHUHATO oOpamarbcs ubo «oTem N», ecinu

HM3BECTHO UM, IN00 «OaTIOIIKA.

O6H_Iel'IpI/IH5ITO Cp€au IMmpaBOCIaBHBIX XPUCTHAH BMECTO ITPOCTOIO
«cracuooy TOBOPpHUTH «CIIaCH, FOCHO,Z[I/I)), BMECTO «IIPUATHOI'O
alllICTUTa» — «aHICJIa 3a Tpane30171», a 0TB€4YaTb — «HCBHUIUMO
IpeacTouT. KOI‘I[a IIPUBETCTBYIOT CBAIICHHUKA, BMECTO
INPUBBIYHOTO <«BAPACBTC» TOBOPAT «omarocnosure». C 3TUMU
CJIOBaMHU BMECTO PYKOIIOXKATUA 6epyT Y HCro 6J18.FOCJ'IOBCHI/IC,

0CcOOBIM 00pa30M CKIIaAbIBas PyKH. (65-66)

In Orthodoxy there are generally accepted norms of etiquette,
ignorance of which can put a person in an awkward position. A
very common mistake is the address to the priest as “holy Father”.
A person who speaks like this looks extremely ignorant and
indecent. In Orthodoxy, it is customary to address to the priest
either as “Father N”, if the name is known, or as “Batiushka” [a

form of appeal to the priest in Russian — comment mine].

It is common among Orthodox Christians to say “Save me, Lord”
instead of a simple “thank you,” and instead of “bon appetit” —
“wish you an angel for the meal," and the answer to which is “the
invisible awaits.” When a priest is greeted, instead of the usual
“hello” you should say “bless me.” And saying these words,
instead of handshaking, you take the blessing from him, folding
your hands in a specific way. (65-66)
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The chapter outlines dogmatic ritual requirements to follow and hierarchical relations to observe.
Sysoeva gives the reader instructions but does not link the rituals to their theological significance;
unlike Father Arseny, her memoir does not interpret her religion from personal experience. She
warns the non-religious or un-churched reader that if a person happens to greet a church father in
the wrong way, he/she would “look extremely ignorant and indecent.” Such an educational text
with its emphasis on external etiquette by way of advice on “how to” and “how not to” is
characteristic of contemporary Orthodox literature, in order to provide readers with relevant
knowledge of the customs of this new cultural setting to help them become “properly” involved
in institutional religion and national identity. Most Orthodox literature informs its readers how to
(re)incorporate Orthodoxy into their everyday lives and also objectively reflects the Church’s

efforts to direct this process of engagement.

After graduating from the seminaries, the young men could be sent to remote locations to serve a
half-collapsing country church, while their wives wait in old cold huts for their husbands to
return (Sergei and Katia 42-43). If a wife in a secular family always knows when to expect her
husband to come back after work, the matushki must be especially patient because serving the

Church has no set hours:

XKu3Hb XKeHbl CBSIICHHUKA TPYAHA, HE KaXKJIas BBIIEPKHUT... A
KEHa CBSIIEHHUWKAa paau yero Tepnut? TompKo paau ciaBbl
Bboxwueit. OcoObIx MaTepuanbHBIX Ollar OHAa HE BHUIMUT.
MHorozneTHas ceMbsl BPsII I CMOXET MO3BOJUTH ce0e OTIBIX 3a
TpaHUIIeH, JIeTO B OUepeIHON pa3 OyaeT MPOBEAEHO Ha Jade, eciu
CeMbsl TIPOXXHBAET B TOpOAE. A CEIbCKHE CEMbH BOOOIIE

HeBbIe3IHbBIC. (36).
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The life of a priest’s wife is difficult; not everyone can stand it...
And for what reason does the priest’s wife endure all of these?
Only for the glory of God. She does not see any special material
benefits. A large family can hardly afford a trip abroad, so the
summer would probably be spent once again in the country, if the
family lives in town. And rural families have no chance to go

anywhere for summer. (36)

Sysoeva expresses her concern that relates mainly to the physical side of the clerical life from a
matushka’s point of view: how much she sacrifices to care for her husband and multiple children,
how hard it is to cope with loneliness and to fit into the husband’s busy schedule beginning early
in the morning and running until late at night, and how to raise a family on a priest’s modest
salary. These issues are common within the church circle, but what is unusual is that Sysoeva
refuses to cite Christian moral values as a source of spiritual strength to overcome her hardships
as many Russian priests’ wives later would do in their “notes.” For Sysoeva, if matushki are
unfortunate, it is only in comparison to materially successful families. If, on the contrary, she had
compared herself to less fortunate people in the parish in which she lives, she would be obliged
to confess that her family were better lodged, better clothed, and better nourished than some of
the flock. Paradoxically, the values Sysoeva upholds seem to be of those that Christians ought to
resist. If she defines a priest as “a state official” (2) in the first place, such logic inevitably leads

to this kind of self-pity.

Exposing the bleak lives of Orthodox priests had been a Russian literary tradition in the second
half of the nineteenth century, particularly in the 1860s and 1870s. Both fiction and non-fiction

of the time sought to demonstrate the harsh conditions experienced by the clergy and called for

248



increases in priests’ revenues. Sysoeva carries on this tradition, evoking pity for these men and

their families, as an insider from within this circle.

In “CoBpemennsriii marepuk,” Maya Kucherskaya similarly portrays the lives of country priests
and their wives, as young couples, freshly graduated from the seminary and used to urban life,
struggled to survive in extremely poor rural environments (“No Way Back” 108-112). D.
Furman and K. Kaariainen point out the spiritual or idealistic streak of contemporary mass
ordinations, comparing the young intellectual priests’ passions to go to the countryside and serve
the people to the equally dynamic, yet short-lived movement of the St. Petersburg populists of
the nineteenth century who sought to overcome their alienation from the “real world,” to
discover the long-forgotten masses, and to defend an idealized past along with very real forms
and practices of Old Russian life.” They renounced brilliant prospects in favour of the difficult
lives of country priests, as part of a movement intending to rekindle the spiritual lives of peasants.
Many educated young men, either unable to find appointments in town churches or genuinely
hoping to exert good influences, move to the country and settle down to live with peasants.
However, not all such priests have been successful, as young people of this class who were
educated in cities are often physically incapable of carrying out their assigned tasks. Russian
Church historian N. Mitrokhin pointed out the spiritual crises many young urban intellectual

neophytes have experienced when confronted with the reality of the church:

The sublime ideals of the newly converted intellectual, formed on
the basis of reading Orthodox literature, were seriously tested
during the first encounters with the real life of the Church. In
particular, it concerned the phenomenon of the “elders.” “Spiritual

guidance” in itself was not mandatory for a member of the Church,
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but the active part of the laity and many clergy representatives
encouraged the neophyte to seek out a confessor. However, since
none of the known confessors had a higher secular education, and
some of them went through only four classes in all (and without a
seminary diploma), yet they readily meditated on world problems
and displayed no hesitation in instructing the spiritual children in
serious issues (including marriage and divorce, choices of
employment or education), so the neophytes often experienced a
profound cultural shock — some spent years searching for “their”

elders, others just completely abandoned the idea.

As a church insider, Sysoeva avoids digging into these painfully tangled issues, as her goal is the
positive portrayal of good priests from the state Church establishment, dedicated to their calling

and expecting no material rewards.

Orthodox priests are prestigious figures in present-day Russia. A survey conducted in 2016 by
the Russian Public Opinion Research Center (BLHIOM) shows that the Orthodox clergy is
among the most trusted by Russian people professional groups, with “scholars” ahead of them. i
The general public regards Orthodox priests as role models and applies high moral standards to
them, though Sysoeva reminds her readers that priests are human beings with weaknesses and
flaws like anyone else. However, Sysoeva’s work is intended not just to humanize the image of
priests, but to respond to the historically negative views of Orthodox priests in nineteenth-
century Russian literature and in the popular imagination. She seeks to defend the historical role
of priests and to secure their positive images in a way that suits the Church’s roles as the moral

guide of Russian citizens, the bedrock of the national spiritual revival, and the symbol of the
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Russian nation. Her writing is agenda-driven and designed to conform to specific guidelines to

insure orthodoxy.

In the first two chapters, “Bcrymienne” (Introduction) and “Penmuruosnsie pycckue u HOBBIS
ceamenHukn” (Religious Russians and New Priests), Sysoeva outlines her position vis-a-vis the
historical imagery of Orthodox priests. She chooses an archaic, obsolete word, “nmomamps™
(popadia) to refer to herself in the book’s title, instead of the more common and stylistically less
provocative “matushka.” Her use of the term “nomanps,” serves as a challenge to perceptions of
disrespect for Orthodox clergy and their families. “Ilonaaps™ is a “colloquial name for a priest’s
wife in Russia. It can be used only in everyday speech, and never as a form of address, in which
case it would be replaced by the word matymika that shows a deep respect of the parishioners to a
priest’s wife.”~ The word momazpst implies an informal attitudes on the part of the speaker,
indicating a lowering of dignity or social status for the priest, and subsequently for his wife.
“Tlomages™ also appears in the Russian proverb: “Komy morm, komy momnajpsi, a KOMy TOIIOBa
nouka” (Some like the priest, some — his wife, and some — his daughter), which is used in an
ironic sense that could be seen as belittling clergy, lessening their moral authority and social

responsibilities.

ITomagps as a heroine appears in a series of the nineteenth century Russian household tales, such
as "Speckled Hen" (Kypouka Ps6a), in which a priest, his wife, and his daughter, as well as
many others in the village, fuss over a trivial incident of a broken egg.«¥ Soviet writer A. H.
Toncroii later adapted the story but removed the priest’s family, while Tolstoy’s widely known

version was one of the first stories that Soviet parents would read to their children.

When reminding the general public of the existence of “nomanea” in old folk tales, Sysoeva
bypasses the simple-hearted humour of Kypouka Psi6a and chooses a sharply satirical counterpart:
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“The Tale of the Priest and of His Workman Balda,” a fairy tale in verse by Alexander Pushkin,
which features a greedy priest and his sly and treacherous wife. The poem is based on a Russian
folk tale that Pushkin collected in the village of Mikhailovskoe. Following the classical tradition,
the tale begins with the words: “Xwun-66u1 non, Tonmokonusit 100.” In the poem, a lazy priest,
looking for a cheap worker, meets Balda (“banaa” in Russian means a stupid, simple, or not very
serious person) and hires him. The peasant puts forward an unusual condition: the pay he asks
for a year’s work was to be allowed to hit the priest three times on his forehead. The priest is
happy to have found cheap labour and agrees to the deal. Balda moves into the priest’s house,
but when the priest begins to doubt the profitability of the deal, his wife, the momanes, tells him
to give Balda impossible missions. The priest asks Balda to collect debt from the sea devils.
Unperturbed, Balda sets off to the sea, tricks and defeats the sea devils, and receives the money,
after which he demands rightfully the full payment for his work and gives the priest three blows
to the forehead. The tale ends with the words: “Balda said reproachfully, You shouldn't have

gone rushing off after cheapness.”

A priest hiring a workman and being tricked or outsmarted by the latter seems to be a recurrent
theme in Russian folk tales, such as “Ilon u monaaes™ (The Priest and His Wife), “Ilomn, monanaps,
nonoBHa u Oarpak” (The Priest, His Wife, His Daughter, and the Worker), “Ilon u paboTHux”
(The Priest and the Worker), and “ITon u Hukonait UynorBopen” (The Priest and Nicolas the
Miracleworker), to name a few. Many of these stories feature vulgar and cruel humour. One
curious fact about these tales is the frequency with which the priest is portrayed negatively, with
traits such as greed, drunkenness, infidelity, or simply bad luck. The rural priest, typically
represented as a greedy little man with a big, fat belly, is inclined to squeeze the maximum profit

from the hired worker, feeding him less and forcing him to work more. He often resorts to
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cunning tricks to avoid spending too much on his worker: for example, in The Priest and the
Worker, the priest gives work orders to the workman during lunch time in order to deprive the
latter of food. In The Priest and Nicholas the Miracle-worker, not even Nicholas the Miracle-
worker can stop the priest from chasing after money. The positive characters in these tales are, as
a rule, smart or crafty men, mostly poor men, workers, or soldiers. In the conflict between the

priest and his worker, the latter always wins.

The depiction of a priest as a greedy miser is firmly rooted in various peasant folklore genres of
the nineteenth century, not only in fairy tales, but also in proverbs, songs, and riddles. For
example, the proverb «Pomuch, KpecTHch, KEHHCh, YMUPall — 3a BCE IOIMY JCHBI'H JaBaii»
(Being born and baptized, getting married or dying — in all the cases give money to the priest), or
the saying «Ilom »amHbIH, OPrOXO TOJICTOE, IJ1a3a 3aBUAYyIIHE, pyku 3arpedymme» (The priest
greedy, had fat belly, avid eyes, grasping hands). The phrase “riaza 3aBumymime, pykKu
3arpeOymme” appears in stories of the 6orateips Alyosha Popovich who, according to the Soviet
folklorist I. M. Sokolov, acquired an ironically negative image thanks to his nickname “Popovich”
(priest’s son). Sokolov regards the negative portrayal of village priests from an economic point
of view: “The economic dependence of the laborer-farmer on his host priest, and then the duty of
the peasantry to keep the clergy at his own expense and pay for the necessary religious rites, was
the basis on which a sharply negative attitude towards the clergy had developed, which is
reflected in the satirical tales about priest-the-host and priest-the- bribe-taker.”*> The clergy
depends on the parishioners for the money they earn from performing various services and
ceremonies, and also have a small quantity of church land. In large towns the system of receiving
payment from every parishioner for baptisms, marriages, funerals, or other events, in addition to

two or three visits a year to each house, generates significant income for the priests. Though the
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clergy opposed proposals of regular salaries for priests rather than direct payments from the
parishioners, such an arrangement would improve the relations between the townspeople and the

clergy.

