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Issue no. 6

Searchlight is a quarterly magazine 
appearing seasonally on 1 March, 1 
June, 1 September and 1 December. 
It is aimed at Orthodox young people, 

aged 13-20 (and their parents!), 
and is produced by the Diocese of 
the British Isles and Ireland of the 

Russian Orthodox Church
Outside Russia (ROCOR). However, 
it is suited not only to young people 

within our Diocese, but also of 
course to those outside. We hope 
to answer questions raised by our 
young people and also to give their 
parents ideas on how to help them!

For any queries, contact: 
mary0170@yahoo.com

One of the children approached 
us and asked how can St George 

and St Alexander, soldiers who 
had broken God’s commandment 
about killing, have become Saints? 
In this summer issue, we have tried 
to answer the difficult question by 

looking at the lives of certain Saints. 
We can learn that love for the others, 
sacrificing our wants and needs for 
the other, and our love for God can 

make us heroes.

Searchlight



     ome years ago I was talking to an old gentlemen who had 
converted to Orthodoxy in the early 1960’s. He was baptised 
in Jordanville by Vladika Laurus. He told me a story of being 
behind enemy lines in Crete during WW2 assisting the partisans 
in their struggle against Nazi occupation. Trying to mix with the 
local crowds at Pascha, the British gave their group away because 
the Germans noted that they did the sign of the Cross the wrong 

THE SIGN OF THE CROSS
S

Written BY Fr Paul Elliott

way! They all had to flee and disappear into the mountains. This 
story illustrates how very distinctive the sign of the Cross is for 
Orthodox Christians. 

Preparing to write a talk, I have been reading about the New 
Martyrs and Confessors of Russia. In a surprising number of cases 
they had their right hands mutilated before execution so that they 



Pokrovsky Convent, Kiev

could not make the sign of the Cross. Their executioners knew 
what it meant to them and how very important it is to Orthodox 
Christians. This goes to show that we really should do the 
sign of the Cross with conviction. Doing it half-heartedly is a 
dishonour to the Cross, the weapon of our salvation.

Of course, the way we make the sign of the Cross now is 
different to the way that the Russian Church made it up until 
the reforms of Patriarch Nikon. Some of the struggle of the Old 
Believers in 17th and 18th Century Russia was to do with their 
refusal to change the way that they made the sign of the Cross. 
There is a very famous painting by Nestorov of an old beliver 
being dragged off, presumably to her death, making the sign of 
the Cross defiantly in the old Russian way. 

Two forefingers grouped together and three grouped into the 
palm of the hand. The reforms of 1648 to 1653 sought to bring 
the Russian Church more in line with Greek Church practice of 
the time. There was a great deal more to the dissent of the Old 
Believers but the sign of the Cross was certainly an outward sign.

At Church, when the Deacon prays during Litanies on behalf of 
all the faithful, he makes the sign of the Cross at the conclusion 
of each petition. This is a confirmation of the prayer and the 
belief that God hears our prayer. The faithful should join with 
the Deacon in this confirmation by making the sign of the Cross 
with him throughout the services. This is a physical expression of 
our oneness of faith and our unity in Christ. When a priest serves 
alone, the faithful cannot always see this action but should 
nevertheless join in.

We should not just reserve the sign of the Cross for being 
in church or even just for our private prayers at home. It is 
instructive to hear what a great missionary saint, St Cosmas 
Aitolos, said about the sign of the Cross. 



He teaches that to start at the forehead points to God in 
heaven, to trace the hand to the stomach points to God the 
Son coming down to earth to redeem mankind; when we 
move our hand to the right shoulder we acknowledge that 
God is just and righteous and that all power rests in Him, and 
when we move our hand to the left shoulder we acknowledge 
that without Him we are lost. 

St Cosmas always set up a wooden Cross in the villages where 
he preached and pointed to it as he taught the faithful. He 
teaches the people to make the sign of the Cross to sanctify 
every aspect of their lives. “Wherever a person sets out to 
travel, he should make the sign of the Cross and say the 
prayer ‘Lord Jesus Christ…’ Whether you go to the fair or to 
the field or to the vineyard, or when you eat bread or fruit, 
or drink wine or water, when you go to sleep, worship God. 
Make the sign of the Cross over your body when you lie down 
to sleep. Then you will sleep and rise in the morning strong 
and happy.”

