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Editor’s Introduction

Three occasional sermons bound together in one pamphlet, plus a publisher’s closing note. The first two belong to the same terrible week: on March 1, 1881, Emperor Alexander II was killed by a bomb in St. Petersburg, and Father John preached first during the following week of Lent, then again at the funeral liturgy. Grief, unconcealed anger at the assassins, and an unflinching call to national repentance run through both. Kronstadt reads the murder as a summons to Russia’s conscience, not only a crime to mourn. The third sermon turns to a happier occasion, the birthday of Alexander Alexandrovich while he was still heir to the throne (soon to reign as Alexander III), and reflects more generally on birth, motherhood, and the particular weight of being born to rule.

The publisher’s closing note is a curiosity in its own right: it describes introducing a different sermon entirely, preached years later on the anniversary of Nicholas II’s accession, matching none of the three sermons actually printed here. The mismatch appears to be inherited from the original edition itself rather than introduced in translation, and is reproduced as found.
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Sermon for the Second Week of Lent, on the Insolent and Brazen Murder of the Most Pious Sovereign Emperor Alexander Nikolaevich by Villains, March 1, 1881

I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. (Jn 10:11).

Beloved brothers and sisters! We no longer have our good, sovereign Shepherd of all Russia, the SOVEREIGN EMPEROR ALEXANDER NIKOLAEVICH. Villains, conspirators, spawn of hell, forerunners of the antichrist, have taken from us our bright sun: and now all Russia is wrapped in the darkness of grief and sorrow. All Russia weeps, prays, and weeps. We too have prayed and wept along with everyone else. But, brothers and sisters, everything must have its measure, and our grief too must have its measure, though our loss and all Russia’s is so great and so keenly felt, the calamity so shocking, the crime so brazen, that one would wish, and yet cannot, to set aside lament and sorrow, sighing and tears. How—one wonders—could such a terrible murder happen in broad daylight—the murder of a Tsar so good, so mighty, so renowned for his deeds and his love for Russia and her people! Why, O God—we said within ourselves—did You not deliver Him this time, as You had delivered Him so many times before, so that once more all Russia might sing You a hymn of thanksgiving and praise? Why did You allow the enemies of the Tsar and of Russia, who now raise their brow in triumph, to prevail? Why did You permit these evil hawks to fall upon our gentle Dove and tear Him apart so terribly? But forgive us, O God, our God, that we dare, in this way, as it were to contend with You and demand, as it were, an account of Your wise, gracious, and unsearchable judgments. It is the grief overwhelming our hearts that drives us to cry out and question in this way.

How, then, can we find comfort together in our inexpressible grief for our beloved Tsar and Father, now slain? Let us find comfort, first, in this: that the late SOVEREIGN, in his death, became an imitator of our Lord Jesus Christ Himself; for just as the Lord laid down His life for us, betrayed by Judas and killed at the hands of lawless men, nailed to the cross, so too our Tsar, betrayed and killed by his own subjects, laid down his life for us—for the greatest benefits he showed us in his wise reign, for his love toward us, and for his most sincere and generous desire for the good and well-being of all of us, even of his enemies and his murderers. He truly, like a good shepherd, laid down and did lay down his whole life for his sheep, among whom there were also foul-smelling goats—and in the very day and hour of his violent murder at the hands of the assassins, he wished to save from death a boy who had become the unfortunate victim of the attempt on his royal person. Had he, following the fatherly impulse of his heart, not stepped out of his carriage to attend to the wounded boy, but driven on instead, he might perhaps not have become a victim of death, and the enemies might have been caught.

Still, it seems his hour had come; for the destinies of nations lie under the special Providence of God, and the king’s heart is in the hand of God (Prov 21:1), as Scripture says. Let the Lord’s will be done!