Sokolov notes that A.N. Afanasyev’s collection of Russian Folk Tales (1855-1864) contains only
a small number of stories about priests, due to censorship, which led him to release Treasured
Fairy Tales, a collection of stories containing impropriety and explicit erotic, even pornographic,
details, abroad. Yet Sokolov points out that it would be incorrect to assume that these works
would not be included in conventional publications due to their eroticism. Following the
conventions of his time, Afanasyev could have made omissions or even slight stylistic
adjustments that would have allowed him to publish them; and therefore, “The inappropriate
expressions were just an amplifier of the social satire directed against the clergy.” Both Tsarist
and religious censors were strict about insubordination. The folk tale was a powerful vehicle for
the expression of social values, particularly when the social values of the storytellers and their
audiences were in conflict with the ideas of a dominating social group. Therefore, folk tales were
seen as propaganda. The 1826 Church Censorship Statute, which was known for its severity in
suppression, banned writings that “reject or weaken the indisputable authenticity of Orthodoxy
and break the due respect to its doctrine, regulations, traditions and rituals.”*"i It strictly forbade
books that failed to show “proper respect for the hierarchy of the Church, for its places and
people.”<ii Although the Statute was reformed in 1828, its overall spirit of hostility towards

free-thinking remained intact until 1917.

Pushkin included his “Tale about the Priest and His Workman Balda” in a letter to a friend in
1831 and confessed to him: “It’s written only for home reading, the censors won’t pass it.”*

Indeed, the tale was only published in 1840, four years after Pushkin’s death, and in a censored
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edition prepared by Pushkin’s friend V.A. Zhukovsky. In this edition, Zhukovsky removed the
priest as a character and replaced him with a merchant, and changed the title of the tale. Over the
next few decades, it was published under titles such as “The Tale of the Merchant Ostolop and
His Workman Balda.” In 1882, P.A. Efremov restored the original text in his edition of
Pushkin’s works. The publication history of Pushkin’s tale is an example of the conflict between
Tsarist government censors and satirical folk tales, and the same is true of the Orthodox

hierarchy and some of its proponents.

In the middle and late nineteenth century, Russian intellectuals believed that a better world
would involve free play of the mind and heart. Nowadays, however, such profound and
searching social thought is generally not tolerated in the Orthodox subculture. It seems to be

relevant to cite Fr. Tikhon’s comments on religious censorship:

Censorship is a normal tool in any normal society which should cut
off all the extremes. Personally, I am absolutely for it, both in
religious and in secular spheres. In regard of the state censorship,
sooner or later people will come to the sober understanding of the
necessity of this institution in the society. Let’s remember how
Alexander Pushkin in his youth verbally abused the censorship and
rthymed it only with the word “fool”** [nen3ypa-gypa — from

author]. But later he fought for censorship.c

Though Fr. Tikhon does not say how Pushkin became a fighter for censorship, such a clerical

effort to label Pushkin in traditional Orthodox terms is characteristic for one in his position.
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In 2007 the conservative newspaper Vedomosti published “The Russian Folk Tale: A Blasphemy
against Righteousness,” whose author indignantly noted that “all those villainous tricks in
Russian folk tales were done to the priests while there were almost no stories about deceiving the
tsar or the father.” The article concluded that such stories are representations of the evil of
human nature: “people wanted to deceive the priests and to get away without punishment,
because they thought the priests talking about righteousness were dumb and sinful, and the

preached God, even if it existed, would never punish those who abused His servants.”cexi

Echoing this sentiment in opposition to negative literary depictions of Russian clergymen,
Sysoeva chooses an example from classic Russian literature that supposedly displays a
merchant’s wife’s contempt toward the Orthodox clergy, which in the Tsarist period was a

closed estate:

B crapoit Poccun, 1o 1917 roga, oOmiecTBo XK€CTKO ACIUIOCH Ha
cocnoBusl. bpaku Mexay MpencTaBUTEISIMU Pa3HBIX COCIOBUMN
COBEpIIAJUCh KpailHe penko. B 0ZHOM  XyH0XECTBEHHOM
MPOU3BEICHUH, YK€ HE TIOMHIO, B KakOM, MaTb-Kylnuuxa
BO3MYIIIAJach A0 TIyOWHBI AYIIW, YTO JOYb OCMENHJIACH MIPOCUTH
y MaMeHbKH C TarneHbKOW OJarocioBeHHE BBINTH 3aMyX 3a
cemuHapucta. «4tob moub na momaabei ObLta! » — Herogosana

Kymauxa. (2)

In old Russia, until 1917, society was rigidly divided into classes.
Marriages between representatives of different classes were
extremely rare. In a fiction, I no longer remember in which, the
mother-merchant was extremely indignant that her daughter dared
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to ask her and papa to be married to a seminarian. “For my
daughter to be a priest’s wife!” — said the merchant’s wife

resentfully. (2)

Within this emotionally charged context the main idea that a reader can draw is the miserable
social status of the clergy whom nobody wanted to marry their daughters to, rather than the
“closeness” of this caste which was difficult to get into and complicated to leave. She then goes
on to explain the reasons why there were some bad apples — which, by her standard, were

revolutionaries and “angry atheists” — in the clerical circle of “old Russia”:

JleTn CBSIICHHOCTYXHUTENEH MOMKHBI ObUIM HWATH TO CTOIaM
OTLIOB HE MO MpPHU3BaHUIO, a MO NpoucxoxiaeHuto. OTcroaa
Kapbepu3M, LIMHU3M U MPOYUE U3BpalleHus: Toro BpeMenu. Cpenu
MOTIOBCKUX JE€Tel OBbLJI0O MHOTO PEBOJIIOIIMOHEPOB U 03JI00JIEHHBIX
6e300xHNKOB. Spkuii mpumep mnucarens [loMsaIOBCKuUN — CbIH
CBAIICHHHUKA, TPOIICAIINNA CTaHAAPTHBIM TMYyTh IMOMOBHYA U
BIIOCJICJICTBUU MPOCIABUBIINICS CKaHAATBHBIM 10 TEM BpeMeHaM

npousBeaeHueM «Ouepku Oypeb». (2)

Children of priests should follow the footsteps of their fathers not
by vocation, but by descent. Hence came the careerism, cynicism,
and all other perversions of the time. Among the priestly children
there were many revolutionaries and angry atheists. A striking
example is the writer Pomyalovsky, the son of a priest, who passed
the standard path of a priest’s son and later became famous for his

scandalous work, the Seminarian Sketches. (2)
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What Sysoeva does not mention here was that in 1850 the clergy was freed of the obligation to
educate its children in religious institutions and granted the right to educate and raise them in
accordance with their capabilities and natural gifts. However, the social image of clergy did not
improve. Sysoeva further regards the Seminary Sketches, wrongfully labelled as “scandalous at
that time,” as further proof of the damaged reputation of the clergy: “He crout paccmarpuBarb
«Ouepku...» Kak ucropuueckoe nocodue” (Do not consider the Sketches as a historical guide),
because “eciu MPUHATH BCE ONMMCAHHOE TaM 3a MPaBAY, TO HE ObUIO OBl y HAC IPOTUBOIOJIOXKHBIX,
nosioxkutenpHBIX puMepoB” (If we accepted everything described there as the truth, then we
would have had no opposite, positive examples). Instead, she claims in the Preface that her work

can be trusted as a faithful and truthful portrait:

Ora KHMra — B3IV HU3HYTPH, IIOBECTBOBAHUE YEJIOBEKA,
KOTOPBIM HE IOHACIBIIIKE 3HAET O )KU3HU JYXOBHOI'O COCIIOBUS B
coBpemeHHoM Poccun. IIpaBna, u HUYero, KpoMe NpaBibl — TAaKOB

3amMbIcen aBTopa. (1)

This book is a look from within, a narrative of a person who knows
firsthand about the life of the clergy in modern Russia. Truth, and

nothing but the truth — that is the author’s plan. (1)

However, narratives can never give completely accurate accounts of events, and the truth of a
documentary prose work is ultimately the truth of experience of writing, because as soon as the
story is told, events or facts become reflections of the author’s interpretation of reality or history,

and there is always a certain point of view present.
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The white clergy (parish priests and deacons) in the Russian Orthodox Church constituted a
sizable stratum of society and was part of the state mechanism of the time, but its social prestige
in the late nineteenth century was not high. Initially, during the reign of Tsar Nicholas I, the
public generally showed little interest in the situation of the clergy. A pamphlet released in the
late 1850s contained harrowing details of the abuses existing in the administration of the
dioceses and the establishments for the education and formation of the clergy.ii Though this
pamphlet did create a strong impression, literary portrayals of the clergy continued to be
incidental.“*¥ Another anonymous work, on the condition of clerical schools in Russia, appeared
at the beginning of the 1860s.“* The ecclesiastical question continued to attract attention among
the public and the government, until the government decided that something should be done:
“The Press was thereby encouraged and set itself more vigorously to point out the abuses it
noticed in the clergy and in their schools.”** In 1862, Nikolai Pomialovsky’s Seminary Sketches
were viewed as another sensational exposure of a dark corner of Russian life. Before that time,
the living conditions of the clergy, particularly of seminarians and rural priests, were presented
mostly through humorous works such as Nikolai Gogol’s Vii. Later in the 1870s, Nikolai
Leskov’s Cathedral Clergy featured “nonaaps™ Natalia Nikolaevna, one of the most positively-
portrayed female characters in Russian classical literature. The novel’s protagonist, Fr. Savely
Tuberosov, who intends to write a story about the Russian clergy, remembers his beloved wife
affectionately: “/l0Opple MHE >KEHIIMHBI HAIIX MPEJCTABISIIOTCS BPOAE MaTepu MOEH, gouyepu
3aIITaTHOTO JbSIKOHA, BCEX HAC CBOCKO paboToi KopMmuBIIEH...” ! (These kind-hearted women

like my wife and the daughter of the peripatetic deacon, who fed all of us with their works...)

However, Sysoeva does not discuss Leskov, who is arguably the most important source for

literary depictions of Russian Orthodox clergymen’s lives. She focuses instead on Seminary
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Sketches, which presents a highly critical depiction of conditions in the church schools in the
nineteenth century. The Seminary in Pomialovsky’s novel is a shockingly gloomy, wretched, and
evil place that corrupts and stifles young students’ lives. Influenced by the context of the
development of naturalistic literature, Seminary Sketches represents a turn away from the earlier
introspective and reflective Romantic tradition, toward the critical unmasking social criticism of
realistic works of the 1860s. The seminary in Sysoeva’s work appears quite the opposite: the
school administration is strict yet fair, and the students are amiable and cheerful. In the Seminary
Sketches, the widow and daughter of a priest approach the rector of the school, begging him, in
tears, to help the bride pick a groom from the seminarians. After the priest had died, his place
was “reserved” for the family and could be transferred to another clergyman who would agree to
marry his daughter. In Sysoeva’s work, on the other hand, clergy marriage is the blessed
outcome of tender and romantic feelings, as it would be for secular marriages too. Despite
examples such as these, both works also show many structural similarities. Like its nineteenth-
century predecessor, Sysoeva’s work sheds light on the school subjects, student behaviours and
specific language, the school administration, the school kitchen, and student marriages.
Sysoeva’s portrayal of the seminary, like that of the Seminary Sketches, values setting over plot.
If the Seminary Sketches has a rich artistic structure, Sysoeva’s work is a standard non-fiction

work, her message being communicated directly by comments in the first person.

It 1s true that the Seminary Sketches contains harsh words about the religion and the Church.
Many of its “blasphemous” commentaries on religious rites, the clergy, and the seminary
superiors were cut out by the Church censors. Yet Sysoeva’s labelling of Seminary Sketches as a
“scandal” should be seen in the context of fierce post-Soviet ideological battles. In 2015, a round

table on “The image of the Clergy in Modern Literature” was held in Moscow, at Red Square. In
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his speech, Archpriest Vladimir Silovyev, chief editor of Publishing House of the Moscow
Patriarchate of Russian Orthodox Church, called for a battle against “extremism in literature”
that “belittles” the clerics, and cited Pomialovsky’s Seminary Sketches and Pushkin’s The Tale of
the Priest and of His Workman Balda as examples: “The Russian Church suffered the most
during two hardest periods — the synodal and the communist. This requires serious reflections on
the topic; [however,] A priest is an icon of Christ; one cannot go away from it and that’s why
some people hate Russian priests so much and others are so fond of the Russian priests.” He
further commented that authors who write about the Church should not go to extremes, because
there is an image of God in every human being, “and in every priest, in particular”; therefore,
writers should strive towards presenting Orthodox clergy in a “fair and balanced” way. There
have been many Internet forums addressing the topic “why there are no good priests in Russian

2

classical literature.” While presenting the living conditions of contemporary clergy, its
educational institutions, regulatory bodies, and traditions, Sysoeva consciously fights the popular

image of “bad clergy” present in some of the nineteenth-century Russian literary classics,

particularly Pushkin and Pomialovsky’s “toxic” stories.