The holy Martyrs died making the sign of the Cross so we 
should bear witness to the world around us in solidarity 
with them. St Paul says, “In the Cross of Christ I glory.” The 
sign of the Cross is perhaps the most definitive way that we 
can proclaim our faith in Christ. It is our bearing witness…
and what does the word “martyr” mean? Precisely “to bear 
witness”. 

Next time you are in church or wanting to sanctify an activity, 
make the sign of the Cross confidently. Above all, do not be 
afraid, half–hearted or shy about it. When outward signs of 
the Christian faith are almost invisible in our secular society 
today, let us Orthodox at least make this sacred sign so that, 
in this obvious and physical way, we can continue to proclaim 
the Christian faith in its fullness.

Traditional tell us that the sign of the Cross is made in this way.

 1. We place our thumb and first two fingers of our right 
hand together to a point, and our two other fingers flat against the 
palm of our hand. The three fingers represent the three Persons 
of the Divine Trinity in one unity, the two fingers represent the two 
natures of Christ.

 2. We touch the centre of our foreheads then move our 
hand down to our stomach to trace the vertical axis of the Cross.

 3. We move our hand from our stomach to our right 
shoulder.

 4. We complete the sign of the Cross by moving our 
hand to touch our left shoulder thus tracing the horizontal axis of the 
Cross.

 5. We bow or slightly incline our head while making the 
sign of the Cross as an act of humility and



In the 9th century, what is known today as modern 
Russia, Belarus and Ukraine, was made of a patchwork 

of tribes. Rus’ was founded by Rurik, who was a 
Varangian, a Viking trib. Kievan Rus’ was founded by 
Rurik, who was a Varangian, a Viking tribe. He died 

in 879, and was succeeded by his son Igor. There were 
only a few Christians among the Rus then, but often 

they were persecuted. Most Rus then were pagan.

A princess no one dared to cross 
or else regret...

Descendant from the Vikings, St Olga was born around 890 and 
raised a pagan. St Olga married Prince Igor and had one son named 
Sviatoslav. She was widowed when Prince Igor was murdered by 
a group of subjects, the Drevlian tribe, who were outraged at the 
frequent taxes he took from them. 

However, the Drevlian tribe having sworn their oaths on their swords 
and believing “only in their swords”, were doomed to also perish by 
the sword. 

Sviataslov was only three years old at the time of his father’s murder, 
but according to the rules of the Rus tribe he would inherit his father’s 
throne, with Olga standing as regent until he became a teenager. 
The tribe that murdered Igor wanted their leader, Mal, to marry 
Olga and take over the leadership of the various tribes in the region. 

St Olga
Mother to the 

Written by Philip Hicks

of the Russian Lands
Enlightener 

Prince Vladimir

Olga was not happy with the thought of this and promptly had 
the messengers buried alive. She then sent her agreement to the 
marriage, but only if the chiefs of the tribe came to the wedding. 
When the men arrived, she offered them a refreshing bath. Then 
she locked the bathhouse and set it on fire. 

She invited the Drevlian soldiers to attend a mourning feast at her 
husband’s grave. Once they were drunk, she had them killed. Then, 
with her army at her back, she turned up at the gates of Iskorosten, 
the Drevlian capital. She said that with their leaders and warriors 

St Olga’s Baptism



Olga receiving her husband’s body. A sketch by the 19th 
century Russian artist Vasily Surikov.

dead, she was prepared to spare them, in exchange for a tribute of 
three pigeons and three sparrows from each house. When the birds 
arrived she had her men attach smouldering sulphur to each of 
their legs, and then set them loose. They flew back to their homes, 
and set the roofs and trees of the city alight. The Drevlians lost 
their battle. 

Still an unbeliever in God and despite the seemingly harshness of 
her victory, Princess Olga proved to be a great leader. Her regency 
was marked by successful military conquest, a change in the 
taxation system. 

It is not before the summer of 954, having entrusted Kiev to 
her son Svyatoslav, St Olga travelled to Constantinople and 
encountered the Christian faith.

This was a peaceful “expedition”, combining the tasks of religious 
pilgrimage and diplomatic mission: under her control, Rus had 
become a strong empire and the Byzantine Emperor Constantine 
VII wanted to take her as a wife.

A great impression was produced on St Olga by the Orthodox 
churches, its holy things that were preserved in them throughout 
Constantinople. Princess Olga attended services in the finest 
Church of Constantinople: at Agia Sophia.

Princess Olga found the desire for holy Orthodoxy, and she made 
the decision to become a Christian. The sacrament of Baptism was 
made over her by the Constantinople Patriarch and her godfather 
was Emperor Constantine. 

