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Short Abstract: ‘The Mysticism of Human Communion’: The Theological
writings of Mother Maria Skobtsova (1891-1945). (A thesis submitted in partial
fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of DPhil to the Board of the Faculty
of Theology and Religion, University of Oxford by James Roberts, Harris

Manchester College, Michaelmas 2022-2023).

This thesis will provide a critical exposition of the theological writings of Mother
Maria Skobtsova (1891-1945). It will highlight two over-arching themes in her work.
The first is a focus on the human in her theological vision. Secondly, and related to
this, is a desire to maintain ‘wholeness’; to strive towards a unity between the divine
and the human principles, and to balance various dualities such as the individual and
community, or the church and the world. This thesis will suggest that the key to
understanding these themes is a recognition of the place of sacrifice in Skobtsova’s
work. In order to do this, Chapter 1 will provide important biographical context for
this understudied figure, contextualising some of her key theological essays against
her biography. Chapter 2 will highlight the place of Russia in Skobtsova’s thought. It
will explore the impact of Russian religious thought on Skobtsova’s theology
(especially Aleksei Khomiakov and Vladimir Soloviev), the notion of Russia as the
‘third Rome’, and key concepts such as Godmanhood and sobornost’. It will also
highlight the impact of emigration on Skobtsova’s thought. The Chapter 3 will focus
on one of Skobtsova’s earliest theological works, entitled ‘Zhatva Dukha [Harvest of
the Spirit]’. Chapter 4 will look at Skobtsova’s ascetic theology and highlight her
understanding of ‘the world’ in ascetic literature. Chapter 5 will note the centrality of
the ‘mysticism of human communion’ for Skobtsova’s theological system, and her

understanding of the ascetical practice of human encounter. Chapter 6 will look at her



writings on social theory and politics, thinking especially about how she judges social
theory against her desire to love the neighbour and strive towards ideological
synthesis. The conclusion of this thesis will gather together these themes and draw out

the place of sacrifice in Skobtsova’s theology.



Long Abstract: ‘The Mysticism of Human Communion’: The Theological
writings of Mother Maria Skobtsova (1891-1945). (A thesis submitted in partial
fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of DPhil to the Board of the Faculty
of Theology and Religion, University of Oxford by James Roberts, Harris

Manchester College, Michaelmas 2022-2023).

This thesis explores the theological writings of Mother Maria Skobtsova. Mother
Maria Skobtsova (1891-1945) was an extraordinary figure, whose theological work
has received relatively little critical attention. She is renowned as a radical monastic,
who was dedicated to social action in the Russian émigré community in Paris, and as
an active member of the Resistance in the Second World War (for which she was
killed at Ravensbriick Concentration Camp in 1945). Her theological writings,
however, are relatively under-studied. This thesis will therefore explore the theology
of this unusual 20" Century figure. In order to do this, this thesis identifies two broad
themes within Skobtsova’s work. Firstly, the place of the human is highlighted
(especially within Skobtsova’s desire to maintain a balance between loving God and
the neighbour) and secondly, this thesis suggests that Skobtsova’s desire to maintain
‘wholeness’ is central to her theological work. | suggest that at the heart of these
themes (and the way in which Skobtsova believes a balanced love between God and
the neighbour can be realised, and one can strive towards synthesis) is sacrifice. The
introduction will therefore sketch Skobtsova’s desire to maintain a balance between
loving God and the neighbour, and her striving for ‘wholeness’. The introduction
includes details about how Skobtsova writes theology (her methodology and style),
and it highlights key primary sources and secondary literature for this thesis, in

addition to noting my own methodology, focus and structure.



Chapter 1 focuses on the biography of Mother Maria Skobtsova. Skobtsova
has an extraordinary biography. She was one of Russia’s first female mayors, a
published poet, an artist, monastic, social activist, mother, and martyr. Skobtsova’s
extraordinary biography can easily overshadow engagement with her intellectual
output. In contrast, this thesis seeks to balance theological exposition with
biographical detail. This chapter therefore highlights her biography, with particular
reference to her theological development (with reference to notable publications and
to her formal and informal education). It also highlights some key areas for
consideration for the relationship between biography and theology in Skobtsova’s
work. This includes the place of death and loss in her life, and key relationships such
as her childhood friendship with Konstantin Pobedonostsev. Regarding the
relationship between theology and biography in Skobtsova’s work, this chapter
suggests that Skobtsova has a ‘situational” methodology, where she seeks to engage
with contemporary issues in and through her theological writings.

Chapter 2 is entitled ‘The Russian Idea’, and it highlights the influences on
Skobtsova’s theology from the Russian tradition. Russia is at the heart of Skobtsova’s
theology. This is evident in Skobtsova’s writing about the ideological position of
Russia within theology. She considers the place of Russia in world history; its specific
vocation and the history of the epithet, ‘the third Rome’, which is where this chapter
begins. This chapter then moves to look at particular influences on Skobtsova’s
thought from the Russian tradition. Firstly, the theology of Alexsei Khomiakov and
secondly the philosophy of Vladimir Soloviev. It suggests that these two thinkers
have a central influence on Skobtsova’s theological system, especially in Skobtsova’s
use of their terms Godmanhood and sobornost’. This chapter also continues exploring

biographical details for Skobtsova, especially in relation to the Symbolist movement



(which is also a strong influence on her thought) and her frustration with the
intellectual circles of St Petersburg, which shapes her desire for an active spiritual
practice. The complexities of Skobtsova’s attachment to Russia, and the country’s
place in her thought, are highlighted through a discussion of emigration in her
writings and the loss of her homeland. This chapter suggests that in emigration
Skobtsova wishes to practically implement the ideals of the ‘Russian Religious
Renaissance’, transposing them into the new key of the Russian Orthodox Church
abroad, with an emphasis on active service towards the neighbour and striving
towards Godmanhood and sobornost’.

Chapter 3 turns to some of Skobtsova’s earliest theological writings, which
can be found in the collection ‘Zhatva Dukha [Harvest of the Spirit]’. This two-
volume work is a collection of lives of the Saints. This chapter suggests that these
stylised, hagiographical tales which are written by Skobtsova, are foundational for
Skobtsova’s theology and are a blueprint for her own model of asceticism and
monasticism. In this work, this chapter argues, Skobtsova is providing an Orthodox
foundation for her own socially engaged monasticism by turning to Saints from the
early church. She has selected Saints who demonstrate a strong ascetic spiritual
practice, but who also go to the world, sharing their spiritual insights, tending to the
poor, and providing spiritual counsel. In light of this, this chapter provides a thematic
overview of these Lives. This chapter also suggests that sacrifice is a central theme
throughout this collection, which again informs Skobtsova’s later work. Sacrifice can
be found in the themes of ascetic renunciation, material non-possession, a kenotic
spirituality, and a willingness to accept the burdens of others. This chapter also
explores the central place of holy folly in these Lives, and emphasises the problem of

egoism.



Chapter 4 builds on the themes which have been uncovered in ‘Zhatva Dukha’
and deepens our understanding of Skobtsova’s theological writing on asceticism. This
chapter highlights the way in which Skobtsova builds an ascetic theology which
allows for a ‘turn to the world’, and a spirituality where loving the neighbour (as well
as God) is central. This chapter provides a critical exposition of Skobtsova’s
engagement with the work of Konstantin Leontiev and Vasily Rozanov, noting how
she critiques their understanding of asceticism and the world, and providing an
alternative vision through her reading of Isaac the Syrian. This chapter notes how
Skobtsova develops a theology which allows for immersion in the world whilst
maintaining a distinct spirituality (to be ‘in the world’ but not ‘of the world’). This
chapter engages with Skobtsova’s article entitled ‘Holy Earth’ to demonstrate how
Skobtsova develops her own ascetic theology. Here it is suggested that Skobtsova
wishes to focus on transformation, rather than renunciation, and that this
transformation is not a solitary task, but a shared endeavour between persons.

Chapter 5 explores the ascetical practice of human encounter in Skobtsova’s
work. This chapter highlights Skobtsova’s understanding of asceticism as a shared
practice, which is directed at uncovering the imago dei in the other, as well as in the
self. It suggests that the ‘mysticism of human communion’ is a central point in
Skobtsova’s work which affirms the possibility of encountering God through
communion with the human. This chapter places this notion in dialogue with
Skobtsova’s Mariology and monasticism. In terms of Mariology, this chapter suggests
that Skobtsova’s understanding of authentic human communion is based on an
imitation of Christ and Mary; a duality which reflects Skobtsova’s concern for
wholeness and synthesis. This chapter finally highlights Skobtsova’s monastic

theology, arguing that Skobtsova’s innovation of the monastic tradition has sacrifice
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at its heart, in its emphasis on monastic non-possession, poverty and a sacrifice of the
will. Once again, this chapter suggests that this monastic sacrifice is aimed at turning
to the world, loving God and the neighbour, and thus reflecting the ‘wholeness’ which
Skobtsova strives towards. It suggests that the task of a shared ascetic practice, rooted
in the monastic tradition, is understood by Skobtsova as a creative act.

Chapter 6 notes how this thesis has primarily focused on how Skobtsova
strives towards synthesis by bringing the human element into the life of the Church,
and so this chapter turns to the opposite perspective in Skobtsova’s work; how the
Church underpins human creativity, particularly in relation to social theory and
politics. This chapter, therefore, reflects on Skobtsova’s critiques of political and
social theories of governance, especially her reflections on totalitarianism and
democracy. Skobtsova’s belief that utopian theories which are lacking any spiritual
foundation fail to reflect the fullness of human existence, by undermining the divine
foundation of existence, but also failing to appreciate the fullness of the human
person. In this light, this chapter highlights Skobtsova’s emphasis on the freedom of
the human person, and her engagement with Herzen and Dostoevsky’s ‘Grand
Inquisitor’. It notes how Skobtsova grapples with how (and if) Christianity may be
compatible with communism. This chapter suggests that Skobtsova’s response to
social theories can be found in her practical action with the group ‘Orthodox Action’,
which is grounded in her theology of wholeness, love of God and the neighbour, and a
strident apocalypticism.

The conclusion of this thesis draws together the themes which | have
suggested are at the heart of Skobtsova’s theological vision. These are, firstly, an
emphasis on the human (in loving both God and the neighbour) and secondly a desire

to maintain ‘wholeness’ in thought and practice. The conclusion also highlights how
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sacrifice can be seen as a lens through which to understand these themes in
Skobtsova’s theological writings. It suggests that sacrifice (in the various forms which
have been identified throughout Skobtsova’s theological writings) is central to
Skobtsova’s sense of incarnating the wholeness to which she strives. In order to strive
towards Godmanhood, sobornost’, and an authentic love of both God and the
neighbour, sacrifice is necessary. The conclusion will also note some concerns with
this approach, principally in relation to suffering and sacrifice. Overall, this thesis
provides a critical exposition of the theological writings of Mother Maria Skobtsova;

a remarkable theologian whose intellectual output deserves greater scholarly attention.
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Introduction

‘Y 4enoBeka ABOMCTBEHCH COCTaB, —
JIByX pa3HbIX OH MHUPOB IEPECEUCHBE, —
HeGecHoii BeuHOCTH 1 npaxa crnas.’t
‘The human has a dual composition, -
Two different worlds he intersects, -
The fusion of heavenly eternity with ashes.’

Mother Maria Skobtsova (1891-1945) lived a full and extraordinary life. She
was a monastic, who took the veil in 1932. She was an intellectual, as well as a
creative artist, who published poetry throughout her lifetime alongside a considerable
output of watercolours, embroideries, and sketches. As one of the first female mayors
in Russia, she was a politician who was active in the Russian Revolution and a
member of the Socialist-Revolutionary Party. She was an émigré, fleeing Russia
during the civil war and eventually settling in Paris, and she was also a mother to
three children, who was married twice. Throughout her life, Mother Maria had an all-
consuming dedication to the service of the poor which she expressed in service to the
homeless, ill, and needy. It was due to her tireless service that she became a victim of
persecution. She was murdered in Ravensbriick concentration camp because she
assisted the Jews in escaping the Nazis in occupied France. Mother Maria Skobtsova
is now a Saint in the Orthodox Church and remembered as one of the Righteous
Among the Nations at Yad Vashem. Mother Maria Skobtsova’s expansive range of
interests, concerns, and experiences (which are reflected in her extraordinary

biography), are rooted in her desire to love the neighbour; a worldview and a theology

which highlights the centrality of the human in the religious life.

! Mats Mapus (Cxo6uosa), Cmuxomeopenus, Toomel, Mucmepuu, Bocnomunanusi 06 apecme u
nazepe ¢ Pasencopiox (Paris: La Presse Francaise et Etrangére, 1947), 22.
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Mother Maria Skobtsova is perhaps most well-known for her dedication to
social action in Paris. Her understanding of a new monasticism, especially, is
characterised by a commitment to service in response to human need. She established
canteens to feed the hungry, she visited the mentally ill in hospitals, housed the
homeless and cared for the elderly. These actions were carried out with an eccentricity
that is particular to Skobtsova. One of the most enduring images of Mother Maria
Skobtsova is of the nun collecting food at the markets of Les Halles, gathering over-
ripe food and taking it back to her convent in a large sack on her shoulder to use in
soups to feed the homeless.? At the heart of this unconventional monastic social action
is Skobtsova’s desire to show love to the neighbour, without limit. In this light, her

life can be understood as faithful service to her neighbour and to human needs.

Skobtsova’s solidarity and commitment to her neighbour shows how she is a
remarkably human saint.2 In order to reach those in need, she immersed herself in the
everyday reality of life in Paris. She vehemently resisted any cloistered form of
monasticism which she regarded as being disconnected from the world, and thus the
neighbour. Skobtsova’s immersion in the world is paired, in recollections of her life,
with a colourful personality. She is rarely viewed as an unachievable vision of
saintliness, but through her immersion in the world and her ‘everyday’ behaviour
which included drinking and smoking, she presents a vision of sanctity which
embraces the gritty fullness of human experience. It is this characterisation which
leads Olivier Clément to remark: ‘If we love and venerate Mother Maria, it is not in

spite of her disorder, her strange views, and her passions. It is precisely these qualities

2 See Sergei Hackel, Pearl of Great Price: The Life of Mother Maria Skobtsova 1891-1945 (New York:
St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1982), 37-8.

% Throughout this thesis I shall refer to Mother Maria Skobtsova as ‘Skobtsova’, unless it is
anachronistic to do so in the time period being discussed.
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that make her extraordinarily alive among so many bland and pious saints.
Unattractive and dirty, strong, thick, and sturdy, yes, she was truly alive in her
suffering, her compassion, her passion.’* It is her humanity which adds colour to her

sanctity, and it is the human neighbour whom she sought to serve.

Skobtsova’s unwavering dedication to loving and serving the neighbour is
evident in her remarkable biography. It is also at the forefront of her theological
writings. In addition to her monasticism and social action, Skobtsova was an essayist,
writing short articles through the 1920s until her death in 1945. However, Skobtsova’s
legacy as a theologian has, for a considerable amount of time, been overlooked and
often over-shadowed by her extraordinary biography. However, Skobtsova’s essays
reveal the astute and creative theological mind of this noteworthy thinker. The
majority of these essays deal with theological and philosophical themes.
Appropriately for such a ‘human’ Saint, Skobtsova’s essays frequently explore what it
means to be human, but they also reveal her thinking on a variety of topics, from

asceticism and monasticism to creativity and politics.

Secondary literature on Skobtsova’s theological legacy is beginning to
emerge. Thinkers such as Rowan Williams, Paul Ladouceur and Andrew Louth have
highlighted her role as a theologian, while Katerina Bauerova has expanded
engagement with Skobtsova’s intellectual output through creative comparison with

thinkers such as Julia Kristeva.> However, more work needs to be done to uncover the

4 Olivier Clément, “Preface” in Mother Maria Skobtsova: Essential Writings, trans. Richard Pevear and
Larissa Volokhonsky (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2003), 12.

> See; Rowan Williams Looking East in Winter: Contemporary Thought and the Eastern Christian
Tradition (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021); Andrew Louth Modern Orthodox Thinkers: From
the Philokalia to the present (London: SPCK, 2015); Paul Ladouceur Modern Orthodox Theology
(London: Bloomshury, T&T Clark, 2019); Katerina Bauerova, “The Play of the Semiotic and the
Symbolic: The Authenticity of the Life of Mother Maria Skobtsova,” Feminist Theology 22, no. 3
(2014): 290-301.



uniqueness of Skobtsova’s theological vision. This thesis presents a systematic
overview of Skobtsova’s work. In order to appreciate the importance of Skobtsova’s
theology, we need to understand how she ‘does theology’. This is what this thesis
wishes to add to the growing body of secondary literature on Skobtsova’s theological
writings. At the heart of this is Skobtsova’s concern to balance love between God and
love of the neighbour. This is characteristic of Skobtsova’s approach to theological
writing more broadly, and her ‘search for synthesis’ in a theology of wholeness. This
thesis uses the place of sacrifice as a lens through which to read Skobtsova’s work,
arguing that an appreciation of self-denial, and material and spiritual ascesis is
necessary for a balanced and full understanding of her theology. Also considered here
is her theological style, particularly the relationship between biography and theology
in her work, a methodology which offers theological correctives for contemporary
spirituality, often within the publitsistika writing style and genre. The theological
writings of Mother Maria Skobtsova are spiritual writings for a sick world (as she
perceives it), offering critiques of social, spiritual, ecclesial, monastic trends and

phenomena in her epoch. These critiques remain as prescient and lively as ever.

This systematic overview will begin by highlighting the way in which
Skobtsova does theology. This will start, by way of introduction, with a brief
exposition of two broad, over-arching and inter-related concerns in Skobtsova’s
theological writings. Firstly, the importance of the human in Skobtsova’s theology.
Secondly, her emphasis on a theology of wholeness, or synthesis which lies behind
her desire to maintain a balance between loving God and the neighbour. Appreciating
these two primary concerns for Skobtsova will begin to give shape and form to her

theological writings more broadly. Furthermore, a recognition of Skobtsova’s striving



for wholeness (in thought and in practice) will help to nuance and balance

Skobtsova’s often unrelenting, sacrificial, self-giving ethic, and apocalyptic tone.

Overall, this thesis seeks to build upon existing secondary literature on
Skobtsova’s theological writings by providing an analytical exposition of Skobtsova’s
body of theological work. In doing so, this thesis will suggest a way of reading
Skobtsova’s theology; how she may be characterised as a theologian, her main
concerns, methodology and conclusions. Across Skobtsova’s theological essays, this
thesis will highlight the importance of wholeness. It will explore not only how
Skobtsova seeks to maintain a balance principally between the love of God and the
neighbour (as demonstrated in her notion of the ‘mysticism of human communion’),
alongside various other dualities, but it will also begin to note Skobtsova’s
uniqueness; how she takes the ‘Russian idea’ and transposes it into the freedom of
emigration, or how she revolutionises monasticism into a social ethic, and asceticism
into a mutual spiritual journey as a synthesis of the emulation of Christ and Mary,
creativity which is rooted in God, politics which reflects Godmanhood. Overall, this
thesis will seek to reveal the pragmatic theology which is rooted in the love of God

and neighbour, found in the theological essays of Mother Maria Skobtsova.

This thesis suggests that at the heart of what it means to be human for
Skobtsova, and how a human achieves the sense of ‘wholeness’ which she promotes,
is sacrifice. An understanding of sacrifice in Skobtsova’s work is essential to
understanding her theology. It is only through sacrifice that wholeness can be found
and maintained. It will soon become evident in this thesis that ‘sacrifice’ covers a
wide variety of actions and attitudes within Skobtsova’s system and is used loosely as
an all-encompassing term. Sacrifice, in Skobtsova’s thought, is centred around the

desire to maintain a wholeness between loving both God and the neighbour. Much of
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the sacrificial actions which she promotes, therefore, revolve around unravelling the
sin of egocentrism; of opening up the individual to communion with both God and the
neighbour. In this sense, sacrifice is about renouncing one’s exclusivity and
sacrificing the will to both God and the other. However, there are plenty of material
sacrifices in Skobtsova’s thought too, from ascetic limitations to monastic poverty and
non-possession, and even a willingness to accept martyrdom. There are also
surprising instances where particular forms of loss (and occasionally more broadly
conceived forms of suffering) are inverted through Skobtsova’s interpretation into a
spiritually positive form of sacrifice. The ‘loss of the self” in emigration being a
notable example of this phenomenon. Similarly, her notion of spiritual poverty goes
so far as to suggest that a person must be willing to sever their connection to Christ
for the good of the other. This thesis will highlight the breadth of sacrificial attitudes
and actions which are present in Skobtsova’s work and will seek to show their
centrality both for Skobtsova’s understanding of what it means to be human, and how

to strive towards wholeness.

1. Loving the Neighbour

This introduction will begin by highlighting Skobtsova’s emphasis on the
human in her theological writings, before turning to the second theme of wholeness.
An exploration of the place of the human in Skobtsova’s work must revolve around
the heart of Skobtsova’s theological system, which is a desire to maintain a balance
between loving God and loving the neighbour. For Skobtsova, the truth of this
command is found in its dual nature, and one must emphasise and articulate love
towards both God and the neighbour in the spiritual life. She notes: ‘Christ gave us
two commandments: to love God and to love our fellow man. Everything else, even

the commandments contained in the Beatitudes, is merely an elaboration of these two
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commandments, which contain within themselves the totality of Christ’s “Good
News.”’® Not only do these commandments contain the fullness of the Gospel
message, but they create truth; ‘These two commandments are two aspects of a single
truth. Destroy either one of them and you destroy truth as a whole.”’ Skobtsova’s
theology, therefore, not only promotes a close engagement with our neighbour in
order to love them, but it also highlights more broadly what it means, theologically, to

be human.

The inspiration for this emphasis is wide-ranging. Skobtsova’s theological
writings draw on a rich Orthodox and Russian understanding of human nature. From
the Orthodox perspective, a strongly ascetic theology is developed from a close
attention to human nature; a refining and transforming of the ‘passions’ which
necessitates a close self-awareness, an appreciation of the fallenness and fallibility of
human nature as well as its potential for refinement and deification. There is a keen
awareness throughout her work of the failings of human nature, the person’s
propensity to sin, particularly in the form of egoism and an individualistic attitude
towards spirituality. This is countered by an emphasis on selflessness within

Skobtsova’s thought.

In relation to acknowledging the human propensity to sin, the varieties of
human suffering are tangibly present in Skobtsova’s theological essays, which itself
reflects a particularly Russian interest with the place of suffering, as Dostoevsky

artfully portrays throughout his novels.® The breadth of human personalities and their

& Maria Skobtsova “Types of Religious Life” in Mother Maria Skobtsova: Essential Writings
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2003), 175. From here, ‘Essential Writings’ will be referred to as EW,
but the essay titles will be noted throughout.

7 1bid., 176.

8 In ‘Dostoevsky, as Artist and Psychologist’, Skobtsova claims that Dostoevsky is ‘one of the greatest
seers of the human soul’ (41). In his novels, Skobtsova writes that Dosteovsky’s ‘ultimate concept’ is
the human soul: ‘Intimately and attentively he leads us along the mysterious and tangled paths of
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burdens are present in Skobtsova’s works, not least her hagiographical tales of sin and
redemption as found in her two-volume collection entitled ‘Zhatva Dukha [Harvest of
the Spirit]’° A Christological background to this can be found in Skobtsova’s
understanding of actively bearing another’s cross and taking their suffering upon
oneself. This is mirrored by Skobtsova’s Mariology (which is itself a very human,
maternal reflection on the Mother of God) which centres around ‘passive’ suffering

and relationality.

Throughout Skobtsova’s theological essays, there is a deep concern with
selflessness, particularly with regards to how persons act within communities. An
emphasis on selflessness is at the heart of Skobtsova’s understanding of the religious
underpinnings of the nature of society and the Church. In the essays which draw on
this theme, there is often a strong sense of kenosis which builds on her aversion to
individualism and egotism. G. P. Fedotov, a friend and contemporary of Skobtsova,
writes that Kenosis means, ‘evacuation, self-emptying, or self-stripping. Coming
down to earth, the Heavenly Christ strips off his divine glory to be invested with the
“poor garb” of humanity.’® Kenosis, Fedotov asserts, is a part of every Christian
ethical system yet ‘nowhere, perhaps, in such degree as in Russia, did it become the
leading trend of the national religious mind; not the unique, but the most significant
and dominating spiritually.’** This is keenly felt in Skobtsova’s theological system,
where her theological anthropology is highly influenced by a kenotic understanding of

human communion. She builds an understanding of human communion which rests

mankind’ (44). E. Skobtsova (Mother Maria), “Dostoevsky, as Artist and Psychologist,” in The
Crucible of Doubts, trans. Fr S. Janos (Mohrsville, PA: FRSJ Publications, 2016), 41, 44.

% See: D. 10. Ckobuosa (Mars Mapus), Kamea J[yxa: komnosuyus, npeduciosue, npumeuanue. Vol. 1-
2, ed. A. N. Shustov (Tomck: Bomoneit, 1994).

10 G. P. Fedotov, “The Religious Sources of Russian Populism,” The Russian Review 1, no. 2 (Apr.
1942): 35.
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on a mutual self-giving and selflessness, as persons take up the crosses of the
neighbours, and enter into the ‘inner life’ of the other. Kenosis is also central to
Skobtsova’s understanding and practice of monasticism which revolves around a
dedication to material and spiritual non-possession within community. The place of
kenosis within the forming of community is an important aspect of Skobtsova’s
understanding of relationality, which picks up on the Russian kenoticism which

Fedotov outlines, especially its social character.

Indeed, much of Skobtsova’s work is directed at critiquing spiritual
interpretations which isolate Christianity from the world and from active service to
the neighbour; focusing solely on heavenly eternity to the detriment of the earthly
dust with which we are made. The human is therefore at the heart of Skobtsova’s
theological system, but her vision of humanity is often counter-cultural. She draws on
the case of holy fools, for example. Skobtsova presents an understanding of the
human individual, and human communities, which is based on a radical self-giving,
self-loss and non-possession, much like the holy fool. Skobtsova’s theology is
intimately connected to her own exceptional life which demonstrates the breadth and

colour of human experience and an unwavering dedication to love of the neighbour.

However, in addition to the rooted, earthly, reflection which is offered in
Skobtsova’s work, there is also an emphasis on the eternal, the apocalyptic, and the
mystical within human experience. Skobtsova repeatedly pushes back against any
‘humanistic’ interpretation of the spiritual life. On the contrary, her thought is shot
through with a fascination with the eternal and the apocalyptic, reflecting the
transitoriness of the human and the fullness of the Divine. Alongside emphasising the
importance of loving humanity, throughout Skobtsova’s theological essays there is a

recognition of the temporality and futility of the human condition. She writes that,
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‘Human nature, fallen, permeated with sin and its consequences, is a heavy thing.’*?
The natural condition which humanity finds itself in is imbued with a flat emptiness,
in light of this fallenness temporality. On occasion Skobtsova describes this with an

almost hyperbolic pessimism:

‘The old, sad, dusty earth races through the empty sky into eternal emptiness.
Death-bound mankind rejoices over small successes and weeps over small
failures, renouncing its election, painstakingly and assiduously pulling the
coffin lid over its head.’*®

The ‘death-bound’ nature of humanity, however, reflects its fallenness and not its
election. For Skobtsova, the everyday reality of human existence needs to be
understood in light of the eternal, in order for its authenticity as a divine creation to be

perceived.

A sense of the eternal needs to break through into this fallenness in order for a
person to perceive of anything beyond the temporal and ‘death-bound’. Skobtsova

writes that what she calls a “personal apocalypse’ is required:

‘The gates of eternity are opened to us by way of a personal apocalypse;
personal eschatology abolishes time, in which we are used to living, and space,
by which we are used to measuring everything. And by somehow accepting
these other laws, man is able to keep himself in eternity. The fall back into
everyday life and a peaceful occupation with everyday things is by no means
inevitable. Let them take their own course: eternity can be seen through them, if
man is not afraid, if he does not run away from himself, does not renounce his
awesome, not only human but divine-human, destiny. That is, his personal
Golgotha, his personal bearing of the cross, accepted by his own free will.”**

Humanity is ‘kept in eternity’ through a personal apocalypse which abolishes the
mundane reality of everyday life. Human destiny, for Skobtsova, is not merely human
but ‘divine-human’.® She continues to elaborate on this: ‘To put it more simply: a

man’s whole life will seem dull, worthless, meaningless to him, if it is not pierced

12 Skobtsova, “Insight in Wartime,” EW, 128.

13 Ibid., 139.

14 Ibid., 128.

15 The importance of this term will be explored further in the course of this thesis.
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through with the flame of eternity.’*® This is manifest in an awareness of the eternal,
and an ascetic striving beyond the laws of the everyday into a recognition of what is
beyond the temporal. This is, however, no simple task. Skobtsova describes this in
characteristically vivid rhetoric as she describes the nature of Christianity and its
effect on the person: ‘Christianity, like red-hot steel, pierces the heart and incinerates
it. And then the person cries: “Ready is my heart, ready!”’’ Skobtsova characterises
this striving for eternity within the temporal as a struggle, it is a person’s ‘bearing of
the cross’, their own ‘personal Golgotha’. It is this struggle between the fallen and the

eternal which provides the foundation for much of her ascetic and monastic theology.

This struggle is experienced in the very make-up of the human person,
according to Skobtsova’s theological anthropology. Skobtsova’s theological system is
rooted in a recognition of the image of God in the person. Understanding what it
means to be human also necessitates an acknowledgement that humanity is made
imago dei, which is confirmed in the person of Christ: ‘Each man, manifested to us
from the moment of the first Old Testament revelations as the image of God, in Christ
discloses still more strongly and concretely his connection with God. He is indeed the
image of God, the image of Christ, the icon of Christ. Who, after that, can
differentiate the worldly from the heavenly in the human soul, who can tell where the
image of God ends and the heaviness of human flesh begins!’'® Skobtsova balances
any emphasis of the fallenness of the person, with this recognition of the heavenly
within humanity. Skobtsova’s spirituality, which can be sensed in her approach to

asceticism and monasticism, is oriented around a striving to recognise and recover

16 Skobtsova, “Insight in Wartime,” EW, 128.

17 “XpucTuaHcTBO, Kak packanéHHas cTallb, BOH3AETCs B CEpJILE M UCTIEneseT ero. M Torja Jenopek
BoruT: «['oToBO MOE cepte, rotoBo!»’ Mats Mapus (Ckobmosa) ‘XPUCTUAHCTBO (acce)’
accessed August 4, 2022, http://mere-marie.com/creation/hristianstvo/

18 Skobtsova, “The Mysticism of Human Communion,” EW, 79.
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this image. It is through engaging with the imago dei in the other, than one can begin
to also commune with God in what Skobtsova describes as the ‘mysticism of human

communion.’

It is appropriate that Skobtsova’s autobiographical poem, ‘The Spirit’s Day’,
opens with a reflection on the dual composition of the person; as heavenly and
earthly, divine and human, eternal and transient.'® Skobtsova’s theology works out
how a practical, pragmatic love of the neighbour which is exemplified in non-
possessing, selfless service, can also be ‘pierced through with the flame of eternity’?’;
how it can be divine, eternal, revealing the transcendence of God who she understands
to be the source of all creativity. In order to understand Skobtsova’s theological

project as a whole, it is necessary to appreciate her desire to balance these elements in

her thought, as well as in practice.

This also touches on an over-arching and primary point of interest in
Skobtsova’s theological work, which may be termed as her search for wholeness. As
this thesis highlights the theological writings of Skobtsova, uncovering their
uniqueness and breadth, and promoting engagement with her theological system, this
search for wholeness will become apparent. At the heart of Skobtsova’s theological
essays is a desire to hold together extremes or dualities in a theology of wholeness; to
balance not only the divine with the human, and the eternal and temporal (as we have
already begun to explore and will continue to highlight in the course of this thesis),
but also spirituality with service, creativity and contemplation, the church and the

world. In relation to this, there is an intimate connection in her writings between

19 Mars Mapus (CxobuoBa), Cmuxomeopenus, Hosmei, Mucmepuu, Bocnomunanus 06 apecme u
nazepe ¢ Pasencopiox (Paris: La Presse Francaise et Etrangére, 1947), 22.
20 Skobtsova, “Insight in Wartime,” EW, 128.
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thought and practice, and a strong emphasis on pragmatic applicability. This is
evident in her writings on monasticism, for example, which apply key elements of the
monastic profession to a socially engaged, ascetic spirituality. In these theological
areas, Skobtsova has novel and perceptive insights to offer contemporary scholarship.

By way of introduction, this theme will now be explored.

2. A Theology of Wholeness

Skobtsova’s desire to maintain a balance between loving God and loving the
neighbour is indicative of a broader motivation in her thought to hold together
dualities. Reference has already been made to Skobtsova’s system as a ‘theology of
wholeness.’ In part, this characterisation is taken from Skobtsova’s own essay,
entitled ‘In Search of Synthesis.’?* In this text, Skobtsova provides a short history of
what she perceives as the rupture between the life of the church and the fullness of
human creativity. She laments this separation and promotes a striving for the
affirmation of ‘Godmanhood’?? which balances the divine principle with the human
principle. In this light, Skobtsova calls for the sanctification of all human attempts at
creativity (science, art, society, state-building and the ‘building up of societal life’)
and a ‘synthesis of culture, a struggle for the wholeness of culture’.?® Equally, she
condemns ‘godless humanism’ which she characterises as a hopeless attempt to create
utopias which lack any spiritual framework. In this essay, Skobtsova calls for a
synthesis between the divine and the human principles, a holding together of this

duality. This is indicative of her wider theological system, and the term may be

2L E. Skobtsova (Mother Maria), “In Search of Synthesis,” in The Crucible of Doubts, trans. Fr S. Janos
(Mohrsville, PA: FRSJ Publications, 2016), pp. 123-142. This essay was originally published in the
journal Put’, no. 16 (May 1929): 49-68. Throughout this thesis from here, ‘The Crucible of Doubts’
will be referred to as Crucible.

22 The fullness of this term will be explored in ‘The Russian Idea’ chapter.

23 Skobtsova, “In Search of Synthesis,” Crucible, 141.
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applied more broadly to her theological essays. In this area, Skobtsova is building
upon a foundational movement within Russian religious thought; an emphasis on ‘all-
unity’, which will be explored further in the course of this thesis, alongside
‘Godmanhood’ and ‘sobornost’. By way of introduction, here the notion of wholeness
will be briefly contextualised, and several key areas of importance noted for

Skobtsova’s theological writings.

The philosophical and theological framework in which Skobtsova is operating
here is shaped by Russian religious thought. The full extent of this Russian
inheritance will be explored in the course of this thesis, especially in relation to
Aleksei Khomiakov and Vladimir Soloviev, but at this stage it is helpful to raise the
Russian concern for unity in relation to the argument. There are several key Russian
terms which fall under the category of ‘wholeness’. These are tse/ 'nost’ (1enbHOCTB)
and vseedinstvo (BceenunctBo), as well as terms which exemplify such wholeness,
which include Godmanhood (6orouenosedecto) and sobornost’ (COGOPHOCTS).

Skobtsova occasionally uses the word ‘fullness’ (mongoTa) in a similar way.?*

A striving for ‘unity’ in some form has deep roots in the Russian philosophical
and theological tradition, primarily in the 191" Century. This is present as early as in
the writings of Peter Chaadaev (1794-1856),%° lvan Kireevsky (1806-1856), and
Alexsei Khomiakov (1804-1860). Although this term has origins in much earlier

traditions, as Teresa Obolevitch has persuasively suggested.?® For Skobtsova,

24 See, for example, ‘Hama Dmoxa [Our Epoch]” where Skobtsova describes the ‘monHoro BceeauHcTBa
[fullness of all-unity]’; Mate Mapus (Ckob6uosa), “Haura Dnoxa [Our Epoch],” Bocnomunanus,
Cmamuwu, Oueprxu Tom 2 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 9.

% For a discussion of Chaadaev’s works and the place of all-unity in them, see; G. M. Hamburg, “Petr
Chaadaev and the Slavophile-Westernizer Debate” in The Oxford Handbook of Russian Religious
Thought, ed. Caryl Emerson, George Pattison and Randall A. Poole (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2020), 111-132.

2 Teresa Obolevitch, "All-Unity According to V. Soloviev and S. Frank: A Comparative Analysis,"
Forum Philosophicum 15, no. 2 (2010): 413-25.
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however, the flourishing of Russian thought in this area can be found in the work of
the Slavophiles, with whom she is closely associated.?” An assessment of Skobtsova’s
work in light of Slavophile thought will be forthcoming in this thesis, but here is it

worth noting the broad place of ‘wholeness’ in this context.

The Slavophiles identified what they believed to be a disintegration of
European culture through the influence of rationalism. Rationalism, they believed,

destroyed the unity of an individual’s personality, as explained by Andrzej Walicki:
‘Natural reason, or the capacity for abstract thought, is only one of the mental
powers and by no means the highest: its one-sided development impoverishes
man’s perceptive faculties by weakening his capacity for immediate intuitive
understanding of the truth. The cult of reason is responsible for breaking up the
psyche into a number of separate and unconnected faculties, each of which lays
claim to autonomy. The resulting inner conflict corresponds to the conflict
between different kinds of sectional party interests in societies founded on
rationalistic principles.’?®

The splintering of a person’s perceptive faculties is reflected in society in the

corresponding, wider separation of interests. There is a link, therefore, between the

splintering of a person’s inner life, under the influence of rationalism, with the

breaking up of areas of society (leading to its disintegration).

In contrast to this perceived splintering, in their thought the Slavophiles
promoted an organic, intuitive form of knowledge, which was shaped around their
understanding of the person, freedom and community. Although Slavophile thought

was developed in reaction to many Western ideas, the influence of Western thought

27 As chapter two will explore, the Slavophiles were part of a movement in the 19" Century which
sought to highlight Russia’s uniqueness, in distinction to the West. Thinkers within this intellectual
movement (which was broad and by no means homogenous) were covering themes such as the nature
of the person, community, and the church.

28 Andrzej Walicki, A History of Russian Thought: From the Enlightenment to Marxism, trans. Hilda
Andrews-Rusiecka (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 100.
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(especially German ldealism) has been noted on the movement.?® For different
thinkers within this movement, this is manifested in different ways. Wholeness is
present in Ivan Kireevsky’s notion of ‘integral knowledge’, which is foundational for
subsequent Russian thought within the Slavophile movement. Although Kireevsky did
not actually use this term, it is indicative of a central thread within his philosophical
perspective. Kireevsky proposes an anthropology where a person’s capacities are
balanced, correlated to one another, and appropriately subordinated to higher powers.
He proposes a correlation between the heart and reason to create one harmonious
being in the person: ‘The point of concentration is the heart, where one becomes
conscious of God and achieves a light that illumines all the lower spheres. Reason
uses this light to see and know the world, while the rationalistic understanding orders
the world and makes sense of it. Severed from the heart, Western philosophy has
restricted itself to these lower, subordinate powers, resulting in the ascendancy of
blind understanding and distorted reason.’*® The heart and the mind are united in

integral reason.