Sysoeva’s “serious reflection” on Church history is more symbolic than theological:

peBoJironusa U OTACIICHUC I_[epKBI/I OT TOCyHAapCTBa ABUIINCH
BEIIMKUM OJ1aroMm IS caMoi HepKBI/I, KOTOpasa CTpadaHUAMU
OYHCTUIIACh OT TOM HOquHOﬁ CUCTCMEI, B KOTOpOﬁ Hpe6LIBaJ'Ia
A0JIr0€ BpCMH. M camMo CBAILIEHCTBO OBLIO KaK ObI IIPpOCCAHO, KaK
TOBOPHUTCA B HI/IcaHI/II/I, OTACIICHBI ObLIH OBIIbI OT KO3JIMUIII. OBI_U:I

CTaJii MYYCHUKaMHU 3a BCPY, a KO3JHIIA OTPCKIHCHL OT HEC, —
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BCpbI, BOPOUCM, Y HUX U HC GBIJIO, a Oblla TOJBKO COCJIOBHAs

MPUHAIUICKHOCTS. (2)

The revolution and separation of the Church from the state were a
great blessing for the Church itself, which by suffering was
cleansed from that vicious system in which it had been for a long
time. And the priesthood itself was sort of sifted, as the Scripture
says, the sheep were separated from the goats. The sheep became
martyrs for the faith, and the goats renounced it; they never had the

faith anyway, for them it was only a class belonging. (2)

This passage is meant to convince the reader that time and the October Revolution have erased
the problems within the Church, and that the new generation of clergy is already tested and

“sifted,” thus trustworthy and suitable to be spiritual teachers and role models.

Sysoeva shows a similar reductive binary in her elaboration on the Church’s history of
collaborating with the Soviet regime. She refers to the Russian/Ukrainian, past/present
opposition to rationalize this dark historical period, explaining the Church collaboration as a
result of the “unnaturally” large proportion of Ukrainian clerics within the Russian Orthodox
Church. Her argument reflects the common discourse, popularly circulated within the Church,

that fuels and is fuelled by the painful relationship between these two nations today:

YuuTheiBas YKpauHCKUN MHETET K COBETCKOMY IMPABUTEIHCTBY H
TPEOOUCTIONHUTENBHYIO PEIUTHO3HOCTh, BIACTSAM BBITOJHO OBLIO
JOTTyCKaTh B CEMHHAPHUIO M K CBAIIEHCTBY MMEHHO YKPaWHIICB,

KOTOPEIC CTaHOBUJINCH OBI IIpoCcTO MOCIYITHBIMHU

262



TPeOOUCIIOTHUTENSIMU, & HE MPOMOBEAHUKAMU M MUCCHOHEPaMHU.
[ToaToMy pyccKHX CBAILIEHHUKOB B COBETCKOE BpeMs ObUIO OUYEHBb
MaJjlo, a HaCTOSITEJIE U TOTO MEHbIIE U3-32 BIUSHUSA YKPAUHCKON
HAllMOHAJIbHOW KJIAHOBOCTH, IPOTAJIKUBAHUS POJCTBEHHUKOB U
IpU TOAJIEPKKE YIOIHOMOYEHHBIX. He Oynaem paccyxnaarts,

KaKUMU ObUTH CBSAIIEHHUKH B COBETCKOE Bpemsl. (3)

Considering the Ukrainian fidelity to the Soviet government and
their obedient piety, it was advantageous for the authorities to
admit to the seminary and to the priesthood precisely the
Ukrainians, who would become simply obedient executors, but not
preachers or missionaries. Therefore, there were very few Russian
priests in the Soviet period, and Russian abbots were even fewer
because of the influence of the Ukrainian national tribalism which
with the support of commissaries promoted only their relatives. We

will not discuss what the priests were like in Soviet times. (3)

Using a religious/unreligious binary opposition, Sysoeva compares the Orthodox as «cBou» (our
people) to “others” or “contemporaries,” the non-religious, and displays a preference for the

religious, whether clergy or laity:

. SI3bIK CBSAILIEHHUKOB JIEKCMUECKU Oorade W OOJblle HACHIIIEH
¢bpazeonoruamMamMu. B HMX peun TMONHOCTBIO  OTCYTCTBYIOT
CKBEpPHOCJIOBHE, 00%0a U 4epThIXaHbE, K KOTOPHIM TaK MPHUBBIKIO

yXO COBpEMEHHOT0 yesioBeka. (65)
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The language of the priests is lexically richer and saturated with
idioms and proverbs. In their speech there is no swearing, or foul

language, to which the ear of modern man has got so used. (65)

... PEIUTHUO3HBbIE JIOIU CTaparoTcsl OTAENATh ce0s OT CBETCKOM
KU3HU, TOATOMY U JAETSIM IMBITAIOTCS J1aTh Kak MOXHO Ooiee
penuruo3Hoe oOpa3oBaHHe, TO €CTh MOMECTUTh MX B Hauboiee
MpUeMJIEMYI0 JUIsl CeMbU Cpely, K CBOMM. boiiee Toro, Hamm
oOmieoOpa3oBareibHble IMIKOJIBl B HPABCTBEHHOM OTHOILICHUU
OCTaBISIIOT JKeNaTh Jy4IIero, W MPaBOCIABHbIE POIUTENH,
OTIIPaBJISIsl CBOE YaJl0 B ILKOJIY, OYEHb OOSTCS, YTO OHO HAYYUTCS
HE T€M HayKaM, 3a KOTOPBIMHU €ro TyJa OTIpaBuiu. BoT HayuuTcs
KypUTb J1a MaTOM pYrarbcs, a €ll€ ONAacHOCTb CEKCYaJbHOI'O
MIPOCBEUIEHUS], KOTOPOE U3 MOJBOPOTHH MPHUIOJI3I0 U B IIKOIY, U
y>K€ Ha YPOBHE MUHHUCTPOB 00CYKJ1a€TCsI BO3MOKHOCTh BBEACHMUS

B LIKOJIBHYIO IIPOTpaMMy MOJA00HBIX «IPeaMeETOBY... (31)

... religious people try to separate themselves from the secular life,
so they are also trying to give the children as much religious
education as possible, that is, to place them in the environment
most acceptable to the family, with their own kind. Moreover, our
public schools leave much to be desired in the moral aspect, and
Orthodox parents, sending their children to school, are very afraid
that they will learn not the skills which they have been sent there

for; that they will pick up smoking and swearing, and there is also
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the danger of sexual enlightenment that has sneaked from back
alley to school, and the possibility of introducing such “subjects”
into the school curriculum is already being discussed at the level of

ministers... (31)

... IIpaBocnaBHble NOMELIaHbl HAa BOCIUTaHUM JAETEH U CTPOro
CIIEAST 3a UX HPABCTBEHHBIM OOJMKOM, B OTJIMYME OT CBETCKHX
JIoAeH, KOTopble OoJjble 3a00TATCS, BO UYTO OAETh M 4YeM
HaKOPMHUTb JIparolieHHOro oTnpeicka. IloaToMy M pa3roBopbl
[IPABOCJIAaBHBIX MaMOYEK Ha JIETCKOW IUIOINAJKE MM BO3JE Xpama
BCE CIUIONIb O BOCIUTAHWU JAETEeH, mpobieMax B IIKOJE, AETCKUX
cajax, Kpy)kkax u npodeMm. Mamouku BpsiJ iu OyayT oOCyKIaTh,
KaKyl0 HOBYIO KypTOYKY WJIM CAlOXKH NPHOOpPENH Ha TMPOILION

Hezene cBoeMy peoeHouKy...(31)

... The Orthodox are obsessed with children’s upbringing and
strictly monitor their moral growth, unlike the secular people who
care more about what to feed and clothe their precious offspring.
Therefore, the conversations between Orthodox moms on the
playground or near the church are all about raising children, the
problems at school, or kindergarten, or in the school clubs and etc.
Those moms are unlikely to discuss what new jacket or new boots

were bought last week for their babies ... (31)

Nowadays, Orthodox priests enjoy respect and unconditional trust, and their families occupy

admirable positions in the parishes as well: “Marymika Ha TIpuXoje — 3TO BCE pPaBHO, YTO
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nepsas neau B rocynaperBe” (A matushka in the parish is like the first lady in the country).
However, though she stresses that priests are human like everyone else, Sysoeva is not
uncomfortable with her status as “first lady of the parish,” nor does she insist upon being treated

completely as an equal:

3a pybexxom B Pycckoil mpaBOCIaBHOW IIEPKBH... CBSIIEHHUKH
BBIHYXJICHBI pa0OTaTh Ha CBETCKOM paldoTe, YTOOBI MPOKOPMUTH
ce0s 1 ceMblo... Bo-nepBbIX, TaMOIIHUE TPUX0KaHE HE COJepKAT
CBAIICHHHUKA, TaK KaK OH BOCIIPUHUMAETCS PABHBIM. 3J1eCh €CTh
HEKO€ BIMSHHE TNPOTECTAaHTU3MA — Bedb IPOTECTAHTHI
CBALIEHCTBA BoOOIIEe He mnpu3HawT. C macTepAMHU IPUXOKaHE
OOIIAIOTCS HA PAaBHBIX. A KOJM OH TaKOH ke, KaKk U BCE OCTaJIbHBIC
MPUXO0XKaHe, TO MOoYeMy MPHUXOJ] 00s3aH ero KOpMHTh? Y Hac K
CBSLIICHHMKaM HHoe oTHouieHue. B Poccum Bce ke coxpaHeHo
MOYUTAHUE CBSIIEHCTBA Kak 0COOOTO OJIarOCIIOBEHHOTO J1apa,

KOTOPBIN HE KaXKJI0MY faercs. (45)

In the Russian Orthodox Church abroad... the priest has to work in
a secular job to feed himself and the family ... First, the
parishioners there do not financially support the priest, because he
is perceived as an equal. There is a certain influence of
Protestantism in this — the Protestants do not recognize the
priesthood at all. So the parishioners there talk with their pastors
on an equal footing. And if he is no different than the rest of the

congregation, then why does the parish have to feed him? We have
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a different attitude here to priests. In Russia, still preserved is the
veneration of the priesthood as a special blessed gift, which is not

given to everyone. (45)

She approves the hierarchical relationship and the special veneration toward clerical persons. At
the beginning of the 1990s, the Russian religious essayist A. R. Anzimirov warned that a
lopsided veneration of clergy could pose risks, and called for a healthy attitude of “natural”

respect:

Bwmecto CCTCCTBCHHOI'O YBAKCHUA K Cany IpOUCXOoaUT
CaKpaJin3anuAa JIMYHOCTHU CBAIICHHO-CIIYJKUTCIIA. . . KpUTHKa
[J'II/ILIHOCTB CBHH_IGHHI/IKa] PaCOCHUBACTCA KakK 601"0XYJ'ILCTBO,
mro0as TIIYIIOCTBh, CKa3aHHAsA YCJIOBCKOM B PACE, BOCIIPUHHUMACTCA
KaK MCTHHA B IIOCJIEAHEH MHCTaHIIMU. CIIoHTaHHO BO3HHUKArOIIMUe
(I)OpMLI BBIPAXXCHHA ITOYTCHUA K CBAIICHHHUKAM CO CTOPOHBI 4aCTO

HaIlIOMHWHAIOT MMasgsCHUYaHucC.

HeBo3Mo)XxHO 3a0bITh OJAMH U3 BEYEPOB, IOCBSILEHHBIX Hallel
UCTOpPUU, B OJHOM M3 3aBOJCKUX JIOMOB KYJIbTYpPBI, TJ€ CpPEI
MpUrJalleHHbIX OblT cBAlIEHHUK. [Ipu ero mnosiBieHun 1BOe
KaHJIMJAaTOB HAayK YMUJIBHBIMHU TOJIOCAMU MPHUHSUIUCH 3aBEPSTh
0aTIOIIKY, YTO OHU BOOOIIE-TO HE YYBCTBYIOT ce0sl BIpaBe CUIETh
B €ro INPUCYTCTBHM, IOCJIE YEero JOJr0 MPOCHUIH IO3BOJECHHUS
J€P3HYTh BBICTYNUTH IOCIIE CJIOBA, CKA3aHHOI'O «CBATBIM OTLIOM).
Takoe maruueckoe OTHOLIEHHE K 00psAAaM, CBSIILIEHHOCITYKUTEISIM

U LOEpKBaM BHCIIHC HAIIOMHWHACT PCIUTHO3HOCTH HETPAMOTHBIX
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CPEIHEBEKOBBIX KPECThSIH, HO 3TO TOJILKO BHEIIHee Mojolue, Tak
KaK Yy COBpPEMEHHOr0 TOpOJCKOr0 HHTEJUIMIEHTa OIMCAHHbIN
CHHIIPOM €CTh CJIEJICTBHE CO3HATEeNbHOW paboThl IylmIH IO
apxam3anuu camoco3HaHus. Llenb 3TOH pabOTBl — OTKIIOYUTH
(YHKIIMOHMPOBAHUE pa3ymMa M MOAABUTH COOCTBEHHBIH 37paBbIN

CMBICJI cexviii

Instead of a natural respect for the position, a sacralisation of the
personality of the sacred minister takes place ... criticism [of a
priest] is regarded as blasphemy; any nonsense said by a man in a
cassock is perceived as the ultimate truth. The spontaneous forms
of expression of priest reverence often resemble clowning for a

cooled eye.