Second, let us temper our grief with the reflection that the Lord cut short those days so dear to us not in the flower of his years, not in the fullness of his strength, but as his days were already declining toward evening, when he had already begun to feel some of the infirmities of approaching old age—for indeed all of us must surely die—he ended his days after a quarter-century of his beneficent reign. Third, let us find comfort in this: that the Lord was pleased to call him to Himself wearing the bright and beautiful crown of a Martyr—more radiant than his royal crown—and clothed in the incorruptible purple of a Passion-bearer, incomparably more precious and beautiful than his royal purple—a purple reddened with his own blood, mingled with the life-giving Blood of the Lord, of which he was accounted worthy to partake shortly before his death; let us find comfort—I will add—in this: that the Lord called him into His own incorruptible kingdom, unshaken forever, where there are no enemies, no enviers, no evildoers, and where holiest love reigns forever, righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit (Rom 14:17). Fourth, let us find comfort in this: that he left behind him a wise, good Heir, tested in the crucible of life’s experience, a man of mature years, who has already promised in his own sovereign word to follow in the footsteps of his Father, the Martyr-Tsar, and in whom we can behold the image of the one who has fallen asleep. Fifth, let us find comfort in this: that the all-good, all-seeing, watchful, all-wise, and almighty Providence will not permit such a misfortune to befall us again, for He does not allow us to be tempted beyond our strength, but together with the temptation grants a surplus of strength, so that we may bear it (1Cor 10:13).

But even amid our Christian consolation over the sudden and terrible death of the SOVEREIGN, let us not forget that such an end for him is, for all of us, a thunderous, accusing voice of our Heavenly Father, testifying that by the state of our morals we have become unworthy of such a Sovereign, and that the Lord has therefore taken him from us to Himself, that he might rest from his labors and escape new plots of malice, and that if this is done to the green tree, what will become of the dry (Lk 23:31)—that is, of us sinners, who bear no fruits of repentance? We must amend our lives, if we wish our Tsars to reign long and in prosperity. Among the Jews there once lived, just before the Babylonian captivity, a most devout king, Josiah, who showed a burning zeal for the true faith and destroyed idolatry in the land of Judah. But the Jews of that time were utterly corrupted, and so they were deprived of their devout king, who was killed in battle at thirty-nine years of age. Let us examine ourselves closely, and see what in us is not good, is displeasing and hateful to God. Oh, how much that is not good, not pleasing to God, there is in us! Here, for example, it is now Lent, and yet many have forgotten that this is a season of fasting. Public entertainments and theaters went on even during Lent, and every other sinful, unclean pleasure that further inflames the passions of our sensual flesh went on then too, and still goes on now—I mean certain well-known houses—and they keep many, many people from giving the least thought to the salvation of their souls, though the fasts were established for exactly that purpose. And is this truly how it must always be? Is the salvation of human souls not precious to God? Did He not purchase them at the price of His own most pure Blood? Will He hand them back over to the power of the devil? And yet people give themselves over to the power of Satan through their own sins and impenitence, and if they perish, the fault will be their own, for they will have destroyed the salvation that stood ready for them. And so, for the terribly spreading plague of sin among us, terrible blows are permitted to fall on us, thunderbolts striking from heaven: now a failed harvest, and from it the extreme dearness of the necessities of life; now epidemics; now floods and storms; now devastating fires; and to crown it all, here now is yet another blow upon us! Now everyone has come to their senses, has awakened, has been shaken! Everyone weeps; everyone cries out: ah, what villainy! what barbarism, what viciousness! But is that all that is required of us? What is needed is moral cleansing, a whole nation’s deep repentance, a change from pagan habits to Christian ones. Let us wash ourselves in the tears of repentance, let us be cleansed, let us be reconciled with God, and He will be reconciled with us, and He will scatter and destroy all the enemies of the Tsar and the people like chaff. Behold, the Keeper of Israel neither slumbers nor sleeps (Ps 120:4)! Let us care for one another—the rich for the poor; the strong and the eminent for the lowly, the simple, and the weak; let us wipe away the tears of widows and orphans, groaning in their hopeless poverty and often cursing their lot, driven to despair—and there are not a few of them, and their cries reach God. Let us cast off luxury, which is the enemy and the scourge of mercy, and to which we so readily grow accustomed. Let us gladly share with those in want, in need of a piece of bread, of clothing, of shelter. Forgive me for so often reminding you of this: it is my duty to awaken in everyone a feeling of mercy; for only the merciful will be shown mercy. We are all members of one another in Christ, and in the body, if one member suffers, all suffer with it (Mt 5:7; 1Cor 12:26). The late SOVEREIGN cared for all of us as the good Shepherd of the whole Russian land, and laid down his life for us. Let us care for one another; let no one hold back from mercy, if you wish to belong to Christ and rightly be called a Christian—for if you show no mercy, you yourself will receive no mercy from God. With the measure you use, it is said, it will be measured back to you (Lk 6:38). Amen.
Sermon During the Liturgy on the Day of the Funeral of the Blessed Memory of Sovereign Emperor Alexander II