For another key Slavophile thinker, Alexsei Khomiakov, the emphasis falls on

community. As this thesis will outline, Khomiakov worked within a similar

2 Although much of the Slavophile consciousness was formed in opposition to Western ideas, there
were notable Western influences on Slavophile thought, such as the work of Schelling. Indeed, certain
post-Enlightenment thinkers, as Rowan Williams notes, ‘understand knowledge as bound up with the
discovery or recognition of the self as constituted in a web of communally constructed relations across
both time and space.” Rowan Williams, Looking East in Winter: Contemporary Thought and the
Eastern Christian Tradition (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021), 161. Andrzej Walicki notes, in
contrast, however, that ‘...neither Schelling nor any other theoretical critic of rationalism satisfied the
Slavophile philosophers; the guarantee and essential prerequisite of true faith, they insisted, was a life
guided by tradition and participation in a supra-individual community — the type of community that had
disintegrated in Western Europe.” (Andrzej Walicki, The Slavophile Controversy: history of a
conservative utopia in nineteenth-century Russian thought, trans. Hilda Andrews-Rusiecka (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1975), 317. Although Western thinkers helped to shape the direction and thought of
the Slavophile movement, the nature of community which the Slavophiles highlighted was special to
Russia.

30 Robert Bird “General Introduction” in On Spiritual Unity: A Slavophile Reader, trans. and ed. Boris
Jakim and Robert Bird (Hudson, NY: Lindisfarne Books, 1998), 21.
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framework to Kireevsky, and was deeply concerned with ecclesiology and the nature
of society. His notion of sobornost’ reflects a desire for wholeness in community,
where individuals are recognised as persons possessing freedom, but who are united

in an organic whole with the other.

The influence of the Slavophiles can be felt in later Russian intellectual
history. In addition to Kireevsky and Khomiakov, one of the greatest proponents of
wholeness in Russian thought is Vladimir Soloviev (1853-1900), whose thought is
foundational for Skobtsova. Soloviev coined the term ‘all-unity’ (BceeauncTBo) and
Skobtsova characterises much of his thought as a striving for this all-unity. At the
heart of Soloviev’s thought regarding all-unity is the notion of Sophia. Paul
Ladouceur notes the difficulty in defining Sophia and Sophiology, writing that,
‘Sophia resists straightforward exposition; it is an ethereal, even evanescent concept,
assuming different forms depending on the writer or even the particular stage in the
evolution of the thinking of certain writers.”3! Rowan Williams defines Soloviev’s
understanding of Sophia as follows: ‘For Soloviev, the Absolute exists both as being
and becoming, as a transcendent unity and as the totality of modes in which that unity
can express itself and relate to itself, and this latter form of the Absolute, insofar as it
always preserves a movement toward unity, is an organic whole. This is “Sophia” —
fragmented in the empirical universe, but still at one in God.”3? Sophia is an
understanding of unity for Soloviev, which reconciles Divine unity with the
multiplicity and disunity of the created world. The Incarnation acts as a reintegration

between the Divine and the created order, which is continued in the life of the Church.

31 Paul Ladouceur, Modern Orthodox Theology (London: Bloomsbury, T&T Clark, 2019), 199.

32 Rowan Williams, “Eastern Orthodox Theology” in The Modern Theologians: An Introduction to
Christian Theology Since 1918, ed. David F. Ford and Rachel Muers (MA: Blackwell Publishing,
2005), 573-4.
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It is this context which helps to explain Soloviev’s notion of Godmanhood, as a unity
between the divine and the human. The terms Godmanhood, ‘all-unity’ and
sobornost’ are found across Soloviev’s work, and have a deep impact upon the

theological world of Skobtsova.

As in Skobtsova’s case, Soloviev’s writings had a profound effect on
subsequent Russian religious thought, including Skobtsova’s interlocutors Bulgakov
and Berdyaev. However, in Skobtsova’s essays, Sophia is rarely addressed directly,
and certainly not in a doctrinal way, as may be found in the work of her
contemporaries.®® What is present, however, in Skobtsova’s work is a sense that
Sophia represents the kind of all-unity of which Soloviev writes, and that this unity
underpins the temporality of earthly existence. An important aspect of Sophiology
which has been raised in criticism of Skobtsova’s work is the feminine aspect of
Divine Wisdom. In Skobtsova’s work, Sophia is related to Divine Wisdom, and is in a
sense gendered, through a close connection to feminine Wisdom and the Mother of
God (as has been helpfully explored by Natalia Ermolaev).* However, this thesis
suggests that what is of primary importance for Skobtsova is all-unity and wholeness.
In the case of motherhood, it is the unity between mother and son which is of the
utmost importance and whilst a discussion of gender in this area is illuminating, it will

not be the primary focus of this investigation.

As a theology of wholeness, inspired by the philosophical foundations of the

Russian religious renaissance, Skobtsova’s theology does several things. Firstly,

33 Skobtsova does note the place of Sophia in relation to wholeness in Bulgakov’s work in ‘Our
Epoch’, where she praises his work. See; Mars Mapus (Cxo6uosa), “Hama Dnoxa [Our Epoch],”
Bocnomunanus, Cmamwu, Ouepku Tom 2 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992).

34 Natalia Ermolaev, “Modernism, Motherhood and Mariology: The Poetry and Theology of Elizaveta
Skobtsova (Mother Maria)” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2010).
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Skobtsova’s theological work intersects with various other disciplines. Her
theological writing speaks to politics, art, and literature, in addition to history,
philosophy, and theology. In this way, there is a strong sense of synthesis between
disciplines. Secondly, there is an epistemological angle to this depiction as Skobtsova
builds a theological system which seeks to balance an understanding of who God is
with an understanding of what it means to be human. Finally, this characterisation
covers a methodological concern for Skobtsova as she emphasises the need to show
love to both God and the neighbour in Christian thought and practice. It is important
to note that synthesis does not mean a negation of difference in this instance — it’s not
an elision of two parts into one different entity, but more often than not, it is a holding

together of difference.

Skobtsova writes essays on a variety of disciplines and subjects. This is,
perhaps, unsurprising given the breadth of her own skills and experiences as a poet, a
politician, an artist, a social worker, and a monastic. In addition to a breadth of topics
and subjects, many of these essays cross disciplines, yet they are bound together by
her theological worldview. Across Skobtsova’s work, particularly during her
emigration period, the subjects which she explores are primarily assessed through a
theological lens. For Skobtsova, theology needs to speak to broader culture, including
politics, history, literature, art, and creativity. Her political writings, for example,
critique various approaches to governance in her age from a theological perspective.
In the aforementioned essay, ‘In Search of Synthesis’, Skobtsova critiques
Bolshevism from a theological perspective; a theme which is continued in other

essays such as ‘Four Portraits’ where she also provides theological commentary to
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political systems such as nationalism and totalitarianism.®® Similarly, her essay on
Dostoevsky entitled, ‘Dostoevsky and the Present’*® highlights the relationship
between theology and Dostoevsky’s literary works, especially in relation to his
understanding of Christ. However, the main cross-disciplinary theme which emerges

in Skobtsova’s theological essays relate to social issues.

In the introduction to Antoine Arjakovsky’s ‘The Way’, Rowan Williams
notes the way in which theology was an integral element to all manner of
philosophical, political, and social questions within the émigré community. Thinkers
such as Berdyaev, and his fellow contributors to ‘The Way’, ‘...shared the view that
fundamental issues of value, judgment, and virtue could not be intelligently pursued
without reference to theology. They rightly saw the direct relevance of theology to all
of the most basic issues around the definition of the human and, whatever their
personal commitment to the Church, they were prepared to involve theology in these
discussions and to take it with complete seriousness.”®’ This is keenly felt in the
writings of Skobtsova as she seeks to engage with a wide range of disciplines and
issues within a theological framework, and resonates with the Slavophile desire to

avoid a rationalistic disintegration between intellectual spheres.

In addition to a wholeness across intellectual disciplines, within Skobtsova’s
work there is a desire to hold together the divine and the human in human creativity.
For her, there is an intimate and inseparable communion which exists between God

and the human (which has already been highlighted here in her emphasis on the imago

3 Mats Mapus (Cko61uoBa) “Uetwipe noprpera [Four Portraits]” in Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepxu
Tom 1 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 296-311.

3 English translation: E. Skobtsova (Mother Maria), “Dostoevsky and the Present” in The Crucible of
Doubts, trans. Fr S. Janos (Mohrsville, PA: FRSJ Publications, 2016), 39-88.

37 Rowan Williams ‘Foreword’ in Antoine Arjakovsky, The Way: Religious Thinkers of the Russian
Emigration in Paris and Their Journal, 1925-1940 (University of Notre Dame Press, 2013), vii-viii.
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dei). This is strongly based on Skobtsova’s understanding of the relationship between
the divine and the human found in the person of Christ, particularly the way in which
the incarnation sanctified human efforts. An example of this can be found in
language:
‘By not loving, by not having contact with humanity we condemn ourselves to a
kind of deaf-mute blindness with respect to the divine as well. In this sense, not
only did the Logos-Word-Son of God assume human nature to complete His
work of redemption and by this sanctified it once and for all, destining it for
deification, but the Word of God, as the “Good News,” as the Gospel, as
revelation and enlightenment likewise needed to become incarnate in the flesh
of insignificant human words. For it is with words that people express their
feelings, their doubts, their thoughts, their good deeds, and their sins. And in

this way human speech, which is the symbol of man’s inner life, was likewise
sanctified and filled with grace — and through it the whole of man’s inner life.”%

Christ’s incarnation sanctifies human language, and thus ‘the whole of man’s inner
life’, once again making a distinction between the divine and the human harder to
separate. The image of God in humanity is central to Skobtsova’s system and an
understanding of how human creations and constructs relate to God. The example of
language being sanctified shows the sanctification of such human constructs — that
there is an ‘image of God’ in human language, in and through Christ’s incarnation
which suggests that human speech, in areas beyond theology, has the potential to

reflect the divine image which has transfigured it.

In Skobtsova’s theology, the epistemological insistence on unity (particularly
a unity between the divine and the human) has a methodological impact. In thought
and in practice, Skobtsova is critical of theological methods which highlight either the
divine or the human over and against each other. She rarely writes of God, for
example, without reference to humanity and our human experience. Her writings on

the topics of asceticism, monasticism, or Mariology, for example, all place a heavy

38 Skobtsova, “Types of Religious Life,” EW, 176.
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weight on discussion of the human. Indeed, across Skobtsova’s theological essays,
there is also a sense of wholeness as she frequently seeks to balance dualities or
dichotomies. Some dichotomies which she works with (seeking some form of
balance) which this thesis will explore include the relation between individuals and
communities, the church and the world, Christology and Mariology, and Russia and
the West. On occasion, Skobtsova seeks to address what she perceives as an
imbalance in theological thought and practice between these dualities. For example,
she is critical of any individualised spirituality, and in the relationship between the
individual and the community, she promotes a stronger emphasis on community.
Similarly, she laments the separation between the Church and the world and
emphasises more heavily a theological approach of engagement with the world. In
other areas, she reflects on the differences which each aspect of a pairing may display,
such as the differing characteristics that are discernible between Christ and Mary

(specifically in the typology of motherhood and sonship).

A recognition of Skobtsova’s striving for wholeness is vital to understand how
Skobtsova does theology. This is particularly important when Skobtsova’s essayistic
style is considered, as some of these nuanced dualities can only be held together when
a wide selection of her essays are consulted and compared. Furthermore, this theology
of wholeness proves interesting for areas of theology which are on occasion isolated
from a wider context, such as asceticism and monasticism. When assessing particular
aspects of Skobtsova’s thought, such as the place of the human, for example, it is
important to situate the analysis within this broader concern. Throughout Skobtsova’s
work the human, temporal and earthly is imbued with a strong sense of suffering
(with imagery that speaks of reduction to ashes, of destruction and fire). There is a

keen sense of Kenotic spirituality, self-giving, sacrificial, service. As the Second
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World War loomed, an apocalyptic element intensifies in Skobtsova’s writings in
relation to these themes. When read in isolation to her wider work, this theological
anthropology may present an issue — one of suffering and destruction. It is important,
therefore, to balance Skobtsova’s language of self-annihilation with the fullness of
Godmanhood, sobornost’, all-unity and Sophia, which underlies her wider theological

vision.
3. Writing style

Skobtsova is not a systematic theologian. Due to a failure to recognise this, perhaps,
Xenia Krivochéine extends an evaluation of Skobtsova’s artistic work as that of a

dilettante to her theological writings:

‘Ses essais théologiques peéchent par inachévement de la pensée, de trop longues
notes, des digressions, bien que dans leur ensemble, ils reflétent I’époque et
posent les questions auxquelles la pensée philosophique russe cherchait des
réponses.”%

In order to see beyond Skobtsova’s theological essays as the work of a dilletante, it is
important to consider her style of writing theology. Skobtsova’s essays are closely
rooted in current events and her own personal experiences, and in them she is
responding to the intellectual contexts in which she finds herself. She was publishing
short articles and essays in journals and newspapers, rather than extended works of
theological reflection on doctrine. As a genre, some of Skobtsova’s essays may fall

into the publitsistika style of writing.

Antoine Arjakovsky draws attention to Skobtsova’s writing style in his
assessment of her place within the journey Put’. Importantly, Arjakovsky identifies

Skobtsova’s essays within the ‘publitsistika’ genre:

39 Xenia Krivochéine, La Beaute Salvatrice Mere Maria (Skobtsov) : Peintures, Dessins, Broderies
(Paris : Les Editions du Cerf, 2012), 29.
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‘Elizabeth Skobtsova, a poet prior to the Russian Revolution, interested herself
in the 1920s in the philosophy of Khomiakov, Solovyov, and Dostoevsky, but
she only published articles of the publitsistika genre in The Way, that is, essays
concerning philosophical and theological themes to issues of everyday life. In
“The Holy Land” and in “The Search for Synthesis,” she reflected on the
possibility of encounter between the principles of maternity and childhood, of
birth and creation, of divinity and humanity.”*°

Arjakovsky’s definition of publitsistika here as, ‘essays concerning philosophical and
theological themes to issues of everyday life’, appears to fit with the genre of many of
Skobtsova’s essays, even those not published in Put’. This also resonates with the
relationship between biography and theology which the following chapter will
explore. The relationship between everyday life and theological reflection is an
important one in Skobtsova’s work, and this is reflected in the genre of her essays, as
Arjakovsky notes. Publitsistika, however, is a relatively amorphous term which

broadly covers writings on socio-political themes.

In her unpublished thesis on Publitsistika in the writings of Vladimir Soloviev,
Pauline Schrooyen notes that the Russian encyclopaedia ‘Brokgauz-Efron’ gives a
definition of publitsistika as, ‘discussion, in print, on the pressing problems of social-
political life’.** Schrooyen continues, however, to expand upon this definition by
defining publitsistika as, °...a written form of critical public discourse appearing in
(non-specialized) journals and newspapers regarding current affairs of national
interest. It is a critical public discourse that is accessible to the average member of
educated society, has no preconceived biases restricting it to particular disciplines or

world views, and is intended to create national awareness, to shape public opinion

40 Antoine Arjakovsky, The Way: Religious Thinkers of the Russian Emigration in Paris and Their
Journal, 1925-1940 trans. Jerry Ryan, edited by John A. Jillions and Michael Plekon (Notre Dame,
Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013), 30.

41 [obsuzhdenie v pechati nasushchnykh voprosov obshchestvenno-politicheskoj zhizni.] Entry
‘Publitsistika’ by Ar. G. in: Arsen’ev, K. (ed.) Entsiklopedicheskii slovar’ T. XXVa (SPB, 1898) 746.
Cited in Pauline Wilhelmine Schrooyen, “Vladimir Solov’év in the Rising Public Sphere: A
Reconstruction and Analysis of the Concept of Christian Politics in the Publitsistika of VIadimir
Solov’év” (PhD diss., Radboud University, 2006), 7.
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and, preferably, to exert an influence on politics.”#? It is therefore a genre which
allows for individual reflection and commentary on contemporary social and political
events. Claire Whitehead notes the historical importance of this genre, and the
opportunity it presents for individuals to write and publish polemics on socio-political
issues, in her article exploring the impact of publitsistika on crime fiction in Russia.*®
The genre had a particular importance during the Great Reforms of Russia around the
1860s, with publitsistika holding an important place in public discourse as a vehicle

for commentary from the late 1850s on proposed social changes.

In Skobtsova’s case, a recognition of the genre of many of Skobtsova’s essays
as publitsistika begins to nuance an assessment of her work beyond an
‘incompleteness of thought’, to an understanding of her essays as highly contextual
reflections on socio-political issues. When this is combined with an appreciation of
the multi-disciplinary nature of Skobtsova’s essays, we may further appreciate the
underlying recourse to spirituality within these socio-political reflections and

commentaries.
4. Methodology and Focus

This thesis will focus on Skobtsova’s theological writings. This immediately raises
the question of what can be classed as theological writings. It could be argued, for
example, that Skobtsova’s poetry and short stories are part of her theological work.

Indeed, the collection ‘Ruth’, and the mystery play ‘Anna’, for example, are notable

42 pauline Wilhelmine Schrooyen, “Vladimir Solov'év in the Rising Public Sphere: A Reconstruction
and Analysis of the Concept of Christian Politics in the Publitsistika of Vladimir Solov’év” (PhD diss.,
Radboud University, 2006), 7-8.

43 Claire Whitehead “Debating Detectives: The Influence of Publitsistika on Nineteenth-Century
Russian Crime Fiction,” The Modern Language Review 107, no. 1 (January 2012): 230-258.
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for their relationship to Skobtsova’s spirituality and monasticism.** Furthermore, this
thesis has already begun to highlight the way in which Skobtsova’s thought crosses
disciplines and more broadly recognises the divine inspiration within many aspects of
human creativity. The line of argument in this thesis does not wish to undermine what
has already been affirmed in this area. However, methodologically for this thesis,
there is limited space to analyse Skobtsova’s poetry in full, whilst incorporating
literary and theological criticism. Natalia Ermolaev’s thesis begins to bridge this gap
by exploring Skobtsova’s poetry and its connection to her Mariology.* However, this
limits the breadth of Ermolaev’s exposition of Skobtsova’s wider theological oeuvre.
Therefore, this thesis wishes to focus on Skobtsova’s theological essays whilst
acknowledging the place of Skobtsova’s creative writing and fine art in this system
when it provides helpful contextual information. These essays are primarily from

Skobtsova’s emigration period, during the 1920’s, 1930’s and 1940’s.

The second limitation for this thesis is archival work, translations, and
availability of primary sources. A proposed trip to the Bakhmeteff Archive at
Columbia University was cancelled because of the Covid-19 pandemic. At the time of
writing, Skobtsova’s completed works are being published in Russia. It is highly
possible, therefore, that the theological material presented in this thesis is not an
exhaustive list of Skobtsova’s work. But this close analysis of what is currently
available does give us a picture of Skobtsova’s work as a whole. Nevertheless, this
thesis expands commentary on Skobtsova’s work by including texts which have not

yet received critical attention such as ‘Zhatva Dukha’.

4 For ‘Ruth’, see: E. Kyssmuna-Kapasaesa, Py (Iletporpan, 1916). For the mystery play ‘Anna’,
see: Mats Mapus (Ckob6uoBa), Cmuxomeopenus, Iloomvl, Mucmepuu, Bocnomunanus 0o apecme u
nazepe 6 Pasencopiox (Paris: La Presse Francaise et Etrangére, 1947), 41-78.

45 Natalia Ermolaev, “Modernism, Motherhood and Mariology: The Poetry and Theology of Elizaveta
Skobtsova (Mother Maria)” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2010).
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The primary focus of this thesis is solely on the theological writing of Mother
Maria Skobtsova. In emigration, Skobtsova was in close contact with notable thinkers
such as Bulgakov and Berdyaev. Whilst an in-depth comparison between Skobtsova
and these thinkers would be illuminating (and a fruitful venture for further
exploration), for the purposes of this thesis the confines will be limited as much as
possible to Skobtsova’s own work. This is to highlight Skobtsova’s own thought, and
to uncover the intellectual system of this woman theologian whose thought has been

neglected (in contrast to her male contemporaries) for too long.*8
5. Collections of Primary Texts

Since Skobtsova’s death in 1945, several collections of her writings have been
compiled. The majority of these collections include a mixture of poetry, plays and
essays. In 1947, ‘CtuxoTBOpeHus1, IO3MBI, MUCTEPHH BOCIIOMHUHAHUS 00 apecTe u
narepe B paBeHcOprok” Was published.*’ This edition was collated by D. E. Skobtsov
(Maria’s second husband), with assistance from S. B. Pilenko (Mother Maria’s own
mother) who wrote out by hand many of the essays which are included in the
collection. The foreword is by D. Skobtsov and included in the publication are
memoirs by S. Pilenko. This collection has two articles which had not been published
in Skobtsova’s lifetime, they were ‘Poxxnenne 8 Cmeptu [Birth in Death]’ and
‘TIpo3penue B Boitne [Insights in wartime]’. In 1991, a collection entitled
‘N3bpannoe [Favourites/Selected]’, was published. This also includes verses and

poems, essays, letters, and recollections of Skobtsova’s life, with an introduction by

46 There is much scope for a future study between the writings of Sergei Bulgakov (Skobtsova’s
spiritual father) and Skobtsova. Natalia Ermolaev has laid important groundwork for this exploration in
her thesis.

47 Mate Mapusi, Cmuxomeopenust, noambl, MUCIEPUU 60CROMUHAHUSA 00 apecme u 1dzepe 6
pasencopiox (Paris: La Presse Francaise et Etrangére, 1947).
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N. Osmakov.*® Similarly, in 1992 an important collection of work was assembled and
published in Paris under the title ‘Bociomunanust, Ctateu, Ouepku [Recollections,
Articles, Essays]’.*® This two-volume publication includes several articles which were
published for the first time. In 2004 a newer version of this edition was published in
St Petersburg: ‘XKarsa Jlyxa: Penmurnosno-dunocodpckrne Counnenus [Harvest of the
spirit: religious-philosophical writings]’ and edited by A. N. Shustov.>® This thesis
will rely primarily on the 1992 YMCA two-volume edition of Skobtsova’s writings.>*
When quoting from Skobtsova’s articles and essays which have not been translated
into English, I shall include my own translations in the body of this thesis, and the
Russian original in the footnotes for reference. Where an English translation is readily
available (and of suitable quality), this will be used in the first instance without the

Russian original in the footnotes.

In recent years, some primary sources of Skobtsova’s articles have been
translated into French and English, accompanied by biographical details for
Skobtsova. In English, Richard Pevear and Larissa VVolokhonsky translated the
collection entitled ‘Mother Maria Skobtsova: Essential Writings’, which includes an
introduction by Jim Forest and a preface by Olivier Clément, published in 2003.5?
Most of the material available in French is thanks to Hélene Arjakovsky-Klépinine; a
relation of Dmitri Klépinine who was a close friend of Mother Maria’s. Arjakovsky-

Klépinine, along with Francoise Lhoest and Claire Vajou, translated and compiled ‘Le

8 E. 10. Ky3ssmuna-Kapasaesa, Hsopannoe (Mocksa: Coserckas Poccus, 1991).

49 Marp Mapus (Cxo6uoBsa), Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepxu Tom 1-2 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992).
%0 Mats Mapus (Enusasera Kyssmuna-Kapasaesa), Kamea JJyxa: Penuzuosno-gunocopcerue
Couunenusn (Canxr-IlerepOypr: Hckyccro, 2004).

51 This collection is also used as the primary source for the English translations in Mother Maria
Skobtsova: Essential Writings (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2003), with the exception of ‘Types of
Religious Life’.

52 Mother Maria Skobtsova, Mother Maria Skobtsova: Essential Writings (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 2003).
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Sacrement du frére’ which was published in 2001 by Cerf.>® Similarly, ‘Le Jour du
Saint-Esprit’ was edited by Paul Ladouceur, and translated by Héléne Arjakovsky-
Klépinine, Frangoise Lhoest, Bertrand Jeuffrain, Alexandre Nicolsky, Nikita Struve

and Jérdme Lefert in 2011 in Paris.>

Several unpublished articles and essays have been collated and published
online by Xenia Krivochéine. These include some essays which are kept at the
Bakhmeteff Archive of Russian and East European Culture at Columbia University
Libraries. Alongside essays, Krivochéine has published images of poetry and artworks
from Skobtsova on this site, in addition to secondary literature about her works.>® The
Grebnevsky Church of the Odintsovo Deanery of the Moscow Diocese of the Russian
Orthodox Church also has a page dedicated to works by Skobtsova on their online

reference library of Russian philosophical and theological writings.>®
6. Secondary Literature

Interest in Mother Maria Skobtsova’s life and work has been growing steadily in the
English-speaking world following the publication of Sergei Hackel’s biography
entitled, ‘Pearl of Great Price: The Life of Mother Maria Skobtsova 1891-1945’,
which was first published in 1965.%" Hackel’s study draws on archive material which
he personally collected with the assistance of Mother Elizaveta Medvedeva and Fedor

Timofeevich Pianov, including oral testimonies from contemporaries of Skobtsova,

3 Mére Marie Skobtsov, Le sacrement du frere, trans. Héléne Arjakovsky-Klépinine, Francoise Lhoest
and Claire Vajou (Paris : Les Editions du Cerf, 2001).

5 Sainte Marie de Paris (Mére Marie Skobtsov, 1891-1945), Le jour du Saint-Esprit, ed. Paul
Ladouceur, trans. Héléne Arjakovsky-Klépinine, Frangoise Lhoest, Bertrand Jeuffrain, Alexandre
Nicolsky, Nikita Struve and Jérdme Lefert (Paris : Les Editions du Cerf, 2011).

%5 “Marp Mapus,” accessed January 5, 2023, http://mere-marie.com/about/.

%6 «“Mapus (Cko0110Ba) MOHaXKHs, IpenogoOoHoMyuenuIa,” accessed January 5, 2023,
http://www.odinblago.ru/.

57 The most recent edition is, Sergei Hackel Pearl of Great Price: The Life of Mother Maria Skobtsova
1891-1945 (Crestwood, New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1982).
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amongst them survivors from Ravensbriick concentration camp. Hackel’s biography
also draws on material published elsewhere, such as recollections of Mother Maria
Skobtsova by K. Mochul’skii and T. Manukhina.*® Around the same time, a similar
biography was published by Timothy Stratton-Smith, entitled ‘The Rebel Nun’.>® This
biography is not as rigorous as Hackel’s and embellishes Skobtsova’s biography with
imagined narratives (such as particular conversations) alongside factual biographical
details. The artistic license which is employed in ‘The Rebel Nun’ undermines the
historical credibility of the study. ‘Pearl of Great Price’, therefore, has been
established as the authoritative English language biography on Mother Maria

Skobtsova and has precipitated a number of articles on Skobtsova’s life and legacy.

The most sustained engagement with Skobtsova’s work can be found in the
PhD thesis by Natalia Ermolaev entitled ‘Modernism, Motherhood and Mariology:
The Poetry and Theology of Elizaveta Skobtsova (Mother Maria)’®°, which
significantly opens up some of the territory of Skobtsova’s thought. In her exploration
of Mariology, motherhood, and modernism in Skobtsova’s writings, Ermolaev draws
attention to several key theological articles written by Skobtsova, in addition to a
selection of her poetry. Ermolaev’s thesis is significant for making available primary
sources of Skobtsova’s work which were previously unpublished. Through her work
at the Bakhmeteff Archive at Columbia, Ermolaev transcribes and translates a
previously unpublished article entitled ‘The Judgement of Solomon’ by Skobtsova.
Furthermore, Ermolaev’s work is notable for mapping the place of Mariology in

Skobtsova’s work, particularly in relation to Sophiology (for which ‘The Judgement

%8 See K. Mochul’skii, ‘Monakhinia Mariia Skobtsova’, Tretii Chas, no. 1 (1946): 64-73; T.
Manukhina, ‘Monakhinia Mariia’, Novyi zhurnal, vol. 41 (1955), 137-57.

59 T. Stratton Smith, The Rebel Nun: The Moving Story of Mother Maria of Paris (London: Souvenir
Press, 1965).

80 Natalia Ermolaev, “Modernism, Motherhood and Mariology: The Poetry and Theology of Elizaveta
Skobtsova (Mother Maria)” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2010).
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of Solomon’ provides fertile material). The thesis is limited, however, by its
methodological scope. As it is assessing Skobtsova’s poetry in addition to certain key
theological writings, it does not have the space to delve into Skobtsova’s wider
theological system. As a result, its theological analysis, on occasion, could benefit
from a closer exposition and analysis, which the scope of the project does not allow.
Nevertheless, Ermolaev’s insight into the place of Mariology in Skobtsova’s work is
important. At this stage in scholarship on Skobtsova’s writings, it can be expanded.
This thesis, therefore, seeks to progress Ermolaev’s work into a broader exposition of
Skobtsova’s theological writings. It aims to show how a search for unity and synthesis
is a guiding principle for Skobtsova’s theology which will shed some new insights

and nuance to Ermolaev’s conclusions.

Following Ermolaev’s thesis, there have been several articles which highlight
Skobtsova’s theological writings and her importance as a theologian within the Paris
School of Orthodox theology. Andrew Louth has reflected on the biography and some
key insights into Skobtsova’s thought in his chapter in ‘Modern Orthodox Thinkers’.%
Placing Skobtsova within this collection is itself a significant recognition of the
increasing interest around her life and engagement with her work in an English
language context. Similarly, Antoine Arjakovsky places Skobtsova within the
intellectual context of the journel Put’ in his seminal study of the émigré journal.®?

Paul Ladouceur references Skobtsova as an important theologian and thinker within

the émigré community in ‘Modern Orthodox Theology’.®3

81 Andrew Louth, Modern Orthodox Thinkers: From the Philokalia to the Present (London: SPCK,
2015), 111-126.

52 Antoine Arjakovsky, The Way: Religious Thinkers of the Russian Emigration in Paris and Their
Journal, 1925-1940 (University of Notre Dame Press, 2013).

8 Paul Ladouceur, Modern Orthodox Theology (London: Bloomsbury, T&T Clark, 2019).
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Natalia Likvintseva’s article entitled ‘Overcoming the Gap between Religion
and Culture: The Life and Works of Mother Maria (Skobtsova)’ begins to make
some important links between the biography of Skobtsova and some of her original
thought, especially in relation to creativity and culture. Likvintseva highlights
Skobtsova’s synthesis between church culture and broader creativity, focusing on the
relationship between her thought (in essays such as ‘In Search of Synthesis’ and ‘The
Sources of Creativity’) with the association ‘Orthodox Action’. Skobtsova’s article
‘The Source of Creativity’ has received little secondary attention, therefore this is
significant within Skobtsova studies. Likvintseva suggests that the house at Rue du
Lourmel was a practical expression of the ideological synthesis between church life
and human creativity which Skobtsova proposes in her theological articles.
Likvintseva’s article is an important beginning, although more can be done to further
unpick the uniqueness of Skobtsova’s theological vision, plumbing deeper into the

details of the system and its wider implications.

This task is furthered, in part, by another important commentator on
Skobtsova’s theological work; Katerina Bauerova. Bauerova’s engagement with
Skobtsova, as a thinker, is highly significant. Throughout Bauerova’s work,
Skobtsova is placed in conversation with other thinkers including some of her own
contemporaries such as Sergei Bulgakov, Nikolai Berdyaev, in addition to voices
from different disciplines and contexts, such as Héléne Cixous and Julia Kristeva, and

the fields of psychoanalysis, literary criticism and creative writing.®® Bauerova

84 Natalia Likvintseva, “Overcoming the Gap between Religion and Culture: The Life and Works of
Mother Maria (Skobtsova),” in Apology of Culture: Religion and Culture in Russian Thought ed. by
Artur Mrowczynski-Van Allen, Teresa Obolevitch, and Pawet Rojek (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick
Publications, 2015), 79-86.

8 Katerina Bauerova, “The Play of the Semiotic and the Symbolic: The Authenticity of the Life of
Mother Maria Skobtsova,” Feminist Theology 22, no. 3 (2014): 290-301; Katerina Bauerova,
“Motherhood as a Space for the Other: A Dialogue between Mother Maria Skobtsova and Héléne
Cixous,” Feminist theology 26, no. 2 (2018-01): 133-146; Katerina Bauerova, “Emigration as Taking
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weaves Skobtsova’s biography and legacy into an exposition of some important
aspects of her thought on topics including motherhood, emigration, spirituality, and
anthropology. Placing Skobtsova into these dialogues helpfully expands the field of
engagement with her work and legacy. In ‘The Play of the Semiotic and the
Symbolic: The Authenticity of the Life of Mother Maria Skobtsova’, Katerina
Bauerova explores Skobtsova’s life and places it in conversation with the thought of
Julia Kristeva. Bauerova places some of Skobtsova’s own thought into this article, but
it is primarily a reflection on her life and biography, in a psychoanalytic framework.
Bauerova similarly gives a primacy to biography in her article entitled ‘Emigration as
Taking Roots and Giving Wings: Sergei Bulgakov, Nikolai Berdyaev and Mother
Maria Skobtsova.” Bauerova’s third article on Mother Maria Skobtsova explores
motherhood; ‘Motherhood as a Space for the Other: A Dialogue between Mother
Maria Skobtsova and Hélene Cixous’. Once again, Skobtsova’s biography is an
important consideration for Bauerova, as she maps Skobtsova’s thought as well as
experiences around motherhood. In this article Bauerova also incorporates
Skobtsova’s iconography, her poetry, and her writings. Bauerova’s exposition of
Skobtsova’s own work is accurate, the comparisons, however, leave relatively little
space for extensive critical engagement with Skobtsova’s system. More work can be
done, therefore, to provide a well-developed exposition of Skobtsova’s wider oeuvre
to further these creative engagements which balances Skobtsova’s biography with her

theology.

Most recently, Rowan Williams has made a significant contribution to

secondary literature on Skobtsova’s thought in his book ‘Looking East in Winter’ in a

Roots and Giving Wings: Sergei Bulgakov, Nikolai Berdyaev and Mother Maria Skobtsova,”
Communio Viatorum 54, no. 2, (2012): 184-202.
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chapter entitled ‘The Body of Christ and the Ministry of Mary’.%® Williams engages
with a breadth of primary sources as well as secondary literature by offering an
‘interim report on some of her more original insights.’®” Williams draws on some
contemporary scholarship, including Natalia Ermolaev’s PhD thesis and the work of
Katerina Bauerova. This immediately advances the field of engagement with
Skobtsova’s theological writings and provides a helpful insight into her wider system,
pulling out points of particular interest such as the ‘terrible’ aspect of the command to
love the neighbour, and the ‘unchosen’ solidarity with the other which is found in the
Body of Christ.% In this light, Williams clearly recognises the importance of
selflessness in Skobtsova’s work, noting that for Skobtsova, °...sin becomes a refusal
to be touched by the pain of others.’®® Williams highlights this aspect of Skobtsova’s
thought from the perspective of her Mariology and the solidarity which is found in the
Body of Christ. This thesis seeks to develop these observations by providing an
exposition of additional texts which Williams does not engage with, including
Skobtsova’s early hagiographical works and her writings on creativity. | suggest that
an appreciation of the place of sacrifice in these works adds another level to the nature
of solidarity and unity which Skobtsova promotes. This echoes the overall argument
of this thesis which highlights the theme of sacrifice as a key interpretative lens
through which to read Skobtsova’s theological works; to suggest what it means to be
truly human (to sacrifice the self) and to ‘create’ authentically by loving God and the

neighbour. Sacrifice will be shown as the means by which to maintain wholeness.

7. Structure of thesis

% Rowan Williams, Looking East in Winter: Contemporary Thought and the Eastern Christian
Tradition (London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2021), 216-240.

57 Ibid., 217.

% See especially, Ibid., 228-232.

% Ibid., 221.
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The first chapter of this thesis will provide a short biography for Skobtsova.
Biographical details will be highlighted throughout this thesis, but a biographical
sketch will be helpful to begin this exploration and to place each later scene into a
wider context. This biography will reference key points in Skobtsova’s life in relation
to her theological development. This includes events in her own life which impacted
her intellectual development, such as her encounters with her most influential
interlocutors. It will also highlight the personal events which formed and shaped her
monastic vocation and personal faith. Finally, Skobtsova’s education will be noted,
with particular reference to formal and informal theological learning in Russia and
Paris. Skobtsova’s publications will be noted alongside these events in order to see the
progression of theological thought in her essays within the context of her wider
biography. This chapter will also highlight the relationship between theology and
biography in Skobtsova’s work, building on some of the observations from the
introduction to this thesis about Skobtsova’s writing style and methodology.
Furthermore, it will suggest that a careful analysis of the relationship between
theology and biography is required to accurately assess Skobtsova’s life and legacy,

which has been lacking in some secondary literature on Skobtsova’s thought.

The second chapter of this thesis will explore Skobtsova’s Russian influences,
the philosophical and theological themes which she uses that are characteristically
Russian, the ‘Russian Idea’, symbolising not only Russia and its place in the world
and history, but also the philosophical and theological legacy of Russian thinkers, and
how this relates to their native land. Nikolai Berdyaev (1874-1948) characterised

Skobtsova as a ‘revolutionary Slavophile’.”® Similarly, although far more negatively,

0 An English translation of this is available at: N. A. Berdyaev, “In Memory of Mother Maria” in E.
Skobtsova (Mother Maria), The Crucible of Doubts, trans. Fr S. Janos (Mohrsville, PA: FRSJ
Publications, 2016), i-ii.
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Myrrha Lot-Borodine heavily criticised (what she perceived as) Skobtsova’s

nationalism towards Russia and her longing for the past:

‘...it was painful to listen to the epigones of Russian messianism, claiming to be
‘the incarnation of Christ by the new Israel’, as Mother Maria put it. — she is a
remarkable person of her kind, but an eternally dilettantish improviser with an
all too narrow Slavophile outlook. I myself broke with my old homeland too
long ago to have a say in this difficult and burning issue.”’

In light of these assessments by Lot-Borodine and Berdyaev, this chapter will unveil

the complexity of Skobtsova’s relationship with Russia.