It is impossible to forget one of the evenings devoted to our history
which was held in one of the factory clubs of culture, where among
the invited was a priest. Upon his arrival the two with PhD degrees
began to reassure the priest that they did not feel right to sit in his
presence, after which they asked for permission to dare to speak
after the “holy father” had delivered his speech. Such magical
attitudes to rituals, priests, and churches outwardly resemble the
religiosity of illiterate medieval peasants, but this is only an
outward similarity, since for the modern urban intellectual this

syndrome is a consequence of the soul’s conscious work on the
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archaization of self-identity. The purpose of this work is to disable

the functioning of the mind and suppress one’s own common sense.

This “conscious work of the soul on archaization of self-identity” is precisely what Alexei
Chaplin, archpriest of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate, exhorted his

followers to do in an article for the Orthodox journal hracooammusiii oconv (The Holy Fire):

I'maBHast mpoGsieMa COBPEMEHHOI'O IPaBOCIAaBUS M, COOCTBEHHO
roeopsi, Poccuun (moromy uro Poccun Het 6€3 mpaBociaBusi) — 3TO
TO, 4YTO MbI pa3ydywyuch ObITh pabamu. XPHUCTHAHCTBO — 3TO
penurus Cco3HaTeIbHOro M J00poBOJbHOrO pabcra. Pabckas
IICUXOJIOTHSl — 3TO HE KAaKOM-TO CKPBITBIA IOATEKCT, a HOpMa
MUPOOILYILEHUS JUId  IPaBOCIABHOTO  XpPUCTHAaHMHA. Bce
COBPEMEHHOE OOIIECTBO MOKJIOHSETCS M0y COLUAIBHBIX MpaB U
cBoOoa. M ToibKO mpaBOCiaBHAs LIEPKOBb YHNOPHO YTBEPXKIAeET,
4TO 4YelloBeK — 93T0 OecnpaBHbl pa® boxuit. [lostomy Ttak
HEYIOTHO ce0s 4YyBCTBYET COBPEMEHHBIN 'CBOOOJOMBICIIALIMIA'
YEJIOBEK B IIPaBOCIABHOM XpaMe, Ille BCE NPOHUKHYTO apXauKOu
paOcTBa... paOCKoe CO3HaHUE JAaeT BO3MOXKHOCTh HaM IPaBUIbHO
OTHOCUTBCSI M K yacaM nartpuapxa Kupwina (ecnum TakoBble
BOOOIE  CYyWIECTBOBAIM), W K  JOPOIMM  HMHOMapKam
CBSIIIEHHOHAYaMs... [ paba mpecTuk TocCloAMHAa — 3TO €ro
JUYHBIA nIpecThk. [t TOro 4To0bl NOCTHYD UCTHUHY, MBI TOJKHBI
nepecTarh 'BKJIIOYATh MO3TH' M HauaTh Ha Jiene ce0s MHUTh HU4YeM

1 3BaTb HHUKCM. OI[HI/IM CJIOBOM, MbI JOJIZKHBI B3pallliuBATh B cebe
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paba. Ilyts x pabOctBy bBoxbemy iexur yepe3 paOCTBOBaHHE
YeJIOBEKY: JeTeld — POIUTENSIM, JKEHbl — MYXKY, XpHUCTHAHMHA —
CBSIIICHHOHAYAJIHMIO, TPaXXAaHWHA — TOCYAApCTBY CO BCEMH

YHHOBHHMKAMH U CHJIOBUKAMH, BKJIKOYas HpesﬂzleHTa.CCXix

The main problem of modern Orthodoxy or, to be more specific, of
Russia (because there would be no Russia without Orthodoxy) is
that we have forgotten how to be slaves. Christianity is the religion
of conscious and voluntary slavery. The slave mentality is not
some hidden subtext, but should be a norm of attitude for an
Orthodox Christian. All modern society worships the idol of social
rights and freedom. And only the Orthodox Church persistently
argues that a man is a disenfranchised servant of God. That’s why
the modern ‘freethinking’ people feel so uncomfortable in the
Orthodox church where everything is imbued with the archaism of
slavery ... slave psychology enables us to correctly treat both the
controversial wrist watch of Patriarch Kirill (if any existed) and the
expensive import cars of the hierarchy ... For a slave, the prestige
of the master is his own prestige. In order to comprehend the truth,
we must stop ‘turning on the brains’ and start really to eradicate
your self-consciousness and call yourself nobody. In a word, we
must cultivate a slave within ourselves. The path to slavery of God

lies through slavery to man: children to parents, wife to husband,
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Christians to the Church hierarchy, citizens to the state with all the

officials and law enforcement agencies, and the president.

His comments may seem aggressive, but they contain a dose of truth about the challenges facing
the contemporary Orthodox boom: the deep contradiction between the archaic values that the
Church upholds and the humanistic mindset Russian citizens have received from Soviet
education. In post-Soviet society, Orthodox faith is influenced by so many side factors that it is
losing its original metaphysical nature of a worldview and becoming something reminiscent of

the conformist atheism of the Soviet regime:

... IO MEpPE yXO0Ja U3 aTCUCTHYCCKOI'O «JIareps» KOH(i)OpMI/ICTCKI/IX
QJICMCHTOB, IIOHATHC «ATCUCT» OOJKHO CTAaHOBHUTLCA ((PII[GIZHO
OHpGHGHGHHGﬁ», «YUaIc», a IIOHATHC «Bepy}omnﬁ», HaIIpOTHUB,
JOJDKHO CTAHOBHTBCA BCC Oouee HCOIIPCACICHHBIM, BCC MCHCC

TOBOPHUTH O PEATBHOM COACPKAHUU MUPOBO33PEHUS. “**

... as the conformist elements left the atheist camp, the concept of
“atheist” must have become ideologically more specific and purer,
and the concept of “believer,” on the contrary, should have become
increasingly uncertain, less and less relevant to the real content of a

worldview.

Breaking Gender Stereotypes

In August 2000, the Bishops’ Council of Russian Orthodox Church adopted The Basis of the
Social Concept of the Russian Orthodox Church, its most important official document, which set

out the Patriarchate’s position on crucial political and social questions. The tenth chapter of this
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document presents the official position of the Church in regard to questions of morality, personal
and family life, marriage, and gender relations. It states that the contemporary Russian Orthodox
Church does not support the perception of women, whose social status was lower than that of
men’s. The Church establishes equality between men and women before God and considers the
roles of women as one of the most influential aspects of contemporary society. However, some
clauses retain a certain degree of ambiguity. According to the official document, men’s and
women’s gender images are different, and these two make up the single whole of humanity: “A
man and a woman were created for a completed unification with each other in love.” i It also
stresses that the ideal image of a woman is as a wife and a mother, and marriage allows women

to perform their ultimate destination and complete the task that is given to them in God’s plan:

Bricoko orennBasi 0OIIECTBEHHYIO POJIb KEHIIUH U MPUBETCTBYS
UX TOJUTUYECKOE, KYJIbTYpHOE U COLMAJIBHOE pPaBHOIPABUE C
My>X4MHaMmH, L[epKOoBb OJIHOBPEMEHHO NMPOTUBOCTOUT TECHJCHIIMH
K YMajJeHUI0O pOJIM IKEHIIMHBI Kak CYOpyrd W MaTepH.
OyHaMEHTAIbHOE PABEHCTBO JIOCTOMHCTBA IOJIOB HE yNpa3IHSAET
WX €CTECTBEHHOTO pa3IMuusi U HE O3HA4YaeT TOXKACCTBA HX
MPU3BaHUM KaK B CEMbE, TaK U B oOmecTBe. B wactHocTH, L{epkoBb
HE MOXET NpPEeBpaTHO TOJIKOBAaTh cioBa amocrona [laBma o6
0Cc000i OTBETCTBEHHOCTH MY’Ka, KOTOPBIN MPU3BaH ObITh «TJ1aBOIO
KEHBI», JTIOOAIMM ee, kak Xpuctoc mooutr Coro llepkoBs, a
TaKkKe O MPU3BAHUM JKEHBI MOBHHOBATHCS MYXKYy, Kak LlepkoBb

MOBUHYETCsT XpHCTY. i
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Appreciating the public role of women and welcoming their
political, cultural and social equality with men, the Church is
simultaneously opposed to the tendency of belittling the role of
women as spouses and mothers. The fundamental equality of the
two sexes does not abolish the natural distinction and does not
mean that their vocations both in the family and in society are
identical. In particular, the Church cannot misinterpret the words
of the apostle Paul about the special responsibility of the husband
who is called to be the “head of the wife”, loving her, like Christ
loves his Church, and also calling the wife to obey her husband, as

the Church obeys Christ.

The ROC, in trying to articulate a new, more positive relationship to modern society, still relies
heavily on Scripture, using the language of tradition. Many official representatives of the ROC,
monks, and priests, as well as popular religious literature cite the New Testament, patristic
literature, and church elders as the everlasting authority on moral value to give preference to the
ascetical stream of Orthodox tradition.cii In The Orthodox Family, Archpriest Evgeniy Shestun,
abbot of the Church of St. Sergius of Radonezh in Samara, portrays the hierarchical structure of
family as given by God, with an accompanying rejection of the contemporary world as

thoroughly corrupted:

Celiuac cembs NEPCIKUBACT TKCIILIC BpPCMCHA, HWCHBITHIBACT
ocoboe AABJICHUC MHpPA, CATAHUHCKUX CHIL... M=m1 xe BUIHUM, 4YTO
OTIajJeHuEe JIIoJeH OT BEPbI IPUBEJIIO K TOMY, UTO MYXK MEPCCTA

yTtuTh bora u nokionsatecsa Emy, ciymarscs Ero, xxute 1o Ero
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BOJIE U CTaJl MPOSBIIATH Henocaymanue. CleICcTBUEM 3TOr0 CTalo
TO, YTO JKE€HA OKa3bIBAE€T HEIIOCIYILIAHUE CBOEMY MYXY. A y ABYX
HEINOCIYIIHBIX JIIOJAEH BBIPACTACT TPETUHM HENOCHIYIIHBIA —

pPeOEHOK. . . “*xY

Now the family is going through hard times; it undergoes
particular pressure from the world, the satanic forces ... We see
that people falling away from the faith has led to the fact that the
husband stopped honouring God and worshiping Him, obeying
Him, and living by His will, and became disobedient. The
consequence of this is that the wife starts to disobey her husband.

And two disobedient people raise a third one — the child ...

Similarly, the late abbot of the Pskov-Caves Monastery, Alipy Voronov, who was described in
Fr. Tikhon’s autobiography as a fearless Orthodox warrior epitomizing the righteousness of

Soviet monks, gave the following advice to women:

Ecnmu Myx nMeeT Takue HeIOCTaTKH, KaK MbsHCTBO, JKE€HA JOJDKHA
MIPOCTUTh CBOEMY MYXKY 3Ty Cl1ab0CTh, IOTOMY YTO U caMa He 0e3
cnabocreit. Kakoii Ob1 HU OBLT MY, HO OH €CTh IJIaBa B JIOME, OH
— xo3siuH. Anocron [laBen numer B nocnanuu Kk Kopundsuam,
9TO JKeHa JIOJDKHA MOJuYaTh B Xpame boxkuem, TO ecTh OoHa He
JI0JDKHA TTOYYaTh B Xpame boxknem; TomKHA MOTYaTh U JIOMa, TakK

KakK TJ1aBa — MYJK, H Y HETO CIIpAllInBaTh, YTO HE ITOHATHO. ™
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If the husband has such shortcomings as drunkenness, the wife
should forgive her husband for this, because she herself is not
without weaknesses. Whatever the husband is like, he is the head
of the house, and he is the master. The Apostle Paul writes in the
Epistle to the Corinthians that the wife must remain silent in the
temple of God, that is, she should not teach in the temple of God;
as well as remain silent at home, since the head is the husband, and

she has to ask him if something is unclear.

Ioann (Snychev), spiritual leader of the patriotic-Orthodox forces and late metropolitan of St.
Petersburg regarded Jomocmpoii (Domostroy), a seventeenth-century collection of advice and
rules, as providing today’s church-going reader an “ideal picture” of family life in which wives

submit to husbands, and male authority is seen as natural:

Ta xe 4JacThb C60pHI/IKa, KOTOpasa IIOCBAIICHA BOIIpOCaM CEMEHMHOT0 6BITa, YUUT, «KaAK XKUTU
IMpaBOCJIaBHBIM XpUCTHUAHAM B MUPY C JXCHAMU U C JCTbMHU U JOMOYaAllaMH, U UX HAKAa3bIBaTU U
YYUTH, U CTPAXOM CIIaCaTH H T'PO30I0 MPETUTU U BO BCAKUX JCJIAX HUX 6epe%... n BO BCEM
CaMOMYy CTpPaXKy HaA HUMU OBITh U O HHX MNemurchb aku 0 CBOCM YJ€C... Bcu 60 ecbmu cBsi3aHBI

eIMHOI0 Beporo K bory. ..