At Baptism she was given the 
name Helen in honour of the 
holy Equal of the Apostles 
Helen, the mother of St. 
Constantine. In edifying words 
spoken at the conclusion of 
the rite, the Patriarch said, 
“Blessed are you among 
Russian women, for you have 
forsaken the darkness and 
have loved the Light. The 
Russian people shall bless you 
in all the future generations, 
from your grandson and great-
grandson to your furthermost 
descendants.” He instructed 
her in the truths of the Faith, 
the churchly rules and the 
rule of prayer, he explained 
the commands about fasting, 
chastity and charity.

Thus, by a peaceful path, St 
Olga succeeded in “taking 
Constantinople,” something 
that no other military leader 
before her had ever been able St Olga



to do. According to witnesses, the Emperor himself had to admit, 
that Olga had outwitted him. Indeed, St Olga outwitted her suitor 
by asking the Emperor to become her Godfather and thus the 
Emperor could no longer marry her.

On her return, St Olga zealously devoted herself to efforts to 
Christianise her country men, and also church construction. She 
built many churches. 

Princess Olga was given by the Patriarch of Constantinople a piece 
of the Holy Cross which resided in the newly built Kiev Sophia 
church. Upon the Holy relic was inscribed: “The Holy Cross for 
the Regeneration of the Russian Land, Received by Noble Princess 
Olga.”

However, her efforts to spread Christianity in her land was met 
with fierce Pagan resistance. Her son Sviatoslav was afraid that if 
he converted he would lose the loyalty of the tribes and therefore 
refused to get baptised. However, her one notable convert was her 
youngest grandson, Vladimir. 

In 964 Sviatoslav was old enough to become the ruler, and Olga 
stood down from being the caretaker or regent. Finally in 969, St. 
Olga died: “and with great lament they mourned her, her son and 
grandsons and all the people.” 

St. Olga glorified God with good deeds in all things, and God 
glorified her. In 1007, under Prince Vladimir, her relics were 
transferred to the Desyatin Church of the Dormition of the Most 
Holy Theotokos.

The holy Equal of the Apostles Great Prince Vladimir, St Olga’s 
grandson, himself giving thanks to God on the day of the Baptism 
of Rus, said about his grand-mother, St Olga: “The sons of Rus 
bless you, and also the generations of your descendants.”

Svyato-Spassky Convent 
in Kostomorovo

St Olga started her life in a harsh manner, but following her Christian conversion 
she ended her life in the peace of God, glorifying Him where she could, and 
living her Christian life following God’ s commandments.



Pokrovsky 
Convent, Kiev



When we asked what kind of topic our teenage readers 
would like to see addressed, one of the answers we 
got was ‘space and aliens’. Now, at first glance, this 

did not appear to be an Orthodox subject at all but, not 
wishing to be defeated, we found that it can, indeed, 

be examined in an Orthodox context. With this in mind, 
here is the first in a new series entitled 

‘Space and Aliens in Orthodoxy’.

Sun Moon        Stars
By Elizabeth 
Tattum-Smith



Modern science has taught us that our earth is one planet in one 
galaxy of an unimaginably large universe, but the position in which 
the earth has been created, in relation to other objects in space, 
is significant. We are situated in a galaxy called the Milky Way, 
and are part of a solar system. This means that we orbit a large 
star known as a sun along with a number of other planets. We 
also have a moon, which orbits us. As we know from our everyday 
experience, we can see the sun and the moon in the sky from the 
earth. Our religion is one of deep symbolism. This means that one 
thing is often used to represent something else. So, it is hardly a 
surprise, since the God Whom we encounter through our religion 
created the universe, that it should also be filled with symbolism. 
In fact, the Church Fathers teach us that every part of creation 
symbolises something, and teaches us about God. It is the same 
with the heavenly bodies which we can see – the sun and moon, 
and also the stars.

Traditionally, the sun has been seen to represent Christ. The very 
last book of the Old Testament, the Book of Malachi, ends with 
a prophecy of the coming of the awaited Messiah (Jesus Christ), 
preceded by ‘Elijah’ (St John the Baptist). Messiah is described 

thus: ‘unto you that fear my name shall the Sun of Righteousness arise 
with healing in His wings’. It is, of course, perfectly fitting that Christ 
should be compared to the sun as, in the same way that the sun provides 
us with our physical light, necessary for sight as well as for all life on 
earth, so Christ provides us with the spiritual light which we need to ‘see’ 
(understand) and ‘live’ (be spiritually alive). Like the sun, Christ appeared 
at the end of a long, dark night (the time from the fall until His coming), 
and brought the day (the Christian era).   

