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Editor’s Introduction

Six short homilies, gathered here as they were in the 1911 collected edition, each preached for one of the great Marian feasts of the Orthodox calendar: the Annunciation (two sermons, a formal address and a shorter instruction), the Dormition, the Protection of the Mother of God (again given twice, from different years), and the feast of the Kazan icon. Unlike the sustained public controversy of the Tolstoy pieces translated earlier in this collection, these are ordinary parish preaching: pastoral, devotional, aimed at deepening a congregation’s love for the Mother of God rather than answering any opponent.

Read together, the six sermons return again and again to the same handful of themes from different angles: the incomprehensibility of the incarnation, the necessity of Mary’s intercession for sinners who cannot approach God’s justice unaided, and death itself reimagined, through the image of her own falling asleep, as a doorway rather than an ending. The sermon for the Dormition in particular, with its long meditation on how the horror of death dissolves once faced through the lens of the resurrection, is among the most pastorally tender pieces in this campaign.
Sermons and Instructions for the Feasts of the Mother of God

Contents: Sermon on the Annunciation of the Most Holy Mother of God—Instruction for the Day of the Annunciation of the Most Holy Mother of God—Sermon for the Day of the Dormition of the Most Holy Mother of God—Sermon for the Day of the Protection of the Most Holy Mother of God—Sermon on the Day of the Protection of the Most Holy Mother of God—Instruction for the Day of the Kazan Icon of the Mother of God
Sermon on the Annunciation of the Most Holy Mother of God

The mystery accomplished on this present day brings to astonishment not only human minds but every lofty angelic mind as well. Even they are at a loss: how did God, without beginning, immeasurable, unapproachable, descend to the form of a servant and become man, without ceasing to be God and without in the least diminishing His divine glory? How could a Virgin contain within her most pure womb the unbearable fire of the Godhead and remain unharmed, and remain forever the Mother of God incarnate? So great, so wondrous, so filled with divine wisdom is this mystery of the annunciation to the Most Holy Virgin by the Archangel, and of the incarnation of the Son of God from her! Rejoice, all born of earth—rejoice especially, faithful Christian souls—but rejoice with trembling before the greatness of the mystery, as those clothed in the defilement of sin; rejoice, but without delay, through sincere, living, deep repentance, cleanse yourselves by the grace of God from the defilement of sin. Magnify with pure hearts and lips the Mother of God, magnified and exalted above every creature, angels and men alike, magnified by God Himself, the Creator of every creature, and remember that the mystery of the incarnation and the becoming man of the Son of God was accomplished for our salvation from sin, from the curse justly pronounced upon us in the beginning by God for our sins, and from death both temporal and eternal. With fear and with joy receive the Lord who comes to us to establish upon the earth, in our hearts and souls, the kingdom of heaven, a kingdom of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit (Rom 4:17)—and come to hate God-hated sin, malice, impurity, intemperance, pride, hardness of heart, mercilessness, self-love, indulgence of the flesh, every kind of unrighteousness. Christ came down to earth for this very reason, that He might lead us up to heaven1. And so let us, who have fastened ourselves to the earth through worldly attachments, lift up our heads and raise the eyes of our hearts on high, to heaven, where the Lord Jesus Christ desires to lead us all. Lift up your hearts! Enough of our crawling in thoughts and hearts along the ground, like worms. True, we are worthless worms because of our sins, though our souls were created in the image of God—an image we have disfigured by our sins, and which we must without fail restore through true repentance while we still live; it is necessary that this image of God shine within us like the sun, as it did in the beginning, when Adam and Eve had only just been created. For this life was given to us; for this its course still continues; for this we have been numbered among the Church of God and take part in her services, her Mysteries, and her fasts. See how the image of the Ever-Virgin Mother of God shines! With what wondrous virtues and perfections! And yet she too is a human being… What raised her to such incomparable height, made her so glorious and great, higher than the Cherubim and more glorious beyond compare than the Seraphim? Three greatest virtues: humility, purity, and a burning love for God, a stranger to every earthly, material love. She herself confesses that the Lord has regarded the low estate of His handmaiden (Lk 1:48). Love, then, and plant deeply in your heart, you also, O Christian, this God-pleasing humility; strive with all the labor of your whole life to acquire purity of heart—through fasting, prayer, contemplation of God, tears, and above all through frequent and worthy communion of Christ’s Holy Mysteries; love also, with your whole heart, God, your Creator and Savior, and prefer nothing in the world to His holy love; think always of Him and of His wondrous works; live by Him and breathe by Him; nourish your soul with Him; clothe yourself in Him; be cleansed, enlightened, sanctified, strengthened, and adorned by Him, boast in Him, find comfort in Him; overcome by Him the temptations and snares of enemies visible and invisible; whatever you do, do all with thought of Him and for His sake; wherever you are, be there with Him always, just as He is always with us, everywhere present and filling all things2. If in this way you love the Lord, then the Lord will be magnified in you as well, and the Lord will magnify you, as the holy Church says in His own voice: those who glorify Me I will glorify3. Hate sin, O Christian, humble it within yourself, root out every sin, and the Lord of glory will be magnified in you, and you will be great before God and men; love humility, and the Lord will lift you up. Amen.
Instruction for the Day of the Annunciation of the Most Holy Mother of God