The same part of the collection, which is devoted to family life, explains “how Orthodox
Christians should live in the world with their wives and children and household members,
teaching and instructing them, and save them through fear and authority and protect them in all
matters ... be the guard over them in everything and care about them just like care about

yourself... Connect all of them by the one and only faith in God.”
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Although Metropolitan loann died in 1995, his vision is still alive and very popular with the
majority of the members of the Synod, the ruling bishops, parish priests, and monks.**i The
abundance of this popular ascetic literature in the traditionalist vein demonstrates that some form
of traditionalism, combining theological, political, and moral conservatism, is enjoying a revival.
According to Irina Papkova’s The Orthodox Church and Russian Politics, this traditionalist-
conservative attitude with its accompanying anti-Westernism and implicit anti-Semitism is
prevalent among the elite of the ROC and active laypeople, a faction that is dominant in the ROC.
The liberal Orthodox community, on the other hand, takes a position that differs from the
traditionalists in significant ways, from religious tolerance to attitudes towards the West.
Relatively marginal in terms of their weight in the ROC, their theological liberalism is closely

linked with liberal sociopolitical views.

In the first chapter of her work, Sysoeva confronts the Orthodox Church hierarchy by
sympathizing with Jewish society in Israel. She opposes Metropolitan Ioann’s belief that women
should be quiet, and speaks out on matters relating to ecclesiastical regulations and sensitive
historical issues, such as Soviet church-state collaboration or the hereditary caste of the clergy in
the Russian empire, boldly offering her opinions and comments. Traditionalists see these
sociopolitical issues as meant for discussion by men only, while women are, at best, expected

only to ask their husbands’ opinions.

Historically, “egalitarian” is a modern word. Christianity was not always egalitarian, but began
as a patriarchal religion with gender inequality embedded in its traditions, from the assertion in
Genesis 3:16 of hierarchy within marriage (“your husband ... will have dominion over you”) to
the Pauline epistles that reaffirm gender imbalance: “Christ is the head of every man, man is the

head of woman” (1 Cort. 11:3). According to Russian Orthodox traditions, women are not
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allowed to enter into churches or touch icons and other sacred objects while they are
“impure.” Similarly, in the Orthodox Church, women have access to all sacraments but one: the
priesthood, which is reserved for men. These exclusions and limitations were conditioned by the
gender laws of their time; nevertheless, the New Testament does provide contextual evidence
that Jesus Himself treated women as equals and that all His actions and behaviours demonstrated
respect for them. From a modern secular reader’s point of view, the strong patriarchal hierarchy
that many official representatives of the Russian Orthodox Church promote, can be difficult to
accept because of the established place of women within the secular sphere. Sysoeva’s literary
non-fiction, when claiming to be an insider’s record, actually represents an outsider’s mindset.
The chapters “Mona nomoBckux xen” (Fashion of priests’ wives), “Tpu «K» — o6pa3 xu3au”
(The Way of Life — Three K), and “Marymxka 3a pynem” (Matushka at the Wheel) discuss
Orthodox requirements for priestly wives, outlining Sysoeva’s position on the gender stereotypes
that exist within Russian Orthodox circles. For her, the Church puts women in a subordinate
position, not only in families, but in society as well. She criticizes the ethical vision of a virtuous
Orthodox woman: from her dress codes to her place within family. It is assumed that Christian
women should dress modestly, wear head coverings, be submissive and quiet, and not assume

authority. Sysoeva can hardly restrain her dislike of the “formless” dress for Orthodox women:

OUYEHb MHOTHE, BBIHIS 3aMYX U 00pETS CTAaTyC KEHBI CBSIIICHHUKA,
MpeBpaliaroT ceds B MOJOABIX  CTapyX, HOCS  JKYTKHE
«TETKUHCKHE» IOOKM MU KO(DTHI HABBIMYCK, TpeBpamas ceds B
OTUTBIBIITUX, MAJIOTIOJBKHBIX KITYIII, YITOPHO CJIENYSl HETIOHSITHBIM

BHYTPULIEPKOBHBIM TIpeapaccyikaM, He jkeias MU 00siCh HX

pa3pymuTh. (33)
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So many people, having married and becoming the wife of a priest,
turn themselves into old grannies, wearing the terrible old-women
skirts and sweaters, transforming themselves into formless,
sluggish slobs, stubbornly following the incomprehensible church

prejudices, unwilling or afraid to destroy them. (33)

She mocks those neophytes who “overeagerly” follow this dress code “prejudice”, accusing them

of understanding only superficially the virtues of modesty and piety:

TakKasa oACKOAa — 3TO BBIPAKCHUC €C JIMYHBIX HpeI[CTaBJ'IeHI/Iﬁ (¢}
BHCIIHCM O6p336 HpaBOCHaBHOﬁ XPUCTUAHKH, OHa JO0JIKHa
npuaaBaTb CKPOMHOCTH H Onaroyectus. Y Hee JaxXKE II0XOAKa
n3MeHuiack. KTo 3HaAKOM ¢ HGO(1)I/IT8.MI/I, MNPEKPACHO 3HACT I3TY
CCMCHJIIYIO, p06Ky10, BIICPCBAJIOYKY, KakK OBI BCCIO
CTCCHAOIYIOCA W KOMIUICKCYIOIIYHO IIOXOIKY. A 1oTOM MHE
IIOKa3ajJ0Ch, 4YTO 3a 3TOH pO6OCTBI-O N BUJIHUMBIM OarouectremM

CKpPBIBAeTCsl OUYCHb CTPONTHUBAS U CBOEHpaBHas HaTypa. (34)

Such clothing [headscarf and long skirt — explanation mine] is the
expression of her personal perception of the external image of an
Orthodox Christian. The clothing must lend modesty and piety.
Even her walking has changed. Anyone who is familiar with
Orthodox neophytes knows this pattering, timid, waddling, as if
shy of everything, and complex gait. And later it seemed to me that
behind this shyness and visible piety is a very obstinate and

wayward character. (34)
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Sysoeva objects to the virtual confinement of Orthodox women, especially matymku who have
to raise many children, in the kitchen, isolated from the public sphere and therefore dependent
upon their husbands. She prefers an independent life in which she can make use of her
knowledge. She denounces the antifeminist view that she perceives behind the statements of
“some clergy” that many social problems can be blamed on mothers who do not stay home to
look after their children, and that women have abandoned their traditional role of buffers

between the family and public life:

Hexomopuvle céaweHnuku u  00MOCMPOEBCKU  HACMPOEHHbIe
MUpsiHe CYUTAIOT, YTO JKEHIIMHA MIPOCTO CO3JaHa UCKIIOYUTEIHHO
JUISL CEMbH, JI€Ted W KyXHH M JIOObIE OTCTYIUIEHHUS OT 3TOrO
CTaHJapTa HAHOCIT HEMONPAaBUMBIH yIiepOd ceMbe, O0COOEHHO

netsM. (34)

Some priests and ultra-conservative laymen believe that a woman
is simply created exclusively for the family, children and the
kitchen and any deviations from this standard cause irreparable

damage to the family, especially to the children. (34)

Sysoeva’s repressed discontent moves her narrative from the lighter tone with which it described
seminarian schools toward coldness, anxiety, and even bitterness as she focuses on the marital
lives and child-rearing practices of priestly families. She tends to disagree more often. If she did
not allow herself to appear in the chapters on the seminary, the reader now sees her driving her
car, doing some jobs traditionally thought to be men’s jobs, instructing parishioners on what food
to bring to their priests, among other things. Even her language becomes harsher and cruder,

straying away from the standard literary language that she used at the beginning of the book.
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This tonal shift illustrates her explicit disregard for the issue in question. She argues loudly that
she has the right to be a free modern woman, to wear stylish, attractive dresses and fashionable
makeup, to have a secular job outside the home, and to drive a car, and that parishioners who

disapprove of her behaviour should not be judgemental:

OHA MMeEeT MPaBO M Ha MalIMHE €3/IUTh, U paboTaTh, U OJEBATHCS
MPWINYHO, JIoMas cTepeoTumnsl. Tak 4To, JOAM J100phIe, HE
CMOTpHTE, YTO MaTyIIKa 3a PyJb Ble3Na, U TyQuu Ha Kabiykax
Hajiena, U Ha JeNOoBOM (ypuieT ykaTuia, — HMeEeT MpaBo, U

HEYero 3/1eChb OCYkaath. (35)

she has the right to drive a car and get a job, and dress up decently,
going against the stereotypes. So, people, don’t mind that the
matushka has got behind the wheel, and put on high-heeled shoes,
and has left for a business reception; she has the right to do so, and

there is nothing to condemn. (35)

Sysoeva defends the right for Orthodox women, especially priests’ wives, to live secularized
lifestyles, which were guaranteed for all women during the Soviet period. However, she does not
criticize the church establishment or its doctrinal grounding, defending her religion on the
grounds that “ITpaBociiaBue He 3ampeniaeT KeHIWHAM CJIEIUTh 32 COO0M M XOPOIIO BBHITJISIACTH
(Orthodoxy does not prohibit women from dressing themselves up and looking good) (33) and
“IIpaBociiaBue He 3alperiaeT KeHIMHAM PEATH30BhIBATh C€0s B IPYTUX 001aCTsIX KU3HHU, B TOM

yucie u npodeccuonanbubix”’ (Orthodoxy does not prohibit women from realizing themselves in

other branches of life, including professional areas) (33). The elevation of ascetic behaviour is
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interpreted as a deviation from true Orthodoxy; she openly blames the “parishioners”, “some

2

priests”, “prejudice within the church”, “archaic-minded lay people,” and “Orthodox books™:

B MNPEACTABIICHUU 7npuxooscaH Martylika HE AOJDKHa MOAHO U
COBPpEMEHHO OJACBATHECA WM CTPEMUTHBCA K KaKOMy-J'II/I6O
CaMOBBIPAXKCHUIO, IMOJYCPKHBAHUIO cBOCH HHIAUBUAYAJIbHOCTH. ..

(33)

51 TONABKO TPOTHB CTPUKKU BCEX MO OJHY TpeOEHKY, MPOTHB
NpasociasHblX KHU2, B KOTOPBIX TOBOPUTCS, YTO MPaBOCIaBHAsA
KEHIIMHA-MaTh JOJDKHA CHUJETh JAoMa. B onHON Takod KHure,
HAalMCAHHOW CBSIICHHUKOM, MHE JIOBEJIOCh IPOYECTh, YTO MaTh,
nomesmas paboTarb, MPUPABHUBAETCS K MaTEpH-aIKOTOJIMYKE,
OpocuBie aereil. BoT takoi panukanusMm. B cuiny 3Tux mpuyuuH
KEHE CBAIICHHUKA TsDKEIO Hallth B cebe CHIlbl, Aa0bl CIOMaTh

YCTOSIBIIUIICS CTEPEOTHIT JOMAIIHEH KBOUKH. (35)

In the parishioners’ conception, the matushka should not dress
fashionably and modernly or strive for any self-expression which

emphasizes her individuality ... (33)

I’'m just against cutting everyone the same size, against those
Orthodox books which say that an Orthodox mother must stay
home. In one such book, written by a priest, the mother who went
to work was equated with an alcoholic mother who abandoned her

children. Such was the radicalism. For these reasons, the priest’s
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wife finds it hard to gain the strength to break the established

stereotype of stay-at-home mother hen. (35) [emphases mine]

Sysoeva particularly objects to religious people who are, in her perception, people of her own
circle, and therefore, supposed to show more understanding of, or solidarity with, a driving

matushka, but are especially enthusiastic in their opposition:

...MaTylka 3a pyJieM I[04eMy-TO JO0 CHUX TOp IIOKUPYEeT
OKPYXKAIOIIUX, TMPUYEM HE CTOJIBKO MAaJOLEPKOBHBIX IIIOJIEH,

CKOJIBKO BIIOJIHC 60UEPKOBGIIEHHbIX NPUXOIHCAH, CB0UX, TAK CKA34dThb.

(35)

Matushka driving a car for some reason still shocks the people
around, and not so much the religiously half-literate people, as the
many fully in-churched parishioners, our own kind, so to speak.