A central concern for this chapter will be the concept of the ‘third Rome’. For
Centuries, Russian theology and philosophy has grappled with the notion that
Moscow is the ‘third Rome’. Following the fall of the Byzantine Empire, some
Russian thinkers identified Moscow as the third and final primary seat of Christian
power. This is connected to the notion of Russian messianism; the idea that Russia
has a particular Christian vocation, which it inherits from Israel. Ideologically,
therefore, there is a significant precedent for the primacy of Russia on the world stage,
which is reflected in Russian thought. Skobtsova engages extensively with this
tradition and, as I will suggest in this chapter, modifies this ‘Russian idea’ for her own
context and theological milieu. In this chapter, we shall explore how Skobtsova
engages with this Russian legacy, and its importance for her own thought. We shall

also explore, more broadly, the Russian influences on Skobtsova’s life and work.

The three main Russian influences throughout Skobtsova’s work are Vladimir

Soloviev, Alexsei Khomiakov, and Feodor Dostoevsky. Skobtsova is especially

e ...OBLJIO TATOCTHO CJIyHIaTb SIIMI'OHOB PYCCKOI'0O MECCHUaHNU3Ma, MPECTCHAYIOIIET0 Ha «BOIIOIICHUE

Xpucra HoBbIM W3paniiemy», Kak BeIpa3mwiach Math Mapus. — YenoBek OHa 3aMeuarelibHbIi B CBOEM
polie, TOIBKO BEYHBIH JIICTAHT-UMIIPOBU3ATOP CO CIHIITKOM y3KUM CIAaBHO(MMIECKAM KPYTO30pOM.
Cama s CIMIIKOM JJaBHO MIOPBajia CO CTapOi POJUHOMN, YTOOBI UMETh MPABO TOJIOCA B ATOM CIIOKHOM U
xrydem Bompoce.’ [Tncemo M. U. Jlot-boponunoii k H. A. BepaseBy ot 2 Hosi6ps 1933 1. // PTAJIN.
®. 1496. Omn. 1. Ex. xp. 588. Cited in Tepesa O6onesnu, Muppa Jlom-Bopoouna Ucmopuk,
Jlumepamop, @unocog, Foeocros (Caukt-Ilerepoypr: Hectop-Uctopus, 2020), 153.
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influenced by the Slavophiles, as this selection suggests. The term ‘Slavophile’ refers
to thinkers in the 19th Century who held a particular view of Russia. This again
relates to the idea of Russia as a ‘third Rome’. Several of these thinkers were
concerned with the particularities of Slavic culture, in contradistinction to Western
tradition and ideals. Skobtsova also engages with Russian thinkers such as Alexander
Herzen, Vasily Rozanov, and Konstantin Leontiev. The principal ideas which she uses
from the Russian Silver Age are the concepts of sobornost’, Godmanhood and all-
unity. In addition to the Slavophiles, the Symbolists have an important impact on
Skobtsova’s work. Although the Symbolist movement was primarily literary (in
poetry, prose, drama etc.), this is a world which Skobtsova inhabited in St Petersburg

and, as | suggest, has an impact on her later theological legacy as well as her poetry.

Skobtsova reflects on emigration heavily throughout her writings. She notes
the spiritual benefits of being in a new kind of freedom. She describes this as a loss of
‘weightiness [BecomocTs]’ and a becoming ‘unbound.’’? In the course of this chapter,
we shall explore Skobtsova’s reflections on emigration and freedom in relation to
spiritual life. I shall suggest that the loss of Skobtsova’s homeland is a form of self-
loss which is akin to her emphasis on non-possession and a kenotic understanding of

the human person.

Despite writing of the spiritual benefits of emigration, Skobtsova is not
tempted by the West, and ideologically remains extremely Russian. There are

extremely few Western thinkers with whom Skobtsova engages directly in her

72 ‘It is as though we have lost our weightiness, lost our corporeality, acquired an enormous mobility
and lightness, become unbound.” Skobtsova, “Under the Sign of our Time,” EW, 109. What Pevear and
Volokhonsky translate here as ‘unbound’ is the reflexive form of packoBriBaTh/packoBath which means
to unshackle: ‘M&I kak OBI TEpsIET BECOMOCTB, TEPSIEM TEIECHOCTh, MPHOOPETAET OTPOMHYIO
y1000TIOABMKHOCTB, JIETKOCTH, packoBbiBaeMcs . MaTte Mapus (CrkobuoBa), “ Ilox 3HakoM Harero
BpeMenu,” in Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepxu Tom 2 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 253.
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writings. This does not mean that she was not impacted by Western thinking, rather it
shows how Russo-centric her thought remained even in emigration. Theologically,
she elevates Russian thought to the place of the third Rome or the new Israel. It is the
concepts of Russian theology, I suggest, which she wishes to promote. The concepts
of Godmanhood and sobornost’ are the things which Russia gives to the world, and
which the world must respond to. This is how she maintains her Russian ideology
with the freedom of exile. It is the nature of the Russian thought on which she relies
which allows her own thought to avoid a narrow nationalism. In her reflections on the
future of the Russian church, she is concerned about a decline in antinomian thinking,
for duality and nuance. In the later chapter on culture and creativity, we shall see how
her treatment of politics is also critical of nationalist tendencies and exclusive or

totalitarian worldviews.

The third chapter in this thesis focuses on a two-volume hagiographical work
written by Skobtsova in 1927 entitled ‘Zhatva Dukha [The Harvest of the Spirit]’.
This work consists of stylised retellings of the lives of eight saints in the Orthodox
Church. This interest in the lives of the Saints of the early Church is not uncommon in
the Russian emigre community in Paris. Skobtsova’s colleague G. Fedotov writes
extensively on this theme, as do several other theologians and historians in
Skobtsova’s immediate circle. The Saints which Skobtsova writes about lived
between the 3rd Century and the 8th Century. In this chapter | suggest that this
collection, which is some of the earliest theological writings by Skobtsova, represents
a foundational insight into her theology. In a work of hagiography, | suggest, the
author is present in the narrative alongside the protagonist whose life it retells.
Skobtsova is present in these works not only by the way in which she retells the tales

(which episodes she chooses to emphasise), but also in her use of language, theme and
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in the very selection of which Saints she has written about. Therefore, it is possible to
get a sense of Skobtsova’s early theology by assessing how she is retelling these
lives. A theme which emerges strongly from this collection is sacrifice which is
expressed in various forms; in martyrdom, asceticism, non-possession, poverty, and
humility. These forms of sacrifice seek to maintain a balance between loving God and

the neighbour and, I suggest, act as a foundation for Skobtsova’s own theology.

This notion is supported by Sergei Hackel who, in ‘Pearl of Great Price’,
reflects on the notion of ‘instrumentality’ in ‘Harvest of the Spirit’.”® He recollects in
Mochulsky’s reminiscence that Skobtsova said to a friend in 1934, ‘God has made me
into an instrument for others to flourish with my help.”’* Hackel continues; ‘In the
brief anthology of saints’ lives which she published in 1927 she went out of her way
to stress the importance of such ‘instrumentality’...Her narratives were stylized
versions of ancient and already stylized tales. But she was taking stock of herself in
their light.””™ From these lives, certain key themes emerge. These include a focus on
personal and shared asceticism, monasticism and a movement into the world, non-
possession, sacrifice, martyrdom and spiritual guidance (including the role of starets).
The way in which Skobtsova incorporates these themes proves informative for her
later theological essays. | also suggest that in this work Skobtsova is seeking an
Orthodox, early-Church basis and precedent for her own theological interpretations in
the areas of asceticism, monasticism, and human communion especially. The main

theme to emerge is a personal asceticism which overflows into a spiritual communion

73 Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 15.
" 1bid.
5 1bid.
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with the other that manifests in acts of service, a commitment to non-possession,

sacrifice and, on occasion, martyrdom.

Continuing the themes which are explored in ‘Zhatva Dukha’, in the fourth
chapter we shall turn to Skobtsova’s theological essays and the place of asceticism in
her work. In a similar way to the suggestions in ‘Zhatva Dukha’, in Skobtsova’s more
constructive theological essays, she also frames asceticism in the context of
engagement with society. We have already noted Skobtsova’s desire to discuss
asceticism in the context of ‘going to the world’. However, this poses a problem for
the ascetic tradition of the Orthodox church, on which Skobtsova seeks to build. In
much ascetic literature, ‘the world’ is not something to be embraced or something to
be assimilated into. Rather, ‘the world’, is often referenced in negative rhetoric; as
something to be renounced, from which the ascetic must remove herself. A central
core of Skobtsova’s essays turn to the tradition of the Fathers and the Philokalia,
searching for a precedent for her own theological notions. This understanding of the
world, therefore, poses a problem. This chapter will explore how Skobtsova grapples
with this issue, highlighting her treatment of the theology of St Isaac the Syrian. It is
Isaac’s understanding of ‘the world” which Skobtsova uses in order to reinterpret
much of the ascetic tradition, and to establish an ascetic theology which does not
renounce the neighbour, but encourages (and indeed, demands), a movement into

society and engagement with the other in prayerful service.

Once Skobtsova has established this understanding of the world, she proposes
the notion of ‘the mysticism of human communion’. This is the heart of Skobtsova’s
theology. Skobtsova’s thought in this area wishes to provide a ‘going to the world’, an
active love of the neighbour, with a mystical and spiritual foundation. This will be

explored in the fifth chapter, on the ascetical practice of human encounter. Skobtsova
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does not want the love of the neighbour to be an after-thought, or an appendix to a
systematic theological structure. Rather, the love of God and the love of the neighbour
must be inseparable. Skobtsova’s ‘mysticism of human communion’ holds this duality
together by suggesting that within human encounter there is an encounter with Christ
in the imago dei of the person. Understanding Skobtsova’s asceticism deepens this
notion and opens up the possibility of a shared ascetic practice. This approach to
asceticism and a ‘going to the world’ also inform her monasticism as she seeks to
reinterpret core monastic values (chastity, obedience, and non-possession) into a

system of ‘churching the world’.

This chapter will explore the themes in Skobtsova’s essay ‘Holy Earth’. In
‘Holy Earth’, Skobtsova develops an asceticism which focuses on transformation
rather than renunciation. Skobtsova maintains that everything on the earth can and
must be transformed. Nothing should be renounced, but everything needs to be
transformed. This juxtaposes the ‘world’, which is renounced by some forms of
asceticism, and what Skobtsova proposes herself; a transformation of the earth. A
person’s ascetic task, their podvig, is to transform themselves and the earth. On the
one hand, this develops a positive theology of the earth. On the other hand, we shall
see how this discussion highlights the ideas of sacrifice, co-suffering, and the
interconnectivity of ascetic paths between persons, through Skobtsova’s emphasis on
the transformation of the other. Here an appreciation of Skobtsova’s Mariology is
highly illuminating to place the notion of co-suffering into a wider theological

context.

| argue that this transformative form of asceticism is understood by Skobtsova
as a form of creativity. This is alluded to in ‘Asceticism’ where Skobtsova claims that

prayer is the highest form of creativity. In ‘Sources of Creativity’ Skobtsova outlines
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her concept of creativity, which is to be understood as work, action, and labour. We
shall explore the way in which she identifies ‘good’ and ‘bad’ creativity and the effect

this has on a person’s ascetic task.

I will show the importance of the ascetic and creative task for Skobtsova’s
concept of the ‘mysticism of human communion’ where a person wrestles with the
imago dei in the other. | suggest that in order to understand the significance of the
mysticism of human communion, it is vital to appreciate the place of asceticism,
transformation, and creativity in Skobtsova’s oeuvre as she seeks to maintain the

fullness of love towards God and the neighbour.

The sixth and final chapter in this thesis will explore politics and religion in
Skobtsova’s thought. This chapter will highlight Skobtsova’s reflections on various
political ideologies and her critique of these systems from a theological perspective.
This will draw together Skobtsova’s understanding of the creation of culture, and
place this in the context of her thought concerning creativity, sobornost’ and
Godmanhood. This chapter will suggest that Skobtsova sought to implement this
understanding of culture in the group ‘Orthodox Action’. Orthodox Action was
formed on the understanding of the wholeness of culture. It reflects a synthesis
between the church and broader culture, including political society. This group
reflects the theological worldview of Mother Maria Skobtsova and can be appreciated
in light of the previous exposition of her spirituality, asceticism, monasticism,

theological anthropology, and Mariology.

The conclusion of this thesis will draw together these themes by highlighting
the place of sacrifice in Skobtsova’s thought. I shall suggest that Skobtsova sees

sacrifice as the key to attaining the sort of wholeness and unity which she promotes.
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Here some clarifications will be made about Skobtsova’s notion of sacrifice,
suggesting that sacrifice is not a glorification of suffering, but an unchosen element
within authentic human communion. In doing so, this thesis seeks to provide an
exposition of Skobtsova’s theological writings, uncovering the uniqueness and

creativity of this remarkable modern Orthodox theologian.
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Chapter 1: Biography

Mother Maria Skobtsova’s extraordinary biography has already been noted in this
thesis. Here, a fuller exploration of her life will be undertaken, noting key points in
Skobtsova’s life in relation to her theological development. This chapter will highlight
the events in Skobtsova’s life which impacted both her intellectual and spiritual
advancement as a theologian and monastic. In addition, Skobtsova’s education will be
noted, with particular reference to her formal and informal theological education in
both Russia and Paris. Alongside this, the journals in which she published her work
will be explored, highlighting their own angles and methodologies and how this
informs the style and content of particular essays. This is important when assessing
the tone and style of Skobtsova’s essays. As well as these journals, there are a number
of notable friendships and relationships to highlight in Skobtsova’s biography which
impact her thought. These include Konstantin Pobedonostsev (1827-1907), Aleksandr
Blok (1880-1921), Nikolai Berdyaev (1874-1948), Sergei Bulgakov (1871-1944),
Metropolitan Evlogy (Georgiyevsky, 1868-1946), Georgi Fedotov (1886-1951), and
others. This biographical sketch, which references Skobtsova’s major life events,
education, publications, and relationships, will help to give shape to the theological

context of Mother Maria Skobtsova.

This chapter will place Skobtsova’s essays in the context of her biographical
timeline.”® However, not all of Skobtsova’s key theological essays are dated, with
some only being published posthumously. Nevertheless, this chapter will seek to
place the majority of dated texts in a chronological context. It is worth noting at this

stage the variety of names under which Skobtsova published throughout her lifetime.

76 As the publication of Skobtsova’s collected writings develops, this will undoubtedly expand and
open up new areas of exploration.
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We have poetry, articles, and essays under several different names and even one
pseudonym. Her early poetry was published under the name Elizaveta Kuz’mina-
Karavaeva and for several years in the 1920s, Skobtsova published under the
pseudonym lurii Danilov. Following her marriage to Daniil Skobtsov, essays are
published under the name Elizaveta Skobtsova and after her monastic tonsuring this is

alternated with Mother Maria Skobtsova or Monakhinia Mariia (Maria the Nun).

This chapter will also explore the relationship between biography and
theology in Skobtsova’s work. There is a close connection between the events of
Skobtsova’s life and her theological writing, often because the one informs the other,
and vice versa, as she writes with a desire for practical, spiritual, everyday
applicability. Her desire to show love towards the neighbour is apparent in a
theological system which reflects on the everyday, and which in turn informs human
interactions within a spiritual framework. However, there is a tendency in scholarship
on Skobtsova’s work to place a greater weight on her biography, over and against her
theology. There is a danger that her biography can be used to explain away her
theology, rather than allowing her theology to speak ‘to itself” from within its own
intellectual context. This is why a reflection on the relationship between biography is
important at the beginning of an engagement with Skobtsova’s theological work. In
the case of sacrifice, a careful exploration of the relationship between loss (principally
in the death of her loved ones) in Skobtsova’s life, and its impact on her spirituality,
monasticism, and theology, is helpful for evaluating certain pieces of secondary

literature on Skobtsova’s thought; an exploration which will be undertaken here.

1. Biography and Theology in Skobtsova’s Work
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In order to further understand how Skobtsova does theology, in addition to noting
some primary concerns such as an emphasis on the human and a theology of
wholeness, it is also helpful to parse out the relationship between biography and
theology in her theological writings. The relationship between biography and
theology is an important one in Skobtsova’s work for several reasons. Firstly, the
diversity of Skobtsova’s life presents us with several clearly delineated periods to
consider, most notably the Russian period and the emigration period. It is important to
note the particularities of these epochs within Skobtsova’s biography and what impact
they had on her thought. This will prove important when we begin to assess her
relationship with Russia and its intellectual legacy. Secondly, and in relation to this, it
is possible to see a relationship between these periods and the style, form, and content
of Skobtsova’s work. Highlighting these particularities allows us to get an insight also
in Skobtsova’s methodology, which provides an important contextual lens through
which to analyse her essays and assess the secondary literature on her work. The
relationship between biography and theology in Skobtsova’s work raises thematic and
methodological questions about how Skobtsova does theology; how she responds to
and critiques contemporary events and her own life experiences in her essays. This
exploration will assist in elaborating on my own criticisms of secondary literature on
Skobtsova’s theological writings which give primacy to biography to the detriment of

theological analysis.

Firstly, it is helpful to highlight the periods of Skobtsova’s biography.
Broadly, there are two periods which are clearly marked in her life: the Russian
period and the emigration period in Paris. In the Russian period, Skobtsova’s creative
output was centred around poetry, philosophy, and prose. In the Parisian period,

however, there is a strong emphasis on theological writings. This is noted by Sergei
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Hackel who writes that, ‘from 1927 her publications were to be almost entirely
devoted to social and theological questions, mostly with a practical application. And it
was in this sphere that she was to find her vocation.”’” Similarly, Paul Ladouceur
marks this turn in Skobtsova’s interests and publications following her arrival in
Paris; ‘Si la poésie d’inspiration symboliste domine la création littéraire de la future
moniale dans les années précédant son exil, ses écrits prennent une toute autre

direction aprés son arrivée a Paris en 1924.°"

The majority of the primary texts which this thesis on her theological writings
will engage with come from the Parisian period. However, it is important to avoid
binary opposition in these periods or to compartmentalise Skobtsova’s intellectual
output in light of her biography. It is possible to see the Parisian period as the
monastic, Christian period of service, and the preceding Russian period as the artistic
and agnostic. However, these periods in Skobtsova’s life are by no means
hermetically sealed. Skobtsova does not cease being a poet when she becomes a nun.
Similarly, a brief overview of Skobtsova’s poetic corpus from these St Petersburg
years reveals an interest, albeit perhaps a nascent one, in religious themes. The
obvious biblical themes in ‘Ruth’ serve as a standout example.”® While there are
clearly defined periods in Skobtsova’s biography which appear radically opposed to
one another (the poet, the politician, the nun), each stage is by no means uninfluenced
by, or completely detached from, the other. This is reflected somewhat by Xenia

Krivochéine, who recalls Skobtsova recognising art as prayer:

" Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 10.

78 Paul Ladouceur, “Avant-Propos et Remerciement” in Le Jour du Saint-Esprit, ed. Paul Ladouceur,
trans. Hélene Arjakovsky-KIépinine, Frangoise Lhoest, Bertran Jeuffrain, Alexandre Nicolsky, Nikita
Struve and Jéréme Lefert (Paris : Les Editions du Cerf, 2011), 11.

78 ‘Ruth’ was a collection of 97 poems written by Skobtsova and published in 1916, centred around the
biblical character.
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‘De 1911 a 1921, ce fut la période russe, remplie de poésie, des premieres
expositions, des premiers essais philosophiques. Elle était alors imprégnée par
I’esprit et la créativité d’ Alexandre Blok, de Viatcheslav Ivanov, Nicolas
Goumilév, Nathalie Gontcharova, Maximilien VVolochine. Mais la future Mére
Marie cherchait déja le chemin de la connaissance de Dieu. Peu a peu, elle
délaisse le modernisme et trouve definitivement sa voie dans la poésie et la
peinture philosophico-religieuses et symbolistes. Un jour, trés jeune encore et
sans soupgonner sa vocation, elle avait déclaré : « Mon art est comme une
priére ».’8°

Skobtsova’s engagement with philosophical-religious themes can be gradually traced
in her early work, as Krivochéine notes here. Any delineation of periods in
Skobtsova’s biography, therefore, needs to be balanced with a recognition of
continuities throughout her life and a developing progression of theological thought
and engagement. Within the Russian period and the emigration period, there are
further notable stages in Skobtsova’s life which need to be considered when assessing
her creative output. These fall into several categories including the historical situation
(world events which impacted Skobtsova’s life and work), the varying intellectual
contexts in which she participated, and finally, personal life events such as marriage,

births, and deaths.

The tumultuous historical period of the early 20th Century is embodied, in
many ways, in the biography of Skobtsova, who lived through some of the most
remarkable and rapidly changing events in the period. The Russia of Skobtsova’s
childhood, for example, is markedly different to the revolutionary atmosphere of her
adolescence in St Petersburg. Skobtsova lived through the First World War, the
Russian Revolution, the Russian Civil War (which she experienced in Anapa), and the
political realities which followed in Soviet Russia. As an émigré in Paris, she
experienced the reality of life for many Russians abroad during the interwar years,

and she died in one of the darkest moments of human history — in the Holocaust, at

80 Xenia Krivochéine, La Beauté Salvatrice, 26.
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Ravensbriick Concentration Camp. These historical events not only externally impact
Skobtsova’s life and work (such as uprooting her from her homeland) they also have
an internal significance as she engages ideologically, philosophically, and

theologically with current events, in and through her writings.

In this light, and alongside this wide variety of historical events, Skobtsova
lived through a series of notable intellectual currents and schools of thought which
can be placed against particular periods in her life. Her adolescence and early
adulthood in St Petersburg were marked by the Symbolist movement of that time,
which shapes not only her poetry but also impacts her theological work (something
which will be explored in ‘The Russian Idea’ chapter in this thesis). Similarly, her
political work in Anapa is defined by the struggles between populism, socialism, and
Bolshevism; political struggles which develop and take new forms in the context of
1940’s France, and which are reflected in her essays. Theologically, the Parisian
school of Orthodox theology is a particular movement in which Skobtsova was very

active and which is characterised by several distinct intellectual trends.

Alongside these historical moments and ideological currents, there are notable
events in Skobtsova’s personal life which have a profound effect not only on her life
but also her work. These include the death of her father and, several years later, the
death of her youngest daughter. Commentators on Skobtsova’s life and work have
repeatedly noted the impact of these deaths on Skobtsova’s theological development
and her evolving religious commitments (something which will be returned to in due
course). Similarly, the experience of emigration deeply impacts Skobtsova’s life and
thought, as does the decision to take monastic vows and become committed to a life
of service. The personal experience which has been most noted in Skobtsova’s life is

her role as a mother to three children. Indeed, there is a clear connection between her
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theological reflections in areas such as Mariology and theological anthropology with

her own experience as a mother.

The close relationship between biography and theology in Skobtsova’s legacy
within English-language scholarship can be traced back to Sergei Hackel’s seminal
biography, ‘Pearl of Great Price’. Hackel’s biography weaves subtle theological
analysis into the biographical picture of Skobtsova. For example, he attributes
Skobtsova’s loss of faith in her adolescence with the death of her father, and
conversely her decision to become a nun with the death of her daughter. We see
Hackel’s influence throughout the vast majority of scholarship on Skobtsova. In light
of this, when assessing secondary literature on Skobtsova’s thought, it is important to
assess how biographical exposition is balanced with critical, sustained engagement

with her intellectual output.
2. Early Life

Mother Maria Skobtsova was born as Elizaveta Pilenko in Riga on 8" December
1891. Elizaveta was born into a reasonably wealthy and intellectual family. Her
parents were Sophia Borissovna Pilenko (1893-1962) and Youri Dimitrievitch
Pilenko (1857-1906)8, who married at the beginning of 1891 and had two children:
Elizaveta and Dimitri (Mitia), who was born in 1893. Despite being born in Riga
(where Elizaveta’s maternal grandparents lived), the family estate (on her Father’s
side) was in Anapa, a town in the South of Russia on the coast of the Black Sea. After

the death of Elizaveta’s maternal grandparents, the family moved to Anapa in 1895.

81 Sophia Pilenko came from an aristocratic line of the Dmitriev-Mamonov family (on her mother’s
side). Sophia’s maiden name was de Launay and she was descended on her father’s side from a French
doctor who remained in Russia after the Napoleonic campaign. Mother Maria’s father, Youri
Dimitrievitch Pilenko, was from Cossack nobility.
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Elizaveta grew up in Anapa and attended the local schools where she showed
academic promise from an early age, alongside an interest in spirituality and faith.
Elizaveta was born as the ‘Golden Age’ of Russian literature was drawing to a close,
and the ‘Silver Age’ was emerging, which is reflected in her childhood interests. As a
child, she often cited lines by Constantin Balmont (1867-1942) and as a teen she was
interested in the poetry of Mikhail Lermontov (1814-1841) and Aleksandr Blok
(1880-1921).% Elizaveta was taught by a governess until the age of eleven when she
was admitted to the lycée at Novorossiysk. In addition to academic ability, the young
Elizaveta showed an interest in religion. She saved up money as a child to contribute
towards a mural of her patron saint in the local church.®® She also had an aspiration to
become a nun from an early age, as well as a pilgrim, as Sergei Hackel recounts; ‘The
restless nun of future years can also be perceived in the seven-year-old who came to
ask her mother whether she might leave home for a convent. Her mother’s refusal did
not deflect her from such plans. Within a year she was back with a request (also to be
refused) for an internal passport: she wished to trek with pilgrims from monastery to
monastery, from holy place to holy place.’® In Elizaveta’s childhood, we see an early
awareness of poetry and literature, alongside an emerging interest in faith, pilgrimage,

service, and even monasticism.
3. Konstantin Petrovich Pobedonostsev

As a child, a friendship formed between the young Elizaveta Pilenko and Konstantin

Petrovich Pobedonostsev (1827-1907). Pobedonostsev’s views, and his associated

82 Sophie Pilenko, Le Jour du Saint-Esprit, 37. Héléne Arjakovsky-Klépinine notes that Elizaveta
learned by heart the words of Lermontov’s ‘mtsyri’ which is a poem about a monastic novice. See:
Mére Marie Skobtsov, Le sacrement du frere, trans. Héléne Arjakovsky-KIépinine, Frangoise Lhoest
and Claire Vajou (Paris : Les Editions du Cerf, 2001), 17.

8 Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 75.

8 Ibid.
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political career within the Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church, are markedly
different to the revolutionary thought and actions of the future Mother Maria
Skobtsova. However, as a child Elizaveta Pilenko was, somewhat surprisingly, a close
friend of Pobedonostsev. Skobtsova reflects on their relationship and the way in
which it develops and changes in her article entitled, ‘Friend of my Childhood’.®® This
short childhood memoir reveals not only the revolutionary sympathies which emerged
in Skobtsova’s childhood, but also the dedication to ‘the people’ and a commitment to

the neighbour which informs her later theological thought.

Pobedonostsev held the most senior administrative position in the Holy Synod
of the Russian Orthodox Church from 1880-1905. This position granted him immense
power not only over religious matters but also over education, domestic policy, and
censorship. Pobedonostsev advocated for the absolutism of the Monarchy, and he
promoted a strongly authoritarian and anti-Western rhetoric. Prior to his position in
the Holy Synod, he had served as a private tutor and adviser to Alexander I1l. Robert
F Byrnes notes that Pobedonostsev, ‘denounced the 18th-century Enlightenment view
of the perfectibility of man and of society and therefore strongly supported
paternalistic and authoritarian government. He looked upon each nation as being
based on the land, the family, and the national church, and he regarded the
maintenance of stability as the principal purpose of government.’8 It is unsurprising,
therefore, that he was perceived as the enemy of revolutionaries at the turn of the 20%"
Century. Byrnes suggests that Pobedonostsev’s influence has been exaggerated,

‘largely because his personality, appearance, and known views superbly qualified him

8 Marts Mapus (Cxo6uoBa), “Ipyr Moero Jlercrea [Friend of my Childhood],” Bocnomunanus,
Cmamuwu, Oueprxu Tom 1 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 11-23.

8 Robert F. Byrnes “Konstantin Petrovich Pobedonostsev” in Encyclopadia Britannica, May 17, 2020:
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Konstantin-Petrovich-Pobedonostsev. Accessed November 23,
2020. See also Robert F. Byrnes Pobedonostsev: His Life and Thought (Bloomington and London
1968).
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as the symbol of a system of government deeply unpopular among many educated

Russians and among all liberals and radicals.”®’

Andrzej Walicki makes a similar assessment of Pobedonostsev’s importance
in Russian history, describing him as, ‘neither an original nor an interesting thinker.’
Walicki continues to note that his place in Russian intellectual history, if he has one,
IS, ‘mainly as a typical and influential representative of reactionary thought during the
crisis of Russian absolutism.”®® As Byrnes notes, Walicki confirms the centrality of
absolutism in Pobedonostsev’s thought, and observes his negative reaction to Western
European thought of the innate goodness of humanity. Pobedonostsev’s absolutism
which is found in the Monarchy and in the family-structure was necessary for him in
order to stabilise and conserve social harmony in the face of a humanity which is not
inherently good. This is one area where his thought differs to the Slavophiles, as
Walicki notes; ‘In contrast to the Slavophiles, Pobedonostsev did not believe in the
fellowship of sobornost’, since he could not have reconciled such a belief with his
deep conviction that man’s weak and indeed wicked nature required strong discipline

imposed from without.’8

Pobedonostsev was a friend and close neighbour of Elizaveta’s great-aunt, E.
A. lafimovich. From the age of five until she was thirteen, Elizaveta would visit
Pobedonostsev when she was staying with her great-aunt.*® An unlikely friendship

formed between the young girl and the old man. Due to their closeness, Elizaveta did

87 Ibid.

8 Andrzej Walicki, A History of Russian Thought from the Enlightenment to Marxism, trans. Hilda
Andrews-Rusiecka (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 297.

8 Walicki, History of Russian Thought, 299.

9 Skobtsova’s great-aunt was an aristocrat in St Petersburg. In ‘Friend of My Childhood’, Skobtsova
notes that she treated all people equally, despite her elevated social status: See: Mats Mapus
(Cko61oBa), “JIpyr Moero Jlercrsa [Friend of my Childhood],” Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepku
Tom 1 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 14.
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not perceive Pobedonostsev as a statesman or a politician, but as a friend.®* It was not
until Elizaveta grew older that she became aware of social criticisms of
Pobedonostsev. Elizaveta became largely sympathetic to the cause of the 1905
revolution and was influenced by the culture and discussions around her father’s place
of work in Yalta.®? However, Elizaveta remained loyal to her friend Pobedonostsev
and saw criticisms of his character as a personal betrayal. Nevertheless, disturbed by
this conflict of loyalties, in 1906 she confronted Pobedonostsev with a question. This

was Pilate’s question, ‘what is truth?’ To this, Pobedonostsev replied:

‘My dear friend, Lizanka! The truth is in love, of course. But many people think
that the truth is in love for those who are far away. Love for those who are far
away is not love. If everyone loved their own neighbour, those who are close to
them, those who are really near to them, then love for those who are far away
would not be necessary.’%

This answer did not satisfy Elizaveta, and her correspondence with Pobedonostsev
gradually ceased after this meeting. In light of Skobtsova’s future theological and
political engagement, it is appropriate and revealing that it was a question about the
neighbour and the nature of love which prompted the final dissolution of the
friendship between Elizaveta and Pobedonostsev. It was a concern for ‘the people’
which characterises much of Skobtsova’s early political engagement. In later years,
we see how this unfolds in her role as Mayor of the town of Anapa and her affiliation
with the Socialist-Revolutionary Party, which will be explored further in the course of

this thesis.

9« ...BOCIIpUHUMAJIA S HOGC,HOHOCIICBEI HC KaK rocyJapCTBEHHOI'0 ACATEIIA, HC KaK HC0JIora peakiumn

napcrBoBaHus Anekcanjpa lll, a uckimrounTenbHO Kak YelloBeKa, Kak CTapHKa, MOBBIIEHHO HEXHO
oTHOcsmerocs k aetsm.” Skobtsova, “Friend of my Childhood,” 11.

92 See Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 77-78.

93 ‘Muutbiii Mot npyr, JIuzanska! VicTuHa B 106BH, KOHeuHO. HO MHOTHE JlyMaroT, YTO HCTHHA

B TI00BH K anpHeMy. JIF000Bb K JambHeMy — He JF000Bb. Ecim Ob1 KaXkIplil TIOOHI CBOETO
OJIMDKHET 0, HACTOSIIET0 OJIM)KHET0, HaXO/SIIErocs ISHCTBUTENILHO OKOJIO HETo, TO JII000Bb

K JanbHeMy He Oblia Os1 HyxHa.” Skobtsova, “Friend of My Childhood,” 22-3.

54



4. Death of Elizaveta’s Father

In addition to Elizaveta’s childhood friendship with Pobedonostsev, her relationship
with her father was formative for her later life. Tragically, on 17" July 1906,
Elizaveta’s father, Youri, died. This had a profound effect on Elizaveta, as Sophia
Pilenko notes, ‘Ce fut un événement trés pénible pour nous tous et un premier choc
dans la vie de Lisa. Il lui sembla que Dieu était injuste d’avoir permis que meure un
homme encore jeune, actif et honnéte, et son &me fut bouleversée par une pénible lutte
pour ne pas perdre la foi.’%* Sophia notes how the death of her father seemed unjust to
Elizaveta and, to a certain extent, destabilised her childhood faith. Elizaveta reflects

herself on this struggle thirty years later, in 1936:

‘My father was dead. And the thought in my head was a simple one: “This death
is needed by no one. It is an injustice. That means there is no justice. And if
there is no justice there is no just God. Yet if there is no just God, that means
that there is no God at all.”

No doubts, no arguments to counter such a deduction. Poor world, in which
there is no God, in which death has dominion, poor people, poor me, who has
suddenly grown adult since I have uncovered the adults’ secret that there is no
God, and that the world is ridden with grief, evil and injustice. So ended
childhood.”®®

The destabilizing event of her father’s death impacts Elizaveta’s spiritual
development. Indeed, this death is often noted as an important moment in her
theological development. Sergei Hackel notes this biographical detail as a watershed
moment; something which is taken up in numerous summaries of Mother Maria’s
early life and incorporated into theological understandings of her work. Hackel links
the death of Skobtsova’s father with her move towards ‘the people’ and away from

established religion.®® Other commentators define this moment as Elizaveta’s loss of

% Sophie Pilenko, Le Jour du Saint-Esprit, 44.
% Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 76.
% |bid.
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faith, which she regains in Paris. Jim Forest in his introduction to the ‘Essential
Writings’ of Skobtsova writes; ‘When she was fourteen, her father died, an event that

seemed to her meaningless and unjust and led her to atheism.’®’

While the death of her father undoubtedly had a profound effect on
Skobtsova’s personal theological development, this experience needs to be understood
and nuanced through Skobtsova’s own autobiographical reflections. Skobtsova’s
recollections of her father’s death, as noted in ‘Encounters with Blok’, are described
in the context of depression. The death of her father precipitated a period of
melancholy during the family’s stay in St Petersburg, which Skobtsova describes in
vivid and colourful prose, highlighting the nihilistic attitude she had towards life in
this adolescent period. Skobtsova notes, however, how a cousin helped her out of this
period of melancholy (which Skobtsova herself describes as ‘pathetic melancholy’
and a decadent ‘belief in nonsense’).®® This adds a contextual nuance to her cry of
rebellion against God (which must also be understood in the context of intense grief),
which is often interpreted in more absolute terms in biographical sketches, as in the

case of Forest.

A more nuanced approach to death in Skobtsova’s life and writings, however,
can be found in Paul Ladouceur’s article in Sobornost.*® Ladouceur places
Skobtsova’s recollections on her father’s death in the context of a battle with faith
(picking up Sophia Pilenko’s observation about Elizaveta’s struggle), rather than a

total loss of faith. Ladouceur, commenting on Skobtsova’s struggle with God,

9 Jim Forest, “Introduction: Mother Maria of Paris”, in Essential Writings, 14.

98 'PoHBIE PEINMIIE BEIOUTH MEHS U3 KOJICH IIAaTEeTHYECKOM TOCKU U BEPHI B 6eccMbIcuIly.” Math
Mapus (Cko6110Ba), “Berpeun ¢ biaokom [Encounters with Blok],” Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepku
Towm 1 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 26.

9 Paul Ladouceur, “The experience and understanding of death in Saint Maria of Paris,” Sobornost 28,
no. 1 (2006): 21-40.
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remarks: ‘It was a struggle in which, while recognizing the existence of God - Lisa
never completely ‘lost her faith’ - she sought to escape Him, to live her life and fulfil
herself without God.’'® Ladouceur’s observations provide a more nuanced depiction

of the development of faith in a young person’s life who has faced grief and loss.

Elizaveta Pilenko’s childhood and early adolescence is characterised by a
shifting and, in many ways, destabilizing period in her own life. This is evident in
Elizaveta’s early struggles with faith as she was faced with death and suffering, and
her notion of God was called into question. This is mirrored by the setting of a
tumultuous period in Russian history. The landscape of nobility into which she was
born, and the political outlook of her upbringing were both to dramatically change in
the first decade of the 20" Century. Elizaveta Pilenko experiences her own shifts as
both her political and spiritual sensibilities develop and transition through
adolescence. These transitions and developments deepen as she moves to St

Petersburg and is surrounded by the cultural milieu of the intelligentsia.
5. St Petersburg

As we have already noted, following the death of her Father, Elizaveta moved
with her family to St Petersburg in 1906. Elizaveta’s years in St Petersburg were
shaped by the intellectual environment of the city; its artists, poets, and thinkers. She
entered St Petersburg at a fruitful and productive time for intellectual discussion. The
year after Elizaveta’s arrival in 1907, for example, the meetings of the St Petersburg
Religious-Philosophical Society began which included Dmitry Merezhkovsky (1866-
1941), Zinaida Gippius (1869-1945), and Vasily Rozanov (1856-1919). The

intellectual environment had been shaped and influenced (constructively and

100 1hid., 23.
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reactionarily) by the creativity of the Silver Age; of Dostoevsky, Soloviev, Herzen

and others.

In St Petersburg, Elizaveta attended the Tagantsev and Stoiunin Gymnasiums.
Following this, she was a student of the Bestuzhev Courses for Women, which was
the first institution in Russia for women’s education at a higher level, founded in
1878. Elizaveta enrolled on this programme in September 1909, in the history and
philosophy department, but did not continue beyond the first year. She focused on
philosophy, but also took courses in law with Professor Leon Petrazycki. On this
course, Larissa Ageeva notes that Elizaveta would have heard the lectures of S. Frank

and N. Lossky.%

In 1910 Elizaveta married Dmitry Kuz’min-Karavaev (1885-1959). Dmitry
was a young revolutionary who came from an intellectual and well-connected family.
His father had been Deputy to the State Duma and was a professor of law, and the
family knew Vladimir Soloviev. Kuz’min-Karavaev himself was an Old Bolshevik.
He joined the Bolshevik Party in 1905 and even spent a short time in prison for his
political activity in 1907. However, Hackel notes that by the time of his marriage to
Elizaveta, his interests and social context were beginning to change; ‘He had
gravitated towards the intellectual and artistic circles of the capital; he delighted in his
new reputation as decadent and aesthete.’'%? Elizaveta was also at the centre of this
world and, along with Dmitry, they attended Vyacheslav Ivanov’s ‘Tower %, and
various artistic and philosophical salons in St Petersburg. Here Elizaveta’s poetic

work developed. In November 1911, Elizaveta reads her poetry at The Tower, in the

101 See Jlapuca Areesa, ITemepbypz Mens ITo6eoun: Joxymenmansroe ITosecmsosanue o JKusznu .
FO. Kysomunoti-Kapasaesou, Mamepu Mapuu (Cauxr-IletepOypr: XKypuan Hera, 2003), 135.