The mystery hidden from all ages is revealed this day, and the Son of God becomes the Son of Man, that He might make Adam a god (Sticheron of the Praises, Tone 2).

A wondrous mystery, past the reach of mortal minds, is remembered and celebrated this day by the holy Church: the incarnation and the becoming man of the Creator of the ages and of the worlds—the Son of God. The uncontainable God is contained within the pure womb of the Maiden of God; the bodiless takes on a body; the one without beginning is conceived; the unapproachable becomes approachable; the Word takes on flesh; the infinitely great is made small, and the boundless is bounded; God is intermingled with men and is not ashamed to name them brothers (Hebr 2:11). So the mystery hidden from all ages, from the beginning, unknown even to the Angels, is revealed this day, and the Son of God becomes the Son of Man, so that, having taken up what is lesser—that is, our nature—He might grant us what is incomparably better: sanctification, renewal, and deification. It is fitting to cry out now in exultation: let creation be glad, let all nature keep joyful festival—that is, both the whole human race, granted such an honor from God, and all creation, heaven and earth, seeing God, out of His boundless tenderness of heart, descend to His creature and take upon Himself the nature of that creature, for its salvation. O mystery incomprehensible, mystery most joyful, ravishing every soul that spiritually understands it, but at the same time a fearsome mystery too! For the cause of such a condescension, such a self-emptying, is our sins. Only the all-good, all-wise, and almighty God could devise so extraordinary a means for the salvation of ruined man—and so abase Himself, in order to heal us by His own example from pride and from every sin, and to teach us humility and obedience and every virtue. A most joyful mystery, I say, one that ravishes the soul! How greatly we all, brothers and sisters, are honored by the incarnation of the Son of God from the most pure Virgin, how magnified, how gladdened, how comforted! God is with us: He has become our Intercessor, our Redeemer, our Savior; the Mother of God has become our Mother by grace, our Intercessor, our Protectress, our Covering. Imagine what would have become of mankind, if the Son of God had not so wondrously, so graciously condescended to us sinners, darkened, a thousand times wretched because of sin and enmity with God! How poor, how pitiable, how comfortless, how inconsolable humanity would be amid its countless calamities! But now, what unfailing comfort there is for the believing and repentant, in the Son of God incarnate for our sake! He is the hope, the cleansing, the sanctification, and the salvation of all repentant sinners; the defense of the wronged; the comfort of all who mourn; the encouragement of the despondent; the rest of the weary and burdened; the reward of those who strive; the light of the darkened; the strength of the weak; the Helper in good labors; the Fellow-warrior in spiritual battles; the delight of all the righteous; the eternal life of all who believe in Him — he who believes in Me, even if he dies, will live (Jn 11:25), says the Lord. But the incarnation of the Son of God is at the same time also a fearsome and instructive mystery, if we consider what brought the Son of God down to such a self-emptying, and to what we, mankind, are called and bound by the incarnation of the Son of God. On God’s side, the cause of His becoming man was boundless love for us, His creatures, the love of the Archetype for His own living, rational image, fallen, perishing—for we are His image; but on our side, it was our sins, our fearsome fall, our unavoidable eternal ruin. And so, what is required of us by the incarnation of the Son of God? Immediate, sincere, unfeigned, and firm repentance for all sins, correction of the heart, and a righteous, holy life. Be holy, for I am holy, the Lord your God (Lev 19:2). Come out from the midst of the corrupt and be separated, and do not touch uncleanness, and I will welcome you, and I will be to you a Father, and you will be to Me sons and daughters, says the Lord, the Almighty (2Cor 6:17-18). That this—that is, holiness and righteousness—is exactly what the Lord Jesus Christ requires of us, you may be convinced every day by the very prayer the Lord taught us, Our Father, in which He, the Lord, teaches us to pray first of all that we might live holily and righteously, according to the will of God and not our own: may Your name be sanctified, may Your kingdom come, may Your will come about, as in heaven and on earth (Lk 11:2-4; Mt 6:9-10). And so, this is the unfailing obligation that the incarnation of the Son of God lays upon us, brothers and sisters: to live righteously and holily, reverently and honorably, and to keep far from every sin, from every unrighteousness and impurity. Otherwise we shall be unworthy of the Son of God and of His kingdom, and shall prepare for ourselves a heavier condemnation, both here and in eternity. Amen.
Sermon for the Day of the Dormition of the Most Holy Mother of God