Whoever loses his life for My sake and the Gospel’s will save it. (Mk 8:35).

Brothers and sisters! Today Russia will commit to the earth the mortal remains of her beloved Tsar-Father and greatest benefactor, who died a martyr’s death at the hands of villains. My God! What have we lived to see? What crimes! In broad daylight, in the sight of people on foot and riding, men in human form, but beasts or demons in soul, killed the SOVEREIGN, gentle and without malice, who had shown kindness to millions of his own subjects and to foreigners of our own faith! How many tears and sobs have been poured out before the Lord for the martyr-Tsar, whom we have had to lose so suddenly and unexpectedly! What tsar has ever been so mourned! But let us not grieve beyond measure, like those who have no hope of resurrection (1Thes 4:13). Let us turn to the divine book of the covenant of our Lord Jesus Christ and draw from it some comfort for ourselves in our present sorrowful circumstances. Let us read from it a few words of the Gospel read today, words that hold no small comfort for those who grieve the passing of good men and benefactors, and that bear directly on our present grief over the death of our good and wise SOVEREIGN. The Lord says: whoever loses his life for My sake and the Gospel’s will save it—that is, whoever loses this present, temporal life by violence at someone’s hands, for the sake of the truth, or whoever willingly crucifies his own flesh with its passions and lusts, will save it.

But who would deny, who does not know, that our late SOVEREIGN lost his temporal life for his good deeds, for his love of the people, because he gave his whole life to securing the well-being both of his own people and of kindred nations of our own faith? And so, though his death is the greatest loss for all of us, for him it is gain; having lost his life for this world, he has gained it for the world above, the incorruptible world; having been deprived of an earthly kingdom, he inherits the heavenly kingdom.

Oh, may the Lord grant rest to his soul in a place of light, of green pasture, of peace, from which sickness, sorrow, and sighing have fled away (Is 51:11), but where there is life without end and without sorrow, free of every fear and dread. Would not sickness, would not constant fear and dread, have been the life of our beloved SOVEREIGN, had he continued to live on earth? The enemies of Russia and of the Tsar, as we have read in the published reports, were not idle, either within Russia or beyond her borders, and were continually preparing to strike all Russia a terrible blow. And so the King of heaven and earth, immortal, eternal, all-powerful, all-good, was pleased to call our tsar to Himself after his great labors, that he might be delivered from all his enemies and rest from his labors there, in heaven. Peace to your spirit, Orthodox tsar! Rest in the bosom of Abraham! And You, O almighty King of heaven and earth, keep under Your dominion our new autocratic Tsar for many years, and grant in his days righteousness and abundant peace, tranquility, and prosperity in his royal wisdom.

Let us, then, brothers, learn from our departed SOVEREIGN to live not for ourselves alone, but for the good of our neighbors as well; let us learn to deny ourselves, to deny our deadly, all-destroying passions; let us learn to put to death these passions that war against us, so that we may save for eternity our souls, created in the image and likeness of God and redeemed—at an infinitely great price—by the Blood of the Son of God. Amen.
Sermon on the Birthday of the Heir to the All-Russian Throne, the Pious Sovereign Tsesarevich and Grand Duke Alexander Alexandrovich

When a woman is giving birth, she has sorrow, for her hour has come; but when she has given birth to the child, she no longer remembers the sorrow, for the joy that a human being has come into the world. (Jn 16:21).