(35)

She accuses conservative parishioners of unfairly holding double standards towards priestly
wives. She believes that there are many nonaasu who are still passively oppressing themselves
to meet outdated patriarchal standards and live up to other people’s expectations, and she

demonstrates sympathy for the latter in a passage marked by self-pity:

...C 00BIYHOI 0a0bI UTO B35ATh — €H MPOCTUTEIBHO U PYIUTh, U HA
paboTy XOauTh, € W INTaHbl MPOCTUTH MOTYT. A BOT JXEHe
CBSLICHHMKA HU IITaHbl, HU MECTO 3a PYJIEM IIPAaBOCIIABHBIE YK€
HE MPOCTAT, K Hel Apyrue TpedoBaHus. OHa *KeHa CBSIIEHHUKA U

AOJIDKHA BCCTH CTPOTO HpaBOCHaBHLIﬁ CTaH,Z[apTHHﬁ 06pa3 KHU3HHU
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— «Tpu K»... bennbie marymku! VX co BceX CTOPOH OKPYKarOT

Mudsr. (36)

... what can you do with ordinary woman — she is forgivable for
driving, going to work, and even for wearing pants. But the
Orthodox will not be forgive a priest’s wife for doing any of these.
There are different requirements for her. She is the wife of a priest
and must lead a strictly Orthodox, standard way of life — the
“Three K” ... Poor matushki! They are surrounded on all sides by

the myths. (36)

While sharply criticizing patriarchal relationships within the Orthodox family, Sysoeva does not
quote any Orthodox teachings on the subject, but instead uses the German slogan “3K,” which
stands for “Kinder, Kiiche, Kirche” or “children, kitchen, church,” to summarize the Orthodox
expectations for “good” women.. In German, “3K” refers to a female role model that seems
antiquated today, and the term is vaguely equivalent to the English phrase “barefoot and
pregnant.” The 3K propaganda was greatly stressed when Hitler came to power, and in the 1950s
and 1960s the phrase continued to be used in feminist and anti-feminist writing. Notably, the first
version of Naomi Weisstein’s classic feminist essay was titled “Kinder, Kiiche, Kirche as
Scientific Law: Psychology Constructs the Female.” Labelling patriarchal family values with this
phrase, Sysoeva dismisses those values as alien, artificial, and stuffy. The derogatory connotation
is as obvious as Sysoeva’s polemical overtones. She prefers “napoanas myapocts” (folk wisdom)
of «S1 u nomanp, s 1 ObIK, 5 U 6aba, u Mmyxuk» (I’'m the horse and the bull, I'm the woman and
the man). Quoted from a popular song of the 1940s, this expression represents an ironic self-

portrayal of Soviet women telling them that they had to be universal, because they were faced
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with the heavy-duty works intended for men, and could never expect help from the latter. The
narrator would choose the hard and lonely life of many Soviet women rather than following the
Church pattern of 3K; she proudly describes fixing her stove, buying construction materials, and
running errands in her car. She portrays herself as an independent, hard-working, and, perhaps,
self-willed woman as opposed to the needy matushki who are used to waiting for other people to

care and help:

O6pa3 xu3Hu «Tpu K» — 3TOo a1 MHOTHX e1lie ¥ CBOe0Opa3HbI
3alUTHBIA KOMIIJIEKC, PAKOBHHA HJISi HEXHOW ymuTku. Moi, y
MeHsi ectb «Tpu K» , u He Xouy HHUYEro 3HaTh, XO4Uy OBITh

xenuHoi! (35)

For many the “Three K” is also a peculiar protective complex, a
shell for the gentle snail. They would say, I have “Three K”, so I

do not want to know anything, I just want to be a woman! (35)

The life of a priest’s wife seems more demanding than the narrator had expected, and she can
barely cope with its demands: “Bot Takas npo3a xu3Hu: 1160 xeHa cBaumeHHnka — «Tpu K»,
00 U JomIa s U MYXKUK B OJHOM (JIaKoHe; TPEeThe JaHo, Ho peako” (Such is the prosaic life:
either to be the priest’s wife with "Three K", or to be both the horse and the man in one person;
the third way is given, but happens rarely). Her disappointment with her marital life is apparent,
which may explain why she remarried only a few years after the murder of her first husband, Fr.

Daniel.

In social debates of women in patriarchal religions, Sysoeva’s work appears to fall on the side of

liberal feminism. On the opposite end of the debates there is an alternative view of female
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agency performed through docility, obedience, and patience. In Islamic Veiling in Legal
Discourse, Anastasia Vakulenko pointed out that “qualities such as modesty, docility and
patience which are willingly and consciously cultivated in the course of such ‘habituated
learning’, are not at all those usually approved by the traditional liberal autonomy framework.
For the traditional feminist in particular, modesty, docility and patience signify submission to
patriarchy, false-consciousness and a near-total lack of freedom and choice... for religious
women, docility and patience are not natural or social givens, but acquired qualities which
require much will-power and determination to cultivate.”**ii Such qualities, therefore, are in
accord with women’s own interests and agendas, as a matter of self-fulfillment and spiritual

betterment.

In 2012, four years after the publication of Sysoeva’s book, K.B. Luchenko, who was a member
of the Publishing Council of the Russian Orthodox Church and a columnist for the newspaper
“Church Bulletin” until 2009, published «Marymku. KeHbl CBAIIEHHUKOB O XH3HH H O ceOe»
(Matushki: Wives of Priests about Life and Themselves). This work is a collection of
Luchenko’s interviews with nine Orthodox priestly wives who discuss their relations with their
spouses, their childhoods, and their child-rearing experiences. Works such as Sysoeva’s and
Luchenko’s suggest a continuing interest in Orthodox priestly families, especially the question of
whether priests’ wives are ordinary Orthodox women or whether they have higher and more
significant roles to play. Although Luchenko does not answer this directly, she structures her
interviews to depict her subjects as guardians of their families, with advice on building strong
marriages and raising well-behaved and religiously-minded children. Their stories paint pictures
of the ideal Orthodox family pattern, “the domestic Church,” that the ROC envisions, in which

the husband and wife, together with their children, share Christian faith and grow in the
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knowledge of God towards spiritual perfection. In Luchenko’s book, the matushki’s accounts
mainly focus on their spiritual-emotional communications with their spouses. They are seen as
successful builders of harmonious families and strong emotional bonds between family members.
Their accounts of their lives are very much in the Orthodox perspective of understanding
everything in life as God’s Providence and being grateful for every little success. Sysoeva’s
work is firmly grounded on earth, so that one does not feel the presence of the divine or any hint
of God’s plan in the life she describes. Though she gives details about the daily routines and
financial problems of clerical families, she does not reflect their language or their mindset. More
often than not, when trying to convince the reader or to justify her action, she builds her
argument on a secular basis. The reflection of reality encountered in her text presents a curious
mixture of understandings and interpretations of a person who engages with Orthodox practices
but doesn’t seem to get comfort from this experience. The narrator admits that she does not
belong to the majority in the church circle with regard to many questions: “CyiiecTByroT o0mue
TPAAUIUOHHBIC MPEACTABICHHUA O BHCIIHOCTH HpaBOCHaBHOI;’I JKCHIIIMHBI, 0COOEHHO MaTyuikKu,
KOTOPBIX OOJILITMHCTBO Bee ke mpunepxkuBaercs’” (The traditional ideas about the appearance of
an Orthodox woman, especially of a matushka, are still commonly shared, most people adhere to
them) (33). However, she is determined to challenge these notions. She states coldly, as a given
fact, that “cpenu maTyiiek He MPUHATO pabOTaTh, OHA JIOJDKHA MOJHOCTHIO TMOCBSINATH CEOst
netsim u cembe” (34) (Matushka 1s not supposed to work; she must fully devote herself to the
children and the family). Even so, she insists on her right to a secular job. Luchenko’s work does
not contain such tension; the matushki whom she interviewed are representatives of the
“majority,” with a distinctly positive and life-affirming attitude different from Sysoeva’s. They

restrain from complaints, avoid judgement, and demonstrate their emotional support for their
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husbands and their great efforts in fostering true religious feelings in their children. They pass on
their positive energy to other people and their world as a whole, preferring to show Orthodoxy
by the way they “feel” about it rather than by following rules and regulations or knowing the
history: “™mHe Bcerna HpaBHJIaCh KpacoTa IEepKBHU, Oorociyxenuii. HpaBuinochk omrymars ce0s B
Lepxsu” (I always liked the beauty of the church and its services. I liked the feeling of myself in
the Church) (12).. They admit that marrying a priest is challenging, but do not appear to show the
frustration that Sysoeva does when she says, “He Bcskuii 3T0 BBIIEpKUT (not everyone can bear
it). They seem happy with their marriages, admitting that, despite various practical
inconveniences, the spiritual side, love, care, and emotional nurturing is what matters. None of
them complain about financial difficulties, or question the rules of women’s dress codes and
daily routines, because these should be, in their opinion, secondary. For example, Mother Olga

regards her daily routines as hulls that are insigificant and disposable:

OIMH pa3 MEHs CTapIIMH ChIH crpocwl: «Mam, a modeMy BBI C
MaroW He pyraerech, a TOBOPUTE HAa TaKUE TEMBI?» A MBI
oOCyXJali Bcerjaa M LEPKOBHYIO JKM3Hb, M KYJIbTYpHYIO, H
OOIIECTBEHHYIO, YTO Mbl YBUJENU, 4TO Npowid. Ho He ObIT, B TOM
CMBbICJIE, KOMY MBITh MOCYJy. BBIT — 3TO TOJIBKO Kak 000J0YKa,

menyxa. Bel ke He Oynere cepbe3HO OTHOCUTHCS K mienyxe! (12)

once my eldest son asked me: “Mom, why don’t ever you argue
with dad, but instead talk about such topics?” And we always
discussed church life, both cultural and social aspects of it, talked
about what we saw and read. But not about the domestic, everyday

routine, in the sense of whom to wash dishes. That part of life is
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only like a shell, or husk. You will not be serious about the husks!)
She’s flexible with who is doing what, as long as the couple are
supporting each other. For Sysoeva, everyday routine is given fact,
trivial, unromantic, yet one cannot escape it. (Chapter “BbeIT — OoH 1

B Adpuke 061T”.) (Drab Realities of Everyday Life)

The first matushka Luchenko interviews is a Russian writer and poet Olesya Nicolaeva,
who describes the material difficulties she faces and consciously explains why she focuses
on such “trivial stuff.” Nicolaeva’s experience of priestly life is positive; though she
acknowledges the problems, she is confident that she can deal with them, and sees her life
as spiritually fulfilled. She does not mind driving and does not worry about the possible

reactions of the parishioners, and does not even see that there would be such pressure:

Hama >xu3Hbp Bcerma Oblla OuYeHb HACBHIMIEHHOW — paboToi,
3a00TON O JETsIX, OOIICHUEM C JIFOJIbMU, HO KOT/Ia MOM MYX CTal
CBSIIICHHUKOM, OHa CTaja HEBEPOSTHO OoraTod TpyAamMH B IOTE
JUIa CBOETO, COOBITUSIMH, YEIIOBEUECKUMH CYAbOaMHU, C KOTOPBIMU
MPUIUIOCH  COMpHUKAacaTbCsi  BIUIOTHYO. A BOT  BCSIKHUMH
MaTepuaIbHBIMU yI0OCTBAaMH U Pa3BICUCHUSMU OHA CJenanach
cpa3y HEBEpOATHO CKynHa. Msl xuinu 1nox MockBol B
MUcaTenbCKoM mnocenke IlepenenknHo, W MHE NPUILIOCH
MOCITY>KUTh MOEMY MYXKY B KadecTBe miodepa — st BO3HIIa ero To Ha
OorociuyxeHue, TO Ha Oecelapl C NPHUXOKAHAMHU, KOTOPHIE
MpOBOAMIMCH B Xpame, TO Ha Jjekuuu B [IpaBocnaBHbIN

YHUBCPCUTCT.... S tak HOIIpO6H0 OCTAaHABJIMBAKOCh HA 3TUX, BPOAC
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OBl MEJIKUX, OBITOBBIX TPYIHOCTSIX, HO BEIb OHU — COCTABJISIFOT TOT
($oH, HA KOTOPOM MPOHWCXOAUT U 0€3 TOro OYCHb HANpsHKEHHAS

KU3Hb CBSIIICHHUKA. (3)

...4dTO KacacTcCsa aBTOMO6I/IHH, TO B YCIIOBUAX MCraliojiica, Koraa
Ha 10€34€ JICrd€ aocxarb H3 MockBEI B HeTep6ypr, 4yeM
,Z[O6paTBCSI OT OJHOI'O KOHIIA ropoda 10 Apyroro, aBTOMOOMJIb CTaJl
HGO6XOI[I/IMOCTBIO, 0COOEHHO IIpu HAJINYUHU oonbiIol ceMbu. Bee
MOHU ACTU TCIICPb TOKE BOAAT MALIUHY: €34T Ha pa60Ty, BO34AT

CBOUX JeTein.”

Our life has always been very busy — working, caring for children,
talking with people. But when my husband became a priest, life
became incredibly rich in events and human destinies, with which
we had come in close contact. But in terms of all sorts of material
amenities and entertainment, she became extremely scant. We
lived near Moscow in the writers’ village of Peredelkino, and I had
to serve my husband as a chauffeur — I took him to the services, to
the meetings with parishioners in the church, or to the lectures at
the Orthodox University.... I'm being so detailed with these
seemingly small domestic difficulties, because they make up the
background against which the very intense life of the priest is

taking place. (3)

As for the car, in a metropolitan city, where it is easier to travel by
train from Moscow to St. Petersburg, than from one end of the city
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to the other, the car became a necessity, especially if there is a
large family. All my children now drive cars, to go to work, or take

their children.