I will sing rejoicing at her falling asleep (Irmos, Ode 1).

Brothers, what does it mean that the Church calls the passing of the Mother of God not death, as we ordinarily call the passing of other people, but a falling asleep, or, what amounts to the same thing, a repose or a peaceful sleep, and that she not only does not grieve or weep at her tomb, but on the contrary sings joyful, triumphant hymns at her departure? It means that the most blessed Mother of the Lord did not, in fact, die as people ordinarily die, but, as it were, fell asleep for a short while in a peaceful sleep after the heavy sorrows of life, and that her tomb, which became for her a door to the heavenly kingdom, holds within it much joy for the Christian; from this tomb, as from the tomb of the risen Lord, there breathes upon us too a heavenly incorruption, or rather, this tomb unfailingly promises to us as well immortality of soul and incorruption of body, driving out from us the fear of death. Glory to the Conqueror of death, the Lord Jesus! Before His coming, death was very terrible for man, because it seized its prey irrevocably, and there was no means whatever of escaping it, since sin, by which death was strong, spread like a flood of the sea, and nothing had the power to hold back that flood; meanwhile it was known that people snatched away by death were held as captives in the place to which they ordinarily departed after death. There were, it is true, two or three examples of people who did not experience death at all, and one who obtained, by prayer and tears, a reprieve from death just as it had already stretched out its murderous hand toward him, and was told not to touch him for another fifteen years. But what did these two or three examples amount to, in comparison with the millions of people who died? The same as a drop in the ocean. Moreover, the last example was not entirely comforting for people, because King Hezekiah could not be entirely delivered from death, but only obtained a reprieve from it by his entreaty, while the first two—Enoch and Elijah—were reckoned inimitable in holiness of life, for which they were taken up alive into heaven. But what do we see now, after the appearing of the Lord in our flesh and after the victory He won over sin and death? All the terror of death has vanished; it has become, as it were, a peaceful sleep, after which a joyful morning of the universal resurrection will dawn. To the degree that each of us overcomes the sin still living in us—and now we have been given every means to overcome it (2Pet 1:3)—the fear of death vanishes too, so that the triumphant conquerors of sin joyfully welcome the bed of death, and no longer die, but truly fall asleep in a peaceful sleep. «Now, says St. Chrysostom, the Lord has crushed the gates of hell and destroyed the very face of death. But what am I saying—the face of death? He has even changed the very name of death, for it is now called no longer death, but repose and sleep.» The most evident example of this triumph over death we see in the most pure Mother of the Lord. She bowed down in the tomb only for a brief rest of the flesh. We say brief, because, according to tradition, on the third day after her death her most pure body was no longer found in the tomb; it was raised up and taken to heaven, where, together with her soul, it began to enjoy heavenly blessedness. After the Mother of God, we see the apostles and martyrs, who meet death with joy, as their greatest friend, who, in exchange for the fleeting goods of the present world, or in exchange for its misfortunes and sorrows, grants them the eternal joys of the heavenly Kingdom. After them we see all the saints, who likewise looked upon death with joy, seeing in it the end of earthly labors and the beginning of heavenly glory. The holy Church labors to instill in us too this same fearlessness of death, urging us to drive out the fear of it by the gradual uprooting of sins within ourselves, and she now calls her own dead by no other name than the fallen asleep—that is, as it were, those who have gone to sleep—because immortal life in the age to come is now so certain for us, and our right to it so sure, that we cannot, or ought not, look upon death otherwise than as sleep. Glory to the infinitely good God! Formerly people wept long and inconsolably over the dead, and it was even directly commanded to pour out tears over the dead: my child, says the God-enlightened sage, shed tears over the dead, and begin lamenting as one grievously afflicted… make the mourning bitter, and the wailing fervent, and observe the time of mourning as is fitting (Sir 38:16-17); but now, instead of graveside lamentation, we sing the hymn: alleluia, or praise God, glorifying the divine wisdom and goodness which has made death a passage to immortality.