The birth into the world of a human being, God’s rational creature made in the image of God, is a wondrous work of the omnipotence, goodness, and wisdom of God; a new creature comes into the world out of non-being into being—a creature that, however insignificant and feeble it may seem at its beginning, in time often comes to have an important influence on the fate of its own people, of a whole nation, and sometimes even on the fate of the world.

But this creature’s entrance into the world—the creature called man (which means ‘the rational one’)—is for the most part accompanied by great sorrow for the mother who bears him, on account of the sinfulness of conception and birth. When a woman is giving birth, she has sorrow, for her hour has come, that is, the hour of birth. This all who are born of women should remember, and repay their mothers’ birth-pangs with love and gratitude. Yet once the mother has given birth to her infant, she soon forgets her sorrow, for joy that a human being has been born into the world. So the feeling of sorrow gives way to, and is swallowed up by, the feeling of joy. And how could a mother not rejoice! She has become the mother of a child, a being most dear and precious to her, who lived her own life within her womb and will now go on living, for a good while yet, by her care as well. How could a mother not rejoice! She has given birth to a human being, a future member of the Church of God, a Christian, an heir of the Kingdom of God and a citizen—and if the mother is the SOVEREIGN’s consort, then she has given birth to an heir to the throne as well, or to a great statesman for the fatherland. In this last case, the joy of the father and mother becomes the joy of the whole state, of the whole fatherland.

Such is our present joy on the occasion of the festal celebration of the birthday of the Pious SOVEREIGN TSESAREVICH and Grand Duke ALEXANDER ALEXANDROVICH!

The joy over the birth of the Pious SOVEREIGN TSESAREVICH is the joy of the whole kingdom, and the celebration of his birth is the celebration of the whole kingdom: for the heir is the hope of the whole kingdom, its support, the pledge of its might and its well-being. This is why the Holy Church of God, on this day, solemnly offers thanksgiving to the Author of our life and the King of kings for his being given to us, preserved, and brought to maturity, and prays the Lord to continue to keep him in every prosperity for many years.

Let us too, then, brothers, join our own heartfelt thanksgiving and glorification to the Lord to the prayers of the Church, for the gift to the Russian realm of an Heir good and wise, dear to the hearts of the Russian people, for the preservation, increase, and flourishing of his house, and let us pray with all our souls that the Most High Lord grant him to be a worthy heir of his great Father, a continuer of his plans and designs, and that He preserve him for many years together with his blessed family. Lord! Save and preserve the Tsar’s son for many, many years, to the glory of Russia and of the Orthodox Church. Amen.
From the Publisher

«The fundamental, unshakable foundation of the Russian land is the power of the Tsar—one, autocratic, having its source in the will of God. On this power rests the whole structure of our state and national life, the unbroken order and good governance of the Russian State, its strength and its might».

This profound truth, so significant in the history of the Russian people, was chosen as the subject of his instruction by the pastor of the Church venerated throughout Russia, Fr. John of Kronstadt, in a sermon delivered in Kronstadt on the second anniversary of the accession to the throne of Sovereign Emperor Nicholas Alexandrovich.

In publishing this highly instructive word of the people’s preacher, the publisher considers it his duty to explain that the late appearance of this edition came about solely because of the Preacher’s excessive modesty.

The publisher is fully convinced that this edition, now going out into circulation among the people, will meet with the most heartfelt response everywhere in Russia; he is glad to delight his usual readers among the people with the addition, to the sermon, of a portrait of the Tsar, in which the Russian people will see embodied in their Crowned Tsar youthful, fresh strength, flourishing health, and untiring zeal to labor for the good of the Russia so dear to him, for the joy of the people he loves».
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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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