She admits that she continued working as a writer after becoming a matushka, which is not the
case for most Orthodox priests’ families, but she does not see stay-at-home wives as potential
threats to the validity of her own choice. She admires them and enjoys being with them,

appreciating the warmth of a traditional family:

... ecau Obl MOW MY CTaJl CBALICHHHKOM €Il B COBCEM MOJIOJIOM
BO3pacTe, cpasy IMocje Hallero BEeHYaHHs, U HE HaBHcana Obl Hax
HaM{ TEHb Halllel MUCaTeNbCKON Mpodeccuu, KOTopas oKas3aaach
BOCTpeOOBaHHOM U B JIoHE L{epkBH, TO Hala KHU3HB, OBITH MOXET,
Obuta Obl OoJiee MOXO0XAa HA JKU3HB CBSIICHHUYECKOW CEMBH:
Oaromika OBl CIyXHJ B Xpame, Bell JTyXOBHYIO paboTy c
MPUXOXKaHAMH, a MaTyIIKa IPOCTO pacTuiia Obl JeTel u aepkaia
JIBEpU CBOETO JIOMa PACMAXHYThIMH, NOTUYS JAYXOBHBIX 4aJl MyXka
U MUpOTraMu, U OJMHAMH, U OOpIIaMH, U KapTOIIEUYKOH ¢ COJIEHBIM
OTYpPUMKOM. S| 3HaI0 Takue CeMbU CBSILEHHUKOB, U CEpJLe BCernaa

panyercst Bo3Jie HUX. (5)

.. if my husband had become a priest at a very young age, right
after our wedding, then the shadow of our writer’s profession
which turned out to be in demand in the bosom of the Church as
well, wouldn’t have hung over us, and our life, perhaps, would be
more similar to the life of a priestly family: the husband would
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serve in the church, conduct spiritual work with the parishioners,
and the wife would simply raise the children and keep the door of
her house open, treating the spiritual children of her husband with
pies, pancakes, borscht, potatoes and pickled cucumber. I know

such families, and my heart always rejoices near them. (5)

Gender roles are not a problem for her either. She simply does what she is good at, whether it is

considered a “male” or “female” task, and does not seem to experience any outside pressure:

A d4t0 KXacaercs MCH:A, TO MHC IIOYEMY-TO BCCraa «MYKCKHCH»
3aHATHUSA YAABAJIUCh JIYUIIC, YE€M JKCHCKUC, U YCTPOﬁCTBO MallMHBbI
MHC IIOHATHCC M MHTCPCCHEC, YCM, CKAKCM, BbIKpOﬁKa, y30p AJiA
BbBIIIMBAHUA MM KaKOﬁ-HH6YHL THUII Bs3aHUHA. Hy qTO XK,
OKa3aJIOCb, YTO HMCHHO TaKO€ YCTPOCHHC OoublIIe noaxoauT

MMEHHO K MOCH >KU3HH.

For some reason, the “male” jobs have always worked out with me
better than the female ones, and the mechanism of a machine is
more understandable and interesting to me than, say, a sewing or
embroidery pattern, or some type of knitting. Well, it turned out

that this is the kind of arrangement that suits my life.

Nicolaeva also claims to debunk myths and expose misconceptions, as Sysoeva did, but she

interprets Orthodoxy as a liberating religion that cheers people up and brings them comfort:

Mos 1enb OblIa B TOM, YTOOBI TOIBITATHCI KOC-KaKHe MI/I(I)LI

Pa3BCHYATDb, KOC-KAKHC A3BIYCCKUC B3IJIAAbI pa306ﬂa‘lI/ITB, KOC-
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KaKhe HaBeThl YNPa3gHUTh U XOTsA OBl OTYACTH uepe3 TrocTeid,
KOTOPBIX s MpUTJallal0 Ha mepenady, naTh oopas IlpaBociaBus

KaK PeJIUIHUU JIIOOBU U PaJIOCTH, TBOPUYECTBA U CBOOOBI. . ..

My goal was to try to debunk some myths, to expose some pagan
views, to abolish some slander and, at least in part, through the
guests whom I invite to the show, to present the image of

Orthodoxy as a religion of love and joy, creativity and freedom....

Some of the matushki Luchenko interviewed discussed problems that have concerned Sysoeva,
such as the parishioners’ constant attention and the pressure of being a role model, but they also
demonstrate how to be confident and grateful in these situations. Matushka Olga admits that it is
hard to be a priestly wife, but she manages to always see the “silver lining” in an unpleasant

situation:

JIr000i1 KeHIMHE, U MATYIIKEe, KOHEYHO, MOKET OBITh U XOTEIO0Ch
Obl, 3HaeTE, UTOOBI MYXK, KaK Clecapb Ha 3aBOJIe, OTpabOTall CMEHY
U JIOMOM, K XE€HE W JETAM. A TYyT — BCS U3Hb B Xpame€ U BEChb
PUTM KU3HU Ompenensercs 0orociayxkeOHbM KaeHaapeM. U 3to
KaK pa3 TO, YTO POJHUT CEMbIO MYy>Ka U MOIO: BCS JKU3Hb — ITO
Lepkosb, cnyxenne LlepkBu. OcTanbHOE BTOPOCTENEHHO. Tak u
KU — OaTiomika ye3kaeT mepel BepOHbIM BOoCKpeceHbeM W
npuesxaer Ha CBeToll — moka AeTd He mnoapociu. [lotom
Oatromky nepeBenu B JIro0epIrsl, 9TO erie mooamKe K 1omMy... Tpu

rojia oTer; AJeKCaHIp CIYXKUJ B Jro0eperkoM TpouIikoM xpame, a
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IIOTOM €TO IMCPCBCIIN B C060p B HOIIOHBCK, 9TO YKC COBCEM PAI0M,

cuactbe! (11)

Any woman, including a matushka, probably wants her husband,
you know, to work his shift and go home to his wife and children,
like the locksmith in a factory. But here his entire life is spent in
the church and the pace of life is determined by the liturgical
calendar. This is exactly what connects the family of my husband
and mine: the whole life is for the Church and the ministry of the
Church. All the rest is secondary. That’s how we lived — my
husband would leave home before Palm Sunday and come in Holy
Week — until the children grew up. Then he was transferred to
Lyubertsy, it’s closer to home ... For three years Father Alexander
served in the Lyubertsy Trinity Church, and then he was
transferred again to the cathedral in Podolsk, which is very near to

us, what a happiness!

She asks little, and is always grateful for what she has, seeing it as God’s grace to her. Her
decision to quit her job as a translator was difficult, but she did eventually quit, not because she
feared other people’s judgement and forced herself to blindly follow the “prejudices,” but
because she voluntarily chose another family pattern that corresponded with her values and
priorities, according to her own conscience. Nevertheless, she does not judge those who refuse to
follow that pattern; she understands their choice, because she herself has gone through the same

struggle:
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Korna st mepecrana ycrneBaTh COBMEIIATh 3200Ty O JIOME U CEMbBE C
paboToii, MPUILIOCH YWUTH € pabOThl, XOTS 3TO OBLI OYEHB
0ose3HeHHbId BBIOOp. S moOwmima cBOU oTHmen, CBOO padory. Y
MeHsI ObUIM OY€Hb WHTEPECHbIE KOMAHAMPOBKH: K INPHMEPY, B
XKeneBy Ha koHpepenumto, u3 JXXenesbl B ['epmanuto, Ha Apyrou
dopym. U3 I'epmannu B Manuto. Xopomo? He odens. [ToTomy uto
MaMa BBIYEPKHYJA MECALl U3 JKU3HU ceMbH. W s moHsuia, 4To HE
HMEIO TIpaBa YIMyCTUTh JI€Ted U J0M — S JOJKHA OBITh C HUMM. ..
JlomamiHuii Tpya — 3TO XOXKAeHUe 1o Kpyry. Ham, coBpeMeHHbIM
KEHILMHAM, TPYIHO C 3TUM CMUpPUTbCA. BoT Moeii 6a0yike Obuio
jerde, IOTOMY 4YTO OHA 3HAJA, YTO €€ XXU3Hb — 3TO JIOM, CEMbS,
X0351cTBO. A 5 roBopuia Myxy: «Tbl moitmu, ecinu s Uisl 4ero-To
BBIPOCJIa HMMEHHO B OJTHX YCJIOBMAX, IOJY4YHJIa HMMEHHO JTO
oOpa3oBaHMe, 3HAUYUT, Y MEHS €CTh KakKue-TO TaJaHThl, 3TO JJIs

Yero-To HyXHO, 51 MOT'Y OBITb ITOJIE3HON HE TOJIBKO y MIUTH». (12)

When I no longer had time to combine care for the house and
family with my work, I had to leave the job, which was a very
painful choice. 1 loved my department, my work. I had very
interesting business trips: for example, to Geneva for a conference,
from there to Germany, to attend another forum. From Germany to
India. Is it good? Not really. Because the mom deleted a month
from the life of the family. And I realized that I had no right to

leave the children and the house on their own — I should have been
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with them ... Housework is like walking in a circle. It is difficult
for us, modern women, to accept this. It was easier for my
grandmother, because she knew that her life was home, family, and
house chores. And I said to my husband: “Please understand, if for
some reason I grew up in these conditions and got the education,
that means I have some talent and that is needed for something, I

can be useful not only in the kitchen.” (12)

By contrast, Sysoeva could not see any meaning in being a full-time homemaker:

Hp03$[6a;1 Ha KYXHC, IPUXOAUTCA 3a0BITb 000 BCEX CBOHX
JUITJIIOMAax H CIIOCOOHOCTAX. A AaJjiee CICeAyCT NOoTrpss3aHUC B 6I>ITy
n 663]333.]'[1/1‘11/[6 KO MHOI'MM CTOPOHaM JXXHU3HH, HC KaCaromHMCs
LHOCPKBHU U CEMbH, KOIr'la KpOMEC KaCTpPrOJib, OECKOHEYHBIX CTHUPOK,

JETCKUX YPOKOB M MOXOJIOB B LIEPKOBL HUUETO O0JIbIe HeT. (34)

Vegetating in the kitchen, you have to forget about all your
diplomas and abilities. And then follows the stagnation in everyday
life and indifference to many aspects of life that do not concern the
church or the family, and besides pots and pans, endless laundry
work, children’s lessons and going to church, there is nothing else

left.

Mother Olga and Mother Svetlana Sokolova succeeded in building very strong family ties:

OH He npuObET B JOME MOJIKY, HO BBICTPOHUT NMPUXOJCKOM 1oM. He

3a0beT B IOME TBO3/Ib, HO IIEPEKPOET KPHIIIY B XpaMme, U caM Xpam
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y HEro OJIECTUT KaK HOBEHbKH. UTO Takoe JIsi HETO CEMbs U JIOM?
Mecro, rae MOXHO OTIOXHYTh, HAOpaTbCAd CHJI, COTPETHCS
OOIICHHEM, HANMUTAThCS OSHEpPrueld B3aWMMHOW JIIOOBH, 4YTO
Ha3bIBAETCs, OTAOXHYTh AymIoi. 51 Bcerma 3Hama — OaTiomka co
MHOW, 3HAQ4YUT, BCE B nopsake. Ho OCHOBHasA kU3Hb CBSILICHHUKA
MPOTEKAET BHE JOMa, BHE CEMEMHOIO Kpyra, OH TOJBKO OTYaCTH
MPUHAJICKUT CEMbE, CBOU CHJIBI U DHEPTHIO OH OTHAET B MEPBYIO
ouepesb JIOASAM... MHOTHE Opaku pacnajaloTcs M3-3a HEKEJIaHUs

MOTEPIIETh M HEXETAHUs APYT I APYyra mopadoTaTh. . .

He won’t fix a shelf to a wall in our home, but will build an entire
house for the parish. He won’t drive a nail in the house, but will do
the roofing for the church, and the church shines as brand new.
What is family and home for him? A place where you can relax,
gain strength, warm yourself in communion, get nourished by the
energy of mutual love, as they say, relax your soul. I always knew
if my husband was with me, then everything was in order. But the
main part of a priest’s life is outside the house, outside his family
which he only partly belongs to. He gives his strength and energy
first of all to the people ... many marriages break up due to
unwillingness to put up with it or unwillingness to work for each

other...

In the most common form of marriage among younger couples, both partners are invested in

their careers and try to share the family roles equally. However, many of the choices they make
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defy compromise. They are often worn out by multiple demands and the difficulty of juggling all
the aspects of their lives. Traditional marriages in which the man is the primary breadwinner and
the woman devotes herself to childrearing, homemaking, and providing comfort and emotional
support, are still fulfilling to many couples, because they learn to understand and feel with each
other. For these matushki, marriage illustrates their capacity to make compromises, to be more

flexible, to learn, change and grow:

Mu1 Y3HaBaJIl KaKHUC-TO HEPKOBHBIC OI'PaHUYCHHSA ITOTUXOHCUKY,
nocreneHHo. Hago B XpaM XOJHUTb — HadalIkd XOIUTb. A Koraga
IIOXOOUJIM, OKa3aJloOCh, 4YTO C€CTb IIOCTHI. Hayamum nmoctutbecsa. A

IIOTOM BJPYT Y3HAaeM IIPO MOJIMTBEHHBIE IIPaBUJIA.

We learned the church rules gradually, quietly. We were told to go
to the church regularly — and we did. Later it turned out that there
were fasts to observe. And we began to fast. And then suddenly we

learned that there were rules of prayer.