Brothers! You who are partakers of the heavenly calling have seen on the icon of the all-honorable and glorious Dormition of the Mother of God how peacefully she reposes: what stillness, what a reflection of heavenly joy is on her face! This is truly a sleep, a brief passage from earth to heaven. Let us learn, then, ourselves, by zeal for virtue and contempt for vice, to make our own death a peaceful sleep. As long as sin reigns within us, death will remain terrible for us, for indeed, the death of sinners is grievous (Ps 33:22). Sin is the cause of death: as it is written, the wages of sin is death (Rom 6:23).

Let us then, as far as we are able, overcome sin within ourselves, as the cause of death. To overcome it is very hard only at first; afterward it becomes both easy and sweet, since, in proportion as the sufferings caused by our struggle with sin increase, Christ’s consolation will also increase (2Cor 1:5) within us, and the Lord, who said that His yoke is easy and His burden light (Mt 11:30), will surely make light and life-giving the labors of those who strive as well. Besides, what is gained through labor is prized the more dearly, and we take the greater delight in it. We were created for labor, not for idle ease and inaction. Yes, the heavenly glory that has no end is undoubtedly worth the utmost labors of a whole lifetime. This incomparable blessedness, this kingdom of glory, is not given freely. The kingdom of heaven, it is said, suffers violence — that is, it is obtained by force — and the violent take it by force (Mt 11:12).

Is it not because faith in the life of the age to come is weak in us that we are so slothful in overcoming our passions and evil inclinations? Yet that life is no less certain than our present life. Will He who gave us the beginning of life here on earth not grant us a full, perfect life in heaven? Yes, this must inevitably be so, and it would be harder for it not to be than for it to be. And of this the unfailing word of God assures us: all who are in the graves, it says, shall hear the voice of the Son of God, and having heard, shall live, and shall come forth, those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of judgment (Jn 5:28-29).

Brothers! Eternal life beyond the grave is beyond any doubt. But it is likewise beyond the slightest doubt that it may be of two kinds: blessed for the righteous, and tormenting for hardened sinners. Death is the boundary, the border between the present life and the life to come, and we do not know whether it is far from us or near. Let us always be ready to stand at this dread border between the two lives. Amen.
Sermon for the Day of the Protection of the Most Holy Mother of God

The Virgin stands this day in the church, and invisibly prays to God for us with the choirs of saints

(Kontakion of the Feast).

At the beginning of the tenth century, in the year 910 by the reckoning of the Nativity of Christ, under the Greek emperor Leo the Wise and the patriarch Tarasius, during the celebration of an all-night vigil in the Blachernae church of Constantinople, the Mother of God once appeared to the sight of chosen men, together with choirs of Angels and saints. Covering the people who stood there with her own venerable veil, she prayed to her Son and God for their salvation from enemies who threatened the capital with destruction, and the people with slavery and death. Through the intercession of the heavenly Protectress the enemy was driven back, and the city was saved. In memory of this merciful protection of the Mother of the Lord, shown to our own fatherland as well, the Orthodox Russian Church has, from the most ancient times, established an annual festal commemoration of the Protection of the Mother of God.