The moon, on the other hand, only shines because it reflects the light of 
the sun. The sun is made up of extremely hot burning gas, which gives 
off so much light that it enables us to see, even though we are millions of 
miles away. While the sun represents Christ, the moon has traditionally 
been seen to represent the Church. As St Ambrose says: ‘The moon is in 
fact the Church… [she] shines not with her own light, but with the light of 
Christ. She draws her brightness from the Sun of Justice, and so she can 
say: ‘It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me’.’ So, the moon 
represents the Church because it reflects the light of the sun, Christ.
 
St Paul speaks of the stars in relation to the Resurrection of the dead. He 
explicitly states that as the stars differ, some shining more brightly than 

ANOTHER AURORA OF CHURCH



others, so will the bodies of those who are resurrected on the last 
day. He says that as ‘star differs from star in splendour’, so it is with 
the saints – one saint may have achieved a certain degree of glory, 
while another may have achieved more or less. On many mornings 
of the year, the rising of the sun is preceded by a ‘Morning Star’, the 
bright star which heralds dawn. The ‘Morning Star’ has especially 
been bestowed upon St John the Baptist, the brightest of the male 
saints, whose own coming announced that of Christ. This is stated 
in the Akathist to the saint: ‘Rejoice, Morning Star of the unsetting 
sun!... Rejoice, thou who preparest the way for the approaching 
Christ!’

Before modern navigational equipment, sailors used the stars to find 
their way. One particular star – Polaris, or the North Star – has been 

Alaska

especially useful for this, as it a bright star which remains very close 
to the North Pole, enabling anyone at sea to know which direction 
is North. Since early times, this star has been used to symbolise the 
Mother of God. Why? Because, like the star, she guides us – afloat 
on the dangerous sea of this life - to safety, that is, to her Son. This 
has resulted in her being given the beautiful title, ‘Stella Maris’, or 
‘Star of the Sea’. An 8th Century hymn addresses her thus: ‘Hail, 
Star of the Sea… 
Prepare a safe way, that seeing Jesus we may ever rejoice.’ And 
Paschasius Radbertus in the 9th Century wrote that we must follow 
Mary, Stella Maris, ’lest we capsize amid the storm-tossed waves of 
the sea’, meaning the difficulties of our earthly life. 

As the psalm says, ‘The heavens declare the glory of God!’



Upcoming events 
and 

Feast Days
Many parishes will be celebrating 
their patronal feast’s in July. If you 

wish to go on a road trip across the 
country, why not follow these events 

and meet new people?…..

more details can be found on 
rocor.org.uk

- Saturday, June 30th: Feast day of St John the Wonderworker. 

Liturgy at 10.20 at St John’s church Colchester with parish meal.

- Saturday 14th July: Diocesan Pilgrimage: To the miraculous 

well of St Margaret and St Frideswide in Binsey (near Oxford), 

with Divine Liturgy in the ancient church at 9.45 a.m. followed by 

moleben at the Holy Well.

-Tuesday 17th July: Feast of the Holy Royal Martyrs:9.00 a.m. 

Hierarchical Divine Liturgy of the Feast, followed by a luncheon 

in Cathedral Hall in honour of Feast and the 100th Anniversary of 

the Martyrdom of the Royal Family.

- Saturday 21st July: Kazan Icon of the Theotokos,  Feast of the 

Cardiff Parish: 9.00 am Hierarchical Divine Liturgy of the Feast in 

Cardiff. Reception to follow Liturgy.

- Sunday 22nd July: Feast of St Elisabeth, Wallasey: 10:00 

Hierarchical Divine Liturgy of the Feast in Wallasey, with Cross 

Procession and veneration of relics of St Elisabeth and St 

Barbara. A garden Party will follow the Liturgy.

- Tuesday 28th August: Sobor/ Cathedral patronal feast of the 
Dormition of the Mother of God

- Saturday 27th October:”Nicholas II. Emperor, Tsar, and Saint” 
Conference at Colchester, St John’s Church. Booking essential. 
To book and for further details contact  
Paul Gilbert on: royalrussia@gmail.com



War and 
Military 
Saints

By Fr 
Andrew Phillips

Saint Mercurius and Artemije painted in Mount Athos

At first sight it may seem strange that there are military saints, 
soldiers who became holy martyrs. But we can think of many 
examples from many countries: St Sabbas the Commander (+ 
272), St George (+ 303), St Dimitry (+ 304), St Alban (+ 305), St 
Theodore the Recruit (+ 306), St Theodore the Commander (+ 
319), St Alfred the Great (+ 899), St Alexander Nevsky (+ 1263) 
and more recently the admiral, St Thedore (Ushakov) (+ 1817). 