102 Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 79.

108 The home of Ivanov, known as ‘the tower’, where salons were held.
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presence of Aleksandr Blok. Elizaveta had first met Blok (who was around ten years
her senior) when she was fifteen years old, in February 1908, and this first meeting
was the beginning of a long and creatively fruitful friendship. In the following years,
from 1912-1916, Elizaveta has correspondence with Blok*®* and was publishing her
own poetry. In 1912 she published ‘Scythian Shards [Ckudckue uepenku]” which was

a collection of 34 poems, and ‘The Road [[lopora]’ was written between 1912-13.1%°

In addition to an education at Bestuzhev, Elizaveta also had a connection with
the St Petersburg Theological Academy. She wished to attend the courses there, but
this opportunity was not available for women, even to audit the course. In a meeting
with the Rector of the Academy, however, an agreement was made that Liza could
receive the readings, study them on her own, and her work would be reviewed by the
professors. The reaction of the professors, however, reflects the attitude to women’s

education at the time:

‘Elle alla un jour a la Laure Saint-Alexandre-Nevski voir le rectuer de

I’ Académie de théologie. Il lui dit qu’il ne pouvait pas I’accepter comme
auditrice, car seuls les hommes étaient admis aux cours, mais qu’il lui enverrait
le texte des cours, et qu’apres s’étre préparée, elle pourrait aller passer les
examens de chaque matiére chez les professeurs a leur domicile. C’est ce
qu’elle fit, mais deux professeurs ne la regurent pas, 1’un était, semblait-il,
malade, et I’autre déclara : « Pas question de la recevoir ! Et si ¢’était une
terroriste ? Ou a-t-on vu qu’une femme suivre des cours de théologie ? » Les
autres professeurs lui décernérent des mentions « trés satisfaisant ».’1%

Unfortunately, there are no records of Elizaveta’s attendance at the Academy beyond
this biographical reflection. Nevertheless, this note of Elizaveta’s auditing of the

course, and the observation that her formally unrecognised work was ‘very

104 Skobtsova’s friendship with Blok will be explored in greater detail in ‘The Russian Idea’ chapter of
this thesis.

105 E. Kyssmuna-Kapasaesa, Cxugckue uepenxu (CI16.: Lex mostos, 1912).

106 Sophie Pilenko, Le Jour du Saint-Esprit, 49.
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satisfying’, is a significant part of her biography and her theological development in

itself.

In the winter of 1912 until the summer of 1913, Elizaveta resides in Anapa
after returning there from St Petersburg. Around this time, Elizaveta appears to be
drifting apart from Dmitry. Indeed, Elizaveta separates from Kuz’min-Karavaev in the
summer of 1913. Following her separation from Kuz’min-Karavaev and her departure
from St Petersburg, Elizaveta fell in love with a man whose identity remains
unknown. She had a child with this man, whom she named Gaiana; the earthly
one.1%” During this period, Elizaveta continues to write poetry and short stories. In
1915, Elizaveta wrote ‘Yurali’ which is a prose poem about a young man Who is a
singer, a storyteller, and a wise teacher.'® ‘Ruth’ was published in 1916 and consisted
of 97 poems about the life of the biblical character, with reference to the approach of
the First World War.1% The long poem inspired by the Symbolists, ‘Melmoth the

Wanderer’, was finished in 1917.11°

6. Return to Anapa and Political Involvement

Once Elizaveta had moved back to Anapa, she became involved in politics. She was
an active member of the Socialist-Revolutionary Party (ITaptust corpranucros-
peBomronnoHepoB), which was formed in 1902. The party supported democratic
processes, held socialist beliefs, sought to overthrow the Tsar and distribute land to
the peasantry. The party had a large following in Anapa in the years leading up to the

Revolution and Elizaveta attended their annual party conference in 1917.1 The

107 Gaiana was born on 18th October 1913.

108 E, Kysemuna-Kapasaesa. IOpaau (Tletporpan, 1915).

109 E, Kyspmuna-Kapagaesa, Py¢hs (Iletporpan, 1916).

110 ater in her life, Stikhi was published (Berlin: Petropolis, 1937). This is a sizeable collection of
poems; the original copy was illustrated with 48 pen and ink drawings. Another collection of poems
entitled Stikhi was published after her death (Paris, 1949).

111 Skobtsova’s involvement in politics will be explored further in chapter three of this thesis.
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following year, in February 1918, Elizaveta was clected as Anapa’s deputy mayor.
Soon after her election, the mayor stood down and so Elizaveta became the acting
mayor. This was a dangerous time to be involved in politics and she received threats
from the Bolsheviks. She spent one summer away from Anapa and, on her return, she
was imprisoned and placed on trial for suspected anti-Bolshevik activity. She was
assisted in her trial by Daniil Skobtsov (1884-1968), whom Hackel describes as a
moderate member of the anti-Bolshevik government of the Kuban.'? Skobtsov
intervened in Elizaveta’s trial and helped to reduce her sentence to two months
imprisonment, which were later suspended altogether. Following this, they developed
a romantic relationship and Elizaveta married Daniil, becoming Elizaveta Skobtsova,

in Autumn 1919.

Elizaveta, Daniil and Gaiana left Russia in 1920, in the context of civil war. At
this time, there was an exodus of intellectuals from Russia. In April of this year,
Skobtsova’s brother, D. Pilenko, died from typhus in April 1920. Elizaveta left
separately to her husband by steamer and was accompanied by her mother and
Gaiana, firstly to Georgia, where her son lura was born. A few months later Elizaveta
and Daniil were reunited in Constantinople before they all moved on, once again,
finally arriving in Paris in 1923 after three years of travelling. Between 1922-1923,
many of Russia’s leading thinkers were exiled from Russia, following Lenin’s decree
in 1922 of forced expulsion of ‘reactionaries’ who presented a perceived challenge to
the Bolshevik worldview. The first ships which carried away these intellectuals in
1922 were dubbed the ‘philosophy steamers.” The Skobtsovs, therefore, were not

alone in their exile from Russia. Paris, especially, had become a centre for Russian

112 Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 9.
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émigrés who brought their creativity and culture with them, creating a productive

artistic environment in France.
7. Emigration

The emigration period of Skobtsova’s life will be the primary focus of this study, as
this is where she wrote the majority of her theological works, where she became a
monastic, and where her social work flourished. Her life in emigration is shaped by
hardship (as a refugee, and through personal loss), but also by theological exploration,
social action, and monasticism. Life in Paris was difficult for Skobtsova and her
family. As political refugees, they did not have much money or security. Skobtsova
used her needlework skills to make money through embroidery and her husband
became a taxi driver. This situation was very common for Russian émigrés. In the
early 1920’s, France were relatively forthcoming in supplying work permits for
Russians following a deficiency in labour as a result of the First World War. Marc
Raeff notes, however, this openness did not cover ‘liberal professions’ such as
doctors, teachers, and lawyers, for which the level of requirements required restricted
accessibility for Russian émigrés.'® Nevertheless, Paris became the ‘capital’ of

Russia abroad.

Against the backdrop of an already difficult environment, the family situation
worsened for the Skobtsovs when their daughter, Anastasia, died on March 7" 1926
from meningitis. Hackel highlights the impact that this tragic event had on
Skobtsova’s spiritual development, as she seeks to make sense of death. Skobtsova

herself wrote:

113 Marc Raeff, Russia Abroad: A Cultural History of the Russian Emigration, 1919-1939 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1990), 37-8.
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‘At Nastia’s side I feel that my soul has meandered down back alleys all my
life. And now | want an authentic and a purified road, not out of faith in life, but
in order to justify, understand and accept death [...]. No amount of thought will
ever result in any greater formulation than the three words, ‘Love one another’,
so long as it is [love] to the end and without exceptions. And then the whole of
life is illumined, which is otherwise an abomination and a burden.’'*

Hackel notes that concern for their daughter had kept the Skobtsovs together in Paris
but following her death they grew further apart. ‘In the cold, prosaic daylight of the
emigration, the considerable differences between them - social, emotional and
intellectual - began to manifest themselves ever more painfully.’*'® Elizaveta and
Daniil separated in 1927. Daniil moved out of their home at the time and took their

son, lura, with him.

Despite the difficulties of emigration and exile, Skobtsova continued with
creative work. She was a friend of the iconographer Sister Joanna Reitlinger, with
whom she collaborated on artistic endeavours. Elisabeth Roberts, in a recollection
entitled, ‘A True Theologian: The Icon Painter Sister Joanna’!®, notes that Sr Joanna
attended the atelier of Maurice Denis in Paris named ‘Ateliers d’Art Sacré” which Sr
Julia joined in 1925. Skobtsova attended the embroidery classes here and Reitlinger
collaborated on works in this class with Skobtsova. Sr Joanna drew the outline of
figures which Skobtsova embroidered around, adding jewels. This Atelier required the
participants to see a connection between their art and their faith; something which was
extremely important for Reitlinger (who was also a spiritual child of Sergei Bulgakov)
and has been noted in Skobtsova’s work. Xenia Krivochéine observes that, ‘L'on
considere généralement que chaque poéte et peintre chrétien développe trois grands

themes : la vie, la mort et Dieu. Or, Mere Marie — tant dans sa vie que dans son art — a

114 Copy made by S. B. Pilenko and cited in Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 4.

115 Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 9.

116 «“A True Theologian --The Icon Painter Sister Joanna by Elizabeth Roberts,” last modified
November 19, 2007, https://alexandermen.livejournal.com/20012.html.
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tout consacré au « théme » Dieu. Tout le reste y était contenu.’**” Krivochéine
observes that all Skobtsova’s art was consecrated in one form or another to God.
While this thesis does not explore Skobtsova’s fine art, this recollection is notable to
map both the development of Skobtsova’s spirituality, but also to note the connection
between her art and her faith more broadly which is indicative of the sense of

wholeness across disciplines which Skobtsova promotes.

Alongside continuing artistic endeavours, Skobtsova became increasingly
involved in theological circles in Paris. An important context for this was her
involvement with the St Sergius Theological Institute in Paris. The Institute was
established in 1925, and Fr Sergei Bulgakov joined the staff that same year. Whilst in
Russia, Skobtsova had not been able to audit the courses at the theological institute in
St Petersburg, but in Paris this was not the case. She attended lectures as an auditor at

St Sergius. Xenia Krivochéine notes the impact of this engagement:

‘Elisabeth Yourievna devint une auditrice libre de ’Institut de théologie.
L’atmosphére dans laquelle elle s’était plongée la transforma complétement, et
nombre de ses questions trouverent des réponses ; des sympathisants des mémes
idées que les siennes apparurent ; elle commenca pour ainsi dire une nouvelle
vie, sous la houlette du pere Serge Boulgakov, devenu son maitre et son pére
spirituel.’ 18

In addition to the academic and spiritual impact of involvement at the Institute,
Krivochéine importantly notes the personal relationships which Skobtsova formed
there, most notably with Sergei Bulgakov (whose role as Skobtsova’s spiritual father
was influential) and Metropolitan Evlogy (1868-1946), who was a significant figure for
Skobtsova’s spiritual and monastic development. It was under Evlogy’s guidance and

care that Skobtsova took her monastic vow.

117 Krivochéine, La Beauté Salvatrice, 33.
118 |hid., 16.
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The Parisian theological environment, and her association with the new St
Sergius Theological Institute, provide a fruitful context for Skobtsova’s own
theological development. This is manifest in Skobtsova’s theological publications,
which primarily appear in this Parisian period of her life. Skobtsova was involved with
the important journal, Put’, ‘The Way’. This Russian language journal was edited by
N. Berdyaev and was one of the largest forums for discussion for émigrés in Paris from
1925 until the beginning of the Second World War. One of the recurring themes in the
journal Put’, as noted by Antoine Arjakovsky and which is pertinent to Skobtsova’s
early work, is a return to the sources, a ressourcement, the neo-patristic synthesis, and
an interest in hesychasm, the lives of the saints and church tradition. Between 1925-
1929, the journal published a number of articles on the lives of the saints. In 1926, Put’
(No. 5) published Bulgakov’s ‘St Peter and St John’ and, ‘The Legacy of St. Sergius to
Russian Theology’. Between 1925-27, Fr Chetverikov completed a study of the life of
St. Paisius Velichkovsky. Arjakovsky notes the publication of extracts from Gregory
the Theologian, John Chrysostom, Simeon the New Theologian and others, in addition
to lives of the Saints written by Florovsky and Smolitsch.!*® It was in this theological
context (although not in the journal Put’) that Skobtsova published ‘Zhatva Dukha’ in
1927. This publication was a two-volume collection of the lives of the saints. They are
stylised retellings of the lives of eight saints which, as | will suggest, Skobtsova uses as

a foundation for her own monastic innovations and wider theological focus.

Another important journal in the émigré community was run by the Russian
Student Christian Movement (RSCM) which published a monthly journal called

“Vestnik’, the ‘Messenger’ (Vestnik russkogo khristianskogo studencheskogo

119 Arjakovsky, The Way, 61-2.
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dvizheniia). 1?° Skobtsova was heavily involved with the activities of RSCM and their
journal. RSCM had been founded in 1923 and existed to bring together Russian
émigrés, sustaining, and promoting Russian religious culture in exile. Contents of this
journal included ‘articles of didactic-homiletic’ nature, information on group activities
and meetings of the organisation and details of their campaigns.*?* Marc Raeff notes
the distinctiveness of this journal; ‘Throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, the
Messenger was the more “popular” and “democratic” (intellectually speaking) version

of the major religious-philosophical journal, Puz’.>'?

‘As the statement of the purpose of the movement repeated in every issue of the
Messenger, the goal was to “Christianize the life” of the emigration, in the hope
and expectation that it would eventually be brought home to a free Russia. The
patriotic as well as Orthodox intent of the movement cannot be gainsaid. But at
the same time the Messenger expressed the young emigration’s awareness of the
social, political, and economic problems confronting the world, in particular
Europe, in the early 1930s. In reporting on select facets of the intellectual scene
in France, Germany, and England, the Messenger contributed to a reflection on
contemporary issues that eschewed the usual narrow, ghettolike émigré
perspective.’1?

From around the time of 1926 to 1927, Skobtsova becomes heavily involved with the
activities of RSCM. Ulyana Goutner argues that it was during Skobtsova’s
involvement with the work of the RSCM, between the years 1927-1930 especially,

that her theological and spiritual development flourished.?*

In early 1927, a discussion group (a ‘circle’) in RSCM was formed on the
topic of Russia. Skobtsova was an active member of this circle, as were Fedotov and

Berdyaev. This was one of the most fruitful and engaged circles in RSCM, and Gutner

120 This journal was briefly renamed Vestnik: Organ Tserkovno-Obshchestvennoi Zhizni, and
Skobtsova published an article with this newly named journal in 1937. However, the name was soon
changed back to its original form.

121 Marc Raeff, Russia Abroad, 137.

122 1pid.

123 |bid., 138.

124 Ulyana Goutner, ‘Mother Maria (Skobtsova) in RSCM: Her Way to Monastic Ministry’ Bectauk
Casito-®unaperosckoro uuctutyTa, 17 (2016): 96-119.
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convincingly suggests that the work of Skobtsova, Fedotov and Berdyaev around this
time was inspired by these discussions. Indeed, the past and future of Russia for these
émigrés was a central point of intellectual discussion. It was the theme of the RSCM
in France’s fourth congress, which took place in July 1927 at Clermont en Argonne.
There were presentations about the extremely difficult spiritual situation of Russia at
the time, yet there was also optimism about the possibility of a religious renaissance
in the region. Arjakovsky notes some of the contributions to the debates: ‘Berdyaev
encouraged the members of the congress to redouble their efforts and to prepare
themselves intellectually in order to be able to struggle, in a near future, for the
church and against atheism. Elizabeth Skobtsova announced, in a prophetic tone, that
the twelfth hour, the moment of the return to Russia, was at hand. “Something is
happening in the world; the axle of the spiritual life is beginning to turn
again.””1? Skobtsova’s words here are reflected in the article ‘The Twelfth Hour’.1?

The theme of this conference reflects a wider concern amongst the émigré community

about the future of Russia.

In particular, Russian theology in the emigration grapples with Russia’s
theological heritage. In Russian thought, there is a strong notion of Russia having a
‘messianic vocation’ in the world. The country has been described as the “Third
Rome’, and this particularity and importance permeates Russian theology. Russian
theology also has unique characteristics which distinguishes it from other traditions.

In emigration, theologians grapple with this inheritance and it is transposed into a new

key given their estrangement from the country. Antoine Arjakovksy notes the place of

12 Arjakovsky, The Way, 109.
126 MaTe Mapus (CxobmoBa), “12-M Yac [The 12" Hour],” Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepru Tom 2
(YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 274-278.
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memory in these discussions, as Russian theologians in exile seek to work within their
tradition outside of their homeland. In his assessment of Skobtsova’s work, the
characterisation of her work is rather negative; “...Vasilii Zenkovsky, Nikolai Lossky,
Fedotov, or Mother Maria Skobtsova — these authors resumed on their own the legend
of a great tradition of interrupted national thought, of which they were the last
blooms. Attempting to raise memory to the level of the sacred, they were unable to
free it of many very prosaic details.”*?’ Nevertheless, Arjakovsky does note the
distinctiveness of Skobtsova’s theological work, in contrast to her Russian
inheritance. Arjakovsky suggests that certain contributors to the émigré journal Put’
were neo-Slavophiles, who were adding something to the history of Soloviev and

Khomiakov by focusing on the Kingdom of God:

‘...the emigration of Berdyaev’s and Bulgakov’s generation, but also that of
George Fedotov and Mother Maria (Skobtsova), while remaining aloof from the
Communist intelligentsia, powerfully vindicates its intellectual identity by
markedly affirming its connection in memory to the tradition of Alexei
Khomiakov and Vladimir Solovyov and by correcting the ideological
interpretation of the Kingdom of God on earth. In the history of Russian
thought, it symbolized the reconciliation of a stream of formerly alienated
intelligensia [sic.] with the Orthodox Church.’*?®

For some commentators, Skobtsova’s writings in emigration rely too heavily on the
memory of Russia and the theological inheritance of her homeland. However,
Skobtsova’s own writings on emigration provide a challenge to this interpretation and,
when linked to her innovations in asceticism and monasticism, Skobtsova’s
uniqueness from her Russian forebears can be perceived. Nevertheless, the place of
Russian memory in emigration is unquestionably at the forefront of Skobtsova’s

theological work, as Arjakovsky suggests.

127 Arjakovsky, The Way, 12.
128 |hid., 16.
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In contrast to the characterisation of a regressive strain of Russian thought, for
the ‘Paris School’ of Russian theologians, emigration provided the context for
innovation and exploration in theological thinking. This was not always well received
by the wider Orthodox community. In 1927, the Holy Synod of the Russian Emigreé
Church, for example, accuses the Russian Theological Seminary in Paris of
‘modernism’ and ‘freemasonry’.*?® One of the most contentious issues which arose in
the émigré community, and which received much criticism, was Sophiology. Whilst
Sophia is not explored in great length in Skobtsova’s theological writings, the
influence of Sophiology can be sensed in Skobtsova’s insistence of wholeness and
unity. In 1927, Skobtsova’s essay ‘Holy Earth’ was published in Puz’**° There are
sophiological undertones to this work, particularly the notion of a feminine earth and

the sense of all-unity which it represents.

Aside from the themes of Russia and Sophia, the breadth of Skobtsova’s
interests and the diversity of her publications are notable in this time period.
Skobtsova’s essay ‘To the Sources’ is largely a reflection on populism, although she
does include a spiritual reflection too, showing the connection between these
disciplines. ‘To the Sources’ was published in 1929 in Sovremennye zapiski.**! In
1929, Skobtsova publishes four important essays, ‘A. Khomyakov’, ‘Dostoevsky and

the Present’, ‘The World-Concept of V1. Solov’ev’ and ‘In Search of Synthesis’.132

129 Christopher Bamford, “Foreword” in Sergei Bulgakov, Sophia the Wisdom of God: An Outline of
Sophiology, trans. Patrick Thompson, O. Fielding Clarke and Xenia Braikevitc (place of publication
undetermined: Lindisfarne Press, 1993), xix.

130 E, Ckobuoea, “Cesras semns” in ITyts, no. 6 (1927): 95-101.

BLE, Ckobuoea, “K nucrokam.,” Cospemennvie sanucku no. 38 (1929): 488-500. Sovremennye zapiski
was a literary journal (a ‘thick’ journal) with political interests formed by supporters of the Russian
Socialist-Revolutionary Party. It was based in France but published the poetry, fiction, and articles of
Russian émigrés. The journal became more interested in religious matters during the 1930s. One of the
editors was Ilya Fondaminksii, a close friend of Skobtsova. See Marc Raeff, “The Swan Song of an
Emigre Journal” in The Russian Review 43, no. 3 (1984): 277-83.

132 The essays ‘A. Khomyakov’, ‘Dostoevsky and the Present’ and ‘The World-Concept of VI.
Solov’ev’ were all published by YMCA Press (E. Cko6moBa, 4. Xomsaxos (ITapmwk: YMCA-Press,
1929); E. CxobuoBa, /Jocmoescxuti u cogpemennocms (Iapmwk: YMCA-Press, 1929); E. Cxo01oBa,
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These essays will be explored in the second chapter of this thesis, and generally
highlight her Russian inspirations. The following year, Skobtsova publishes ‘Fools in
Christ’ was published in 19303 and in 1931 Skobtsova publishes ‘Birth and

Creation’. 13

From autumn 1929 until 1932, Skobtsova worked as a secretary for provincial
affairs with the RSCM, travelling around France meeting Russian émigrés. While
much of RSCM’s mission centred around education (in the form of publications such
as the journal Vestnik, lectures and study groups or circles), Skobtsova found herself
also involved in philanthropic responses to the destitution which she encountered on
these travels within the Russian émigré community. Skobtsova travelled around
France in this capacity, lecturing but also getting involved in social work and being
exposed to the difficult reality of émigré life in France for Russians.'® Following the
First World War, France had a labour shortage, and Russian émigrés were used to fill
those gaps. Raeff notes how French agents for manufacturing businesses facilitated
the arrival of Russians into France. Single men were often housed near their factories,
across France, where they ate in the canteens. They lived in harsh conditions,

laboured intensively, and were severely hit by the Depression. ¢

Skobtsova wrote of her impressions on these travels in various short

newspaper articles remarking on the high levels of poverty, alcoholism, and suicide

Mupocosepyanue Braoumupa Conosvesa (ITapmwk: YMCA-Press, 1929).) ‘In Search of Synthesis’ was
published in Put’: E. CkobmoBa, “B monckax cunresa,” ITyms no 16 (1929): 49-68. For an English
translation of all these essays see: E. Skobtsova (Mother Maria), The Crucible of Doubts: Khomyakov,
Dostoevsky, Solov’ev, In Search of Synthesis Four 1927 Works, trans. Fr S Janos (Mohrsville, PA:
FRSJ Publications, 2016).

138 B, CkobuoBa, “O ropoausbix,” Becmuux Pycckozo Cmydenueckozo Xpucmuarnckozo Jleusicenus, NO.
8-9, (1930): 3-13.

134 Interestingly, Berdyaev publishes ‘Destiny of Man’ with its anti-procreative strain in the same year.
It is on these issues that Skobtsova and Berdyaev diverge in their opinions. See: Ermolaev, Modernism,
Motherhood and Mariology, 117-131.

135 See Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 10-11.

1% Marc Raeff, Russia Abroad, 33.
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rates.'®’ In this social work, before she was tonsured as a nun, we see Skobtsova’s

reflections on the importance of the human person:

‘Are they degraded? [she asked]. Degraded indeed.

‘Decayed?’ Decaying alive.

‘Drunk, debauched, dishonest, thieving?’ Yes and yes again.

‘Are they people?’ Utterly and undeniably, miserable and abandoned people,

whom a human word can [yet] reclaim, so that no trace remains of debauchery

or lies.’ 18
This period in Skobtsova’s life is extremely important for her theological and spiritual
development. We see Skobtsova’s personal engagement with ‘the world’, with real

destitution and the fullness of human suffering and existence. Tatiana Manukhina

recounts this period, in Skobtsova’s words:

‘Les gens souhaitaient s'exprimer, me confier quelque peine affreuse qu'ils
avaient sur le ceeur depuis des années, ou bien des remords de conscience qui
les étouffaient. Dans ces taudis, parler de la foi en Dieu, du Christ, de I'Eglise
est inutile, car les gens ont besoin non de prédication, mais de quelque chose de
bien plus simple : de compassion.’***

Skobtsova listens to the burdens and sufferings of the émigrés that she encounters.
She notes herself that her role became like that of a confessor, with streams of people
queueing at her door to tell their story and their suffering. Whilst Skobtsova notes the
important of considering when to speak of Christ and the Church in these contexts
(and ensuring that compassion is at the forefront of these encounters, rather than
spiritual discourse), Gutner still suggests that it is here that Skobtsova finds her

vocation.* Indeed, the description of Skobtsova’s encounters and her pastoral

137 Skobtsova wrote ‘The Russian Geography of France’ in Posledniia Novosti, the émigré newspaper.
It was reprinted in: E. 1O Ky3smuna-Kapasaesa, M36pannoe, ed. by H. B. OcbmakoBa (Mocksa:
Coserckas Poccus, 1991), 349-358.

138 posledniia Novosti (Paris), 18 June 1932. Cited (and trans.) in Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 10-11.
139 Tatiana Manukhina “Une ame livrée entiérement et pour toujours a Dieu” in Le Jour du Saint-
Esprit, 54.

140 Ulyana Goutner, “Mother Maria (Skobtsova) in RSCM: Her Way to Monastic Ministry,” Becmuux
Cesmo-Qunapemosckozo uncmumyma 17 (2016): 111.
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support strongly resonates with the stories that she includes in ‘Zhatva Dukha’, where

saints minister to the poor and suffering.'#*

Against the backdrop of pronounced suffering and difficulty amongst the
Russian émigrés, Skobtsova was continuing to deal with personal tragedy. In 1931,
Nastia’s body is exhumed and moved to a different cemetery. This has a profound

impact on Skobtsova who has to relive the trauma of losing her daughter once again.

‘ « C’est ainsi que j’ai revu ma fille... On a soulevé son corps, on 1I’a posé, on
1‘a de nouveau enfermé et on 1I’a emporté. Or, justement, pendant que je
marchais derriére le cercueil au cimetiere, cela m’est arrivé — j’ai tout a coup
découvert une autre maternité, toute particuliére, immensément vaste, englobant
tout... Je suis rentrée du cimetiére toute autre... J’ai vu devant moi une nouvelle
Voie et un nouveau sens a ma vie : étre une mere pour tous, tous ceux qui ont
besoin d’un support maternel, d’une protection, d’une défense... Le reste est
secondaire. J’en ai parlé¢ a mon pere spirituel, a la famille, et puis, je suis allée
chez le métropolite. .. » *142

There is a sense in Skobtsova’s biography of interpreting traumatic events.
Skobtsova appears to frequently seek spiritual meaning in events, especially those
which are painful. After the previous experiences of grief in Skobtsova’s life (her
Father and then her brother in 1920), Paul Ladouceur notes; ‘Death was familiar to
her, she was not afraid of it, but sought above all to find meaning in death, whether
for the ‘revolution’ or for humanity in general: to do her duty in the face of death,
to give herself for something she believed in, or for those she believed in, whatever
the cost.”*** However, Ladouceur suggests that the previous experiences of death
for Skobtsova had not been in the context of a relation to Christ, nor a commitment

to Him. This changes after the death of Anastasia. The loss which she re-

141 <Zhatva Dukha’ will be explored in chapter 3 of this thesis.

142 Tatiana Manukhina, “Une ame livrée entiérement et pour toujours a Dieu,” in Le Jour du Saint-
Esprit, 60.

143 Paul Ladouceur, “The experience and understanding of death in Saint Maria of Paris,” Sobornost 28,
no. 1 (2006): 26.

72



experiences at the exhumation of Anastasia prompts her commitment to a monastic

vocation.
8. Tonsuring and Monasticism

In 1932 the religious vocation of Skobtsova was expressed formally through her
monastic tonsuring in Paris. However, in order for Skobtsova to take the veil, she
needed to divorce Daniil. So, Elizaveta and Daniil sought an ecclesiastical divorce
which was finalised on 7 March 1932. Elizaveta prepared for her monastic profession
under the guidance of Fr Sergei Bulgakov and Metropolitan Evlogii (1868-1946) and
she was professed as a nun later in the same month of March 1932. She took the

monastic name Maria after St Mary of Egypt. 4

Tatiana Manukhina notes that Skobtsova’s tonsuring was met with surprise
and bewilderment by the émigré community.*® This decision to take the veil was not
only unusual for her personal story, but it did not match the state of monasticism at

the time either. Marc Raeff notes that monasticism was not flourishing in emigration:

‘New monastic congregations arose in countries of exile, especially in the
Balkans and in France. They, too, were small and on the whole condemned to
slow death due to natural attrition of their membership. However, they often
served as locales for émigré church conferences or summer camps. On the
whole, monastic establishments played little part in the cultural life and
everyday consciousness of the emigration.’4®

Indeed, this is something which Skobtsova observed herself. Skobtsova reflects on the
state of monasticism in emigration and in Russia during this period. She refers to the

state of monasticism as a form of ‘homelessness’ as in Russia the monasteries had

144 Katerina Bauerova notes the similarities between Skobtsova and Mother Mary of Egypt in relation
to maternity and virginity; ‘She felt close to her destiny: a twice married woman desiring to become a
nun, desiring to cross the Jordan as Mother Maria of Egypt did.” Katerina Bauerova, “The Play of the
Semiotic and the Symbolic: The Authenticity of the Life of Mother Maria Skobtsova,” Feminist
Theology 22, no. 3 (2014): 297.

145 Manukhina, “Une ame livrée entiérement et pour toujours a Dieu,” in Le Jour du Saint-Esprit, 58.
146 Marc Raeff, Russia Abroad, 125.

73



been taken away, and in emigration they never existed.!*” Her own entering into
monasticism was unusual, therefore, for own biography and for the contemporary

reality of the church.

Skobtsova’s publications around this time reveal her theological interests and
motivations around the early period of her monasticism. ‘To business’ was published
in the year of Mother Maria’s tonsuring, 1932, in Novyi Grad, no. 5, Paris.'*® In this
article, Mother Maria dreams of establishing a convent of ‘active monasticism’, where
the concerns of the monastics cover local economic issues, and the fullness of social
life. Simiarly, ‘Question sociale et réalité sociale’ (in French in, ‘Le Jour du Saint-
Esprit’) was published in Novyi Grad, no. 4 Paris, 1932.24° The ‘social question’ was
an important association with her tonsuring. This is evident in some of the criticisms

which Skobtsova voiced towards the monasticism of her time.

After her tonsuring, Skobtsova travelled to Estonia and Latvia as part of her
work with the Russian Student Christian Movement. Here she visited Orthodox
monasteries including the Dormition convent at Piukhtitsa and the Trinity convent in
Riga. She was critical of these communities for their lack of fire, their apparent
complacency, and absence of zeal. This tallies with a general historical observation,
such as that by Marc Raeff, which notes that monastic communities in places which

were formerly the Russian Empire continued their existence, but experienced little

147 Skobtsova, “Toward a New Monasticism 17, EW, 93.

148 Monaxuns Mapus (Cko6uosa), “K neny,” Hoswuii I pad, no. 5 (1932). Novyi Grad was an émigré
journal, the first edition was published the year before this article, in 1931. The three leading
intellectuals behind ‘New City’ were G. P. Fedotov, Ilya Fondaminskii (Bunakov) and F. A. Stepun.
149 Originally published as: Monaxuns Mapus (Cko6108Ba), “ColuranbHbIi BOIPOC U CONUATbHAS
peanbHOCTh,” Hoswiii Ipad Ne 4 (1932). French translation available at: Sainte Marie de Paris (Mere
Marie Skobtsov, 1891-1945), Le jour du Saint-Esprit, ed. Paul Ladouceur, trans. Héléne Arjakovsky-
Klépinine, Frangoise Lhoest, Bertrand Jeuffrain, Alexandre Nicolsky, Nikita Struve and Jéréme Lefert
(Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 2011), .
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growth.*° In contrast to the communities which she visited in Estonia and Latvia,
Skobtsova desired to implement an ‘active’ monasticism. Unlike previous
generations, contemporary monasticism for Skobtsova’s age did not find itself
‘behind strong monastery walls, within defined, ossified traditions, but on all the
roads and crossroads of the world’.**! As a result of this, Skobtsova observes the
context of monasticism as one which is oriented toward the world; ‘an immersion in
the very depths of the secular element, to the point of earning one’s crust of bread
among secular people, in the same ways they do.’*®? As a result of this, Skobtsova
calls for monastic innovation; ‘today’s monasticism must fight for its very core, for its
very soul, disregarding all external forms, creating new forms.’**® For Skobtsova, this

was to be found through an engagement with the world.

The first house which Mother Maria secured to be used as a convent was at 9
villa de Saxe, Paris Vlle, situated in an affluent area of the city. Skobtsova remained
here for several years, welcoming guests (fellow émigrés who were in need of a place
to stay, mostly young, unemployed Russian women), organising talks and lectures, as
well as services in the chapel. Villa de Saxe became too small for these activities, and
Skobtsova moved in September 1934 to 77 Rue de Lourmel. Lourmel was the heart of
Skobtsova’s monastic and philanthropic activity. Here she housed a large number of
people (Hackel notes that by 1937 three dozen residents were living in the house), and
separately opened a canteen where cheap food was served (for free to those who could

not receive benefits).1>

150 Marc Raeff, Russia Abroad, 125.

151 Skobtsova, “Toward a New Monasticism 1,” EW, 94.
152 |hid., 93-4.

153 |hid., 94.

154 Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 36.
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Skobtsova was joined at Villa de Saxe by Mother Evdokia Meshcherakov
(1895-1977), who lived and worked alongside Skobtsova for six years. Mother
Evdokia moved with Mother Maria to Lourmel, where she was joined by Mother
Dorofeia Courtin (Mother Evdokia’s sister), and a newly professed nun, Mother
Blandina Obolenskaia. The relationship between Mother Maria and Mother Evdokia
was strained. While Mother Evdokia largely supported the philanthropic activities of
Lourmel, her monasticism found expression in a more regular pattern of prayer and a
more traditional form of cloistered life. Skobtsova, on the other hand, believed that
the emigration provided the opportunity for a free exploration of monastic
frameworks, redrawn into an active model of service in society. The ideological and
personal differences between the two nuns was never resolved. Similarly, Skobtsova
had a fraught relationship with Archimandrite Kiprian Kern (1889-1960); a priest who
was stationed at Lourmel. Fr Kiprian’s ideas of monasticism were similarly at odds
with Skobtsova’s, and the relationship was not successful. In 1938, Skobtsova asked

the members of the community to leave.

Skobtsova’s monasticism was not conventional. In many ways, and in
memory, Skobtsova is perceived as a figure in the tradition of holy folly. Olivier
Clément notes that many people viewed Skobtsova’s life as a scandal!®®; an epitaph
which Metropolitan Evlogii’s recollection of her drinking beer in Parisian cafés whilst
wearing a monastic habit has immortalised. Skobtsova did not live the life of a
traditional nun; she smoked heavily, often missed the liturgy, befriended ex-convicts
and the homeless, and was well-known at Les Halles where she would collect cheap

or free perishable food items in order to feed the homeless and destitute. This

155 QOlivier Clément, ‘Preface’ in Mother Maria Skobtsova: Essential Writings trans. Richard Pevear
and Larissa Volokhonsky (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2003), 7.
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eccentric and occasionally shocking approach to the Christian life, and monasticism in
particular, has been well documented in biographies of Skobtsova’s life.!* This has
led some commentators to compare Skobtsova’s eccentric behaviour with the tradition
of the holy fool.*®” Skobtsova admired the lives of several holy fools, particularly

Basil the Blessed whose feast day was observed with solemnity at Rue de Lourmel.**®

Along with several key supporters, the organisation ‘Orthodox Action’
(Pravoslavnoe Delo) was established on 27 September 1935, following a Liturgy
celebrated by Fr Sergei Bulgakov. Mother Maria Skobtsova was elected as the chair
of this group and the centre of activity was at the house on Lourmel. The other
members included Konstantin Mochul’skii as the vice-chairman, Fr Mikhail Chertkov
as treasurer, and Fedor Pianov as secretary. Metropolitan Evlogii was the honorary
president. Ilya Fondaminsky had a role in its establishment. The group sought to
provide social assistance to those who were in need based on their understanding of
Orthodox thought, practice, and culture. This not only took the form of social

engagement, but also included academic discussion and publication.

Skobtsova continues to write and publish philosophical, theological, and
political writings during her monastic period. In fact, this is a fruitful time for her
publications. ‘Sources of Creativity’ was published in Put’ in 1934 and explores
human creative acts through a theological lens.®® ‘The Cross and the Hammer-and-

Sickle’, which is a reflection on Christianity and communism, was first published in

156 See especially, T. Stratton Smith, The Rebel Nun (London: The Souvenir Press, 1965) and Sergei
Hackel, Pearl of Great Price: The Life of Mother Maria Skobtsova 1891-1945 (Crestwood, New York:
St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1982),

157 For example, see Katerina Bauerova “The Play of the Semiotic and the Symbolic: The Authenticity
of the Life of Mother Maria Skobtsova,” Feminist Theology 22, no. 3 (2014): 290-301.