For more than a thousand years now the Russian kingdom has existed, and it is hard to number how many times the heavenly Protectress has covered it through her prayerful intercession before the Lord of Hosts, sheltering it from calamities. But protecting the whole fatherland, the whole people, in this way, she also extends her mighty protection over cities and villages and individual persons. Every Orthodox believer knows this, for cities, villages, and the lives of very many pious Christians are full of examples of her protection and intercession. In honor of the feast, and for your edification and my own, let us speak, brothers, of how needful for us is the prayerful intercession of the Mother of God on our behalf.

We do not understand, brothers, far, far from fully understand, how necessary for us are the prayers of the Most Pure Mother of the Lord, and to see this necessity one needs an eye or a mind far purer and clearer than ours. Only our tenderest mother, the holy Church, pure in her understanding, sees throughout all the world how necessary her intercession before God is for us, and therefore, every time she begins to pray with us to God, she never fails to call upon her, chosen among women, higher than the creatures of heaven and earth, and through her intercession asks either that some blessing be granted to us, or that we be delivered from some misfortune, so that it is hard to find a prayer without the name of the Most Pure Mother of God. And rightly so! Being the Mother of God the Word, and therefore standing nearer than all others to the throne of the Godhead, she is naturally able to accomplish much toward the mercy and appeasement of the Master. We are sinful and unclean, but she is the Most Pure One; how, for her prayers, should He not have mercy on us who are unclean, if only we desire to be cleansed and do not again add sins to sins. We are proud amid our uncleanness, but she is so humble amid all her virtues, amid all her greatness; how, looking on her humble prayers, should He not have mercy on us who are proud and stiff-necked, if we humble ourselves before God and before her! The Mother of God is truly like an unbreakable wall between God and men; she turns aside the greater part of the thunders of heavenly justice, ready to punish thankless sinners. Only behind such a wall are we often safe, while we imagine our safety to be the ordinary course of things. But let us look more closely into the position of man on earth, that we may see more clearly how necessary for him is the prayerful intercession of the Mother of God.

Ever since man lost his innocence, his blessedness, and his immortality, down to this day he presents a terrifying picture of the calamities, inward and outward, of soul and of body, that torment him, so that anyone must see that some kind of heavy yoke lies on all the sons of Adam, from the day they come forth from their mother’s womb until the day they are buried in the mother of all (Sir 40:1)—that is, in the earth. Having long ago lost his blessed state, man now believes only weakly in the heavenly blessedness promised him, unwilling to understand that the present life is not life in the proper sense, since it is nothing more than a preparation for life in heaven—and therefore gives himself here full license, often making his life a spectacle of raging passions; he amuses himself with it as with a toy, with no curiosity to know what will become of it when it breaks, and in general does not use it as sound sense itself prescribes to every man, which tells him that the life of a rational being must necessarily have a rational, spiritual aim. On the other hand, living for the most part amid sicknesses, sorrows, and misfortunes, amid wearisome yet spiritually useless cares, he is often crushed by their weight, finding for himself neither relief nor comfort. How necessary, and how joyous it would be, in so pitiable a state, to find in heaven one who cherished for us the most sincere, tender love, who had great power with God, and who by her intercession, through our prayer, might, by illumining our minds with her heavenly light, aid us gradually to tear ourselves away from the earth, might guide us toward salvation, might turn aside temptations and snares, or help us to overcome them, and might soften the harshness of our sorrows, sicknesses, and other misfortunes! Such a bright presence Christians do have—the Mother of God. Chosen above all the women of the world, wherever and whenever they may have lived, she naturally feels for mankind, being of like nature with them, and feels not only for every individual person but for all people together more than anyone else, because no human heart is capable of loving all people with such a love as the Mother of God loves us. Only the purest heart can love all people, and there has never been anyone of purer heart among men than Mary. We sometimes love some unfortunate person, yet cannot help him. To the pain of compassion, in such a case, a new pain is added: the impossibility of helping the unfortunate one. With the Mother of God this cannot happen. If she wishes to help someone unfortunate who turns to her intercession with living faith, she cannot fail to help him. As the Mother of the almighty Son and God, she is herself, in a certain manner, almighty as well. God has ordained to show us mercy for her prayers beyond measure, more than for the prayers of all other saints, because of the very loftiness of her service to the mystery of redemption, and therefore He attends to every prayer of His Most Pure Mother, since every prayer of hers is holy and pleasing to Him. And so, if you wish to save your souls from eternal ruin, to be freed from slavery to the passions, to bear with good courage and ease the sicknesses, sorrows, and misfortunes of life, turn earnestly, all of you, brothers, in prayer to the Mother of God, ask for her lofty assistance, her consolations, ask fervently, unceasingly, as though you saw her before your very eyes in her divine glory—and you will surely receive her help; she will surely overshadow you with her protection. You will see this, feel it, touch it yourselves; it will become so light for you, so peaceful, so joyful. And if you do not receive it, blame yourselves; it means you prayed insincerely, unworthily. Who, brothers, is more fit to intercede for us, more fit to hear our prayers, than the Mother of God? Though she is now in heaven, in all her heavenly glory, yet she is of us, of our sinful earth; she lived here as we do, and likewise endured many sorrows; how should she not hearken from there, not intercede for her own? Only let us never forget, brothers, that she is the All-Holy One, and does not love lawlessness. Therefore, in asking in our prayers for her intercession for us before God, let us strive to keep far from every sin, as from an uncleanness that turns away from us both the eyes and the ears of our heavenly Protectress, and draws down upon us the wrath of heaven.