Their simple yet moving language evokes their deep spiritual attachment with their spouses at
each phase of life. In contrast to Sysoeva, these stories show that “traditional" Orthodox
marriages can be happy, but they offer their own challenges. Undertaking different roles in the
family, matushki and their husbands work together to build their marriages, share their interests,
deal with crises together, and make their homes safe places. The blaming, judgemental kind of
rhetoric often seen in Sysoeva’s work is absent. The online advertisement of the book plays upon
the popular conception of a matushka’s role: «’)Ku3HeHHBIN OMBIT MAaTYIIEK — BO MHOTOM OIIBIT
eXeIHEBHBIX kepTB. Ho mpobieMsr y Hac y Bcex oOmme. Kak MX MpeomosieBaloT MaTyIIKH,

YKEHBI TE€X CBSIIIEHHUKOB, K KOTOPBIM MBI 4acTo oOparmraemcs 3a coBetom?» (The life experience
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of a matushka is in many respects the experience of daily sacrifice. But the problems are
common among all of us. How do they overcome them, the wives of those priests from whom
we often seek advice?) Representing the traditional Russian virtues of compassion and meekness,
matushki are still expected to be role models for modern women. They play visible roles today in
spreading Orthodox family values. The book argues that their lives are not miserable and boring,
but are rich and diverse in a spiritual sense. Each of them has a vivid personality, but they are all
happily married. Luchenko’s book closely follows the Church’s interpretation of good Orthodox
family. The life stories of the matushki represent the positive ideals of traditional Orthodox
family: kindness, tolerance, and forbearance. Luchenko’s book creates the impression that this

strand of the Russian tradition is being vigorously revived today.

Nevertheless, Luchenko’s interviews have proved less popular than Sysoeva’s notes. For the
average reader, Lucheko’s book sounds “too religious” or too serious. The matushki are, as one
may expect, pious and selfless, but the reality represented there is far from what the reader
experiences in his or her life. How an author overcomes the restrictive or dogmatic tendency in
its presentation of reality determines the quality of his/her work, even in a religious book,

because the reader is seeking to be both instructed and entertained.

Carrying on the tradition of women’s prose (>keHckas mpo3a), Sysoeva presents a feminist voice
inside the church community. She represents an opposition to the predominantly male patriarchal
Orthodox writing. In the book she demonstrates that the church has been instrumental in
upholding and validating a patriarchal structure. Sysoeva’s writing challenges the traditionally
prescribed role of women which prevented women from giving their opinion about history or

politics and confined women to the domestic sphere. Her work serves as a socio-political
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manifestation of the liberal-democratic wing of the Orthodox Church community who are

relatively small in number in post-Soviet society.

Conclusion
Luchenko does not avoid the cliché of sentimentality, while Sysoeva’s notes are more successful

in recreating the sharpness of the matushki’s immediate experiences. Alongside her lightly
humorous and down-to-earth depictions of Russian priests, Sysoeva populates some of her
stories with caricatures and, at times, parodies. She discusses the Church’s problems frankly and
sincerely, in vivid imagery. She is sensitive of what might arouse readers’ particular interest in a
clerical person’s life: his drinking habits, his salary standard, his wife’s fashion, or his daughter’s
teenage rebellion. Her language may sometimes sound confusing or chatty, but overall, her book

is a typical example of popular non-fiction.

In comparison to the exposés of writers like Pomialovsky, Sysoeva’s work reveals other stresses
and strains within the clerical circle. She demonstrates that the life of the Russian clergy is still in
need of improvement, but the hierarchy seems insensitive and unresponsive to the plight of the
average parish priests: the non-married black clergy is still solidly in control of Church
administration, while the married white clergy who work in the parishes remain financially
strained and overworked. Their children now want to make a living outside the Church’s own
institutional structure of parishes, schools, and monasteries. While the words of “moral, spiritual,
grateful” themselves might transport the maTymxu in Luchenko’s book onto a higher plane above
and beyond the daily grind, Sysoeva’s portrayal of a priest’s wife stubbornly challenges the

notion of the lofty spheres.

299



Conclusion

Introducing the language of sin, atonement, and redemption, incorporating miracles, visions,
faith-healing, and other supernatural phenomena, the Orthodox bestsellers make their explicit
religious statements in the form of appealing stories. All three works were written in non-
fictional styles, in the popular genres of memoir, notes, and autobiography. The charm of these
works partly derives from their perceived “historicity.” Readers want to learn “true” stories about

their native culture and the spiritual essence of their nation.

Father Arseny demonstrates that in the after-war period, when people stopped believing in the
ostensible goals of the Soviet regime, religion did not vanish, but despite or even because of the
intense effort to eliminate it, it continued to grow. The failure of the Soviet secular Utopia to
address basic human needs in dealing with death or loneliness opened the door for religion and
testified to the persistence of religious belief. The memoirs attributed to Fr. Arseny’s followers
are to some extent inherently subversive because they can undermine social, political, and
cultural certainties. On the other hand, Bishop Tikhon remembers the starets Ioann calling his
imprisonment during the Stalin era a memorable experience because “God was close.” The
Russian Orthodox Church has historically tended to refrain from publicly criticizing state
injustices; even today, the church culture of guarded public statements continues. Bishop Tikhon

prefers to accommodate dominant cultural values rather than inform them.

Though Russian society may seem outwardly religious, the complex dynamics of religious belief
are often reduced to national cultural identity. In this way, the Orthodox bestsellers reflect the
cultural discourse on religion in contemporary Russia. Due to its historical role, the ROC has

always held great symbolic power. The concept of Russian Orthodoxy as the backbone of the
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nation’s cultural identity is a successful construction that appears to have stabilized over the past
twenty years and become a natural part of the living cultural discourse. Nobody seems to force
writers to reproduce this discourse; yet it has been self-reproducing and self-perpetuating, and
therefore has become a consistent theme of the discursive setting of all of three bestsellers

discussed here.

Although autobiographical memoirs may convey certain objective facts, ultimately they are
selective and strategic, because the story, the narrative expression of the self, is designed to make
a point or produce a certain effect. In Father Arseny, the life stories of the spiritual children
mirror the culture of the religious community wherein the stories are created and told. Fr.
Tikhon’s autobiography was written to create a harmonious, idyllic picture of the Orthodox

monastery as the root source of Russian cultural identity.

In Fr. Arseny, it was the personal charisma, the courage and heroism of the main protagonist that
moved his followers to turn to the Orthodox religion. In Everyday Saints, the religion moves
from casuistry and consoling to national identity, with the institutional Church in the foreground.
Fr. Tikhon closely allies himself with the values of traditional Christianity: morals and ideals
conform to invariable principles, while transcendent authority epitomized by the institutional
Church is absolutized. Fr. Tikhon fears and suppresses critical thinking: his conservative and
inflexible teachings are not open to debate or exploration, but require rigid obedience. This
approach allows little space for a civil society in which different interest groups can organize
themselves and publicly debate spiritual and social values. Many Russian Orthodox instinctively
associate “freedom” and “democracy” with chaos, and “pluralism” with ethical relativism,
desiring a theocratic society in which a strong church and a strong state can guarantee social

stability and cultural vitality. Their goal is to build a society that would glorify God, and thus the
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whole social order must be put under the subjugation of biblical, hence moral, rule. Patriarch
Kirill launched the program of “in-churching” (Bouepkosnenue) which assumes that all Russians
are Orthodox at heart, whether they are aware of it or not. Therefore, the mission of the Church
is to show them that they are, in some sense, already Orthodox by virtue of being Russian, and to
help them become aware of this inherited identity. Bishop Tikhon’s book is greatly informed by
this vision. For a Protestant, people who do not know enough about the gospel are only
nominally Christian. However, from the Orthodox perspective, such a person is ready to be
baptized and incorporated formally into the Church. Therefore, Bishop Tikhon recollects how he
himself received baptism in search of protection from the evil eye. Tikhon’s work is not without
merit, but does often seem to be a servile exercise in insincerity. When he closes his own eyes
and tries to see with the eyes of the Church, his work suffers aesthetically. Behind the popularity
of Fr. Tikhon’s book is a disturbing phenomenon of the wave of conservative Orthodox
patriotism that has gripped much of Russian officialdom and populace. They respond well to his
nationalist rhetoric of defending the Orthodox Church and the nation from foreign corruption.
The majority or the main body of the church consists of Papkova’s “traditionalists” or
Mitrokhin’s “fundamentalists” who build their political platform on Slavophile ideas of the
nineteenth century, which contrasted Russian values of social solidarity and religious piety to
Western individualism. Some extremists even honour Stalin because he saved the nation from
the Nazis and made it a world superpower. Tikhon’s apocalyptic preaching in his documentary
film asserts that the end of time is near and the ultimate battle between the Orthodox East and the
morally decadent West, that spreads its corrupting influence in Russia, has already begun. Fr.
Tikhon’s eager transcription of popular discourses testifies to his desire to fortify the controlling

force of institutional religion. Tolstoy and Dostoevsky have noted in their works that the chief
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end of man is more than just to glorify God: the individual should not simply embrace the
traditional doctrine of institutional religion, but seek God through his works and actions, and sin
and redemption are more complex than church tenets suggest. This oppositional sensibility
toward religion reflected in their works is muffled in contemporary Orthodox literature, which

can seem shallow by comparison.

When reviewing Russian literary works of 2012, Abudallaev bracketed the year with two works
on extreme ends of the ideological and generic spectrum: Pussy Riot’s provocative “Punk Prayer”
and Archimandrite Tikhon’s Everyday Saints. The critic insists that the work should be
understood as a cultural “event” rather than as a literary work, for it is highly symbolic,
illuminating “the changing scale measuring what is significant on the cultural scene in Russia
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today, and seeking to remake the narrative of the national past to serve the desires and

anxieties of the present.

All of the post-Soviet bestsellers discussed in this study are edifying and explanatory. They
answer the question of “what it looks like” to be an Orthodox monk or to live with an Orthodox
priest. They teach the readers how to follow the rites and various church requirements, how to
approach a priest “properly,” or how to behave at a liturgy. When comparing the two post-Soviet
Orthodox bestsellers with Father Arseny, we can see that Father Arseny does not dwell on how
to walk or stand in a place of worship or where to put one’s hand; his spiritual children were
deeply affected not by the rites or the performance of obedience, but by Fr. Arseny’s personal
virtue, spiritual strength, boundless love, and compassion. Unlike Fr. Tikhon’s fondness for
name-dropping both inside and outside the church circles, in Father Arseny there are no potent
prophecies or admiration of the prestige of church officials. Fr. Arseny won people’s trust and

respect because of his decency and goodness, his love for others, and his selfless devotion to the
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Christian ideals. In Fr. Tikhon’s interpretation of faith, everything is predetermined, so that
instead of striving, one only needs to go to a starets and follow his advice, whatever it may be.

Independent reflection and evaluation are discouraged as signs of disobedience.

Difficult issues such as the opposition between tradition and freedom, the challenges of modern
humanism and atheism, the impact of science on religion, and the intellectual tendency to
unbelief or skepticism, are not unique to Russia but were addressed in the West as well. However,
Russians were not satisfied with others’ answers to those questions, but sought Orthodox
answers. All three writers discussed here felt the need to address those questions, although their
stances may be conservative. Sysoeva contests the Church patriarchal family pattern, while Fr.
Tikhon elaborates on the role of the tradition of obedience in a modern society. In Father Arseny,
Christianity challenges Marxist social thinking and challenges the corruption in the world that
was, in turn, corrupting man. Fr. Arseny also calls for a rethinking of Christian doctrine to
accommodate new knowledge, as increased secularization challenges inherited religious
traditions. The author seeks to recover the values of the abandoned Orthodox religion and
incorporate them into Soviet people’s lives, reflecting on how a communist can be a moral

person in the world he experiences.

The religious ideas in these books sometimes seem medieval, without the baptism of modernity.
They represent ancient traditions not only in content but in form. The intensified interest in
Russian medieval cultural forms is related to the strong wave of nationalism that had emerged in
late Soviet society. Both Everyday Saints and Father Arseny were influenced by hagiography. Fr.
Arseny provided physical and spiritual salvation, hope, and inspiration to countless others. The
salvation depicted in this work is that of human nature rather than personal salvation: the

awareness of selfhood is deactualized, because the personal is thought to be logically linked to
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self-interest and egotism. Whoever poses his own salvation as his goal is alien to Orthodoxy. Fr.
Arseny is approached as an object of empathy and an ideal to be followed. Fr. Arseny’s struggles
in the labour camp are presented as allusions to Christ’s spiritual struggle in the Garden of
Gethsemane, acting as a God-forsaken human personality. The problem of personality is in
departing from the issue of free will. Such language sounds alien for the Orthodox bestsellers

that do not even attempt to unveil the “mystery of the Person” (Dostoevsky).

The overwhelming majority of the population trust the Orthodox Church and hope that the
Church will do something good “for everyone.” Although it is unclear what exactly that
“something good” would be, the general public responds strongly to religion. The enthusiasm of
Russian readers for Orthodox literature and the critical involvement in the discussions those
works generate are inspiring, demonstrating a deep concern with the spiritual aspect of life and
the belief in a positive meaning for everything. According to John P. Burgess, “Russia is a
country deeply damaged by decades of communist rule. But Russians think of themselves as a
great nation and civilization, not just a second-rate European power still recovering from a failed
political experiment. Orthodoxy offers them a sense of what is valuable about their culture and
how they are part of, yet different from, the West. This is the deepest source of its power in
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Russia.
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