158 Sergei Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 71.

159 Monaxuns Mapus, “Hcroku TBopuecTsa,” Ilyms no. 43 (1934): 35-48.
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Novy Grad (“New City”) in 1933.1%° In addition, during this time period Skobtsova
writes several key essays which relate to the Church and monasticism. These include,
‘Present and Future of the Church’ which was written in 1936.1%! “The Mysticism of
Human Communion’ which was first published in the almanac Krug (The Circle), no.
1, Paris, 1937.1%2 “Types of Religious Life’ was written in 1937 but was only recently

discovered and published.*®® “What is ‘churchliness’’ was written in 1937.164

Three articles were published in 1938, reflecting perhaps the political turmoil
of the approaching War, and the turbulence of Skobtsova’s religious community:
‘Under the Sign of Our Time’!% ‘Under the Sign of Destruction,”* and ‘A
Justification of Pharisaism.’'®” Interestingly, ‘A Justification of Pharisaism’ speaks of
the need for preservation over revolution (a timely reminder of this as the Second
World War approached). Similarly, ‘Racism and Religion” was published in 1938 and
in 1939 ‘Four Portraits’ was published in Novyi Grad.'%® Both of these articles are
critical of social and political systems at the time of writing which lacked spiritual
depth, or which denied the fullness of the human experience, particularly
totalitarianisms. In the same year, Skobtsova was writing on Mariology and
published, ‘On the Imitation of the Mother of God’ in Put’.*%° Also published in 1939

was the one journal of the ‘Orthodox Action’ group, which included the essay ‘The

160 Monaxuns Mapus (Cko6uosa), “Kpect u cepn ¢ mosiotom,” Hoewiii I pad, no. 6 (1933): 78-81.
161 This was republished in 1992, see: Mars Mapus (Cxo61oBa), “HacTosimee u 6yayuiee uepksu,” in
Bocnomunanus, Cmamwu, Ouepku Tom 2 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 239-249.

162 Monaxuns Mapus, “MucTuxa yenosexoobmenus,” Kpyz no. 1 (1936): 152-8. A section of this
essay has been translated and included in EW under the title ‘Toward a New Monasticism 1°.

183 An English translation is available in EW, 140-186.

164 <Y1 Takoe mepkoBHOCTH?” Math Mapus, accessed January 5, 2023, http://mere-
marie.com/fate/chto-takoe-tserkovnost/.

185 Monaxuns Mapus, “Ilox 3Hamenem Haniero Bpemenn,” Hoewiii I pad no 12 (1937): 115-122.
186 Monaxuns Mapus, “Tlox snakom rubenu,” Hoewiti Ipad no. 13 (1938): 145-152.

167 Monaxuns Mapus, “Onpasaanue papuceiictsa,” ITyms no. 56 (1938): 37-46.

168 Monaxuns Mapus, “PacusMm u penurus,” Pycckue 3anucku no. 11 (1938): 150-157; “Uetsipe
noprpera,” Hoswiii I'pao no. 14 (1939): 26-40.

169 Monaxuns Mapus, “O noapaxaauu boromarepu,” Iyms no. 59 (1939): 19-30.
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Second Gospel Commandment’.1’® These were some of Skobtsova’s final essays,
published in her lifetime, as the outbreak of the Second World War transformed her

life and work.
9. Resistance and Death

Mother Maria Skobtsova’s solidarity with the neighbour, manifested in her monastic
system of social engagement, took on a particular form during the Second World War
as she sought to aid and assist the Jews in Paris. Skobtsova and her associates in Paris
sheltered Jews in the convent, forged baptismal certificates and added Jewish names
to the parish electoral roll in order to protect them from Nazi persecution. Even in her
poetry, Skobtsova suggested that Christians should stand in solidarity with the Jews
by wearing a yellow star. Most famously, Skobtsova assisted in rescuing Jewish
children from the Vélodrome d’Hiver by organising refuse collectors to smuggle the

children out in empty bins.1"

It was for resistance activities such as these that Skobtsova was arrested.
Mother Maria was first taken to the internment camp at Compiégne and was then
transferred to Ravensbriick concentration camp via cattle truck trains in 1943. She
was prisoner number 19,263. Skobtsova’s time in the camp was marked by the same
dedication to service of the neighbour as her monastic life in Paris had been. She
organised discussion groups, offered spiritual guidance, friendship, and care, and even
continued embroidery. Testimony from the camps was collected by Sergei Hackel and

published in ‘Pearl of Great Price’, and these original recollections have been

170 Monaxuns Mapus, “Bropas Esanrensckas 3anosenn,” in Ilpasociasnoe deno (Ilapmxk, 1939), 27-
44,
171 For details of this, see Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 114-115.
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published in ‘Le Jour du Saint Esprit’.1’> Mother Maria was taken to the gas chamber
on 31 March 1945, where she was killed. Mother Maria Skobtsova was canonised as a
Saint in the Orthodox Church, under the ecumenical patriarchate, in 2004. She is also

remembered as a Righteous Among the Nations at Yad Vashem.
10. Conclusion

The relationship between biography and theology in Skobtsova’s work and legacy is a
complex but important issue to assess her own theological writings and secondary
literature on Skobtsova’s work. In order to understand how Skobtsova does theology,
it is important to note the various epochs through which Skobtsova lived, and their
impact on the style and content of her intellectual output. It is also necessary to bear
in mind Skobtsova’s writing style; that she was not a systematic theologian, but
someone who produced short essays, often in the publitsistika genre, which relate
theology and philosophy to issues of the everyday. Nevertheless, there are threads
which run throughout her writings which unite to form a theological worldview,
which this thesis seeks to highlight. Skobtsova’s theology is not only informed by
contemporary events and culture, but her personal biography can also be felt in her
theological focuses as she seeks to interpret events in her own life within her
theological worldview. It is important to note, however, that a recognition of this
phenomenon in Skobtsova’s writing should not necessitate an over-reliance on
biographical detail when assessing her theological writings. A balanced approach

must be taken, where her thought and her biography are considered.

172 In “Le Jour du Saint Esprit® we have recollections from Inna Webster, Jeanette Verdier, Jacqueline
Péry d’Alincourt, Genevi¢ve de Gaulle, Rosane Lascroux and Sophie Nossovitch about Skobtsova in
detention. See Le Jour du Saint Esprit, 116-151.
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Chapter 2: The Russian Idea

In the introduction, we have noted the idea that Mother Maria Skobtsova’s theology is
motivated by a persistent striving for synthesis and wholeness. Throughout this thesis,
| am suggesting that Skobtsova seeks to promote and maintain a balance in her
theological methodology between the divine and the human, the church and the world,
thought and practice, and numerous other dualities or even antimonies. This emphasis
on synthesis and wholeness is by no means unique to Skobtsova’s work but is
characteristic of a great deal of Russian theology and philosophy, as the introduction
to this thesis has begun to outline. Indeed, the search for synthesis is not only
emblematic of Skobtsova’s work, but of much of the Russian religious tradition in
general. In order to understand Skobtsova’s contribution to this field, therefore, it is
necessary to contextualise her writings within this Russian tradition. Skobtsova’s

theological thought is characteristically Russian, as this chapter seeks to demonstrate.

To a certain extent, Skobtsova highlights this herself through her historical
essays. In ‘Our Epoch’, Skobtsova suggests that the concept of wholeness
(enbHOCTD) Or ‘all-unity’ (BceemuHCTBO), as expressed in the concept of
Godmanhood, underpins the majority of Russian thought from the 19" Century
onwards.'”® To demonstrate this, Skobtsova draws attention to the work of Alexsei
Khomiakov (1804-1860) and Vladimir Soloviev (1853-1900) alongside key
ideological and artistic movements in Russian thought such as Symbolism. Skobtsova
suggests, however, that the concept of wholeness found in Godmanhood is not simply

an incidental characteristic of Russian thought, rather it is integral to Russia’s place in

173 Marp Mapus (Cxobuosa), “Hama Dnoxa,” in Bochomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepxu Tom 2 (YMCA
Press: Paris, 1992), 9-32.
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history. The notion of Russia as the ‘Third Rome’, she proposes, imbued the nation
with a messianic vocation. This messianic vocation was to create a culture which
reflects the synthesis of divine revelation and human creativity; to realise
Godmanhood. Skobtsova reads the intellectual history of Russia as a reaction to this
vocation, both positively and negatively responding to its calling. Her analysis of
Russian religious thought is helpful to place her own thought within a particular
context and tradition, and it also highlights her understanding of the nature of history

as an oscillation between ideological polarities.

It is also important to consider Skobtsova’s own historical situation here. The
Russia of Skobtsova’s youth was markedly different to that of the 19" Century, where
many of her sources originate. The experience of revolution, the ensuing political
upheaval, war, and a changing religious landscape undoubtedly affected Skobtsova’s
theological concerns. The context in which Skobtsova was writing has a clear effect
on the way she works Russian sources into her own constructive theology. She is
conscious of nationalism, racism and political questions surrounding socialism and
democracy which feature in the Russian consciousness prior to the 20" Century, of
course, but take on another significance after the revolution. This builds on the

biographical sketch which has already been offered on Skobtsova’s life.

Writing about Skobtsova, Nikolai Berdyaev remarked that, ‘Her world-view
could be termed that of a revolutionary Slavophil.’*’* Skobtsova is a Slavophile in as
much as she draws on the intellectual history of Russian philosophy and theology and

incorporates key concepts from the 19" Century into her own thought. The

174 Nikolai Berdyaev ‘In Memory of Mother Maria,” in E. Skobtsova, The Crucible of Doubts:
Khomyakov, Dostoevsky, Solov’ev, In Search of Synthesis Four 1929 Works trans. Fr S. Janos
(Mobhrsville, PA: FRSJ Publications, 2016), i.
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revolutionary element is apparent in her application of these principles. This is
apparent in three ways. Firstly, Skobtsova is strongly motivated by practical action,
and her writing is permeated by a desire to combine thought and praxis. Disturbed by
an inactive intelligentsia, Skobtsova promoted a system of radical and revolutionary
action, rooted in monastic service to the other. She developed a system of the
‘everyday’, where the concepts of Godmanhood and sobornost’ permeated the ‘little
things’ of life.}” Secondly, Skobtsova’s Slavophile inheritance is revolutionary in its
universality. She is careful to avoid any nationalism, or indeed racism, in her writings.
Rather, her system seeks to emphasise the Body of Christ, following Khomiakov’s
ecclesiology. There is a distinct particularity, however, to the Orthodox tradition.
Thirdly, Skobtsova’s work is marked by an apocalypticism. For any ‘utopia’ to be
authentic, it not only needs to be rooted in a divine-human synthesis, but it also needs
to point towards the eternal. This infuses her thought and practice with an ‘in the
world’ but not ‘of the world’ character, a mysticism which is rooted in the material
whilst transcending it. Skobtsova maintains that any creation of the Third Rome will

have to stand before the throne of judgment.

Mother Maria Skobtsova was a distinctly Russian thinker. Despite composing
the majority of her theological articles in Paris, Skobtsova’s debt to the Russian
philosophical and theological tradition is clearly present in her writing. In addition to
the sources which she uses (which are overwhelmingly Russian), the conceptual
concerns which direct her writing are particularly Russian in character. However, the
place of sacrifice in Skobtsova’s thought adds an interesting dimension to this

discussion. In light of Skobtsova’s tendency to hold to many characteristically

15 E, 10. Ky3smuna-Kapasaesa, “TIpasocnasnoe Jleno,” in Hs6pannoe, ed. H. B. OcbMakoBa
(Mocksa: Coserckast Poccust, 1991), 362.
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Russian theological perspectives, one might imagine that her emigration would be felt
as a great loss for Skobtsova. On the contrary, however, in several key theological
essays, Skobtsova writes about the spiritual positives which may be gained from
emigration. She writes of the unbinding of worldviews which the freedom of
emigration can precipitate.}’® There is an interesting tension, therefore, in Skobtsova’s
theology between maintaining a Russian character in her thought and promoting the

freedom of freeing oneself from national identities.

In this chapter, we shall explore Skobtsova’s complex identity as a Russian
thinker, highlighting the way in which she engages with Russian intellectual history,
and how her own thought can be placed within this tradition. Yet, we shall also see
how the originality of this revolutionary figure stands out from her Russian forebears.
This chapter will therefore provide vital context for Skobtsova’s thought and begin to

highlight her originality within a defined tradition.
1. The Historical Process of Russia

As the previous chapter has explored, Mother Maria Skobtsova’s theological writings
may be described as highly situational. Her theology is moulded and shaped to a
notable degree by her situation and context. This context is, at times, her personal
situation (such as her experiences of motherhood, vocation, or personal loss) and at
other times it is the political landscape (reflections on governance, the Church, or
social need). There is very little abstract philosophy or theology in Skobtsova’s work
which is not connected to context and experience. In several of her essays, she seeks
to address particular issues which she identifies in modernity. For example, in ‘Under

the Sign of Our Time’ Skobtsova explores the context of being an émigré, in ‘The

176 Skobtsova, “Under the Sign of our Time,” EW, 109.
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Cross and the Hammer-and-Sickle’ she discusses communism and Christianity, and in
‘Insights in Wartime” she reflects on grief in warfare.>’’ Even Skobtsova’s more
conceptual essays such as ‘Holy Earth’ or ‘Birth and Creativity’ are rooted in
application and experience.'’® Skobtsova’s theological method, therefore, is closely

connected to the context in which it was written.

As a result of this contextual methodology, history plays an important role in
Skobtsova’s theological works by seeking to place an immediate context into a
broader historical narrative. In several essays, such as ‘Scroll’, ‘Our Epoch’ and
‘Khomiakov’, Skobtsova begins to develop her own understanding of history.1”® Here,
she not only highlights the particularities of her own epoch but seeks to show its
connection to preceding periods of history. In doing so, she reveals the way in which
she understands the historical process. It is important to note that Skobtsova
specifically focuses on Russian history. She is looking at Russian history because she
wishes to understand her own context and, despite being in emigration, this is still a
remarkably Russian context. Therefore, her desire to engage theologically in her own

epoch necessitates an historical search to contextualise this thought.

Skobtsova sees in the historical process a striving for synthesis, which is rarely
realised. She notes epochs in history which have accentuated one philosophy or aspect
of created life to the detriment of its opposite and have thus denied the fulfilment of

ideological unity. For example, Skobtsova is critical of the Church, throughout

17 “Insights in Wartime [[Ipospenue B Boiine]” was published posthumously in: Marts Mapus
(Cxobuosa), Cmuxomeopernus, [loamvr, Mucmepuu, Bocnomunanus 06 apecme u nazepe @
Pasencéprox (Paris: La Presse Francaise et Etrangére, 1947), 134-148.

178 ‘Holy Earth’ draws on motherhood, sonship, and the earth whilst ‘Birth and Creativity’ explores the
relationship between birth and the person.

179 Skobtsova’s reflections on the historical process are rather nascent and lacking in detailed
development. However, there are insights which can be drawn from her reflections which help to give
shape to her thought more widely, as will be discussed here.
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history, for forgetting the human element of the Body of Christ. She argues that there
have been notable periods in the Church’s history which have accentuated love of
God over and against the love of the neighbour. She notes, however, that these
polarities often oscillate throughout history. The extreme of one epoch may be
countered by the opposite extreme in the following epoch. To demonstrate this (in a
rather simplistic analysis, perhaps), Skobtsova frequently characterises the Byzantine
era as accentuating the divine principle to the detriment of the human principle. This
was countered, she suggests, by the Renaissance and the rise of humanism in the
following era (although this, in turn, went too far in the other direction). In this sense,
Skobtsova notes that no age exists in isolation; each epoch is part of the progression
of history and is, in this sense, one link in a larger chain, which is striving for
synthesis.*® For example, even though the tumultuous events in Russia during the
20" Century dramatically changed the course of Russian history, they did not sever
the links with the past. In terms of religious and philosophical issues, this means that

the revolution did not destroy preceding Russian thought.

The common denominator in a nation’s history, which unites these varying
expressions and characteristics, is its people. Skobtsova suggests that it is the ‘inner
life’ of the people which directs a nation’s course. Yet the human element, in its
fallibility, repeatedly fails to realise the fullness of unity. This unity may be found,
however, in the divine plan at the heart of the historical process which is rooted in
Christ. Christ altered the meaning of history: ‘Indeed: the incarnation of Christ once
and for all drew the creaturely world close to the divine plan for it; Christ was on the

earth in the course of the historical process [of the divine plan], by this it was as if he

180 Marp Mapus (Cxo6uoBa), “Hama Dnoxa [Our Epoch],” in Bocnomunanus, Cmamwu, Ouepxu Tom
2 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 10.
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sanctified human history, he founded the becoming and residing church in history, -
and if this is so, then it is impossible to consider historical phenomenon as things
occurring outside of the divine plan for them, alongside random and unexplained flow
of circumstances, out of which nothing will remain for history, for the harvest of the
final times.’*®! For Skobtsova, the Incarnation suggests that there is a divine plan at
the heart of the historical process. The diversity and disunity of historical epochs,
therefore, requires a level of judgement to assess their compatibility with this divine
plan. Epochs may be spiritually judged, identifying what they are positively bringing
forth, and what they are denying. For Skobtsova, this is specifically focused on the
life of a nation. This process is directed at establishing the religious direction of a
nation, its authentic calling in the world. Skobtsova is concerned with identifying this
principle in Russian history; ‘the discourse is about revealing the fundamental and
principal historical significance of Russian events, about finding that religious and
meta-historical basis, which is the only one capable to place all events in their given
historical place and to give them a fair evaluation.’'82 Skobtsova suggests that there is

an authentic, unique Russian path within the historical process.

In ‘Our Epoch’ Skobtsova notes the progression of theological thought in the
Greek Patristic tradition, which had an impact on Russian history. The development

of Trinitarian and Christological doctrines in the Patristic period can be categorised

181 ‘B camoMm jienie: BomIoneHre XPUCTORO pa3 HABCET 1A NPUOJIU3UIO TBAPHBIA MUD K
00’KECTBEHHOMY 3aMBICIy O HeM; XPHUCTOC ObLI Ha 3eMJIe B TEUEHHUE €€ HCTOPUIECKOTO MPOIIECCa,
>TUM cambiM OH Kak Obl OCBATHII 4€JI0BEUECKYHO HCTOPHIO, OCHOBA B MCTOPMH CTAHOBSIIYIOCS U
NpeOBIBAIOILYIO IEPKOBb, - U €CJIU 3TO TaK, TO HEBO3MOKHO CYUTATh MCTOPHYECKHE SBIICHHUS
NPOTEKAIOIMMH BHE 00KECTBEHHOTO 3aMBICIIa O HUX, PAJIOM CIIyYaiiHbIX M HMYEM HEOTPABAaHHBIX
CTEUEHHH 0OCTOSTENLCTB, OT KOTOPHIX HUYEr0 HE OCTAHETCS [Tl HCTOPHUH, JIJISl )KATBBI MOCIETHUX
BpemeH.” Skobtsova, “Our Epoch,” 13.

182 'TyT peun uaeT 06 PACKPHITUH OCHOBHOTO U HPUHIIMIHAIBLHOTO HCTOPMYECKOTO CMBICHIA PYCCKUX
COOBITHI, 0 HAXOKIEHHH TOTO PEITMTHO3HOTO M METAUCTOPUIECKOT0 6a3nca, KOTOPBIH OIMH CIOCcO6eH
IIOCTAaBUTH BCE CO6BITI/I5[ Ha X TOJDKHOC UCTOPHUYCCKOE MECTO U 1aTh UM ITPABUJIBHYTO OueHKy.’
Skobtsova, “Our Epoch,” 9.
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into clearly delineated epochs. She notes from the 2" to the 4" Centuries, Greek
thought focused on Trinitarian issues, developing an understanding of essence, from
Athanasius to the Cappadocians. However, in the 5" and 6™ Centuries, this focus
shifted towards Christological issues, and the way in which the two natures of Christ
combine in His single person. Skobtsova identifies this as the ‘messianic’ vocation of
Greece, as it develops doctrine. Importantly, and significantly, she claims that Russia
inherited these developments from Greece. In her writings on Russian thought,
Skobtsova asks what Russia did with this inheritance, whether it built upon it or not,
and whether it recognised the meta-historical, spiritual vocation which it inherited,

which underlies the fluctuations of human constructs in society.

For Skobtsova, the course of a country throughout history is directed by its
people. Throughout the historical process, the people bring forth what is closest to
themselves in any given epoch, addressing contemporary issues, responding, and
seeking to balance or counter the actions of the past. Underneath these human efforts,
however, sits a meta-historical, religious basis for each nation. It is only by engaging
with this meta-historical vocation that these fluctuations and oscillations can be
understood (and judged) within a broader framework. Skobtsova is particularly
concerned with the historical vocation of Russia, and how the Russian people have

moved towards or away from this calling throughout history.
2. Third Rome and Russian Messianism

In “The Russian Messianic Vocation’ Skobtsova makes a distinction between a
country’s messianism (Meccuanu3M) and its mission (MHCCHOHU3M; ‘missionism’)

which, she insists, are not synonymous.'® Whilst every country has its own historical

183 Math Mapus (Cxo610Ba), “ Poccuiickoe Meccuanckoe npussanue [The Russian Messianic
Vocation],” in Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Oueprxu Tom 2 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 106.
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mission not every nation can be characterised as a messianic nation. Messianism is
defined by Skobtsova as the intersection of the divine and created plan; as the

incarnation (Borurormenue) of the divine principle in the created world. 8

Skobtsova suggests that the Russian national identity is closely bound together
with the concept of the Third Rome. She argues that there is a strong historical
tradition of Russia identifying as the ‘new Rome’. After the fall of the Roman Empire
and the Byzantine Empire it identified itself as the new religious state power. Russia
saw itself, therefore, as a messianic nation; a chosen nation with a specific calling,
which is manifest in the title of “Third Rome’. Skobtsova argues that this is a central
concept which must be understood in order to appreciate Russian self-consciousness
and Russia’s task in history. Skobtsova’s concern with this concept, however, is the
way in which it has affected Russian thought and, conversely, how Russian thinkers
have interpreted this idea. Russian messianism, the idea of the Third Rome, is not
important to Skobtsova for its national or State implications, rather she is concerned

with the theological principles behind it.

In the article ‘Scroll’ (ITepeuens)*®, Skobtsova draws attention to the
historical basis of the concept of Russia as the Third Rome. Here, Skobtsova is
responding to an article written by Zinaida Nikolayevna Gippius (1869-1945).186

Gippius is highly critical of Russian messianism, writing,

184 'MeccuaHCTBO OoIpeaciiaeT coboit MepeCceYCHUC /IByX MJIAHOB - 00XKECTBEHHOIO U TBApHOT'O0, MOMCHT
BOILTOIICHHMS 00KECTBEHHOT0 Havasia B TBapHOM mupe.” Ibid.

185 This article is in the Bakhmeteff Archive at Columbia and has recently been published for the first
time: Matp Mapus (Crxobuoga), E. }O. Ky3emuna-Kapasaesa, “Tlepeuens,” in Poccus u Dmuepayus,
ed. T.B. Bukropoga, JI.B. Kpowkuna, H.B. Jlukeunuesa, E JI. Maiinanosu4, H.A. Ctpyse, A.U.
[IImanna-Benukanosa (Pycckuit Ilyts; YMCA Press: Mocksa; [Tapux, 2019), 243 — 246.

186 Gippius was a poet, writer and religious philosopher. She was married to Merezhkovsky and was
active in the Russian Symbolist movement. This article referred to here was entitled «Kakoii
cormanusm? Kakas penurus?» (What Socialism? What religion?) on 12 June 1928 in the
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‘...the sad characteristic of the Russians — their special illness — is the idea of
messianism. Messianism — this...is the affirmation of the special, exclusively
high calling of one’s nation, one’s country...That which is created by this
nation is more significant, higher than that which is created by others. Such is
our Church, the State in our country. Even its most undoubted historical
downfalls are interpreted as necessary for its proceeding immeasurable
ascents.’ 8’

For Gippius and her supporters, Russian messianism is a disillusioned ‘illness’ which
has mislead the people, Church, and State. In ‘Scroll’, Skobtsova does not wish to

make a firm judgment on the validity of Russian messianism in this article. She does,
however, wish to show the genealogy of the idea, highlighting its established roots in

Russian history and laying the groundwork for a critique of Gippius’s firm dismissal.

Skobtsova begins this historical survey in the 15" Century, with the
Hieromonk Simeon of Suzdal, claiming that Simeon wrote of the spiritual importance
placed on Russia in, ‘The Tale of the Council of Florence’. It was not until the 16
Century, however, that the concept of the Third Rome took definitive shape. The
monk named Philotheus of Pskov famously wrote in 1510; ‘All Christian Empires are
fallen and in their stead stands alone the Empire of our ruler in accordance with the
Prophetical books. Two Romes have fallen, but the third stands and a fourth there will
not be.”*® This thought developed in the 171" Century, but Peter the Great’s reforms
and secularisation of culture immediately reduced the impact of the preceding

centuries. The critical century for the concept’s development, however, was the 19"

Vozrozhdenie newspaper. Gippius’ article was reviewed by V. V. Sukhomlina; «Korma r->xa 'nnmuyc
ObiBaeT mpasa...» (‘“When Mrs Gippius happens to be right...”) J{au. 1928. 13 July.

187 ¢ mevanpbHOE CBOMCTBO PYCCKUX — CIIENUANbHAA HX 00JI€3Hb — HEd MECCHAHCTBA. MeCCHaHCTBO
— 3TO... YTBEPKACHUE 0COOOT0, HCKIFOYUTEIHFHO BBICOKOTO TIPU3BAaHUS CBOCH HAIIMH, CBOCH CTPAHBL...
Co3maHHOE 3TO HaIMel 3HAYUTENbHEE, BBIIIEC CO3/1aBaeMOr0 JIPYTMMHU. TakoBa Hallla IIePKOBb,
roCyIapCTBO B Hamlel cTpaHe. [lake caMble HECCOMHEHHBIC HCTOPUYCCKUE MAJICHUS €€
HCTOJIKOBBIBAIOTCS KAK HEOOXOAUMOCTb JJIs CICAYIOLIero 3a HUMU 6e3mepHoro B3nera.” Cited in:
Matp Mapus (Cko61ioBa), E. 10. Ky3smuna-Kapasaesa, “Ilepeuens,” in Poccus u Dmuepayus, ed.
T.B. Bukroposa, JI.B. Kpomkuna, H.B. Jluksunnesa, E JI. Maitnanosud, H.A. Ctpyge, A.N.
[IImanna-BenukanoBa (Pycckuii ITyts; YMCA Press: Mocksa; Ilapux, 2019), 243.

188 Cited in: Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd,
1973), 113.
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Century, where the debate surrounding Russian messianism flourished. For
Skobtsova, the 19" Century is the key period for assessing the place of Russian

messianism.

There are particular key terms which emerge in the 19" Century which are
foundational for Skobtsova’s engagement with the notion of the Third Rome.
Skobtsova notes how the notion of Russia as the Third Rome has not always been a
dynamic concept, because it was a received tradition from Byzantium. There have
been times when it became an ossified characteristic of state mentality, fuelling
nationalism and sectarianism.®® However, Skobtsova also sees a metaphysical and
religious quality to the idea of the Third Rome in the concept of Godmanhood. This is
more important than any nationalist interpretations. The concept of the Third Rome
reveals Russian thought which highlights all-unity and an organic synthesis between
the divine and human principles. The particularity of Russia, its special place in
history, is not related to its imperial or state power, but the theology and philosophy
of unity, Godmanhood, and sobornost’ which it reveals. This means that for the
Russian people, the task is perhaps easier to comprehend as they have greater
familiarity with these concepts. These concepts have their foundation in the

Slavophile movement, to which we shall now turn.
3. The Slavophiles

The Slavophile movement sought to highlight the particularity of Russia’s place in the

world. In part, this vocation functions as a critical response to trends in Western

189 This is noted by Berdyaev in ‘The Russian Idea’: ‘The messianic and eschatological element in
Philotheus the Monk, was weakened by solicitude for the realization of an earthly Rome. The spiritual
pit into which the idea of Moscow the Third Rome falls, is due precisely to the fact that the Third
Rome presented itself to their minds as a manifestation of sovereign power, as the might of the State.’
Nicolas Berdyaev, The Russian Idea (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1948), 9.
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thought. The particularity and uniqueness of Russia’s vocation on the world-stage,
according to some Slavophiles, involves providing an alternative to the perceived
Western system of individualism and rationalism. Skobtsova characterises the epoch
of the Slavophiles as one which experienced various tensions in an attempt to
establish Russian national consciousness, noting the mixture of influences. The 18"
Century had seen a flourishing of Western ideas in Russia; the ‘splendid century of
Catherine’ which brought to Russia ‘the laws of Montesquieu and the Western free-
thinking of Diderot’*®, and later the, ‘radical ideas of the Decembrists, a nurturing of
the philosophies of revolutionary France, but also the mysticism of a Bible society, of
the Quakers, and of French-masonry [sic.], and Baroness Krudener, -- all the vivid
colour of German romanticism, arisen upon Protestant fermentations.”**! By the 19"
Century and the reign of Nicholas I, ‘Russian thought was not only imbued with
Western ideas, -- it was drenched in them.’®? An authentic Russian culture, therefore,
had become ‘ossified, gelled in its own cold lustre, contorted in an uniform, gasping

in splendid parades.’%

This ossification is reflected in the harsh pronouncement of Pyotr Chaadaev
(1794-1856), that Russia had not contributed anything meaningful to world history. In
his ‘Philosophical Letters’, which were published in 1836, Chaadaev appears to
lament Russian history because it had failed to internally develop and was inferior to

its European neighbours. Chaadaev comments:

‘We grow but we do not mature; we advance but in an oblique line, i.e., in a line
which does not lead to any goal...Alone in the world, we have given nothing to
the world, taken nothing from the world, bestowed not even a single idea upon

190 Skobtsova, “Khomiakov,” Crucible, 7.

191 |bid., 8. ‘French-masonry’ in this quotation is a mistranslation of ‘ppankmaconos’, ‘freemasonry’.
192 1bid.

198 1bid.
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the fund of human ideas...nothing from the first moment of our social existence
has emanated from us for man’s common good.’ %

For some of his supporters, Chaadaev’s words were a welcome announcement, in the
sense that they were a wake-up call for Russia. Alexander Herzen remarked; “It was a
shot that rang out in the dark night; whether it was something foundering that
proclaimed its own wreck, whether it was a signal, a cry for help, whether it was news
of the dawn or news that there would not be one - it was all the same: one had to wake
up”.1% Skobtsova makes a similar judgment on the place of Chaadaev. Whilst his
pronouncement is indeed severe, Skobtsova highlights an interest in his work because
his words act as a summoning; ‘The very basis, that is heard in them — this is a
summoning. They are by no means an answer. They are only the boundlessly

sharpened question, -- the question about the Russian destiny.’1%

Following Chaadaev’s ‘shot in the dark’, Skobtsova characterises the 19"
Century as Russia’s ‘torment...about its own Russian destiny, a thirst to guess at its
mysterious signs, to discern the pointing out of its way, to comprehend itself.’*%" In
this sense, the possibility arose of something great coming from the wilderness. The
striving for an authentic, independent Russian principle, Skobtsova believes, can be
found in the work of the Slavophiles. The Slavophiles, she claims, commented on the

fundamental questions of their age in Russia and the psychology of the Russian

194 peter Chaadaev, “Philosophical Letters Addressed to a Lady,” in Philosophical Works of Peter
Chaadaev, ed. Raymond T. McNally and Richard Tempest (Dordrecht: Springer, 1991), 22, 25. Cited
in Andrzej Walicki, “Peter Chaadaev: Prolegomena to the Philosophy of Russia as a Peripheral
Empire” in Peter Chaadaev: Between the Love of Fatherland and the Love of Truth, ed. by Artur
Mrowczynski-Van Allen, Teresa Obolevitch, Pawel Rojek (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick Publications,
2018), 6.

19 Alexander Herzen, My Past and Thoughts vol. 2, trans. Constance Garnett (London: Chatto and
Windus, 1927), 261. Cited in Janusz Dobieszewski, “Peter Chaadaev: The Founding Myth of Russian
Philosophy,” in Peter Chaadaev: Between the Love of Fatherland and the Love of Truth, ed. by Artur
Mrowczynski-Van Allen, Teresa Obolevitch, Pawel Rojek (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick Publications,
2018) 153.

196 Skobtsova, “Khomiakov,” Crucible, 12.

¥1bid., 13.
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people. For Skobtsova, the ‘chief and indisputable service’ of the Slavophile
movement was that ‘they concentrated the basic attention of their investigation at the
centre of Russian spiritual life, -- on Orthodoxy.’*® This is also noted and confirmed
by Paul Ladouceur: ‘The Slavophile response to what they perceived as unbridled and
selfish individualism was the affirmation of communal values based on Christian
love; in this, they argued, lay true and unique Russian culture. Against the exaltation
of reason and rationalism of the Westernizers, the Slavophiles posited the validity of
intuitive, non-rational knowledge, experience and testimony, and they centred their
thinking of the Orthodoxy tradition as the key to the Russian soul and future.”**® One
of the key figures of the Slavophile movement was Alexsei Khomiakov, to whom we
shall now turn, before highlighting the work of the later philosopher, VIadimir

Soloviev.2%

4. Alexsei Khomiakov

Throughout her theological writings, Skobtsova is concerned with the Body of Christ;
how to understand the Church and human community. In ‘The Second Gospel
Commandment’, Skobtsova characterises the Orthodox Church as sobornost’.?°* This
is a key term throughout Skobtsova’s work and in Russian Orthodox thought more
generally, which has already been referenced in this thesis and which requires further
elaboration. Sobornost’ is occasionally translated as ‘catholicity’ or ‘conciliarity’,

although it has no direct translation in English. The term is related to the Russian

198 1bid., 17.

199 paul Ladouceur, Modern Orthodox Thology, 45

200 skobtsova places Soloviev within the same intellectual trajectory of the Slavophile movement (in
terms of how he interprets the ‘Russian idea’). Therefore, although he may not be classed as a
Slavophile per se, his thought follows from Khomiakov’s in Skobtsova’s assessment.

201 “The Orthodox Church is not a solitary standing before God, but sobornost’, which binds everyone
with the bonds of Christ’s love and the love for one another.” Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel
Commandment”, EW, 47.
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word for Cathedral or ‘assembly’ (co6op), and it represents an organic unity of
persons. The term is often attributed to the Slavophile Movement, especially the work
of Alexsei Khomiakov and Ivan Kireevsky (1806-1856). Khomiakov and the
Slavophiles were very influential for Skobtsova’s theological development, and here
we shall explore her engagement with Khomiakov. Not only is Khomiakov’s
influence felt in Skobtsova’s work through her frequent use of the term sobornost’
and its associated ideology, but Skobtsova also reflected on his thought in various

articles, most notably the 1929 essay, ‘Khomiakov’.2%

In order to understand Khomiakov’s influence on Skobtsova several things are
necessary. Firstly, it is important to understand Khomiakov’s context, particularly
within the thought of the Slavophiles. Secondly, we shall look at the way in which
Skobtsova characterises Khomiakov’s thought and his place in Russian intellectual
history. The important things to note here are the people, the people or nation as an
organism, faith as the personality of this organism (and Khomiakov’s distinction
between ‘Kushite’ and ‘Iranian’), the centrality of love, and the Church as a

manifestation of social harmony.

Skobtsova’s thought is very closely aligned with Khomiakov’s in several
ways, such as the emphasis on sobornal harmony, an understanding of the Church,
and an anti-individualistic ideology. However, the main difference between
Skobtsova and Khomiakov can be found in Berdyaev’s criticism of Khomiakov’s
‘rooted’ notion of Russian identity. Berdyaev characterises Khomiakov’s thought as a

‘rooted’ theology by suggesting that it is not prophetic and does not resemble the

202 See also ‘Our Epoch’ and ‘The Russian Messianic Vocation” where Skobtsova recounts
Khomiakov’s thought. Mats Mapus (Cxo61108a). Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepxu Tom 2 (YMCA
Press: Paris, 1992), 9-32; 106-116.
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pilgrim quality of the Russian soul. Skobtsova’s theology, however, is less reliant on a
static vision of Russia. Skobtsova has a more fluid approach, perhaps, to the path of
Orthodoxy, to Church reform (in monasticism, for example), and in new situations in
emigration. This reflects the core, obvious, biographical distinction between the two
thinkers, that Skobtsova was writing in exile. Skobtsova’s thought is as Russo-centric
as Khomiakov’s, yet her reflections about Russia will naturally be different
considering her separation from her homeland. However, there are also ideological
points of divergence here, which move beyond the biographical context.
Theologically, Skobtsova has a strong apocalypticism that is conjoined with a sense
of pilgrimage, non-possession, and folly. These qualities contrast with Berdyaev’s
depiction of the ‘rooted’ quality in Khomiakov’s thought. These characteristics,

therefore, are points of divergence for Skobtsova from the legacy of the Slavophiles.
5. Khomiakov’s Thought

Alexsei Stepanovich Khomiakov was born in Moscow into a wealthy, Russian family
in 1804. His education was broad. He received a degree in Mathematics from
Moscow University, he learned English and French to high level, he wrote poetry and
even invented a steam engine. He also had a strong interest in theology. He did not,
however, hold an academic position in his lifetime, nor was he ever ordained into the
priesthood. Nevertheless, Khomiakov’s ecclesiology has been highly influential for
Orthodox thought.?%® Kallistos Ware refers to Khomiakov as the “first real

ecclesiologist in Orthodox history’.2%* Skobtsova holds Khomiakov in similarly high

203 One of Khomiakov’s most important and influential pieces of writing is the essay which has come
to be known as ‘“The Church is One’. This is available in English, along with a selection of other
writings by Khomiakov at: Aleksei Khomiakov “The Church is One,” in On Spiritual Unity: A
Slavophile Reader, trans. Robert Bird and ed. Boris Jakim (Hudson, NY: Lindisfarne Books, 1998), 31-
54.

204 Kallistos Ware, “Sobornost and eucharistic ecclesiology: Aleksei Khomiakov and his successors,”
International Journal for the Study of the Christian Church 11, no. 2-3 (2011): 218.
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regard, claiming that his ecclesiology was as important for the Orthodox Church as
the notion of the infallibility of the Pope was for Roman Catholicism.?® Skobtsova
wrote an essay on Khomiakov in 1929, which will be a primary point of contact here
as we explore Khomiakov’s work in relation to Skobtsova’s theology. Khomiakov’s
influence can be felt in Skobtsova’s work, particularly in relation to the emphasis
placed upon the centrality of ‘the people’ in understanding community (whether that
is a state or the Church). In this area, Skobtsova frequently refers to sobornost’ which
is a term attributed to Khomiakov. Therefore, expanding upon this term in
Khomiakov’s thought is helpful at this stage to contextualise Skobtsova’s
employment of the word. This will be done by highlighting Skobtsova’s own

characterisation of Khomiakov’s thought in her 1929 essay.?%®

Orthodoxy was key to the Slavophile understanding of the Russian soul, and
this is emphatically the case for Khomiakov, who highlights the particular
understanding of Christianity which is found in Russia and that is distinct from the
West. Indeed, Khomiakov highlights the problems with trends in Western
Christianity. The concept of spiritual wholeness has been divided, he claims, by
Protestantism through its focus on the individual and creed-confession (inspired by
German idealists). The Western emphasis on the individual person has been to the
detriment of an understanding of community. This misconception is rooted in the
intellectual history of the West which is not shared by Russia. Khomiakov claimed
that the Russians, or the Slavic world, did not inherit Roman law, as Western
Christianity did. Western Christianity inherited three areas, which were Hebrew,

Greek, and Roman, but Russia only inherited two (Hebrew and Greek). Andrew

205 Skobtsova, “Khomiakov,” Crucible, 5.
206 |pjd., 1-38.
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Louth notes, therefore, that in Khomiakov’s understanding, Slavs, ‘...had no real
grasp of the individual, which Khomiakov saw as embedded in Roman law.’?%" For
Khomiakov, it was this emphasis on the individual, in separation from organic
community and unity, which caused many of the problems which the West

encountered.

