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Editor’s Introduction

In the last years of the nineteenth century, Professor Nikolai Ivanovsky of the Kazan Theological Academy held a series of public conferences in St. Petersburg with local Old Believers, sponsored by the Society for Religious and Moral Enlightenment: open debates meant to test the schism’s arguments against a scholar who had spent his career studying it. This short occasional piece is Saint John of Kronstadt’s response to one heckler who, cornered by the evidence, tried to claim in front of the crowd that Ivanovsky had answered nothing.

John answers with Scripture, and the barrage is deliberate. Christ to the Pharisees, Paul and Barnabas to the unpersuaded Jews of Antioch, Isaiah’s word to a hardened people, Enoch’s word on judgment as quoted by Jude, and the Epistle to the Hebrews on the fate of those who spurn what they once knew. Five citations in ten paragraphs, each pressing the same conclusion: obstinacy in the face of plain truth is not a neutral position. It is a brief, sharp-edged piece of nineteenth-century Russian religious controversy, worth reading as much for what it shows of Kronstadt’s polemical voice as for the case it makes.
A Word on Professor N. I. Ivanovsky’s Conferences With the Petersburg Schismatics

Nikolai Ivanovich Ivanovsky, professor at the Kazan Academy, a learned investigator of the schism and a lover of the truth of the Orthodox Church, would come to our northern capital from time to time at the invitation of the Society for Religious and Moral Enlightenment, and would hold with the so-called Old Believers his conscientious, extended conferences—conferences that plainly exposed the wrongness of the schism—before large audiences. To these the schismatics could give no answer that was substantial or well-grounded; they either dodged the subject or tried to slip sideways to evade the question and avoid having to answer it, and talked nonsense to the point, because the plain truth stung their eyes and struck them with its light.

At the end of the last conference, one schismatic, backed into a corner by the plain truth of his interlocutor’s words, had the audacity to cry out: «Well, brothers (meaning his fellow believers), Nikolai Ivanovich never did answer our question, and he proved nothing.»

This is bare-faced shamelessness, a lie and a slander against the truth, for which God alone can justly punish him. What more do we need to answer them? What the Lord Jesus Christ answered the scribes and Pharisees in a like case: «If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not have sin; but now they have no excuse for their sin. Leave them: they are blind guides of the blind, and if the blind lead the blind, both will fall into a pit.» Or as the apostles Paul and Barnabas said to the Jews after the Lord’s ascension: «The word of God had to be preached to you first; but since you spurn it and make yourselves unworthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles.»

Our so-called Old Believers are the same as the ancient Jews, or the Jewish rabbis of today. Whatever happens, however plainly they are shown to be in the wrong, they stand stubbornly in their error, perishing themselves and leading others like them to perish with them. To them, as once to the Jews who came to the apostle Paul to hear the word of God and resisted him, his words apply: «Well did the Holy Spirit speak through the prophet Isaiah to our fathers, saying: Go to this people and say: you will keep on hearing but never understand, you will keep on seeing but never perceive. For the heart of this people has grown coarse, their ears are slow to hear, and they have closed their eyes, so that they will not see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their heart, and turn back for Me to heal them.»

For her part, the Holy Church has done and continues to do everything to turn her erring former children back to truth and salvation. For two and a half centuries she has not ceased to reprove and instruct them gently and with a mother’s love, as she does not cease to instruct them now; but they persist in their error and their enmity toward the holy Church, and so, if they do not yet turn back, they will inevitably perish—like the ancient and modern Jews in their stubbornness, like Korah, Dathan, and Abiram (perishing in their stubbornness, as the sons of Korah did).

The schismatics’ blasphemy against the Church, and their disobedience and resistance to her, is blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, for it is resistance to manifest truth, which is the Spirit of truth, the Holy Spirit; and if they do not turn and submit to her, they will receive forgiveness neither in this age nor in the age to come.

To them also apply the words of Enoch, the seventh from Adam, quoted by the holy apostle Jude: «Behold, the Lord is coming with thousands upon thousands of His holy angels, to hold judgment over all, and to expose every ungodly one among them for all the deeds their ungodliness produced, and for all the harsh words that ungodly sinners have spoken against Him.»

Let them choose one of two things: either submit freely and knowingly to the truth of the Orthodox Church, or await for themselves the dread Judgment of God. Dreadful is the expectation of judgment and the fury of a fire ready to devour the adversaries. Dreadful it is to fall into the hands of the living God.

The Orthodox Church, as the spotless bride of Christ, is glorified to this day by manifest testimonies of the Lord to her truth and her power to save: by the incorruption of the holy relics of her saints, which appear now as before, and by saving signs and wonders, worked then and worked now at the prayer of her faithful sons—proving to the point of plain evidence the truth, the rightness, and the saving power of the Orthodox Church. Let the schismatics show even one miracle that has occurred among them, in their schism. They cannot point to a single one, for there is none. Only in the Church is there truth and salvation; outside the Church, error and ruin. Only for those who remain in the Church is there a sacrifice for sins; outside the Church, there is no sacrifice. If we, having received acknowledgment of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins… One who has renounced the law of Moses is put to death without mercy on the word of two or three witnesses; how much more severe a punishment, do you suppose, does the man deserve who tramples the Son of God underfoot, treats as unholy the blood of the covenant that sanctified him, and insults the Spirit of grace?

This is enough for those who have understanding.
The Author: Saint John of Kronstadt

Saint John of Kronstadt (1829–1908) was a Russian Orthodox archpriest, pastor, and spiritual writer, and one of the most beloved and influential figures of the late Russian Church. A married parish priest rather than a monk or a bishop, he became renowned across the whole empire for his fervent celebration of the Divine Liturgy, his ministry of prayer and healing, and his tireless charity among the poor of Kronstadt.

He was born Ioann Ilyich Sergiev to a poor clerical family in the far north of Russia, in the village of Sura in the Arkhangelsk province. He was educated at the Saint Petersburg Theological Academy, and in 1855 was ordained to serve at Saint Andrew’s Cathedral in Kronstadt, the naval town near the capital, where he would remain for more than half a century. He gave himself to the destitute of the town, founding the House of Diligence to give work and dignity to the poor, and thousands sought him out for confession, counsel, and prayer.

He is best remembered for his spiritual masterwork My Life in Christ, a collection of reflections drawn from his diaries on prayer, repentance, and the Eucharist, marked throughout by a vivid sense of the reality of God and of the Church’s Mysteries. His many sermons, catechetical talks, and later diaries—among them A Living Ear of Wheat and his Lenten preaching—extend the same ardent, experiential piety, and everywhere his eucharistic realism is stated without reserve.

He reposed in 1908 and was mourned throughout Russia. He was glorified by the Russian Orthodox Church Outside Russia in 1964 and by the Moscow Patriarchate in 1990, and is commemorated on 20 December and on 1 June, the day of his glorification. His writings remain a standard of modern Orthodox spiritual life.
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