True, in paradise there will be no armies, because there will be 
no war, just as in paradise there will be no police and no prisons 
because there will be no crime. But we live in the real world 
as it is and anyone from any background can become a saint. 
Indeed, in the Gospels, there is no condemnation of the soldiers 
who appear there and, one of them, the centurion, is praised 
and another, Longinus, who stood at the foot of the cross and 
confessed that Christ is indeed the Son of God, became a saint.

And yet in the Book of Exodus the sixth commandment states: 
‘Thou shalt not kill’. However, from the same chapter and the 
following chapters, it is clear that this means that we must not 
murder out of hatred or for some other evil reason, for instance, 
because we want to get someone else’s money or property, or out 
of love of glory. But does this mean that we could kill someone 
for another reason? For example, if we saw someone in the street 
trying to kill someone to get their money, does this mean that we 
should defend that person? 

Suppose we were an armed policeman and we saw a terrorist 
with a gun or bomb and he was threatening to kill lots of people, 
elderly people, women and children among them, and he could 
not see us and we had the chance to stop him and that resulted 
in killing him, would that be forbidden? Of course not, it would 
be irresponsible of us not to act in defence of others. In such 



situations where we are able to defend others, not to defend 
would simply be cowardice on our part.
The fact is that in this world we are often faced by choices and 
the choice we have to make is what we call ‘the lesser evil’. 
However, we must be very careful here: such a choice applies 
only in the case of defending others. So in every country 
armed forces are controlled by something called ‘The Ministry 
of Defence’. But do the armed forces really defend? Sadly, they 
often seem to do the opposite and attack, to offend.
It is the same with us. 

If we are aggressive and attack others, even killing them, that 
is wrong. Indeed, priests and monks are forbidden from taking 
up weapons to defend themselves. But if we are defending 
those who are weaker than ourselves, that can be justified. 
Here there is no hatred for an individual, just the responsible 
desire to protect others. Here there is no selfishness, we are not 

Designing Byzantine Armor. An exhibition on armor and weapons of 
Orthodox Military Saints based on icons and frescoes.

defending ourselves or our property or money or showing off 
our strength, we are protecting others, perhaps people we do not 
even know. 

Yes, as Chritians we are called on to love our enemies, but that 
means not to feel no personal hatred for them. Why? Because 
they are victims of their bad passions, the victims of evil. So 
to love our enemies does not mean that we should not defend 
others. War in defence of the weak is a lesser evil than declining 
war and surrendering to the power of barbaric terrorists. A 
soldier for us is not some self-satisfied murderer, but a noble 
hero who sacrifices himself by defending the weak.

St Nestorius Armor St Theodore



AlexanderSaint

By Sergei Dorofeev

The

Nevsky

Invincible Knight

Since his childhood, Alexander was trained as a soldier and he rode 
horses when he was only 3 years old. For a prince, it was important 
to be physically fit, to have skills to fight battles and to defend his 
country. Alexander did develop these skills, he was strong and 
physically very attractive, his countrymen called him ‘the invincible 
knight’. 

At the age of 17, Alexander became Prince of Novgorod. At that 
time, Novgorod was a rich but an unruly city. Alexander had to find 
a fine balance between exercising his power, as well as resolve 
many problems between people. Alexander was very merciful and 
generous to citizens and was always ready to help poor or defend 
people. He gave the following advice to nobles and members of his 
guard: 

During Alexander’s life, a very troublesome time had begun in 
Russian history: the great Mongol invasion occurred in Russia. 
The first invasion was in 1223 who were halted before the walls of 

Saint Alexander Nevsky was born in 1219 in the city 
of Pereaslavl-Zalessk. In 1227, Alexander moved to 

Novgorod with his father Yaroslav who was the Prince 
of Novgorod. In his childhood, Alexander’s favourite 

activity was reading the Old and New Testaments and 
his favourite way to rest was a deep prayer to our Lord 
- he learned it from his pious mother Feodosiya. With 
the singing of church hymns, fasting and abstinence 

hepled him to develop his bodily strength. 