Understanding Khomiakov’s notion of community as manifest in society is
important to place his critique of individualism. The subject, actor, and creator of
society is the people, who are a living organism. There is an important distinction
between ‘the people’ and the state. The state is the object of creativity and, in a sense,
acts as the ‘casing’ of society, its shell. For Khomiakov, as Skobtsova observes, the
State, ‘...is a dead mechanism, covering the living social organism of the people. And
where there is the mechanism, there is always necessity. Only for an organism is there
an attributive freedom.”?°® Russia, as an organism and not a state, is made up of its
people and has freedom as an organism. Khomiakov frames this, according to
Skobtsova, in language of family. ‘It would be correct to say, that the vocation of the
Russian people is not state-political, but familial-existential.’?®® For Khomiakov, the
familial structure of society is manifest in rural, peasant communities such as the
‘mir’ village-commune, which served as a form of local government and social
cooperative. For the Slavophiles, the obschina or mir “...was an ancient, pre-

5210

bourgeois and unique institution which distinguished Russia from other countries.

It is these small village communities which Khomiakov believes manifest an

207 |_outh, Modern Orthodox Thinkers, 7.

208 Skobtsova, “Khomiakov,” Crucible, 19.

209 [hid., 20.

210 |_adouceur, Modern Orthodox Theology, 47.
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authentic, Russian understanding of community, which recognises the freedom of

individuals within an organic organism.

A key term in this light is sobornost’. This term is used to describe the type of
community which Khomiakov wishes to promote, where persons are held together.
As we have already noted, it is a term which loosely translates as ‘catholicity’
(relating to ‘sobor’, cathedral). Importantly, however, for Khomiakov catholicity must
be qualitative, not quantitative, as Rowan Williams notes: ‘The central sense of the
Greek word is kath 'holon, ‘according to the whole’, and so it refers to the quality of
shared life, in each and every local Christian community. Every local church is
‘catholic’; the adjective does not apply to the ensemble of diverse churches gathered
under some centralized authority.”?** Sobornost’ does not just refer to a collection of
individuals, but the quality of shared life in one whole. Khomiakov writes that this
unity stems from the unity of God: ‘The unity of the Church follows necessarily from
the unity of God, for the Church is not a multiplicity of persons in their personal
separateness, but the unity of God’s grace, living in the multitude of rational creatures

who submit themselves to grace.’?!?

For Khomiakov, this understanding of community has an impact on
perception. It is not possible, according to Khomiakov, for an individual
consciousness to comprehend existence in its fullness; only a partial, subjective
perception of being is possible. Authentic perception is, however, possible for the
‘soborno-collective consciousness of people.’?*® This is not simply a gathering

together of individuals, but an organic consciousness. For Khomiakov, this

211 williams, Looking East in Winter, 165.
212 Khomiakov, “The Church is One,” 31.
213 Skobtsova, “Khomiakov,” Crucible, 25.
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consciousness is manifest in the Church. Indeed, in the Church — the Body of Christ —
this collective is found, where sobornost’ is manifest. Khomiakov’s vision (as
described by Skobtsova) is thus a fundamentally Christian, theological, understanding

of community. Revealing this is Russia’s vocation:

‘The task of the Russian people, its universal and religious mission, the meaning
of its vocation, - is contained within the creative integrity of life, in realised
community, in the imbuing with the religious principle, in the annulling of that
secular world-concept, which corrupts the contemporary culture of Europe.’?%*

It was in the Russian, organic, intuitive, Orthodox understanding of community that

Khomiakov highlighted a unique vocation.

We have already noted some of Khomiakov’s criticism of non-Orthodox
Christian denominations, principally in the perceived individualism of Western
Protestantism. In a similar way, for Khomiakov, the ideal of the Church as sobornost’
is a particularly Orthodox perspective. Yuri Samarin (who was Khomiakov’s
biographer and friend) writes: ‘The church is not a doctrine, not a system, and not an
institution. The church is a living organism, an organism of truth and love, or more
precisely: truth and love as an organism.’?'> Khomiakov carefully and frequently
notes the ‘failings’ of non-Orthodox denominations in maintaining this ideal. The
wholeness and sobornost’ of the Body of Christ is maintained by love. Schisms have
occurred historically when this love has been ruptured and when matters regarding

doctrine have been decided independently of the whole Church body.

Furthermore, Khomiakov identifies different approaches to the understanding

of love within the Church. He defines Roman Catholicism by obedience,

214 |bid., 24.

215 Yuri Samarin, “Introduction to the Theological Writings of Aleksei Khomiakov (excerpts)” in On
Spiritual Unity: A Slavophile Reader, trans. and ed. by Boris Jakim and Robert Bird (Hudson, NY:
Lindisfarne Books, 1998), 171.
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Protestantism by individual decision, but the Orthodox Church is characterised by
Khomiakov as the command; ‘let us love one another so that with oneness of mind we
may confess, -- Father and Son and Holy Spirit.”%*® Love defines sobornost’ and is
‘unrealisable in individual seclusion and renunciation.’?!’ In contrast to Khomiakov’s
characterisation of Roman Catholicism, the love which is found in the Orthodox
vision of sobornost’ is rooted in freedom. It is not motivated by obedience or ego, but
by the intuitive relationality of the community. In this sense, Skobtsova notes that for
Khomiakov, the Church is described as ‘freedom in love.’?*® Khomiakov himself

writes that, ‘Love is the crown and glory of the Church.’®

Freedom, as ‘freedom in love’, is central to this vision of the Church.
Skobtsova identifies two major delineations within Khomiakov’s thought in relation
to the characterisation of a people’s faith and the relationship between freedom and
necessity. These were termed by Khomiakov as ‘Kushitism” and ‘Iranism’. These
terms correspond to two conflicting principles - freedom and necessity, or spirit and
matter. A people’s faith response to these two principles can be termed, according to
Khomiakov, as Kushite or Iranian. A Kushite religion is, ‘the religion of necessity. It
determines by itself the power and force of matter over the free creative spirit.”??° An
Iranian religion, on the other hand, is ‘a religion of freedom, a religion of the creative
spirit, of a conquering the stagnation of matter, of overcoming necessity.’??* The
Kushite religion, Khomiakov argues, is characterised by Buddhism which expounds
subservience to materiality, and an ‘enslaved spirit’. In Khomiakov’s own time this

was reflected, he suggested, in philosophical systems such as the work of Hegel, in

216 Skobtsova, “Khomiakov,” Crucible, 30.
217 1pid., 32.
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219 Khomiakov, “The Church is One,” 34.
220 Skobtsova, “Khomiakov,” Crucible, 18.
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the Germanic spirit, and in various strands of Catholicism. Judaism, however, was the
first historical example of the Iranian principle and this same free spirit can be found
in the Russian nation. Skobtsova recounts this: ‘And perhaps nowhere in the world is
there expressed so powerfully the genuine Iranian principle, as in the fundamental
character of all the Slavs in general, -- bearers of the Iranian spirit’.???> The Russian
people possess the qualities of peaceful agriculturalists, not the spirit of conquerors,
which is rooted in the familial relations of small communities and characterised by

freedom in love.
6. Khomiakov and Skobtsova: Pilgrimage and Roots

In ‘The Russian Idea’, Berdyaev comments on certain characteristics which are
overlooked by the Slavophile’s portrait of Russian culture, in which Khomiakov’s
system is placed. Berdyaev highlights the pilgrim nature of the Russian Christian
sensibility, which he notes the Slavophiles do not appreciate and, in some senses,
ignore. The pilgrim quality of the Russian character reflects the people’s propensity to
rebellion and holy folly. It is also intimately connected with a strong eschatological,
chiliastic strain in Russian spirituality. This is at odds, however, with what he
identifies as the ‘rooted’ quality of the Slavophile worldview which Khomiakov
represents. This is a pertinent observation in relation to Skobtsova’s theological
system. Skobtsova’s thought is highly influenced by the Slavophiles, yet her thought
is shaped by these factors (a strong eschatological bent, an emphasis on pilgrimage
and holy folly) which Berdyaev highlights as lacking in the Slavophile system.

Making this connection, through Berdyaev, is helpful to recognise the way in which

222 1pjid., 19.
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Skobtsova’s system is unique to the inheritance of Khomiakov. It also further

substantiates Berdyaev’s recognition of Skobtsova as a revolutionary Slavophile.

Berdyaev notes that an eschatological worldview is part of the fabric of the
Russian soul. This manifests in a discontent with what exists, and a striving for

another world.

‘Pilgrimage is a very characteristic Russian thing, to a degree unknown in the
West. A pilgrim walks about the immense Russian land but never settles down
or attaches himself to anything. A pilgrim is in search of the truth, in search of
the Kingdom of God. He struggles into the distance; the pilgrim has no abiding
city upon earth, he moves eagerly towards the city that is to be. The masses of
the people have always produced pilgrims from their ranks, but in spirit the
most creative representatives of Russian culture were pilgrims; Gogol,
Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, Soloviev and the whole of the revolutionary
Intelligentsia were pilgrims. Not only physical but spiritual pilgrimage exists; it
is the impossibility of finding rest and peace in anything finite, it is the striving
towards infinity.*2?®

Berdyaev links this eschatological sensibility and pilgrim quality of the Russian soul
with revolt and rebelliousness. There are similarities here with the notion of holy
folly, and the typology of the Holy Fool comes to mind in Berdyaev’s description of

Russian pilgrimage:

‘The Slavophiles did not express all the traits of the Russian and Slavic
character. For example, Russian and Slavic revolt and rebelliousness — very
profound religious, national traits — are virtually absent in Slavophilism. But
revolt and rebelliousness are not less characteristic of Russians than humility
and subservience. Russians do not have their city; they seek the Coming City;
the nature of the Russian nation is characterized by an everlasting pilgrimage.
Gogol, Dostoyevsky, Solovyov, and Tolstoy are pilgrims. The type of the
pilgrim is the beloved type of the Russian people. The search for the City is
powerfully expressed in the figure of the pilgrim. In the Slavophiles, the spirit
of Russian rootedness predominated over the spirit of Russian pilgrimage.
Pilgrims walk upon the earth, but the element of air is more powerful in them
than the element of earth. Khomiakov was not a pilgrim.’??*

223 Berdyaev, The Russian Idea, 197.
224 Nikolai Berdiaev, “Aleksei Stepanovich Khomiakov,” in On Spiritual Unity: A Slavophile Reader,
trans. and ed. by Boris Jakim and Robert Bird (Hudson, NY: Lindisfarne Books, 1998), 347.
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Berdyaev recognises that there was a striving for something more in the Slavophile
system, a desire to move towards the City of God. However, this striving was
manifest in a solidifying and grounding of the people: ‘Of course, the Slavophiles,
too, thirsted for Christ’s truth about the earth, for Christ’s City; but for the triumph of
this truth they demanded not so much pilgrimage and airy flight as rootedness in the
earth.’??® A recognition of the ‘elemental’ in Russia (the past, the foundation and
source of its history and being) is indeed important in Russia. However, Berdyaev
claims that this is woven together with an eschatological spirit in Russia, which is not

sufficiently recognised by the Slavophiles.??5

Skobtsova’s thought, on the other hand, is heavily influenced by the tradition
of pilgrimage. We have already noted Skobtsova’s personal, biographical interest in
pilgrimage from a young age. This interest permeates her constructive theological
work as well. In the course of this thesis, we shall see how Skobtsova highlights
hagiographical tales of pilgrims that are coupled with an advocating for an ascetic
renunciation of comfort, security and even tradition, to go out into the world in the
style of a pilgrim. In this chapter, we shall also see how Skobtsova reimagines the loss
of one’s homeland in emigration into a spiritually beneficial situation that emphasises
non-possession and a liberating emancipation and unbinding from restrictive
nationalist worldviews. Both Skobtsova’s emphasis on pilgrimage and her reflections
on ascetic non-possession are permeated with an eschatological worldview, and a
belief that Christianity (in its eternal reality) breaks through and disrupts the

everyday, earthly, and mundane. Skobtsova’s fiery, apocalyptic imagery of unbinding

225 |pid.
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stands in contrast to the agrarian, rooted, pastoral image which can characterise the

Slavophile vision.

This appears to be the principal diversion from Khomiakov’s thought which
Skobtsova takes. However, there remain notable similarities between her thought and
that of Khomiakov. The place of sobornost’, which has been outlined here and which
incorporates a vision of shared society, is the most apparent inspiration. Additionally,
in a similar way to Khomiakov, Skobtsova also criticises Protestantism (with her
‘Protestant mysticism’), and her critical typology of spiritualities in ‘Types of
Religious Life’ could easily be applied to denominations, although she does not make
this explicit. In Skobtsova’s article entitled ‘Churchliness’, written in 1937, she resists
such an approach, and notes that her critiques are not about the distinction between
Orthodox or Christian, but in the differences and shades of the individual believer.
Indeed, she notes that there are many rooms in the Lord’s house.??” This is however, a
passing remark and its brevity does not altogether resolve the issues around

denominational diversity and critique in her work.

Overall, Khomiakov’s insistence that Russia has a unique vocation and
mission on the world-stage to reveal a theology, ecclesiology and an ethic which
challenges the individualism of certain Western ideals, provides a fertile ground for
Skobtsova’s thought and practice. Skobtsova’s distaste for individualism and her
perception of the Church (the Body of Christ as sobornost’) is undeniably informed

by the work of Khomiakov. Her uniqueness lies in her extraordinary context, as a

227 ‘MpI npelocTEpPETaEM, OT MOMEHBI OHSTHI MPABOCIABHBIN HJIM XPUCTHAHUH. 3JIECH BOTIPOC

HE B IPUHIUIINAJIBHOM pa3Ininu, a B YIap€HUU U B OTTCHKE, B JIMYHOH OZIapéHHOCTI/I BEpYyHouiero

1 eTo AyIH. A TIo3TOMY IyTel MHOTO U obuteneit B tome Otia Hamero MHoro.” Math Mapwust
(Cko6rioBa), “Uto Takoe riepkoBHOCTH?” accessed January 5, 2023, http://mere-marie.com/fate/chto-
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Russian in exile seeking to put into practice the uniqueness of the Russian religious

renaissance.
7. Vladimir Soloviev

In addition to Khomiakov, another principal influence on Skobtsova is Vladimir
Sergeyevich Soloviev (1853-1900), whose importance for modern Russian thought
cannot be understated. Semyon Frank claims that, ‘Solovyov is unquestionably the
greatest of Russian philosophers and systematic religious thinkers’??8; a sentiment
echoed by Berdyaev, and others.??° Soloviev had a widespread influence on Russian
philosophy, theology, and culture. The second wave of Symbolist poets turned to
Soloviev for inspiration, and his Sophiology had a deep impact on Orthodox thought
in the 20" Century, especially in the work of Bulgakov and Berdyaev. However, his
influence to a certain extent divided modern Orthodox thought, as Rowan Williams
notes: ‘The history of Russian theology in the twentieth century is largely one of
debate between those who have, broadly speaking, felt comfortable with the legacy of
Soloviev and those who have repudiated it in favor of a more consciously traditional
and church-focused style’.%*° Skobtsova’s interest in Soloviev and her adoption of
some of his key ideas places her work within a particular tradition in modern Russian
thought which is sympathetic to Soloviev’s legacy, and his influence can be clearly

perceived in her writings.

228 5, L. Frank, “Introduction” in Vladimir Sergeyevich Solovyov, A Solovyov Anthology, ed. S. L.
Frank and trans. Natalie Duddington (London: SCM Press, 1950), 9.

229 Rowan Williams, for example, claims that he is, ‘without doubt the single most influential Russian
religious writer of the age’: Rowan Williams “Eastern Orthodox Theology” in The Modern
Theologians: An Introduction to Christian Theology since 1918, 3™ edition, ed. David F. Ford and
Rachel Muers (Malden, Mass.; Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 574.

230 Rowan Williams “Eastern Orthodox Theology” in The Modern Theologians: An Introduction to
Christian Theology since 1918, 3" edition, ed. David F. Ford and Rachel Muers (Malden, Mass.;
Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 574.
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In 1929 Skobtsova wrote the article ‘The World-Concept of VIadimir
Solov’ev’?! which outlines what she considers to be his main concerns, what his
philosophy ‘strives after’, and how it applies this to the ‘real facts of human
history.’?3? We see in this article the importance of “all-unity’ (BceeauucTBO) in
Soloviev’s work, and its relation to the concept of Godmanhood (borouenoseuectBo);
two themes which permeate Skobtsova’s own writings. Soloviev’s principal influence
on Skobtsova is this sense of striving towards unity, to Godmanhood and sobornost’.
As Soloviev is such a key figure in the history of Russian thought, it is helpful here to
outline some of his key ideas, how they have impacted Skobtsova’s own theology and
what she is doing differently. Skobtsova’s article will be the foundation for this

analysis.

Vladimir Sergeyevich Soloviev was born on 16" June 1853 in Moscow. His
father, Sergey Soloviev, was an eminent historian, and his grandfather was a priest.
When he was eight years old, Vladimir was dedicated by his grandfather for a life of
service to the Church. However, Soloviev’s adolescence was marked by an interest in
atheism and materialism. He began studying at the University of Moscow in 1869,
initially studying mathematics and physics and, at some point during his early
adulthood, Soloviev returned to the faith of his youth. He also changed to studying
history and philosophy, whilst simultaneously taking courses at the Moscow Spiritual
Academy, which was an unusual decision for a lay person at the time. In 1874 he
became a Fellow in the Faculty of Philosophy at the University of Moscow. The

following year he travelled to England to undertake research on Indian and Gnostic

231 This article was translated by Fr Stephen J. Janos: E. Skobtsova, “The World-Concept of VI.
Solov’ev,” in The Crucible of Doubts: Khomyakov, Dostoevsky, Solov’ev, In Search of Synthesis, Four
1929 Works, trans. Fr. S Janos (Mohrsville, PA: FRSJ Publications, 2016), 89-122.
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philosophies at the British Museum, where he had the first vision of the ethereal

female figure which he regarded as Sophia, divine Wisdom.

In Western thought, Soloviev identified what Skobtsova calls, ‘a crisis of the
general world-apprehension, a sensation of a primordial crumbling, fragmentation and
disassociation of the world.’?*® He resisted the type of analytic rationalism which
guided some of the natural sciences in the nineteenth century into a fragmented
understanding of the world. In contrast, Soloviev builds a system which is oriented
towards unity, which highlights the centrality of the person (something which can be
forgotten in a scientific, rationalist worldview) and the guiding unity of Sophia.
Skobtsova recognises these concerns in Soloviev’s writings. Despite noting that his
work is hard to categorise due to the variety of topics and styles which he employs (a
problem which, incidentally, could also be applied to Skobtsova), Skobtsova believes
that Soloviev’s work has one primary concern and that is to seek unity (something
which is affirmed by Semyon Frank?3*). Skobtsova writes; ‘But a fundamental
attribute of the creative genius of Solov’ev was an aspiration towards the idea of
wholeness of life [cTpemiieHne k naeany HEIbHOCTH KU3HU ], an aspiration towards
the overcoming of the disintegration of the world.”®® It is this striving towards the
‘wholeness of life’ which appears to be the principal point of contact between

Soloviev’s work and his influence on Skobtsova’s theological writings.

This concern is apparent in Soloviev’s, ‘The Lectures on Godmanhood’ which
Skobtsova considered to be perhaps the most characteristic of all Soloviev’s work.?

The lectures were delivered between 1877-1884 at the University of St Petersburg and
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at the Institute of the Higher Courses of Studies for Women. They were extremely
popular, with notable figures in attendance such as Dostoyevsky and Leo Tolstoy. The
main concern of this work is Soloviev’s doctrine of Godmanhood
(BorouesnoBeuyecTBO; Sometimes translated as ‘divine humanity’). Semyon Frank
understands this doctrine as an attempt to raise the Chalcedonian understanding of
Christ’s two natures ‘to the level of a philosophical principle embracing the whole of
existence.’?” The term Godmanhood has been used before in Russian thought (by
Bukharev, for example), but Paul Valliere claims that Lectures ‘played the decisive
role is establishing bogochelovechestvo as the central theological idea of philosophic
Orthodoxy.’?*® Godmanhood reflects a unity between the divine and the human,
rooted in Christ who is the Godman. All-unity (Bceemunctso) is central to this
doctrine as the synthesis of the distinction between the divine and the human in

existence.23?

Soloviev, according to Skobtsova, always seeks after integral truth, not partial
truth. This refers to a unity between contrasting philosophical trends and disciplines,
such as between the traditions of the East and the West, and more fundamental
differences, such as between the empirical and the mystical. A unity should be found
between these polarities: ‘There should be found an organic synthesis of the empirical
world, of its rationalistic comprehension, and of the mystical or religious significance
of the comprehended.’?*® Skobtsova characterises Soloviev’s thought, in its striving
for unity, as an organic synthesis between the empirical and the mystical. Skobtsova

continues, ‘It would be properly correct to say, that the entire philosophy of Solov’ev

237 Frank, “Introduction”, A Solovyov Anthology, 16.

238 paul Valliere, Modern Russian Theology: Bukharev, Soloviev, Bulgakov: Orthodox Theology in a
New Key (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000), 144.

239 See the introduction for this thesis for further reflections on all-unity, and the ‘integral unity” in
Soloviev’s work.

240 Skobtsova, “Solov’ev,” Crucible, 94.
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strives to situate fundamental knowledge and the core of being in a divine origin, and
in this divine principle to consolidate all the side and all the views and the
manifestations of worldly life, to think about everything as a single worldly Divine-
human process, encompassing within itself all the universe in all its
manifestations.’?*! This establishes a profound connection between humanity (and the
fullness of worldly existence) and the Divine (the Absolute, in Soloviev’s language),

in which all worldly processes have their origin.?*?

As part of this recognition of synthesis, Soloviev highlights the need for a
balance between faith in the Church, and faith in humanity. Soloviev advocates for a

balancing between the positive affirmations of faith in humanity, with faith in God:

‘The old traditional form of religion has issued forth from the faith in God, but
it has failed to carry out this faith to the end. The modern extra-religious
civilization proceeds from the faith in man, but it, too, remains inconsistent —
does not carry its faith to its [logical] end. But when both of these faiths, the
faith in God and the faith in man are carried out consistently and realized in full,
they meet in the unique, complete, and integral truth of Godmanhood.’?*3

This kind of unity is found especially in Christianity. Skobtsova recounts Soloviev’s
understanding of the partial truths found in other religions, and how Christianity
represents the fullness of this truth: ‘Christianity summoned mankind to a co-
operative Divine creativity. It drew mankind nearer to the Divine intent concerning

the world. Having manifest [sic.] as the religion of God-manhood, Christianity

241 | bid.

242 The influence of this aspect of Soloviev’s thought will become apparent in Skobtsova’s work when
we address the ‘mysticism of human communion’ in her writing. Here Skobtsova emphasises the
potential for communion with the Divine, in and through communion with humanity. This resonates
therefore with Soloviev’s striving for unity between the empirical and the mystical, as Skobtsova seeks
to situate an encounter with the Divine in everyday, human encounter. Soloviev recognises that
humanity is not simply a natural phenomenon, and equally not a spirit in a machine. A person is
‘spiritual-corporeal, a natural being’ (Skobtsova, “Solov’ev,” Crucible, 103). Skobtsova affirms this
principle and notes the divine origin of nature: ‘Nature, like everything genuinely-existing, -- is rooted
in God, -- so that it has a supra-temporal and eternal subsistence. Humanity, as an integral universal
and individual organism, is world soul. And this world soul, humanity, re-united through Christ with
the divine principle, is the Church.” (Skobtsova, “Solov’ev,” Crucible, 103).

243 Vladimir Solovyov, Lectures on Godmanhood, (San Rafael, CA: Semantron, 2007), 85.
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indicated the furthest path of development of religious world-apperception.’?** At the
heart of this is the person of Christ. Catherine Evtuhov, writing about the Lectures in
the Oxford Handbook to Russian Theology, says that the main articulation of
Soloviev’s vision is quite straightforward. She writes; ‘The essence of Christianity is
Christ himself, and the interaction between Christ and humanity takes the form of an
incessant creative process, as the fallen world works to recreate the lost, perfect union
with the Divine.”?* The task of this creative process and the human striving towards

unity involves, for Soloviev, a selfless form of love.
8. The Meaning of Love

In ‘The Meaning of Love’, Soloviev explores the nature of love and, in so doing,
highlights the relationship between God, humanity, and unity. He begins by defining

God as one who is the ‘fulness of being’, and how this is in contrast to the human:

‘God is all, i.e., he possesses in one absolute act all positive content, the whole
fulness of being. A human being (in general and every individual being in
particular), being in fact only this and not another, may become all, only by
doing away, in his consciousness and life, with that internal boundary which
separates him from another. “This” may become the “all” only together with
others; only together with others can an individual realize his absolute
significance — become an inseparable and irreplaceable part of the universal
whole, an independent, living and original organ of the absolute life.’?*°

In contrast to God who possesses all positive content, a human being is a separate
entity; each individual person is a singular being, and distinct from other individuals.
Yet, this human has the potential to overcome this separation, and be united into a
living whole with others. The capacity for wholeness in the human reflects the image

of God in them. A human being possesses an ‘ideal nature which binds him with

244 Skobtsova, “Solov’ev,” Crucible, 99.

245 Catherine Evtuhov, “Vladimir Soloviev as a Religious Philosopher,” in The Oxford Handbook of
Russian Religious Thought, ed. Caryl Emerson, George Pattison and Randall A. Poole (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2020), 206.

246 \/ladimir Solovyov, The Meaning of Love, ed. and trans. by Thomas R. Beyer, Jr. (Lindisfarne
Press, 1985), 43-44.
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absolute truth or with God. Besides the material or empirical content of his life, each
human comprises in himself the image of God, i.e., a special form of the absolute

content.”?*’

However, egoism undermines any such unity between persons. It is egoism
which reduces the absolute significance of the whole to the relative significance of the

solitary ego, to the detriment of others:

“The basic falsehood and evil of egoism lie not in this absolute self-
consciousness and self-evaluation of the subject, but in the fact that, ascribing to
himself in all justice an absolute significance, he unjustly refuses to others this
same significance. Recognizing himself as a center of life (which is a matter of
fact he is), he relegates others to the circumference of his own being and leaves
them only an external and relative value.”?*

Soloviev wants to resist egoism, but not individuality. In this affirmation, he wants to
maintain the distinct, profound worth of each human individual (recognising the
image of God in them), whilst also proclaiming that this cannot be exclusive to our
own sense of self. Recognising one’s own significance necessitates a recognition of
the worth of all persons. Therefore, affirming an individual’s worth actually requires

an affirmation of all people.

Egoism undermines this. In order to love authentically, therefore, a sacrifice of
egoism is required. ‘The meaning of human love, speaking generally, is the
justification and salvation of individuality through the sacrifice of egoism.’2*° In order
for the value of individuality to be recognised, egoism must be sacrificed. For
Soloviev, the power of love is able to overcome egoism primarily in the form of

sexual love.

‘Recognizing in love the truth of another, not abstractly, but essentially,
transferring in deed the center of our life beyond the limits of our empirical

247 Soloviev, The Meaning of Love, 60.
28 1bid., 43.
29 1bid., 42.
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personality, we by so doing reveal and realize our own real truth, our own
absolute significance, which consists just in our capacity to transcend the
borders of our factual phenomenal being, in our capacity to live not only in
ourselves, but also in another.”%>°

The highest form of love which releases individuality from egoism, and which joins a
self to another, is sexual love. Sexual love is the form of union which recognises the
worth of oneself and another, in reciprocity and communion, which permeates the
whole of our being and existence. It is sexual love, for Soloviev, which is the closest
approximation to the form of unity which humanity strives towards. This system has
strong resonances with Skobtsova’s own thought. However, Skobtsova does not
elevate sexual love to the heights which Soloviev does. Instead, Skobtsova translates
this framework into a monastic system, where the role of chastity in the classical

monastic tradition is not questioned.

Soloviev sought to overcome the disintegration of the world. His system,
particularly in ‘Lectures on Godmanhood’, suggest a synthesis between the empirical
and the mystical in the concept of Godmanhood. In ‘The Meaning of Love’, he
recognises humanity’s root in the Absolute and unconditional content of the Divine,
and how the tragedy of egoism undermines this unity. He characterises a type of love
which redeems individualism within community and overcomes egoism. Throughout
her theological writings, Skobtsova is influenced by the thought of Soloviev in this
area. She too perceives a disintegration in the world, a gap between the achievements
of humanism and the life of the Church, between the Divine principle and the creative
life of humanity, and she strives towards synthesis in thought and practice. Her
understanding of the ‘mysticism of human communion’ (to which this thesis will

return), reflects a similar synthesis between the empirical and the mystical. At the

20 1bid., 45.
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heart of Skobtsova’s theological writings is a desire to practically implement these
concepts, and the type of unity which Soloviev outlines. This is not lacking in

Soloviev’s thought; indeed, he writes of the necessity of active faith and creative love:

‘The psycho-physical process of the restoration of the Divine image in material
humanity has no means to perfect itself by itself, apart from us. Its origin, like
that of everything better in this world, arises from the realm of unconscious
processes and relations obscure to us; there lie the germ and root of the tree of
life, but we must foster it with our conscious activity. For the beginning passive
receptivity of feeling suffices, but subsequently active faith is necessary, with
moral effort and hard work, to keep for oneself, to strengthen and develop this
gift of luminous and creative love, in order through it to incarnate in oneself and
in another the image of God, and to create out of two infinite and perishable
natures one absolute and immortal individuality.’5

For Skobtsova, the ‘conscious activity’ of striving to realise Godmanhood is situated
within a different framework to that of Soloviev. Skobtsova proposes a creative love
which seeks to also ‘incarnate in oneself and in another the image of God’, but
through a monastic and ascetic framework. Skobtsova interprets the notion of
Godmanhood (and Khomiakov’s sobornost’) through a monastic lens. The particular
context of emigration provides new challenges for such an embodiment, which give a
new and distinct perspective to the legacy of Godmanhood which Soloviev set in

motion.
9. Symbolism

Although Skobtsova’s poetry is not being analysed in this thesis, it is important to
consider Skobtsova’s poetic career in any discussion of her context and influences.?%?
Skobtsova’s involvement in the artistic scene in Russia, prior to the Revolution,

proved formative not only for her poetry but for her entire worldview and intellectual

output. It was her poetic and artistic interests which led her into the world of the

21 |bid., 61.
252 However, this thesis will focus primarily on her theological writings rather than her poetry.
Ermolaev’s thesis, Motherhood, Modernism & Mariology, explores Skobtsova’s poetry.

114



intelligentsia in St Petersburg.?>® This milieu had a deep influence on the young
Skobtsova (who was Elizaveta Kuzmina-Karavaeva at the time), even if this was not
always a positive influence. Indeed, Skobtsova’s disenchantment with the poetic
circles of St Petersburg are key for her theological development. This is most notable
in her reaction to Russian Symbolism and her engagement with second generation
Symbolists such as Vyacheslav Ivanov, Andrei Bely and, most notably, Alexander

Blok.

Following her father’s death in 1906, the young Skobtsova (then Elizaveta
Pilenko) moved from Anapa to a flat in St Petersburg. This was a difficult move for
Elizaveta, who hated the city. The first winter there was marked by mourning, fog and
unhappiness, whilst her former home on the Black Sea had been characterised by
wind, warmth and freedom; ‘The lid of the sky had completely come over this city-
coffin, and beyond it — emptiness.’?®* However, Elizaveta’s engagement with this
coffin-city began to change when she first encountered Alexander Blok at a poetry
reading. Skobtsova would recount this (the first of many meetings) in her article
‘Encounters with Blok’, written in Paris in 1936. The young Elizaveta was inspired by
Blok and his work, even recognising something of herself in his poetry. She became
infatuated with Blok, and he is an important figure to consider in Skobtsova’s
intellectual development in her St Petersburg period.?*® It is also important to note the

important place that poetry held in Elizaveta’s life, from a very early age. Her first

253 As well as her marriage to Dmitrii Kuz’min-Karavaev.

254 'Kpeimka Heba coBCEM HaJIBMHYJIACH HA 9TOT TOpPOJ-TPo0, a 3a Hel - mycrora.” Mats Mapust
(CkobmoBa), “Berpeun ¢ bnoxom [Encounters with Blok],” in Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepxu Tom 1
(YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 25.

2% Skobtsova’s relationship with Blok has been expounded in various biographies of her life, including
Hackel and Stratton-Smith. Our concern here is to map the influences on Skobtsova’s intellectual work,
thus we shall not dwell too heavily on her biographical association with Blok, but we shall place Blok
within the Symbolist movement and the broader intellectual context which Skobtsova found herself in.
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encounter with Blok was when she was a young teenager (around the age of 15), yet

even at this stage Elizaveta could recognise a similarity between her work and Blok’s.

Russian Symbolism was a literary movement at the turn of the 20™ Century,
spanning the years between 1890-1910. Poetry was the primary genre of this
movement. Russian Symbolist writing was originally influenced and inspired by the
Symbolist movement in Europe, especially in France and Belgium. However, Russian
Symbolism had its own character and individuality. One notable distinction in Russia
is that many of the Symbolists were concerned with the place of Russia in history,
which is reflected in an interest with Russian art and literature. Ronald E. Peterson
notes the similarities between French, Belgian and Russian Symbolists, such as ‘the
notions of correspondences between mundane images and metaphysical concepts and
the importance of music in literature.” 2> However, Peterson sees a particular
approach in the Russian movement which seeks to become a world-view, not just a
literary movement; ‘where the French were somewhat limited in their view of
Symbolism, seeing it mostly as one approach to writing, some Russian Symbolists
wanted to make their Symbolist concepts into a whole philosophical system, a world
view that could encompass all thought.”?®’ Indeed, Skobtsova places the Symbolist
movement into the trajectory which she traces in ‘Our Epoch’, outlining the
importance of the Russian striving for ‘all-unity.’?®® The Symbolist movement in

Russia, therefore, has an importance not only for Skobtsova’s personal context, but

256 As Ronald E. Peterson notes: Ronald E. Peterson, A History of Russian Symbolism: Linguistic &
Literary Studies in Eastern Europe, Vol. 29 (Amsterdam: J. Benjamins, 1993), 4.

257 peterson, Russian Symbolism, 6. This perhaps applies more to the second wave of Symbolists than
the first.

258 See especially: MaTs Mapus (Cxobuosa), “Hamra Dnoxa,” in Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepku
Tom 2 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 21-22.

116



also for her reading of intellectual history in Russia; as a notable link in Russia’s

development.

The Russian Symbolist movement can be broadly delineated into two
generations. The first generation of Symbolists included Zinaida Gippius, Dmitry
Merezhkovsky, Fyodor Sologub, Valery Bryusov and Konstantin Balmont. This first
wave of Symbolism is often characterised as being reasonably close to the French
Symbolists.?*® The second generation of Russian Symbolists consisted principally of
Vyacheslav lvanov, Andrey Bely and Alexander Blok, who were active in the first
decade of the 20" Century. The second wave had some notable differences to the first.
Ivanov, Bely and Blok had a stronger interest, generally, in the place of mysticism,
religion and art, than the preceding Symbolists. This may be, in part, due to their
interest with the poetry and philosophy of VIadimir Soloviev. These thinkers had a
stronger desire than their predecessors to apply the precepts of Symbolist to all life,
not just to art. Skobtsova mostly interacted with the second wave of Symbolists, thus

they will be our focus here.

The Symbolist movement believed that symbols in the everyday world point
to higher realities. According to Skobtsova, the Symbolists suggested that authentic
human creativity or culture only has significance when it reveals these divine symbols
in the world. In this way, Skobtsova comments that according to the Symbolists;
‘Human creativity (culture) is an eternal process of building which links relativity
with non-relativity, temporality with eternity.’?%° Therefore, the artist, and especially

the poet, has an important function in the creative process, linking temporality with

259 peterson, Russian Symbolism, 9.
260 'YeroBeueckoe TBOPUECTBO (KyJIbTYpa) ECTh BEYHOE CO3IAHHME CBA3H MEXKY OTHOCHTENBHOCTBIO U
0€30THOCHUTENLHOCTRIO, BpeMEHHBIM 1 BeunbiM.” Skobtsova, “Our Epoch,” 21.
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eternity through the use of symbols. In this sense, there is a mysticism and theurgy to
the creative process. There is a clear link here with the thought of Soloviev, who
considered the function of a poet as touching the divine world through mental

contemplation:

‘In particular, this positive although incomplete knowledge of, or penetration
into, the reality of the divine world is open to creation in poetry. Every true poet
must necessarily penetrate into the ‘fatherland of the flame and the word’ in
order to gather from there the prototypes of his creations as well as inner
enlightenment, which is called inspiration, and by means of which our natural
reality finds sounds and colours for the embodiment of the ideal types’.?!

The second wave of Symbolists believed that this process was more than just the
creation of an artwork; it was about the synthesis and integrity of all life. As such,
creativity had great potential beyond its immediate environs. The second wave of
Symbolists suggested that art had the potential to unify the artist and ‘the people’,
addressing a disunity which had become apparent in their context at the turn of the
century. Vyacheslav lvanov saw the potential of poetry to bring together this
disunited society, but also to incarnate a sense of unity between the temporal and the

infinite, as Avril Pyman notes;

‘Only in poetry, Ivanov believed, where music could come to the aid of words,
where the unsaid and unsayable could be sensed in the rhythm of the line, the
orchestration of sound, the pregnant image, the significant pause, was there any
hope of reuniting the people and the artist, the soul and the intelligent will, the
earth and the treetops: meanwhile, true, universal ‘culture' was impossible in the
present state of 'separation’.”2?