Let us all, then, with pure heart, take refuge in her mighty protection amid our afflictions, our sorrows and sicknesses, and place in her our unwavering hope. Let us, amid the calamities of life, prepare ourselves for that place where there are no calamities at all, where there is eternal joy and eternal rest, and it will be the good pleasure of the Queen of Heaven to save us and shelter us from calamities and guide us to that ever-tranquil heavenly haven. Shelter us, then, O Sovereign Lady, with your honorable protection, and deliver us from all evil, praying to your Son, Christ our God, to save our souls. Amen.
Sermon on the Day of the Protection of the Most Holy Mother of God

For He who is mighty has done great things for me (Lk 1:49).

We celebrate today, beloved brothers, the Protection of the Mother of God. This feast was established by the holy Russian Church for the solemn, thankful remembrance and glorification of the Mother of God’s benefactions, wondrously shown to the Orthodox Christians of Constantinople at the beginning of the tenth century after the Nativity of Christ, in the year 910, under the Greek emperor Leo the Wise. It was a hard time then for the Greeks: the Saracens attacked the unarmed capital of Greece with great forces and threatened it with utter destruction. Seeing help from nowhere, the inhabitants of the capital streamed in great numbers into the Blachernae church, in which the robe of the Mother of God was kept, and prayed fervently to God and to the Mother of God. In the church, among others, were two servants of God—St. Andrew, the fool for Christ’s sake, and Epiphanius, his disciple. Suddenly a wondrous, God-befitting vision appeared to St. Andrew: he saw, beneath the very vaults of the majestic church, the Queen of heaven and earth, with a multitude of Angels and saints, standing in the air, shining like the sun, with a veil in her hands that likewise shone, praying to her Son and God for the whole world and for the salvation of the city and its inhabitants. The seer of the vision pointed out this divine spectacle to his disciple and said to him: «Do you see, brother, the Queen of the world, praying for the people?» He answered: «I see her, father, and I am struck with awe.» Word of this vision was at once carried to the emperor and the patriarch; the news swiftly flew through the whole church, all rejoiced and were filled with great hope of help from the Mother of God. A thanksgiving service was at once offered to the Lord and His Most Pure Mother, first in the church, and afterward by many in other places as well. The enemy was scattered the very next day without any bloodshed, and the Greeks won a complete victory through the intercession of the Mother of God. Such is the wondrous intercession which the holy Church celebrates today, and with her, we, her children. Let all Christians know, then, of every age and sex, simple and noble, rich and poor, learned and unlearned—of the great intercession of the Mother of God, not only that which took place and is now celebrated, but also her intercession that continues without ceasing through every age and generation, everywhere her holy name is faithfully and constantly honored; and let everyone take refuge in her intercession with earnestness, with repentance, and with faith.