“We got power over people from God, and on the Last Judgement 
day, we have to give an account of how we used this power. Fencing 
yourself with the fear of God, be just in all your decisions. Be equally 
attentive to rich and to poor. Never make a decision under influence 

of anger, irritation or envy. Be merciful to other people, help 
everyone, to deseve a mercy from God to yourself.“



Novgorod in 1238 and returned to 
the steppes. Russia was weakened 
and the Swedes and Germans took 
advantage of Russia’s weakened 
state and prepared to attack, 
encouraged by the Roman Pope 
who desired to convert Russia to 
Catholicism. As a pious Orthodox 
Christian, Alexander recognised that 
the western invasion is much more 
dangerous than the invasion by the 
Tatars because it would deal a mortal 
blow to the very heart of Russia - the 
Orthodox Church. 

Saint Alexander prayed for a long 
time in the Novgorod church of Saint 
Sophia: “Judge, O Lord, those who 
injure me, fight against those who 
fight against me. Take hold of shield 
and buckler, and rise up to help 
me”. Archbishop Spyridon blessed 
Alexander and his army for the 
battle. Leaving the church, Alexander 
encouraged his small squad with 
immortal words: “God is not in power, 
but in truth”.

The prince quickly moved towards 
the enemy and on the shores of the 
river Neva, there was a battle for 
which Alexander has the name of 
Nevsky. Before the battle, a miracle 
occured: one of Alexander’s warriors, 
Pelgui, saw a boat with the Holy 
Martyrs Boris and Gleb, and Boris 
said: “Brother Gleb, let us help our 

kinsman Alexander”. 

Inspired by this miracle, Alexander 
and his soldiers immediately 
attacked the enemy with a 
great courage. An angel of God 
invisibly helped the Orthodox 
army: when morning came, on the 
opposite bank of the river Neva, 
where Alexander’s soldiers could 

not come, there were many slain 
enemies. 

A couple of years later, the forces 
from the West came again and were 
confident in victory. But Alexander 
prayed: “Judge me, O God, and 
judge my strife with a boastful 
nation and grant help to me, O God, 
as to Moses against Amalek, and to 

my great-grandfather Yaroslav 
the Wise against Svyatopolk”. 
By his prayer, by the help of 
God and by military might the 
Crusaders were completely 
destroyed. Once again those 
who were present at the battle 
thought they saw heavenly 
armies appearing to bring aid to 
Prince Alexander. 

St Alexander Nevsky Lavra, St Petersburg



Alexander’s fame reached the Mongol lord, Khan Batu, who desired 
to see this Russian hero. Alexander, thinking solely of the good of 
his people, decided to travel to the Khan and to submit to the divine 
will. It was a dangerous trip. Before being presented to the Khan, 
the Russian princes - whose authority depended on his approval 
- were required to fulfill certain pagan traditions: walk through fire, 
bow down to a bush and to the shadows of deceased khans, etc. 
Alexander would not consent to such idolatry and, prepared himself 
to accept the death penalty. Arriving to Khan, Alexander at once 
confessed his Christian convictions: “O King”, he said, bowing 
before the Khan, “I bow before you because God has favored you 
with authority, but I shall not bow before any created thing. I serve 
the One God. Him alone do I honor and Him, alone do I worship”. 
Khan Batu was so impressed by the courage and firm answer of the 
young prince that to everyone’s amasement, he accepted his refusal 
and received him with due honor. It was a triumph for Alexander and 
he safely returned home after the trip.

Alexander died in 1263 at a monastery when he was returning from 
one of his exhausting journeys to the Khan, having taken the great 
schema of monk on his death bed. Alexander’s funeral took place 
with great solemnity and, according to Orthodox believers, there 
was a miracle: when Metropolitan Kyrill, the spiritual Father of the 
prince, tried to place the prayer of absolution between Alexander’s 
fingers, the dead man opened his hand and seized the document, 
as though alive. 

Alexander is venerated as a saint. His whole life was dedicated to 
the service of his homeland. With his unprecedented courage and 
military prowess, he defended his country from constant invasions. 
By the power of the sword and wisdom he guarded the Orthodox 
Church from attacks by the Latins and from manipulations of the 
Popes. With caution and wise intercession, he eased the pain of the 
Tatar control over Russia and instilled hope to his countrymen for 
better times.

St Alexander Nevsky Cathedral, 
Tallinn, Estonia

St Alexander Nevsky,
Paris, France



Supernatural Strength….

Translated by 
George Welsh 
(11 years old)

One Christian ascetic named Vrokh decided 
to leave all people so that he could pray to 
God alone without disturbances. On the other 
side of the town, where he lived, he found a 
desert and began to build himself a shelter 
there. But soon he ran out of wood and he 
had nothing to cover the roof of his shelter.