This unifying process is particularly evident in Ivanov’s dramatic theory, which relies
heavily on the concept of sobornost’. In ‘Our Epoch’, Skobtsova draws attention to
Ivanov’s notion of ‘collective creativity’ which is evident in his views on the function

of drama. Skobtsova notes that the religious-philosophical aspect of much Symbolist

261 Sploviev, Lectures on Godmanhood, 157.
262 Avril Pyman, A History of Russian Symbolism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994),
195.
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thought had been largely over-looked and draws attention to this aspect of Ivanov’s

thought.?®3

Ivanov imagined the theatre as a way in which to unite the artist and the
people through the creation of myths which could act as symbols. Bernice Glatzer
Rosenthal notes the way in which lvanov viewed the role of the symbolist poet as a
creator of myth who could unite the poet and the crowd; ‘he was to evoke the symbols
around which the people can unite and work them into mythic stories, thereby
reconciling the "poet and the crowd in a great all national art." The first step in the
genesis of this new art was for the poet to end his isolation, to reject aloofness and
introspection and merge with the folk soul. Only then could he reassume his ancient
sacerdotal and prophetic role, become a creator of myth, the formulator of an "all-
national art," the progenitor of a new culture.’?% In this sense, the theatre would act as
a temple, unifying all who participated within it into a sobornal harmony based on
national symbols and myth. The religious tone of this notion of theatre was rather
abstract and could be termed ‘religious-philosophical’ rather than pertaining to any
religion or faith. However, there were strong influences from Greek culture, the

theatre and cult of Dionysus especially.

The particular role and function of the poet is also apparent in Blok’s work. In
‘Ante Lucem’, Blok writes of the poet’s striving towards the Ideal; images which

clearly evoke the thought of Soloviev;

‘Fate itself ordained that I

Shine my dim torch with

Holy veneration

At the very threshold of the Ideal.

And as soon as evening comes, towards the Good

263 Sobtsova, “Our Epoch,” 21—22.
264 Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal, “Theatre As Church: The Vision of the Mystical Anarchists,” Russian
History/Histoire Russe 4, no. 2 (1977): 128.
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| strive with my earthly mind
And full of unearthly fear
I burn with Poetry’s fire.’?®

The poet is able to approach the Ideal, to transcend the earthly in a religiously inspired
mysticism; ‘holy veneration’ towards ‘the Good’. There is a sense of the importance
of mental contemplation here, alluding again to Soloviev’s notion of the poet as the

person who can mediate between the absolute and the temporal.

‘Though as before the singer

Of strange far-away songs of life

Wears his lyrical wreath

In dark and obscure verses —

The poet, on the other hand, approaches his goal,
Strives towards it, drawn by truth,

And suddenly sees a new world,

Beyond distances previously unfamiliar.’2%

The poet’s ability to see ‘a new world’ elevates their status to a mystical height and
develops the function of a poet as a prophetic figure. This mysticism infuses much of
Blok’s poetry from this period and is especially evident in his writing about Sophia.
Building upon the philosophical thought and poetry of Soloviev, Sophia is a central
image in Blok’s poetry. She is represented as the ‘eternal feminine’, the ‘Beautiful
Lady’ and is addressed with the capitalised pronoun ‘You’. Boris Jakim notes the

connection between the co-creating of the Symbolists and the figure of Sophia;

‘Russian symbolism was a way for artists to be co-creators of the world with
God. The symbolists would reach into the cosmos and into the human-soul, and
find bridges between eternity and humanity. The poem, painting, or musical
composition becomes an act that creates a new heaven and a new earth. Sophia,
the eternal mother and bride, is such bridge. The sky is Her symbol and falling
stars connect Her and earth.’?%

265 Alexander Blok, Poems of Sophia, trans. and ed. by Boris Jakim (Kettering, OH: Semantron Press,
2014), 14.

266 |bid., 24.

267 Boris Jakim, “Translator’s Introduction,” in Alexander Blok, Poems of Sophia, trans. and ed. by
Boris Jakim (Kettering, OH: Semantron Press, 2014), 4.
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Despite the religious themes in the second wave, and a searching for an all-
encompassing worldview, Pyman charts the gradual disenchantment of the younger
symbolists with their own belief that their creativity could change society as a whole.
“The Symbolist Utopia, the idea of 'theurgy’, the notion that art could actually alter
life, was eventually to become - to a greater or lesser degree - suspect to them all.’28
Skobtsova perhaps alludes to this in her suggestion that the striving for the eternal is
never fully achievable in temporality; ‘By the power of its God-image, i.e. original
symbolism, the human spirit breaks through into eternity and opens up the path to
eternity, - truly, this path is not completely passable, the path, on which it is only
possible to eternally travel, and never to arrive.”?®® Blok appeared to be aware of the
futility and decline of this world when he first met Elizaveta, when she was fifteen
years old. He wrote her a poem which included the line, ‘If it is not too late, then flee

from us who are dying.’?"°

Nevertheless, despite a gradual decline in Symbolist thought (and the rise of
other literary forms such as Acmeism and Futurism), Skobtsova notes the importance
of this movement in relation to Russian messianism. ‘In general, symbolism rests on
the necessity to affirm the mutual relationship of two different planes of being, culture
in its understanding should reflect the religious task of the world, the relative is
justified, otherwise it loses all value. Thus, the ways of the messianic vocation of the
Russian nation, seeking the absolute in the relative, seeking divine being in created

existence, the incarnation of the divine origin in the world, - the incarnation of

268 pyman, History of Russian Symbolism, 185.

269 'Cunioro cBoel 6Oroo6pPasHOCTH, T.€. M3HAYAIBHON CHMBOJMYHOCTH, YEJOBEUECKHI Ty X
IIPOPBIBACTCA B BEUHOCTh U OTKPBIBACT ITYTh K BEYHOCTH, - IpaB/ia, 10 KOHIIA HE HpOXO}IHMOﬁ, IIyTh, HA
KOTOPOM TOJIBKO BO3MOKHO BEUHOE MPUOIIMKEHHE, M HUKOT/Ia - mocTrkenne.” Skobtsova, “Our
Epoch,” 21.

270 “Ecu He mo3H0, To berute ot Hac ymuparomux’. Skobtsova, “Encounters with Blok,” 29.
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Godmanhood, religious culture, the revelation of divine Wisdom, are once again

opened up by the Russian Symbolists.”?*

We have noted the biographical importance of the Russian Symbolist
movement for Skobtsova. Skobtsova’s period in St Petersburg from 1906 places her
within a very particular historical context. Her marriage to Dmitrii Kuz’min-Karavaev
and her friendship with Blok were extremely formative for her own life and writings,
and her own poetic career is a notable aspect of her intellectual and creative work.
This influence, however, is more than biographical. Skobtsova herself (in the essays
written in emigration which we have considered) notes the significance of this literary
movement within the wider context of Russian intellectual history. Skobtsova draws a
clear line from the thought of Khomiakov and Soloviev to the Symbolist movement
(especially the later Symbolists) and highlights the often neglected religious-
philosophical aspect of Symbolism. Central to the movement, especially in its second
wave, are the beliefs that the artist acts as a co-creator with God, embodying divine
wisdom and seeking unity between the eternal and the temporal. These beliefs
precipitate movements to reform society, through attempts to connect the artist and
the people and to establish authentic national symbols. These concerns are
fundamentally similar to Skobtsova’s own constructive theological work. The sources
which inspired the Symbolists also informed Skobtsova’s writing, and the themes of
Godmanhood, sobornost’, all-unity and wisdom appear throughout her theological
writings. However, there are distinct differences between the work of Skobtsova and

this intellectual milieu of St Petersburg. These differences become apparent as

271 '"Takum 06pa3oM, B PYCCKMX CHMBOJICTAX €lIe Pa3 OTKPLIBAIOTCS ITyTH MECCHAHCKOTO CITY KEHHS
PYCCKOTO Hapo/ia, HIYIIEro abCOIOTHOTO B OTHOCUTEILHOM, 00)KECTBEHHOTO OBITHSI B TBAPHOM
OBIBaHWH, BOIJIOMIEHUS 00)KECTBEHHOTO Hayuaia B MHpPE, - BOILIOIIeHHUs boroyenoBevecTna,
PETUIHO3HOM KYJIBTYphI, packpsiTist boskectsennoit [Tpemyapoctu.” Skobtsova, “Our Epoch,” 22.
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Skobtsova becomes disillusioned with the salons of St Petersburg, and as she seeks to

find a tangible approach to a new utopia.
10. Disillusionment with the Russian Intelligentsia

In ‘Encounters with Blok’, Skobtsova describes the intellectual milieu of the
community in which she participated, characterising the environment as cosmopolitan

and well-read, yet suggesting that this was a disconnected community facing its end:

‘We lived in the middle of a vast country as if on an uninhabited island. Russia
was illiterate, whereas in our milieu was concentrated all the culture of the
world: the Greeks were quoted by heart, we welcomed the French symbolists,
we thought of Scandinavian literature as our own, we were familiar with the
philosophy, theology, poetry and history of the whole wide world, in this sense
we were citizens of the universe, keepers of mankind’s cultural museum. This
was Rome in the time of its decline [...].”%"

Whilst initially being entranced by this environment as a young poet and intellectual
herself, Elizaveta soon became disenchanted with this world. Writing in 1924, she
remarked that the intelligentsia could be perceived as the ‘last Romans’, a culture and
society on the brink of destruction. This branding is particularly interesting in the
context of the search for the ‘third Rome’, which Skobtsova outlines in ‘Our Epoch’.
The onset of war and revolution threatened the existence of their intellectual
environment. Yet perhaps even more damaging than this was the propensity within
the intelligentsia, as Skobtsova observed, for speech and debate which was
disconnected from action and practice. Elizaveta felt this keenly in the context of

revolutionary discourse, following the beginnings of change in the events of 1905.2”

‘So everybody stood for revolution; the most responsible utterances were made
on the subject. Yet they left me more disenchanted with ourselves than ever
before. For no one, positively no one was prepared to die for it. Moreover, if
they were to learn that people do die for it, they would have evaluated this too
somehow, they would have approved or disapproved, they would have

272 Skobtsova, Encounters with Blok, quoted in Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 80.
273 Following Russia’s defeat in the Russo-Japanese war in the preceding year, there were mass protests
and revolution in Russia during 1905 which had a later influence on the Revolution of 1917.
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understood it at its highest level and discussed it at the top of their voices — until
the breakfast-time fried eggs were served. And they would completely fail to
understand that to die for the revolution means to feel a real rope round your
neck, to leave life behind for good on just such a grey and drowsy morning,
physically and in actual fact to accept death. And | pitied the revolutionaries
because they die, whereas we can only discuss their deaths eruditely and on a
lofty plane.”?™

In ‘The Last Romans’, Elizaveta also notes the emergence of ‘barbarians’; new
cultural movements which threatened the stability of established literary and artistic
structures. She observes a balance between inviting the barbarians to participate in the
culture of the Romans, and a reticence to accept new ways of thinking. This reticence

for accepting new forms of creativity further signalled the end of a particular epoch.?’

Elizaveta recounts the gap between the world of the intelligentsia with the

everyday reality of ‘the people’ of Russia.

‘We played out the last act of the tragedy concerned with the rift between the
intelligentsia and the people. Beyond us stretched out the Russian Empire’s
snowy desert, a country in fetters: it was as ignorant of our delights as of our
anguish, while its own delights and anguish had no effect on us.’?"®

Skobtsova suggests that, in fact, ‘the people’ may have a clearer understanding of

some of the concepts being dissected by the intelligentsia. One such area was faith:

‘...it always seemed as if mention of Sophia the Wisdom of God, references to
Solov’ev, belief in God-Manhood might be one thing, while the values of
church life itself were considerably more comprehensible and more accessible
to any old beggar woman, hard at her Sunday prostrations in church. The main
thing for this kind of life was lost: “Whosoever shall not receive the kingdom of
God as a little child shall not enter it.” There was nothing childlike there, nor
could there be, there was only the wisdom of old people who had mastered
everything and for whom everything had grown cold. And church life had
joined the ranks of cultural values. It was carefully studied and stored away in
the common treasury of cultural values. Thus there was everything except faith,
faith in anything whatsoever: there was only a firm will to acquire faith.’

274 Skobtsova, “Encounters with Blok,” quoted in Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 81.

275 «The Last Romans’ was published under a pseudonym, Yuri Danilov: IOpuii Janunos
(E. 1O. Ckobuosa), “Tlocnennue Pumnsne,” Bons Poccun 1924, no. 18-19.

276 Skobtsova, “Encounters with Blok,” quoted in Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 80-81.
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Skobtsova’s frustration with the inaction of the intellectual circles of St Petersburg
informs her own theological work and practical social engagement. Her desire for
action leads her to translate the inheritance of the Russian religious renaissance

into a new key, which is rooted in practical love of the neighbour.
11. Skobtsova’s Desire for Action

Skobtsova’s desire for action, and an implementation of the principles of Russian
thought which she affirms, is grounded in the dual commandment. Skobtsova’s
theology centres around the Gospel commandment to love God and one’s neighbour,
as outlined in Mark 12:29-31.27" She claims that without this commandment,
Khomiakov would not have been able to speak of sobornost’: ‘His theology shows
clearly that the universal Church itself is, first of all, the incarnation not only of the
commandment of the love of God, but also of love for one’s neighbour, and is as
unthinkable without the second as without the first.”>’® In fact, she believes that the
double commandment was at the heart of the Slavophile world-view, including
Soloviev’s understanding of Godmanhood, and without the double commandment we
could not comprehend Dostoyevsky’s words about ‘each of us being guilty for all, and
each of us being answerable for each other’s sins.’?’® In ‘The Second Gospel
Commandment’, she asserts that ‘the main theme of nineteenth-century Russian
thought had to do with the second commandment, with its dogmatic, moral,

philosophical, social and other aspects.’?%

217 <‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love the Lord your God with all
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.” The second is
this, “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” There is no other commandment greater than these.”
(RSV translation).

278 Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment”, EW, 58-9.

279 |bid., 59.

280 | bid.
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However, in ‘The Second Gospel Commandment’, she calls on Orthodox
Christians to practically realise the concepts of the Russian religious renaissance in
their lives: ‘we must turn these theoretical presuppositions, these philosophical
systems, these theological theories, these words sobornost’ and Godmanhood, which
have recently become sacred, into so many practical landmarks both for our personal
spiritual paths, the most cherished, most inward ones, and for any of our external
endeavours.’?®! Here Skobtsova is doing several things. She is incorporating the
thought of the Slavophiles into her own thought and promoting their ideas. She is also
calling for a reinterpretation of their work which is focused on practical action.
Thirdly, she is opposing this thought to trends which she identifies in society around
her and in Europe at the time: ‘We are called to embody in life the principles of
sobornost’ and Godmanhood...we are called to oppose the mystery of authentic
human communion to all false relations among people...To all forms of mystical
totalitarianism we oppose only one thing: the person, the image of God in man. And
to all forms of passively collectivist mentality in democracy we oppose sobornost .28
Skobtsova is reinterpreting the concepts of the Russian religious renaissance to
challenge the worldviews of her own time. Her reinterpretation is focused on action,

which finds its expression in authentic Christian love and labour.
12. Emigration and Freedom

However, one of the challenges which Skobtsova faces for the practical realisation of
the incarnation of Godmanhood, sobornost’ and the inheritance of the Russian
tradition, is the loss of her homeland. As the biography chapter of this thesis noted,

following the Russian Revolution, Skobtsova left Russia with her family and, after

281 1bid., 59-60.
282 1pid., 60.
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travelling for several years, eventually settled in Paris in 1922. Life in Paris was
difficult for Russian émigrés, with high levels of poverty, unemployment, and ill-
health.?8® The situation was no different for Skobtsova and her family.?®* One might
assume that this loss would present an obstacle for Skobtsova’s intellectual system,
which relies so heavily on the notion of Russia’s messianic vocation in the world.
However, Skobtsova regards this context as a spiritual opportunity for freedom and
creativity in the implementation of the principles which germinated in the Russian
intellectual tradition. In her theological engagement with this issue, once again we see

Skobtsova reflecting on the nature of loss.

Skobtsova recognises that emigrating from one’s homeland results in a form
of loss. A person is no longer surrounded by familiar law, tradition, language and
their associated securities and expectations. Skobtsova poetically describes this as a
physical, bodily loss; of losing ‘weightiness’ and ‘corporality’. She continues to
describe this as a ‘disincarnation’. The loss which is experienced is not purely mental
or psychological, but also bodily and physical. In this new milieu, as strangers to the
French people and estranged from their homeland, they were almost invisible; ‘We
are almost like shadows.’28% Rather than lamenting the difficulties of this
environment, in her writings Skobtsova questions what this historical situation can
teach a person about the spiritual life; ‘What, then, does our special, abnormal life call
us to? What has this total absence of inertia, this disincarnation [pa3BoIuIOIIEHHOCTS |
this boundless freedom [0e3rpanuunas cBobosa] from all external coercion already

brought to us??% Skobtsova suggests that, despite the extreme hardships which the

283 For further details about Russian life in emigration see: Marc Raeff, Russia Abroad: A Cultural
History of the Russian Emigration, 1919-1939 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990).

284 See Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 3.

285 Skobtsova, “Under the Sign of our Time”, EW, 109.

286 |bid., 110.
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émigré community were enduring, there are spiritual benefits to this context of loss.

Loss can result in freedom:

‘Now we’ve become émigrés. What does that mean? First of all it means
freedom. It means a sort of absolute falling out of the rule of law, a sort of
ultimate deliverance from all external responsibility, an extremely painful and at
the same time blissful sense of being beyond the influence of power, public
opinion, tradition, everyday life, and the history of our country. It is as though
we have lost our weightiness, lost our corporeality, acquired an enormous
mobility and lightness, become unbound.’?%’

This response, however, was not always reflected in the lived experience of the
Church. In the Church milieu, Skobtsova observes two responses to the ‘boundless
freedom’ which emigration has brought. Firstly, there was a sorrowful attitude of
remembrance for the Russian state; ‘there is a vast group of people in the Church who
understand Orthodoxy as some attribute of their belonging to the old Russian state, as
some sort of non-existent life, as a testimony of political loyalty and political
rightmindedness.’?®® The other approach is represented by an Orthodox attitude which
relies on Church canons and convention to stamp out heresy. This approach does not
seek to reach out to contemporary life; ‘Any allusion to freedom is foreign to it.”?%
Unlike the first approach, the second does not lament the loss of the state, but the
order of Church conventions. Both of these approaches are rooted in convention and
tradition. Skobtsova does not see any creativity in them which arises from the émigré
context. She notes that if these were the only approaches to Orthodoxy in emigration,

then there would be no hope for the future of the émigré church. What does the

emigration need then, she asks, for it to have its own inner and spiritual significance?

For emigration to be spiritually formative, it needs to be perceived as a form

of freedom. However, physical emigration itself does not always result in this

287 1bid., 109.
28 pid., 111.
289 1hid.
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freedom. An émigré may be free of the state which they have left, but they are not
always free from their own created worldviews; ‘If we are free of the influence of the
state and power, are we sufficiently liberated from the canon of convictions, customs,
and rules that we ourselves create?’2%° People create worldviews for themselves.
These are often built upon past experiences, and do not always correspond to the
present moment with its particular needs and challenges. When this happens, a person

can become trapped in their worldview, consequently they can no longer be truly free:

‘He continues to act not according to his inner need, but according to his
unquestioning trust in his own past worldview. Everything is so well set up, so
habitual, has acquired such solid, even aesthetic, forms, that oftentimes one
cannot even lift a finger to disturb this settled picture of inner peace. We are
tightly buttoned up in our worldview, we are well-dressed, we are simply
swaddled in it.”?%

It is necessary, therefore, for a person to release themself from these solidified
worldviews, customs and traditions; to emigrate from inner constraints: ‘In this sense,
we must also emigrate out of this well-being, we must open our souls to all the drafts
and winds of absolute inner freedom. Such, it seems to me, are our inner paths.’292
Here, Skobtsova reflects on the positive spiritual traits of emigration and presents the
loss which can be experienced in emigration as freedom. If this internal emigration
does not take place, then religion becomes ossified and frozen. ‘We cannot stylize
everything as some sweet ringing of Moscow bells — religion dies of stylization. We
cannot cultivate dead customs — only authentic spiritual fire has weight in religious
life. We cannot freeze a living soul with rules and orders — once, in their own time,
they were the expression of other living souls, but new souls demand a corresponding

expression.’?%

20 1pid., 112.
21 bid.

22 1pid., 113.
29 pid., 115.
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Whilst the émigrés have lost their homeland, Skobtsova notes that they have

not lost the Church.

‘...we must first of all understand the mysterious meaning of the fact that, while
we have lost our earthly motherland, we have not lost our heavenly motherland,
that the Church is with us, in our midst — the whole Orthodox Church in her
entirety, not divided into any sub-churches. She is whole in Russia, and she is
whole in the emigration, and she is whole in every parish. And this is the only
place where we can still realize ourselves, and the only work which, despite all,
can succeed.”?%

Skobtsova calls, therefore, for the émigré community to use their freedom for
activity within the Church: ‘Freedom calls us, contrary to the whole world,
contrary not only to the pagans but to many who style themselves Christians, to
undertake the Church’s work in what is precisely the most difficult way.’?%® It is
here that the émigrés may find themselves again, in the midst of the unbinding,
disincarnating, situation of emigration. In giving oneself to the activity of the
Church in emigration, an element of self-giving is involved. Not only in dedicating
one’s life and activity to the Church, but also in sacrificing the past, its visions,

comforts, and traditions:

‘Freedom obliges, freedom calls for sacrificial self-giving, freedom determines
one’s honesty and strictness with oneself and one’s path. And if we want to be
strict and honest, worthy of the freedom given us, we must first of all test our
own attitude toward our spiritual world. We have no right to wax tender-hearted
over all our past indiscriminately — much of that past is far loftier and purer than
we are, but much of it is sinful and criminal.’?%

Freedom calls for the sacrifice of comforting worldviews, of nostalgia and traditions.

It calls for involvement in the life of the Church, which remains whole.

Skobtsova’s implementation of the ideals of the Russian intellectual heritage

within which she operates is therefore not necessarily disrupted by emigration and a

2% 1pid., 113.
2% 1pid., 115.
2% 1bid., 114.
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loss of Russia. In fact, the freedom which emigration warrants allows for an
unhindered exploration of how to incarnate these principles in everyday life. A
continuation of the ‘Russian idea’ in exile does not mean lamenting the loss of the
Russian state, or unthinkingly repeating dead customs, but being open to the creativity
of freedom, within a defined tradition. For Skobtsova, this meant reassessing the
inheritance of the Russian tradition, and reinterpreting it for her contemporary
context. In the setting of RSCM, and her social assistance among the émigreé
community, for Skobtsova this revolved around the dual command to love God and
the neighbour. The inaction of the intelligentsia of St Petersburg, which she lamented,
is therefore corrected by her active engagement with the émigré community in France.
This activity is underlined by involvement in the Church, which remains the one

constant and whole entity in this tumultuous context.

13. Conclusion

This chapter has highlighted the complexity of Skobtsova’s identity as a Russian
thinker. Her thought is strongly influenced by the Slavophiles, particularly in the
notions of sobornost’ and Godmanhood, and her writings reflect a striving for unity
and wholeness which is indicative of the Slavophile project. However, Skobtsova
seeks to translate this tradition into her own context of emigration. In emigration, the
‘Russian idea’ is reassessed. For Skobtsova, Russia’s uniqueness and importance in
the world is to share and embody the principles of sobornost’ and Godmanhood, not
to promote a Russian nationalistic superiority. At the heart of the translation of these
Russian concepts into the émigré context is an opposition to individualism. In this
light, emigration is seen as a loss of the self, of identity, and an unbinding of
wordviews, which allows for the freedom of non-possession to create authentic

Christian community. Skobtsova may be described as a revolutionary Slavophile. She
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is a Slavophile who promotes unbinding from culture and tradition, whilst

maintaining much of the Russian theological inheritance in which she operates.
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Chapter 3: Zhatva Dukha

In the previous chapter, Skobtsova’s Russian influences were highlighted, paying
particular attention to her engagement with Vladimir Soloviev, Alexsei Khomiakov,
and the Symbolist movement. This chapter noted the importance of unity for
Skobtsova, inspired by these thinkers and intellectual currents, the concepts of
Godmanhood, sobornost’, and a particular understanding of love as a striving against
the ego for the furtherment of unity. However, we have also identified Skobtsova’s
frustration with an inactive intelligentsia within this intellectual heritage and a gap
between the people of Russia and the salons of St Petersburg. Coupled with this, we
highlighted the lightness with which Skobtsova held her Russian tradition and her
advocation for ‘unbinding’ from ossified or static worldviews. In the new setting of
emigration, therefore, Skobtsova wishes to express the inheritance of her Russian
intellectual forebears in a different way. She wishes to do this by practically
implementing the notions of sobornos:” and Godmanhood in the everyday, not simply
recognising these principles as intellectual systems, but active realities which need to

be incarnated in society.

From her theological writings in the emigration period, we see how Skobtsova
proposes such a practical implementation. It is significant that one of Skobtsova’s first
theological works in this period is a collection of Lives of the Saints (entitled ‘Zhatva
Dukha’). This chapter suggests that in this work Skobtsova is searching for the
beginnings of her own practical expression of these desires. She turns to what she
perceives as the ‘backbone’ (xpeber) of Orthodoxy (the ascetics, monastics, and

saints of the desert) for a new vision of unity for the contemporary world, and the
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implementation of Godmanhood and sobornost’.?°" The salons of St Petersburg may
seem far removed from the Lives of the Saints and ascetics of the early church.
However, through her retellings, Skobtsova’s Lives resonate with the theological and
philosophical tradition of wholeness and synthesis which she has identified as the
essence of the ‘Russian idea’. The main corrective which she seeks to provide is to
promote a practical engagement with society, rather than a romantic, but

disconnected, understanding of ‘the people’.

An overarching exploration within these tales is how to be ‘in the world’ but
not ‘of the world’. This tension provides the blueprint for Skobtsova’s socially
engaged asceticism and monasticism. This encompasses behaviour which is regarded
as folly by wider society (by challenging orthopraxis and social norms), but which
points towards an alternative, Christian vision of community. The biography chapter
of this thesis has already suggested that holy folly has an important theological place
in Skobtsova’s system, not just in her own eccentric life, and this will be further
explored here. Sacrifice is central to this notion of folly (sacrifice of the ego, ascetic
renunciation, non-possession, fasting, and martyrdom), thus we also see how sacrifice
is key for Skobtsova in the implementation of the unified, wholistic social vision
which she presents. This chapter will suggest that Skobtsova is providing a
justification for her own radical work ‘in the world” here by highlighting these Lives
as the ‘backbone’ of Orthodoxy. By associating her own monasticism with these lives,
she is suggesting that the holy folly of a socially engaged monasticism and asceticism
is not a heterodox, radical diversion from tradition, but rather a return to the source of

the essence of Orthodoxy (and thus, for Skobtsova, the ‘Russian idea’).

297 matw Mapus (CkobuoBa) “Ackerusm” in Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepxu Tom 1 (YMCA Press:
Paris, 1992), 164.
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1. ¢<Zhatva Dukha’

‘Zhatva Dukha’ (The Harvest of the Spirit) was published in 1927 by YMCA Press
and is one of Skobtsova’s earliest published theological works.?® ‘Zhatva Dukha’ is a
collection of eight stylized tales of saints, monastic, and ascetics, which was
originally published in two volumes.?®® In it, Skobtsova retells the stories of early
Christians from the deserts of the Middle East in a distinctive style, using various
sources (known and unknown). The biography chapter in this thesis has already
highlighted the contextual interest in hagiography in the Parisian emigration, with
Lives of the Saints appearing in émigré journals alongside a broader desire to ‘return
to the sources’, a ressourcement and the neo-patristic synthesis. Some of Skobtsova’s
stories were translated and republished as single articles in the first editions of ‘The
Journal of the Fellowship of St Alban & St Sergius’ in 1928, which later became
‘Sobornost’, and in 1994 the collection was republished with an introduction by A. N.
Shestov.3® The Lives cover a range of geographical locations and time periods
including the figures of loanikii, who was a Byzantine Saint from Asia-minor in the
8" Century, the 7" Century Vitalii of Gaza, the 4" Century Egyptian monastic
Serapion the Sindonite, the African tax collector Peter who lived during the reign of
Justinian in the 6 Century, and the martyr Nicephorus of Syrian Antioch who lived

in the 3" Century.

2% The article “Holy Earth”, which this thesis highlights, was also published in 1927.

2% The 1994 reprint also includes an introduction by A. N. Shestov and several poems from a later date
— these poems will not be the focus on my study.

300 Skobtsova wrote additional Lives of the Saints, which remained unpublished. A selection of these
can be found at JXXatBa nyxa (HoBoHaiiieHHbIe skuTHs) (mere-marie.com). These additional,
unpublished tales describe the lives of Abba Leontius the healer, Saint Spyridon Bishop of Trimythous,
Saint Leo of Catania, Marina the Monk, Philaret the Merciful of Amnia, Saints Martinian, Zoe and
Photina of Caesarea, and a tale entitled ‘The Vision of the Theban Elder’. To focus our study, we will
consider the material from the two-volume collection which was published in Skobtsova’s lifetime.
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As stylised retellings of lives of the Saints, Skobtsova’s ‘Zhatva Dukha’ is a
work of hagiography. The form and style of hagiography throughout the Christian
tradition is broad and varied. This diversity has led some scholars, such as Alexandra
Hennessey Olsen, to highlight the difficulty of defining hagiography as a genre.
Hennessey Olsen calls hagiography a ‘curiously amorphous genre’ which can only be
identified by its subject-matter, not by form or style.%%* Similarly, Alice-Mary Talbot
is reticent in defining hagiography, particularly in the Byzantine Period, as a ‘genre’.
Rather, she maintains that a ‘functional definition of hagiography’ is more
appropriate, ‘...which would include all kinds of literary works promoting the
veneration of saints, such as acts of martyrs (passiones), vitae (lives), encomia,
accounts of translations of relics and miracles, and even hymnography.”3%? As the
subject-matter of ‘Zhatva Dukha’ is the lives of eight Saints we can regard the work
as hagiography, according to Hennessey Olsen and Talbot’s definition. However, the
particularities of its form and style are also worth noting, as these highlight
Skobtsova’s methodology and aims when writing in this genre, in distinction to other

writers of this period.

Russian hagiography reflects the diversity in form and style of the wider
tradition. Margaret Ziolkowski has noted the frequent use of Lives of the Saints in
modern Russian literature, and the various ways artists have manipulated and
communicated hagiographic material in their works.>*® G. P. Fedotov refers to this

diversity in his review of ‘Zhatva Dukha’. Fedotov’s observations help us to identify

301 Alexandra Hennessey Olsen, “‘De Historiis Sanctorum’: A Generic Study of Hagiography,” Genre
13 (1980): 410.

302 Alice-Mary Talbot “Hagiography” in The Oxford Handbook of Byzantine Studies ed. Robin
Cormack, John F. Haldon and Elizabeth Jeffreys (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 862.

308 For an illuminating examination of hagiography and its use in the modern period in Russia, see
Margaret Ziolkowski, Hagiography and Modern Russian Literature (Princetown, NJ: Princetown
University Press, 2014).
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the particularities of Skobtsova’s style and form. Comparing Skobtsova’s Lives to
those of Nikolai Leskov (1831-1895), Aleksey Remizov (1877-1957), and Mikhail
Kuzmin (1872-1936), Fedotov claims that these other names, ‘speak of the dangers
threatening the modern teller of legends’.3% Fedotov argues that Leskov’s writing
lacks style, Kuzmin taints his tales with ‘sweet and spicy fruit’ and Remizov
sacrifices an interesting plot for his own self-promotion.3® Fedotov believes that
Skobtsova, on the other hand, is modest. He believes that the success of ‘Zhatva
Dukha’ lies in Skobtsova’s honest yet stylized approach. Fedotov claims that in the
Lives of these saints, Skobtsova is not, ‘searching for historical truth, but for
religiously and artistically important legend, which can speak to the contemporary
soul.”®% Fedotov notes, however, that she does not flavour the retelling of these Lives
with unnecessary artistic goals; she maintains a directness in the retelling, despite not
being immediately concerned with their historical value. Fundamentally, Fedotov
argues, Skobtsova is looking for morally and religiously important legend which
would resonate with readers in the 20" Century. This is an important observation to
establish this collection as a confessing work of hagiography, marking Skobtsova’s

movement from poet to theologian.®®’

Fedotov is correct to observe that Skobtsova is not seeking to produce
historically accurate accounts, neither does she seek a purely artistic endeavour which

is tangential to the original hagiographic material. There is indeed a simplicity to her

304 G. Fedotov, “Review of Zhatva Dukha” in Sovremenniya Zapiski, 35, (1928): 554.

305 Ibid.

308 | bid.

307 However, this does not mean to say that her poetry and theology are exclusive. She continued to
write poetry after her tonsuring (perhaps somewhat unusually) and published Stikhi in 1937. Sergei
Hackel notes (in an article in Sobornost’ in 2000) that Skobtsova dedicates this work to Berdyaev with
the epitaph that monastics can write verse, perhaps alluding to some difficulties or criticism. See Sergei
Hackel, ““Called to be Free’: Mother Maria and Berdiaev” Sobornost’ 22, vol. 2, (2000): 30-43,
especially p. 31.
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style, which highlights certain moral and religious themes within the legends. Despite
Fedotov’s observation of her modest approach, however, it would be a misjudgement
to claim that there is no argument or interpretation in these writings. This can be
found in the themes which Skobtsova is emphasising within the narrative structure. In
his introduction to the 1994 reprint of ‘Zhatva Dukha’, A. N. Shestov claims that it
was a turn to the ethical and moral character of Christianity following the death of her
daughter which prompted Skobtsova to write these Lives of the Saints, which
coincided with her increasing social engagement. Indeed, as Shestov notes, the over-
arching themes in this collection is the moral and ethical concern for the neighbour

(and the centrality of the command to ‘love one another’).3%

Skobtsova’s choice of Saints, the way in which she retells the stories, and the
details of the lives which she includes, all emphasise a relationship between the
spiritual life and loving the neighbour. Asceticism can often be perceived as an
individualistic spiritual exercise, but in these tales Skobtsova is not only making a
strong link between personal ascetic practise, but also communal ascetic endeavours.
In addition to asceticism, the characters from this collection repeatedly mediate the
spiritual transformation of their neighbour, highlighting once again the communal
nature of Skobtsova’s spirituality. Behind this, there is an exploration of how
monastics and ascetics can be ‘in the world’ but not ‘of the world’. A thematic survey
of this work will function as a foundation for an analysis of Skobtsova’s own
constructive theology on asceticism and monasticism as we can see the themes of this

theology already emerging through her retelling of these Lives.

308 A, H. Cycrosa, “Ilupoxuii ITyts J{yxa,” in Cxobuosa, . }0. (Mats Mapus), Kamea Jyxa:
Komnosuyus, npeouciosue, npumeuanue Vol. 1-2, ed. A. N. Shustov (Tomck: Bomoneii, 1994), 3-8.
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This will begin by exploring the relationship in these Lives between retreating
from the world and returning to the world. Skobtsova is keen to emphasise the place
of solitary asceticism as a retreat from the world, but often balances this with a
sharing of spiritual ‘fruits’ by the ascetic in periods of returning to social life. This
movement and balance are evident in Skobtsova’s tale of Ioanikii the Great, where

this exploration shall begin.

2. ‘loannikii the Great’: Solitary Asceticism and Retreat from the World

Asceticism plays a central role in ‘Zhatva Dukha’. Throughout the collection there are
stories of individuals dedicating themselves to prayer and working towards a spiritual
transformation, controlling their passions, reading the Scriptures and the Fathers,
weeping, fasting, and denying themselves luxuries and worldly goods. In several of
the tales, the location of this spiritual transformation is in the desert or the wilderness,
following a withdrawal from the world and society, and a dedication to a solitary
existence. These solitary characters (hermits and wanderers) demonstrate a particular
form of asceticism which Skobtsova is outlining. An example of such a tale is
Skobtsova’s retelling of the story of loannikii the Great, where the theme of personal
and solitary asceticism is particularly strong. The tales, therefore, begin with an

ascetic who retreats from the world for their spiritual benefit.

As a young man, loannikii the Great repeatedly abandons his duties as a
shepherd to seek solitude to pray. He would make the sign of the cross over his sheep
and leave them, knowing that the sign would protect them from wild animals in his
absence. In doing so he is released from the burdens of the world so that he can abide

in prayer; ‘The lad himself, with this sign of the cross, freed himself from the burdens
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of the world and could abide in prayer.”3%® From his youth, loannikii sees worldly
burdens as an obstacle to a spiritual life and identifies a solitary existence as more
conducive to prayer. Therefore, Skobtsova recalls how loannikii leaves his village to
live in solitude. He leads an eremitic life in the wilderness where his activities include
praying, reading the Scriptures and the Fathers, and composing hymns. Alongside this
activity, his life is marked by severe renunciation and a denial of any ‘vain benefits’.
Ioannikii even identifies the work of a monk in terms of renunciation; ‘According to
me, one who exercises coercion upon himself in everything; this is the monk.”31% A
central part of this work of renunciation, for loannikii, is the salvation of his soul.
Following an incident with another monk (where loannikii believes that he himself
has sinned), he ventures further into the desert to atone for his misdeeds in prayer. He
goes to the furthest limit of the desert to continue the hard work of salvation. Here
Skobtsova describes how he humbly and meekly weeps, falling down before Christ

and asking Him to let go of his human sin.

In the story of loannikii, and similarly in tales throughout ‘Zhatva Dukha’,
ascetic endeavours appear to be for the purpose of controlling, destroying, or over-
coming earthly passions and desires. There is a link between these passions and sin,
although they are not conflated. Skobtsova employs imagery of candles and fire to
describe this effect in loannikii’s prayer; ‘loannikii’s flaming prayer withstood all
human passions and its flames scorched all the passions of humankind.3'* His

dedication to prayer resulted in his ‘human passions’ being ‘scorched’. There is a

309 ¢CaM sKke OTPOK THM 3HAMEHHMEM KPECTHBIM 0CBOOOKIAN ce0s OT TATOCTU MUPCKOTO [ENa K MOT
npedbiBath B MosuTBe.” D. FO. CkobuoBa (Mate Mapus), JKamea /[yxa: komnoszuyus, npeouciosue,
npumeuanue, Vol. 1-2, ed. A. N. Shustov (Tomck: Bogoneit, 1994), 10. From here this will be
referenced as Zhatva Dukha.