For our common edification, let us speak today of the divine greatness of the Mother of God, of the greatness of her humility, her love, and her mercy toward the human race, and especially toward the Christian race; of her holiness and righteousness, incomparable next to God’s own; of her boldness before God; her divine power, her knowledge of hearts, and her wisdom. The contemplation in her of all these wondrous qualities ought to increase in us reverence and love for her, trust in prayer, piety and the fear of God throughout our whole life, mutual love, mercy, humility, patience, submission, and the other Christian virtues. How great her humility was may be judged from the loftiness and greatness of her divine calling, for it is by the greatness of humility that the Lord exalts the chosen to the summit of greatness. It was chiefly for humility that she became the Mother of God: He has regarded the low estate of His handmaiden (Lk 1:48), she said to Elizabeth by the Holy Spirit. This humility was in her, one might say, the seed of all her most exalted virtues, of all her divine beauty, of her most ardent love for God, her gratitude and unceasing devotion to God, her patience, her uncomplaining endurance of sorrows, her incomparable purity, her matchless condescension toward sinning people. How great her love and mercy toward the human race, and especially toward the Christian race, all the ages of Christianity that have passed down to us bear witness. The history of the Church, across nearly nineteen centuries, hands down to us many deeply moving, tearful examples of her intercession and protection of sinful people, deserving of the great wrath of God, yet shown mercy only through her prayerful intercession. Not to speak of the many other examples of her intercession, let us say only how many times Constantinople, under the reign of the Greek emperors, was saved by her manifest intercession; how many priceless benefactions the Mother of God has shown to Russia, both at the beginning, in the planting of the Christian faith in Russia and especially in the building of the church of St. Sophia in Kiev, and afterward, under the dominion of the Tatars over Russia and since the overthrow of their yoke down to our own day—these it is impossible even to number. The shortness of time does not now allow us to enter into the details describing her many mercies to our fatherland, to its various places and people. The great number of different names given to the wonderworking icons of the Mother of God, after the places of her merciful appearances, testify only in part to the multitude of her benefactions to our fatherland; but all her benefactions, like the stars in the sky and the sand on the seashore, are truly beyond counting. Glory, O Russia—let every faithful son of the Church glorify his heavenly Protectress, the Mother of God, for her motherly, unceasing mercies toward Russia and toward you. Only through her intercession has Russia to this day remained whole, mighty, and glorious. One may say boldly that if Russia had always held firmly to piety, if the Russians had all been steadfastly devoted to their faith and to the Orthodox Church, her greatness and prosperity would have grown from year to year, and her peace would have known no end, according to the word of Scripture: and of His peace there shall be no end (Is 9:7). What, then, should we fear, having such a Protectress, whose love and might know no bounds? But our sins, our passions, our unfaithfulness, our impiety, often make us unworthy of her holy protection, and we grow weak and feeble from our own passions and iniquities. She, all-holy and all-righteous, cannot patronize lawlessness or lawless people, but gives her protection only to sincerely repentant sinners and to those who live piously. Oh, if we truly pictured to ourselves the greatest holiness of the Mother of God and Queen, how we would fear and guard ourselves from sin, which she immeasurably hates! How zealous we would be for virtue! Let us set forth here a depiction of her holiness and divine fragrance, in the account of St. Dionysius the Areopagite, the apostles’ disciple, who was granted to see her in Jerusalem, three years after his conversion to Christianity. «When I was led before the presence of the God-formed, most radiant Virgin, so great and boundless a divine light shone about me, without and within, and there poured out around me so wondrous a fragrance of manifold sweetness, that neither my feeble body nor my very spirit had the strength to bear such great and abundant tokens and first-fruits of eternal blessedness and glory. My heart fainted, my spirit within me fainted, from her glory and divine grace. The human mind cannot conceive any glory or honor higher than that blessedness which I, unworthy, then tasted, yet was accounted worthy of, by mercy, and was blessed beyond every understanding!» Such was the holiness, such the glory that dwelt in the Mother of God while she was still on earth, before her passage to heaven!