Once, when he came to town, he found 
himself by the house of a rich man he knew, 
who was sitting at the gates. Vrokh said to him 
“Anatoly, I’d like to make a wooden covering 
for my shack. Would you have any suitable 
material?”. However, Anatoly was a greedy 
man so he pointed to a huge log by his house 
and laughed. The log he was pointing at was 
used for making cargo ships. The rich man 
perfectly knew that one man could never lift 
such an enormous trunk. But the monk didn’t 
show that he understood the joke.

The monk said, “Bless me and I will take it”. 
“God bless you!” said Anatoly and started 
watching how Vrokh would struggle. But 
then, as he took the log, the monk lifted it with 
no difficulties! He put it on his shoulder and 
began his journey back.
 “It’s yours!” Shouted Anatoly with wide open 
eyes to the leaving monk. He was stunned 
with the force that helped Vrokh. God 
awarded Vrokh’s faith while the rich man was 
left to feel guilty.



St Alexander Nevsky 
Cathedral, Sofia



First 
Martyr of 
the Isles,
AlbAn

“I am called Alban and I worship and 
adore the true and living God, 

Who created all things”.

For the Russian Orthodox Church Abroad, when one of the last Saints 
to appear in these Islands, St John the Wonderworker, Archbishop in 
London (17/30 June), left us in 1962, he said to us as a consolation: ‘I 
entrust you to the care of your Protomartyr St Alban’. 

Who was St Alban?

The Latin name ‘Alban’ means ‘White’.  St Alban lived probably at the 
beginning of the fourth century and he was a Roman-celt soldier. At 
that time, there were thousands of martyrs, martyred in the Christian 
persecution of the Roman Emperor Diocletian who was a pagan and 
worshiped the Roman gods.

 Alban lived in the Roman city of Verulamium, just north of London. 
Having given shelter to a Christian priest, Amphibalus, fleeing 
persecution, Alban was so moved by the priest’s persistent faith in 
God despite the persecution that he asked to be taught more about 
Christianity, then a forbidden religion. Eventually, Alban was baptized 
by the priest. Before long the authorities came to arrest the fugitive. 
But Alban, inspired by his new-found faith, exchanged clothes with the 
priest, allowing him to escape. 

Thus, instead of the priest, it was Alban who was arrested and brought 
before the magistrate. The  magistrate knowing that Alban was a 
Roman soldier first threatened him with death unless he returned to 
paganism and revealed where Amphibalus had gone. Saint Alban 
replied, “‘I am called Alban and I worship and adore the true and living 
God, Who created all things’.
 
The magistrate became furious ordered that Alban receive the 
punishment due to the priest. He was taken out of the town and up the 
hillside, called today Holmhurst Hill to where he was to be beheadad. 

As Alban was being led out of the town all the townspeople followed 
him, leaving the place deserted. Between the town and the execution 
site, there was a river spanned by a bridge. In an attempt to help 
Alban, the people demolished the bridge. Yet, Alban’s desire to go 



Cathedral of St Alban to the Lord was so strong that he prayed for help. Miraculously the 
river dried up and allowed everyone to cross over as if on dry land. 
Before the fatal blow was struck, Alban prayed for water. Forthwith a 
spring appeared out of the ground and the river resumed its course.
His town is today called St Albans.

Today the holy relics of St Alban can be venerated at 
the cathedral of St Alban. His feast day is on July the 

5th .

Most Holy St Alban, pray to God for us!



Father Symeon is a Rassophore monk 
and served as a novice at the Holy Cross 

monastery in West Virginia. In part one we 
talked about what happens between midnight 

and nine a.m. in a monastery. Here we 
continue our conversation.

A day in the life 
of a Monk- -

Interviewed by George Andrews

At nine a.m. you are assigned to a part of the monastery as your main 
obedience. This could be making candles or incense, working in the 
gift shop, in the garden or on the farm. There are also meals to prepare, 
maintenance and construction teams. You may be alone for your 
obedience or with others such as for dipping candles.

- How are you chosen for an obedience?

They will ask you if you have any skills and may assign you to something 
if it’s useful to the monastery. Sometimes they may think it’s spiritually 
useful for you to do something completely different but also someone 
may have moved to another obedience, so you may be assigned to 
cover for them.

- Do you get rotated at all or do you stay where you are put?

It depends on circumstances. Some people will be on the same 
obedience for twenty years and never change.