Let us more often set before ourselves her boundless holiness, and strive ourselves to live holily, as the Lord God requires of us: be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy (Lev 19:2). What shall we say of the boldness before God of the Most Pure Mother of God? If the boldness of Moses before God was great, the boldness of the prophets Samuel and Elijah, or of the New Testament servants of God—the Forerunner, the apostles, the martyrs, the hierarchs, and especially St. Nicholas—then the boldness of the Mother of God is incomparably greater still. Standing face to face before her Son and God, as the Mother and Queen of heaven and earth, she ever intercedes for the whole Christian race, and her intercession is never in vain, for it is always pleasing to God. And so let us, O Christians, always turn sincerely, in repentance, with good hope, to the intercession of the Mother of God on behalf of us sinners, as the Church herself does every day. As for her power and might, she, as the Mother of the Creator of heaven and earth, can accomplish all things, and there is no limit to her might, for she is wholly clothed with divine power. Finally, let us not pass over in silence the greatness of her wisdom and her knowledge of hearts! Clothed forever, unto the ages of ages, in the Sun of Righteousness—Christ God, who knows all the secrets of human hearts—she too knows the hearts of all; and her knowledge is boundless, as God’s knowledge is boundless; and her wisdom, enlightened by the divine wisdom, embraces all things, sees all saving ends, and all the wisest means to those ends. Let us all, then, with pure heart, ever take refuge in the protection of the Most Pure Virgin Mother of God, that through her we may receive from God every good thing, and the final end of all good things—life eternal in God and with God. Amen.
Instruction for the Day of the Kazan Icon of the Mother of God

O zealous Intercessor… you pray to your Son, Christ our God, on behalf of all, and grant salvation to all who take refuge in your mighty protection…

(Troparion of the Kazan Icon of the Mother of God).

Do all of you, beloved brothers, always pray earnestly to the Mother of God? If any of you does not pray to her, or prays without his whole heart, I beg him to begin, from this very day, to pray to her with all diligence, for the Sovereign Lady is a swift Intercessor for all Christians who take refuge with faith in her protection and intercession—she turns no one away, she disdains no one; to be accounted worthy of her intercession, one needs only firm faith in the power of her prayer, and humble, sincere prayer. If some misfortune has come upon you, or sorrow of soul, hasten quickly to prayer before the Sovereign Lady, and do not seek consolation for yourself in any earthly comforts—in theaters, circuses, evening amusements—still less take refuge, to ease your sorrow, to forget your misfortune, in wine, as many do. Theaters, circuses, amusements with wine or with anything else are new misfortunes, only not noticeable at first, because they are seductive. If sins or passions torment you, or bad habits master you, take refuge in the most tenderhearted Mother of all, the Queen and Mother of God; pray to her thus: All-gracious Lady, Mother of God, behold, such and such passions and sins master me; You can do all things, Your prayer is all-powerful with Your Son and God; cover me, defend me from myself, from my sinful passions and habits; with my whole heart I desire my own amendment and salvation, but without help from on high, without intercession from above, I can do nothing: I take one step forward, and then fall ten steps back, so does the hostile power thrust me away from the Lord. Wretched am I, poor and destitute and blind and naked in spirit; help me, wretched, poor, and blind, I beseech You with my whole soul. I believe that You hear every sigh of my heart, every word that comes forth from my heart, and mercifully defend all who earnestly seek Your help, and whom sinful flattery has not utterly beguiled. Defend, then, save, and have mercy on me, a sinner. So let us pray to the most merciful Queen and Mother of God—and we shall surely be accounted worthy of her protection and intercession. Amen.

Akathist to the Mother of God, kontakion 8.

Troparion of the Holy Spirit.

Epistle of Tarasius, Patriarch of Constantinople, to Pope Adrian of Rome, Kormchaia, Part 1, ch. 36. 1787 edition.
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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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