Part 2 Obediences

- Is it by choice? Are you given an option?

No, you do not get an option as such. The idea of an 
obedience is that it’s meant to be spiritually profitable. 
It free’s your thoughts to be able to concentrate more 
on prayer and being less distracted or anxious. If you’re 
following a simple obedience, doing what you’re asked to 
do, it reduces a lot of thinking and worrying.  
If an obedience turns out to be something that you are really 
struggling with, the Abbot will want you to really try, but if 
it really seems not a good fit for you spiritually, then there 
is still a freedom for you to go and speak to him. He might 
say ‘Well, keep going, keep going’, or he might see that it is 
just not the best thing for you. Just because you may want 
to be in a little cell in the woods and never be seen, doesn’t 
mean you can actually do that. There are practicalities that 
spiritually fit together.

- Are there certain pressures, for example making a 
certain amount of candles? How are your thoughts 
affected?

Ideally, you need to do the obedience in a way that is 
pleasing to God. When doing the obedience, like dipping 
candles, there is a danger to start thinking “I’m the greatest 
candle dipper the monastery has ever had’ or ‘ I wash 
dishes better than anyone else here’.  When you recognise 
these thoughts, you need to stop yourself and remember 
that you are doing it for the Gory of God and not for vain 
glory.

- Obviously these are thoughts that you do not want.

Yes. That is when you start to see a bit more of yourself. By 
trying to be obedient, you start to see how fallen and how 
far down you are.



- So obedience helps the monastery but at the 
same time helps you?

Underlining everything, it’s ascetical. When you follow an 
obedience it does not mean that you are a good person 
because you always do as you are told. You could be doing it 
and underneath your thoughts could be telling you that you are 
just proud and vain. 

The point of having an obedience is that it is meant to help you 
cure your soul, like cleaning the inside of the cup. It is meant to 
be helping you to purify your heart, to be able to learn to pray 
and repent. That is the basis of monastic life and the basis of 
Christian life, repentance. Everything is meant to help you with 
repentance or it just becomes an external thing which could 
lead to pharisaism or pride.

- Are you allowed to talk in a monastery? 

It depends on what obedience you have but normal monastic 
practice would be to say the ‘Jesus prayer’ (“Lord Jesus Christ 
Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner”) silently.  If there are 
a few of us, a common thing would be that one person would 
say it and the others would pay attention. You would then take 
it in turns. When you hear other people saying it, it reminds you 
to start saying it again. 

Other obediences can make it harder to say the prayer: for 
instance when packing candles and counting them you’ll say 
the prayer when you can. Those with office based obediences 
like working on computers also find it difficult so it depends on 
what the confessor advises them. They may take a break every 
hour and do some prostrations while saying the prayer or read 

some short prayers and carry on working to try and maintain that 
spirit throughout the day. 

Everyone will want a simple obedience like digging holes and 
saying a prayer, again it depends on practicalities but ideally 
you would say the prayer during your obedience and you would 
only talk if you needed to talk about something to do with your 
obedience.

Also, usually a monastery will have quiet time from the evening 
before and it will be right up until obediences start in the 
morning. The idea being that during the day you can be 
distracted or your thoughts can be dispersed during the day, so 
by the time you get to evening by avoiding talking too much it 
helps to bring your attention back towards yourself and to prayer. 
Your attention has a way of disappearing out of your mouth once 
you open it. Just pour away as you talk along. You may have 
tasks that involve discussing things but the idea is that once 
work is over in the evening then everything quietens down.  

To be

with
Continued

...Lunch



PARABLE
Saint Nikolaj of Serbia. Missionary Letters. 
Letter 70, to a humble man who confessed 

that he had sinned in his words

Can you see what an insane word does? 
I’ll not leave you without an example 
of a good word, either. A faint-hearted 
soldier was sent on a scouting mission 
during a war. Everyone knew that he 
was fearful and they laughed at him 
when they learned where the sergeant 
was sending him. There was only one 
soldier who didn’t laugh. He approached 
his comrade with words of support. 
The faint-hearted soldier said, “I’ll die, 
the enemy is near!” — “Don’t be afraid, 
brother, God is nearer,” the good soldier 
said in response. 

These words were like a large bell that 
tolled in the faint-hearted soldier’s soul. 
This bell kept ringing till the end of the 
war. In the end, the timid and fearful 
soldier returned home wearing many 
medals and military decorations for his 
courage. This is how just a single kind 
word made all the difference: “Don’t be 
afraid: God is nearer.”
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