310 “TJo mmue, kTO nenaet cebe BO BceM NPUHYKAeHHE, TOT MoHax.” Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 10.
an cMOJ’IHTBa I/IO&HHI/IKI/ISI IJIaME€HEM CBOUM HpOTI/IByCTOﬂHa BCEM CTpaCTf{M YCIOBCUYCCKUM U
IUIAMEHEM CBOUM ITOTIAIIsIA BCe cTpacTh uenoBedeckue.” Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 12.
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suggestion here that ‘passions’ are equated with sinful desires; something which
should be thoroughly destroyed through prayer, as Skobtsova continues to describe
how he transcended his body and sin; ‘So he became in his body as one without flesh,
and in a sinful nature as one without sin.”®!2 As a result of Ioannikii’s renunciation he

is transformed in his body as well as his soul and spirit.>*3

Destroying human passions is a common theme throughout ascetic literature.
The importance of this effort and the place of solitude is highlighted, for example, in
the Philokalia by St John Cassian, whose work Skobtsova highlights elsewhere in her

article “The Second Gospel Commandment’,

‘Self-reform and peace are not achieved through the patience which others show
us, but through our own long-suffering towards our neighbour. When we try to
escape the struggle for long-suffering by retreating into solitude, those unhealed
passions we take there with us are merely hidden, not erased; for unless our
passions are first purged, solitude and withdrawal from the world not only foster
them but also keep them concealed, no longer allowing us to perceive what
passion it is that enslaves us. On the contrary, they impose on us an illusion of
virtue and persuade us to believe that we have achieved long-suffering and
humility, because there is no one present to provoke and test us.’3%*

Cassian recognises a need to purge human passions before withdrawal from the world
and a life of solitude in order for the person to be truly changed by their situation.
Alongside renunciation and withdrawal, he advocates for a transformation of the

human condition by the destruction of passions. Cassian’s understanding of solitary

312 “Tak yTo cTAl OH BO MIIOTH KaK Obl GECIIOTEH, U B IPEXOBHOI1 IIpUpoje Kak Obl 6e3rperieH.’
Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 12.

S13A similar theme is expressed in the description of the ascesis of Vitalii the Monk; ‘And thus having
attained to a great age and having risen to a great height in his knowledge of God, he became, as it
were, quite devoid of earthly passions. With the fire of prayer he burned away the tares in his soul; with
fasting he chained his sinful flesh; by a contemplation of heavenly things he became blind to all
contemplation of earthly goods.” In Russian: ‘[locTUrHyB ke MPEKJIOHHOW CTAPOCTH U MOAHABLIMCH HA
60J'H>Hly}0 BBICOTY 60FOH03HaHI/I$I, ObUI COBCEM JIMIIIEH CTpaCTefI 3eMHBIX. OTHEM MOJIMTBBI IOIAJIHIT
TIJICBEJIbI AYIIEBHBIC, TIOCTOM CKOBAJI 'PEHIHYIO IUIOTh, CO3CPLHAHNEM HeOeCHOTO ociernuiI ce0s K
co3epuanbioii 3emubIx Osar.” Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 28. Translation from “Live of the Saints:
Vitalius the Monk” in Journal of the Fellowship of St. Alban & St. Sergius, no. 1 (June 1928), 4.

314 St John Cassian, “On the Eight Vices,” in The Philokalia: The Complete Text, Volume One, trans.
and ed. by G. E. H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, Kallistos Ware (New York: Farrar, Straus and Girous,
1983), 85.
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retreat is a common refrain throughout much ascetic literature, and within the

Orthodox monastic tradition, and which is present in Skobtsova’s life of Ioannikii.

In Skobtsova’s retelling of the life of loannikii, the aim of renunciation is a
personal transformation where human passions and desires are destroyed. However,
the focus on personal asceticism in Skobtsova’s collection of Lives is often only the
beginning of the story. An ascetic’s retreat from the world, in her retellings, often
precedes a return to the world. This does not negate the importance of ascetic
transformation which these figures encounter in solitary isolation, yet it contextualises
such spirituality within a broader narrative of engagement with others, and an active

incarnation of a purified form of love.
3. loannikii is sent out to the world

After many years spent in solitude and prayer, God calls the hermit Ioannikii to ‘go to

the world’ to share his spiritual wealth:

‘God did not want to keep this vessel intact, and God decided to give what
loannikii had acquired as food for people, so that the hungry could be somewhat
filled in spirit. And He bid His servant to go to the world, to comfort and to ease
the sufferings of the world, to fight with human passions and to pray for peace
among people. And so loannikii being old, even ancient, left the desert and
carried his invaluable gold [treasure] to the impoverished and hungry world.”3%°

loannikii wanders around villages and cities acting as a spiritual guide to people he
meets. He prays for people and meets them face to face. loannikii does not keep the
‘spiritual fruits” which he has developed to himself. Rather, he goes into the world to

act as a spiritual guide and sharing his wisdom. As he shares these spiritual gifts, we

315 ‘Korya e coBepIImMiock Tak, He 3axoTen ['ocross 6epeub cocy 1 3TOT HEPACTUIECKAHHBIM, W PELIHIT
Jath npuoOpeTeHHoe MoaHHWKHEM B THILY JIFO/IM, Aa0bI ¥ TOJIOJHBIE HECKOJIBKO HACBITHIIMCH TyXOM.
U nosenen OH paby CBOeMy HIATH B MHp, YTEIIUTH U 00JIETYUTH CKOPOb MUPCKHE, OOPOTHCS CO
CTPACTAMHU 4YEJIOBEYECKMMH U MOJIUTBCS O MOKOE JtoAeil. Tak, ApeBHUM cTapueM NOKUHYA MoaHHMKUI
IIYCTHIHIO U ITOHEC MHOTOLIEHHOE 30JI0TO CBOE OOHMIIIABIIIEMY U rojiogHomMy mupy.” Skobtsova, Zhatva
Dukha, 12.
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see a particular example of voluntary, personal sacrifice. Skobtsova writes that when
meeting with people in need, loannikii helps them to exchange their earthly burdens
for the easy yoke of Christ: ‘And it seemed also to the people, that after this meeting
in exchange of their unbalanced burdens of earthly cares and doubts, they received the
easy yoke of Christ.”3!® In exchanging his ‘spiritual fruits’, Ioannikii takes upon
himself the burdens of others, sacrificing his own ‘treasure’ for the good of others,

and in so doing risks his own spiritual welfare.

Skobtsova describes such an occasion when loannikii is asked to assist
someone battling with demonic possession. On his travels loannikii meets a nun who
had been the most diligent and obedient member of her community but is now
possessed by a demon. She is overcome with the spirit of despair, anger, adultery, and
pride. This possession even has a physical impact on the nun as blood drips from her
eyes, her mouth foams, she experiences terrible fits and her character changes as she
loudly blasphemes against God. loannikii reaches this convent, and the Abbess
appeals to him to assist the possessed nun. loannikii agrees and lays his hands on the

nun, saying;

‘By the will and by the power of the living God, I the worthless servant of God
loannikii, take upon myself your sin (if you have sinned), and your burden (if a
burden was sent to you for testing). Because my shoulders are stronger than
your shoulders. Because to me, who has been tempted, it is easier to make war
with the enemy. Because in the name of love | want to accept the difficulties of
your path. And let you, in your humility, be free from temptation.’3’

loannikii identifies himself as a ‘worthless servant of God’. It is this humility which

prompts loannikii to offer to accept the burdens and sin of the possessed nun upon

316 ‘11 kazanoch Maxke JMIOAM, UTO MOCHIE STUX BCTPEY MOJIydYald OHH B3aMEH CBOETO HETIOMEPHOTO
rpy3a 3eMHBIX 3a00T U COMHEHUH, - nerkoe uro Xpuctoro.” Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 12.

317 ‘Boneto u cunoro Bora xwuBoro, 6epy i, HeOCTONHBIN pad Gosxunii MoaHHUKHH, Ha ce0st TpexX TBOIA,
- €CJIM Thl COTPEIINIIA, U TSXKECTh TBOIO, - €CJIH T0ciaHa Tebe B HCIbITaHHEe TshKecTh. [loToMy 4TO
CUIIbHEe MOi TIeud TBoUX Iuied. [IoToMy 4To MHE, HCKYLIIEHHOMY, Jierde BOeBaTh ¢ BparoM. [loromy
9TO BO MMsI JTFOOBH X0UYy S IPUHATH TPy TBOETo MyTH. U 1a Gy/Iems Thl B CMUPEHHH CBOUM CBOGOIHA
ot uckymenus.” Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 13.
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himself. He believes that he has the spiritual strength to battle with her sin and
temptation because of the ascetic work which he performed in the desert, where he
fought and overcame passions, temptations, and demons. Another motivating factor,
however, is love (‘in the name of love I want to accept the difficulties of your path’).
loannikii wants to accept her difficulties so that she can be free. Here, therefore, we
see how the spiritual heights which loannikii achieves combine in action with his
dedication to humility and the love which he shows to the neighbour. Alongside the
other nuns of the community, Ioannikii’s prayers are answered; the demon leaves the

nun, enters loannikii and the nun dies peacefully.

However, when loannikii leaves the monastery, he feels the full effect of this
burden. Skobtsova describes how the sun appears as if it is full of blood, the earth
dries up, plants fill with poison and the birds stop singing: ‘The fruitful and blooming
earth became a sour desert, and corruption and death covered it.”*!® For loannikii, the
world becomes devoid of God; he is entirely on his own. Then he becomes
overwhelmed by sinful thoughts and despair takes hold of him. He is so overcome by
despair and sin that it seems as if he had not led an ascetic life in the desert at all; ‘His
heart became the home of the devil, his mind became clouded, a sound mind and
power departed him.”3° It appears that loannikii is unable to fight with this burden.
However, Skobtsova writes, ‘At the very bottom of his soul flickered only one fiery
point — memory.”3?° The memory appears to be of his former life of asceticism, where
he defeated demons and temptation. This memory, as he experiences God-

forsakenness, is also of God (who he describes as his hope, refuge, and protection).

318 ‘Crana ny1010po/iHas M 1BETYIAs 3€MJIs FTOPHKOM MyCTHIHEN, U 0OBSIIM €€ TIEHHUE U CMEPTD.’
Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 13.

319 ‘Craso ero cepie MECTOKHUTENLCTBOM JIyKaBOTr0, 3aTyMaHMIICS Pa3yM, OTOILIO TPE3BJIEHHUE U
cuiel yoamu.” 1bid.

320 11 Tonpko HA caMOM JHE TyLIH TbLIAIa OJIHA OTHEHHAS TOYKa, - mamatk.” 1bid.
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Ioannikii realises that this task is too difficult for his ‘weak human powers’. He

despairs, can no longer pray, or fight with the enemy, and falls to the ground.

The conclusion of this tale is perhaps the most allegorical and opaque section
of the narrative. When he is on the ground loannikii sees a snake. He feels despair so
strongly that he wishes to be poisoned by the snake and die, rather than continuing to
live a wretched life. However, after making eye contact with the snake, it convulses
and dies. At the death of the snake creation is once again restored; the sun shines, the
sky is blue, ‘the earth became the footstool for God’s feet, and the blue sky — the
throne of the Almighty.’3?* Following this, ‘the weight fell from Ioannikii ’s
shoulders, sinful thoughts fell to his feet life an old corrupted garment, and the enemy
lay in the dust, defeated.”®?? Unlike the preceding narrative, this defeat was not
dependent on loannikii ’s spiritual strength. In fact, loannikii’s deliverance appears
surprising given that he had fallen into despair and could no longer pray. There is a
suggestion, therefore, that the ascetic heights which a person can achieve are limited
and remain subject to grace. loannikii realises that some burdens are beyond human
endurance. This draws a distinction between a figure such as loannikii and Christ.
loannikii, when deserted by God, was dependent on the miraculous when confronted
with despair and sin. This is reinforced by loannikii’s repeated prayer; ‘The Father is
my hope, the Son is my refuge, the Holy Spirit is my protection, Holy Trinity glory to

you.”%2 In a collection which focuses so often on human endeavour, this is an

321 ¢

14.

322 “TskecTs ynana ¢ mied VoaHHUKHS, TPEXOBHBIE OMBICIIBI, KAK BETXAs UCTIEBIIAS OexkK/a,
CKaTHITICh K HOTaM €ro, - Bpar Jieskall Bo mpaxe, mocpamieHnsii.” 1bid.

323 <~ Yniosanue moe, - Orern, npubesxuie Moe, - CelH, HOKpoB Mo, - Jyx Casroii, - Tpouna csras,
cnasa Te6Ge.” Ibid.

U cTalia 3eMiisl oIHOXKeM Hor BoxkbuX, U cuHeBa HebGecHast - npectosiom Beenepxkurenst.” 1bid.,
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important boundary to draw in a discussion of asceticism as Skobtsova is, perhaps,

highlighting the necessity of divine assistance in any ascetic work.

In the Life of loannikii, as told by Skobtsova, an importance is placed on
humble sacrifice. loannikii is not only willing to share his spiritual wisdom and to
accompany the sinners whom he meets, he is also willing to accept their sin, burdens,
and demons upon himself. This reveals an insight into the nature of love in
Skobtsova’s tales. This thesis has already noted the influence of Soloviev’s ‘The
Meaning of Love’ on Skobtsova, with its emphasis on suspending one’s egoism in
order to unite with another and to recognise one’s own authentic individuality. In
Skobtsova’s Lives we have a similar insistence on the suspension of egoism, but a
more pronounced emphasis on sacrifice. Love is what compels loannikii to sacrifice
his own personal safety for the life of another, even risking death. In this action we
see a mirroring with the work of Christ’s salvific work. Indeed, in a not dissimilar
way to Christ, loannikii submits his will to God, as a ‘slave of God’, recognising that
he can achieve nothing without the power and grace of the one to whom he submits.
This notion can also be identified in Skobtsova’s own understanding of creativity, to

which this thesis will return.

4. ‘Vitalii the Monk’

A similar progression to the narrative of Ioannikii’s life is mapped by Skobtsova in
her tale, ‘Vitalii the Monk’. In this Life, we see the movement from solitary ascetic to
a spiritually ‘in the world’. Vitalii’s engagement with others in the cities in which he
travels resonates with the sacrificial form of love which has already been noted in the
Life of loannikii. In this Life, we have a developed sense of the relationship between

suffering and love, as well as an indication of Skobtsova’s understanding of sin.
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For Vitalii, loving the neighbour means being involved in their battle with sin.
In a similar way to loannikii, this compulsion emerges for Vitalii following a life of

severe asceticism:

‘And when he attained to a perfect love of the Lord, his heart became pierced by
a compassionate love of his neighbour — the man in sorrow. But he thought less
of those who follow the great and burdensome path of struggle for God’s sake,
for always before his spiritual eyes he could see those who knew not of the
possibility of such a struggle but who are swept along by the fettered way of sin.
He felt the heavy flesh of the world and his heart became sick with a wounding
sorrow for the depth of the fall of man.’3?*

Once Vitalii had reached a ‘perfect love of the Lord’, he was ‘pierced’ by a love of his
neighbour. Vitalii’s story begins with a solitary, isolated path of asceticism which is
directed towards developing his love of God. It is only when his love towards God
has been perfected through an ascetic life that he then becomes concerned for the
neighbour. Skobtsova describes this concern for the neighbour with vivid and
distinctly physical imagery. His heart was ‘pierced’ and, ‘became sick with a
wounding sorrow’. This is not a form of love which is duty-bound or dispassionate; it
is an uncomfortable pain, similar to a deep wound, because his love is manifested in a
concern for the neighbour’s sins. This description has clear Marian undertones, with
the reference of a heart pierced by sorrow.3?> The physicality of Vitalii’s love for the
neighbour is similar to the bodily effect of this sin in the neighbour. Their sin is

described as ‘heavy flesh’. The imagery used to describe the embodied lives of the

324 ‘Y1 xorma JOCTHT OH COBEpILEHHO} M00BH K ['ocmoy, To 6BLIO CEplle ero IPOH3EHO
KATOCTIMBOU JIFOOOBBIO K OJM)KHEMY CBOEMY, - cKopOsieMy yenoBeky. Ho MeHbIle OH qyman o Tex,
KTO MAET BEJIUKUM U TPYIHBIM IyTEM IIOJBHUIa, IOTOMY YTO BCEI/a MPECTOSIIM €ro JyXOBHOMY SIKO Te,
KTO MOJJBHTa HE 3HAET, a BJICYETCS HECBOOOAHBIM MyTeM rpexa. [I04yBCTBOBAJ OH TSKENYIO IUIOTh
MHpa, U 3a00JIeNI0 Cep/Ille ero MyKOI0 yA3BIsoliiei 00 uenoBeyeckom naaennn.” Skobtsova, Zhatva
Dukha, 28. Translation from: “Live of the Saints: Vitalius the Monk” in Journal of the Fellowship of
St. Alban & St. Sergius, no. 1 (June 1928): 4.

3% Indeed, Mary’s involvement in the suffering of her Son (her co-suffering) is extremely important for
Skobtsova’s understanding of human love and communion. This theme will be returned to in this
thesis.
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neighbours and Vitalii focuses on suffering in both instances; some as a result of sin,

and the other from love.

This episode also shows Skobtsova’s acknowledgement of the reality of sin.
This is expanded upon in her essays such as ‘Concerning the Anti-Christ’ (‘O6
Antuxpucte’) where she notes the presence of original sin; ‘The fate of humankind is
tied to original sin, with the fall not only of Adam but also Eve. The two of them
begin the path of the human race, the image of God is opened in the two of them, the
gift of freedom was revealed in both of them and both of them were defeated by the
ancient serpent.”3? The inheritance of Adam and Eve for all people, according to
Skobtsova, is both the reality of original sin but also the image of God and the gift of
freedom. Here in the tale of Vitalii we see how he struggles with this human path as
he seeks to use his freedom to unearth the image of God in people and over-come the

inheritance of original sin.

Prompted by the pain which he felt for the sin of his neighbour, Vitalii decided
to leave the desert and enter the world; ‘And because of sin he had such compassion
towards the world, that he no longer could remain in the wilderness abiding in prayer;
for if he remained in the desert he was the only satisfied one among many hungry
ones which meant a turning away from the sorrow of the world.”®?’ Skobtsova
describes the compassion which he feels as ripe fruit; ‘And when this loving

compassion was ripe in his heart and he had not the strength to bear in himself its ripe

326 ‘Cynp0a uenoBeuecTBa CBA3aHa C TIEPBOPOIHBIM IPEXOM, C IPEXOTIAIEHHEM HE OJIHOTO TOJIBKO
Apnama, Ho 1 EBBI. VIMu 1BYMS HauaT IyTh YeJIOBEUECKOTO POJa, B HUX JIBOMX OTKPHIT ObIIT 00pa3
00’XHii, B HUX 000MX SBJIEH J1ap cBOOOIbI 1 00a OHM OBbUIN TOOEXIeHb! ApeBHNM 3MeeM.” Mats Mapust
(Ckob1ioBa) “‘O6 Antuxpucre’” B Bocnomunarnus, Cmamwvu, Ouepku Tom 2 (YMCA Press: Paris,
1992), 167.

327 ‘1 no npuuKHe rpexa UMell OH K MUPH TaKylo 5KajloCTh, YTO HE MOT YKe OCTaBaThCs B IyCTHIHE HA
MoJutBe. [IpeObiBas B yCThIHE, ObUI OH €JMHBIM CHITBIM CPEI MHOTHX TOJIOJHBIX, - X 3TO OBLIO
HeOpexxeHrneM MUPCKO0 ckopObio.” Zhatva Dukha, 28. “Vitalius the Monk’, Fellowship translation, 4.
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fruit, he decided to seek for an incarnation of his love and a way for applying his
compassion.”3?® Therefore, Vitalii leaves the wilderness and travels to Alexandria to
seek to apply the love, that love which has pierced him, to the sinful people of the
city. The comparison to fruit reinforces the suggestion that Vitalii’s love has been
grown and developed through his ascetic practice, and these benefits (which have
ripened) can now be shared with others. This agricultural image is similar to an
allusion Skobtsova makes to harvest; ‘Thus a reaper leaves his house and, taking his
sickle, sets off to the harvest.”3?® Vitalii is not only someone who grows and develops
spiritual ‘fruit’ to share, he is also a harvester, looking to cut down any sin which he
encounters. This relates to this work’s title, the ‘harvest of the spirit’, as it seeks to
portray characters who are concerned for the inner lives of the neighbour. This
concern is not a dispassionate affiliation, but a form of work, much like an

agricultural worker tending the field of another person’s spirit.

In Alexandria, Vitalii visits ‘dens’ and meets with prostitutes, with whom he
prays and discusses their problems. Vitalii expresses a deep concern for their welfare,
and he becomes a spiritual guide to many women across the city. At his death, the

women whom he had helped remark on his influence over their lives;

‘...1n great love the women told how in prayer and singing of psalms and in
tears he passed his nights with them, by these means taking on himself the
heavy labour and immeasurable struggle, and teaching them to shed tears, pray
and repent. And they said there existed no price for his compassion and there
existed no measure for his love.’3*

328 Y korga cospena B cepAle €ro 3Ta JOOOBHAS YKAIOCTh U CTAI0 eMY He [0 CHJIAM HOCHUT B cebe
3peiblii IUI0]] €€, TO PELIN OH UCKATh BOILIOMICHHUS TF00BU U puMeHeHus xanoctu.” Skobtsova,
Zhatva Dukha, 28. “Vitalius the Monk’, Fellowship, 4.

329 “Tak ocTaBIseT XKHEI JOM CBOI H, B3SB CepII, BRIXOAUT Ha :xaTtBy.” Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 28.
‘Vitalius the Monk’, Fellowship, 5.

330 ‘5 penuKoii I0OBU MOBEIAJH JKEHIIMHBI, KAK B MOJIUTBE U MCAJIMOIIEHHH, U B CJIe3aX, IIPOBOIMI OH
y HUX HOYHM CBOM, TEM CAMBIM IIOJbIMast Ha ce0sl TSHKEIBIN TPY/I ¥ HEMOMEPHBIN MTOJBHT, & MX y4a
cie3am, ¥ MOJIMTBE, U nokasiHuto.” Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 31. “Vitalius the Monk’, Fellowship, 7.
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Vitalii not only teaches the women about the spiritual path, and certain traits of
ascetic expression such as the shedding of tears, but he takes their burdens upon

himself in limitless love and compassion, understood as a co-suffering.

In the retelling of the life of Vitalii, Skobtsova once again narrates the
movement of a hermit who dedicates himself to asceticism in solitary isolation into a
person who enters the world to share his spiritual wisdom. Like loannikii, Vitalii is
deeply concerned with the spiritual welfare of other people; in the story of Vitalii this
is marked more strongly in terms of the ‘neighbour’ than in the life of loannikii. Not
only does Vitalii express concern for his neighbour, but he also acts as their spiritual
guide. Most interestingly, perhaps, he takes their burdens upon himself. He is
personally involved in the spiritual life of his neighbour by a form of compassion
which captivates his whole being. Vitalii refuses to be cut off from sinners and this is
motivated by a form of love which makes him vulnerable to receive the pain and
suffering of others. Here we see a development of the understanding of love (as
identified in the Life of loannikii) which places compassion (understood as co-
suffering) at the heart of active love. For Skobtsova, such an approach will be
foundational for her own theological understanding of the ‘mysticism of human
communion’, and a Marian form of compassionate involvement with the life of

another.

5. The Refusal to be cut off from sinners

The Lives of loannikii and Vitalii, as retold by Skobtsova, often follow a progression
of retreating from the world to overcome the passions, to returning to the world to
share this spirituality with others. loannikii was sent to the world to comfort and ease

its suffering, as he was overflowing with spiritual ‘treasure’. Vitalii, similarly, felt
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compassion for the ‘heavy flesh’ of the world and travelled to the city to battle with
the sin of others. In both these tales, and across the collection, Skobtsova promotes an
engagement with others and presents a model of ascetic life where the spiritually
‘wise’ individual shows active love to their neighbours by engaging with their sin and

seeking to transform them.

Within ‘Zhatva Dukha’ this is furthered through Skobtsova’s emphasis on the
dangers of ‘cutting off” sinners. In the tale entitled ‘The Path to Human Souls’,
Skobtsova highlights the dangers of being cut off (orcexars, oTceus) from sinners. In
this tale we hear of ascetics who desire to not be separated from sinners, but to build
bridges to them for the good of their transformation. The protagonist of this tale,
Akhille, remarks; ‘It must be remembered, that different medicines are given for
different illnesses. And therefore, one should never cut off sinners [orcexaTts
rpemnnKoB], but search for a means by which they might be healed.’**! Achille does
the will of a sinner so that he might form a productive bond with him: ‘if I did not do
to him [the sinner] as he asked, then he would think that I, having heard about his
sins, did not want to fulfil his request because of them. And by doing so, | would have
cut him off from myself, and he would have become bitter.’**? Rather than removing
himself from the sinner, Akhille promotes a deeper involvement with the life of that
person. Renouncing the sinner, and cutting them off, would thwart the aim of

transfiguration.

331 ‘Hato NOMHHMTB, YTO Pa3IMYHbIE JIEKAPCTBA OBIBAIOT MPOTHB PasINYHbIX 60JIE3HEN. A TOTOMY
HUKOT'JIa HEJIB3A OTCECKAaTh I'PCITHUKOB, HO HCKATh, KAKMUMHU CPEACTBAMU MOXKHO UX I/ICHCHI/ITB.’
Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 44.

332 ‘eciin eMy He cJIeNIaTh JKEJIaeMOro, TO OH MOYMAET, UTO 5, YCIILIXaB O €r0 IPexax, Mo MX NPUIHHE
HE XOTeJI UCTIONHUTE €ro Mpock0y. M Tak oTcek ObI s ero ot cedst u oskectour.” Ibid., 42,
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The desire to not be cut off from sinner resonates with Skobtsova’s later
theology, especially in ‘The Second Gospel Commandment’. Skobtsova maintains

that one’s attitude toward another person’s inner world should be as follows:

‘One should be able literally “to put oneself in the place” of the other person, try
to evaluate and experience what he feels in himself, to be everyone for
everyone. Even another man’s passions should be judged, not from outside, but
by entering the inner atmosphere of the one who experiences them. We must
have the strength not to define generally what a given man should or should not
do, but to define him from within his own inner state, to seek to free him from
his passions and emotions not by cutting them off maximally [B MakcumanbHOM
otceyenuH |, but by a conscious and profound overcoming, shifting,
transfiguring of them.”33

The word for ‘cutting off” is the same here in Skobtsova’s own constructive theology
as in her tale ‘The Path to Human Souls’, which reinforces Skobtsova’s own place in
this narrative and her insistence on unity between persons, regardless of the presence
or absence of sin. In Skobtsova’s later constructive theology, we see how she suggests
that self-isolation from others is actually a form of sin, as Rowan Williams has
articulated.®** Within ‘Zhatva Dukha’, we can see how Skobtsova warns against
cutting off sinners, in favour of a conscious engagement with them in limitless

solidarity and compassion.

Whilst Skobtsova warns against cutting off sinners, in these tales she also
highlights the positive ideal of unity between persons. The concept of sobornost’, in
particular, is evident in Skobtsova’s retelling of the life of the martyr Nikifor and his
friend Sapriki. These two friends begin the tale with a close platonic bond, as

Skobtsova writes:

‘In Syrian Antioch lived a certain presbyter named Sapriki. And he had a friend
Nikifor, with whom from youth he shared every joy and sorrow, and they were

333 Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment,” EW, 56. For the Russian text, see: Mars Mapus
(CkobuoBa), “Bropas Esanrennckas 3anosens [ The Second Gospel Commandment],” in
Bocnomunanus, Cmamwu, Ouepku Tom 1 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 225.

334 Rowan Williams, Looking East in Winter, 221.
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of one mind and in harmony about everything, as if united in one spirit but
dwelling in two bodies.” 3%

The harmony between the two friends is so strong that they appear to be of ‘one
spirit’, whilst in two separate bodies. There is a sense here of mystical togetherness
between the two characters which alludes to sobornost’. This is manifested in a
particular episode where Nikifor and Sapriki pretend to argue over the ownership of a
random object (a brick) just to experience a quarrel, and to resemble the vast majority
of people who do not experience this depth of unity. In Skobtsova’s retelling this
brotherly unity is interrupted, however, by the machinations of a demon. The devil
promotes jealousy between the two friends, which escalates into hatred and strife.
Sapriki becomes particularly embittered towards Nikifor and the bond of brotherly
unity is thoroughly broken. Despite Nikifor’s best efforts to reconcile with his friend,
Sapriki obstinately refuses to engage with him. This highlights the danger of sin, as
represented by the demon, and the very human consequences of division, and another

example of being cut off from the other.
6. ‘Serapion the Sindonite’ and Holy Folly

By refusing to be cut off from sinners, we have seen the development of an
understanding of love in ‘Zhatva Dukha’ which willingly risks sacrifice for the other.
This is even a form of love which prompts a person to accept the sins of another onto
themself. The character of Vitalii, inspired by such love, was pierced with grief by the
sin and suffering of others which precipitated a limitless engagement with the other.
Fedotov, in his review of ‘Zhatva Dukha’ identifies this form of sacrificial love as

‘foolish’. Indeed, the notion of holy folly adds another dimension to the exploration

3% ‘B Antnoxuu Cupuiickoif sxun Hexuii npecsutep umenem Canpoikuu. Y umen apyra Hukudopa, ¢
KOTOPBIM OT FOHOTO BO3PAacTa JEJIMIICS BCEMH PAIOCTSIMH U NIEUAIIIMH, U ObUTH OHU €IMHOMBICIICHBI 1
COTJIaCHBI BO BCEM, KaK ObI €IMHBIM JyXOM B IByX Teslax ooutas.’” Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 20.
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within ‘Zhatva Dukha’ of individuals being ‘in the world” but not ‘of the world’.
These Lives tell the story of ascetics who are actively engaged in society, but whose
actions are not recognised as conventional or wise by normative standards. Thus, they
are ‘in the world’, but demonstrating behaviour which sets them apart from the
society around them. Elements of the holy folly tradition can be identified in the Life

of Serapion the Sindonite which will be explored here.

Holy fools (topoauBsrif) are an unusual phenomenon, characterised by
eccentric and erratic conduct. Holy fools demonstrated behaviour which would have
been socially unacceptable or challenging. This may take the form of nakedness,
rudeness, committing crimes and sometimes an apparently liberal attitude to sin.
These actions are performed, however, with the intention of unsettling orthopraxis
and in so doing revealing an aspect of the Gospel. In this way, Jesse Perillo notes that
holy fools challenge accepted social and religious practices; ‘Ultimately, the holy fool
acts so as to question the boundary between what is sacred and what is profane and to
question whether common secular or religious conventions are truly sane
practices.’3® In addition, holy fools were also recognised for their humility. In this
instance, folly was used as a deliberate mask to hide the person’s sanctity and protect
them from pride, as Sergey Ivanov notes: ‘The Orthodox Church holds that the holy
fool voluntarily takes upon himself the mask of insanity in order that he may thereby
conceal his own perfection from the world and hence avoid the vanity of worldly
praise.’3¥" The holy fool is therefore someone who disrupts conventions, challenges

communities and possesses profound levels of humility and an absence of egoism.

336 Jesse Perillo, "The Prophetic without Power and Disruption without Direction: The Witness of Holy
Fools" in Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 36, no. 1 (2016): 148.

337 Sergey A. lvanov, “Introduction” in Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2006), 2.
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For Skobtsova, the roots of holy folly lie in the example of the cross of Christ.
In particular, holy folly imitates the kenotic quality of Christ’s salvific work. Kenosis
refers to the free self-emptying and condescension of Christ involved in the
Incarnation. G. P. Fedotov describes kenosis as an, ‘evacuation, self-emptying, or
self-stripping. Coming down to earth, the Heavenly Christ strips off his divine glory
to be invested with the “poor garb” of humanity.”**® The cross, in addition to the
Incarnation itself, is part of this kenotic movement, as Christ continued to endure the
‘poor garb’ of humanity, even to the point of death. Christ emptied himself on the
cross, stripping himself of his divine glory and freely lowering himself to a state of
helplessness. In doing so, he endured the humiliation of abuse, ridicule, and

powerlessness.

As Christ gave himself for the world, this self-giving always involves the
other whom it saves. It has an intrinsically social character, as observed by
Fedotov.>*® However, the world does not fully understand Christ’s self-giving, and
often regards it as foolishness. St Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians outlines the
dialectic between the ‘wisdom’ of the world and the ‘folly’ of Christ’s salvific work
which the world cannot understand. Skobtsova cites 1 Corinthians 1:27-29 in her
article ‘Holy Fools”®*%; ‘But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise;
God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and
despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so that

no one might boast in the presence of God.” There is a juxtaposition between the

33 G. P. Fedotov, “The Religious Sources of Russian Populism,” The Russian Review 1, no. 2 (Apr.,
1942): 35.

339 Ibid.

340 In French: Elizaveta Skobtsova “Les fols-en-Christ”, trans. A. Nicolsky and H. Arjakovsky-
Klépinine in Le Jour du Saint Esprit, 395-413. In Russian, see: Mars Mapus (Cxo6ioBa), E. 1O.
Kysemuna-Kapasaesa, “O IOpoaussix [About the Holy Fools],” in Poccust u Omuzpayus, ed. T.B.
BuxToposa, JI.B. Kpomkuna, H.B. Jluksunnesa, E JI. Maiinanosuy, H.A. Ctpyse, A.W. [lImanna-
Benukanosa (Pycckuii [Tyts, YMCA Press: Mockga, [Tapwx, 2019), 88-99.
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wisdom of God and the ‘spirit of the world’ (1 Corinthians 2:12). Therefore, despite
Christ’s actions being for the world, the world’s inability to appreciate God’s wisdom
creates a tension between the ‘spirit of the world’ and the ‘wisdom of God.” Authentic

wisdom, therefore, is perceived as folly by the world.

The holy fool imitates Christ in his humiliation on the cross, as H. Murav has
noted; ‘not Jesus enthroned but the sufferings of “the word made flesh.” [...] The holy
fool [...] takes on the form of a fool, thereby inviting the mockery and abuse that are
symbolised by the cross.” Furthermore, °...the holy fool, as he is represented by the
hagiography, seems to be an emblem of both the incarnate God and the most fallen
man’.®*! Similarly, in ‘The Religious Sources of Russian Populism’, Fedotov notes
the self-effacing quality of Holy Fools; ‘In them [the holy fools] self-emptying ascetic
poverty reached its limits, they stripped themselves of their human reason and of
moral decency.’3#? Holy fools emulate Christ by stripping themselves of dignity,
status, and power. In so doing, the world perceives them as foolish and, as a result,

they suffer a similar form of mockery and abuse which Christ endured on the cross.

In ‘Zhatva Dukha’ there are several characteristics of holy folly. These include
nakedness, erratic behaviour, and a radical commitment to non-possession. But
primarily in ‘Zhatva Dukha’, holy folly is present in the ascetics’ selflessness and
willingness to sacrifice. It is these qualities which marks the ascetics out from society
as different. The self-effacing behaviour, combined with a lack of personal interest,
concern or safety, distinguishes this selflessness as foolish. For the holy fool, this

selfless movement towards the world serves two important purposes, according to

341 H, Murav, Holy Foolishness: Dostoevsky’s Novels and the Poetics of Cultural Critique (Stanford,
Cal.: Stanford University Press, 1992) 27-8, 26.
342 Fedotov, “The Religious Sources of Russian Populism,” 35.
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Skobtsova. Firstly, the selflessness of folly protects the ascetic from the sin of pride.
Therefore, folly can be a useful spiritual practice against egoism. Secondly, an ascetic
who turns to the world in folly may be more approachable for those seeking spiritual

assistance, as Skobtsova outlines,

‘In this way, in holy folly two needs collide: the need of the most foolish ascetic
not to tempt the world with his personality and the need of the world to see in
the ascetic addressing the world not someone distant and alien, but “everything
for everyone” - before whom it is not worth being proud of one’s small virtues,
before whom one could expose one’s innermost wretchedness, one’s own
spiritual weaknesses without the feeling of embarrassment - he, one’s own
brother, will understand, will not condemn, will not reproach with his pharisaic
perfection.”®*

The holy fool, for Skobtsova, therefore has a strong pastoral impact. Olivier Clément
recognised these traits in the tradition of the Holy Fools, and placed Skobtsova within

that tradition as well:

“The lives of the Desert Fathers often show Christ himself sending the purest
ascetics to learn from a laborer or a mother or a thief who, living as human
beings among other human beings, would know how to truly love their
neighbor. Humility, freedom, and the wild spontaneity of love that refuses any
form of hypocrisy — these are the trademarks of the “foolishness of Christ.”’3*

In going to the world, the holy fool may assist in the spiritual development of the
other. In ‘Zhatva Dukha’ this is particularly notable in the Life of Serapion. In the
story of Serapion, we see an interplay between foolishness and (spiritual) wisdom
alongside a desire to be ‘everything for everyone’ in an overwhelming concern for the

spiritual welfare of others. Serapion the Sindonite, like loannikii and Vitalii, is

343 'Takum 06pa3zoM, B OPOJICTBE CTATKMBAIOTCS JIBE OTPEOHOCTH: MOTPEGHOCTH CAMOTO
I0PO/ICTBYIOIIETO NOABHXHUKA HE COOJIA3HATH MUP CBOEIO JIMYHOCTHIO M ITOTPEOHOCTh MUpPA — BHUIIETh
B oOpaTuBIIEMCS K HEMY TO/IBH)KHUKE HE HEUTO JTAJIEKOE M UY)KIO0€, a «UIs BCEX BCe», — Iepen
KOTOPBIM M TIOTOP/ANTHCSI HE CTOUT CBOMMH MaJICHBKUMH JOOPOAETEISIMH, IIepel KOTOPHIM MOXHO He
CTECHsISICh OOHaXXUTh CBOE BHYyTpEeHHEE YOOKeCTBO, CBOH JyXOBHbIE HEMOIIM, — OH, MOJI, CBOI1 Opar,
MIOHMET, HE OCY/IUT, HE YKOPHUT CBOMM (apHuceiickuM coBepiieHcTBoM.” Mats Mapwust (CxobuoBa), E.
10. Ky3smuna-Kapasaesa, “O Opoaussix [About the Holy Fools],” in Poccust u Dmuepayus, ed. T.B.
BuxToposa, JI.B. Kpomkuna, H.B. Jluksunnesa, E JI. Maiinanosuy, H.A. Ctpyse, A.W. [lImanna-
Benukanosa (Pycckuii [Tyts, YMCA Press: Mockga, [Tapux, 2019), 98.

344 Olivier Clément, “Preface,” to Essential Writings, 9.
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another figure in ‘Zhatva Dukha’ who moves from being a solitary wanderer into an
active member of society. In a similar way to loannikii and Vitalii, Serapion is
concerned with the spiritual well-being of his neighbours, specifically their propensity
to sin. In fact, this theme is stronger in this tale than in the Lives of loannikii and
Vitalii. In particular, in Skobtsova’s retelling of the Life of Serapion, we see a
development of the theme of spiritual direction, and a personal involvement of the
instructor with the inner life of his subject, alongside behaviour which can be

characterised as foolish.

Serapion begins as a solitary ascetic who gives away his clothes and all his
possessions. At the beginning of Skobtsova’s retelling of his life, he only possesses a
sindon®*® and a copy of the Gospels. However, he gives both of these possessions
away when he encounters individuals in need with little regard for his own nakedness.
When questioned why he sold his copy of the Gospels in order to give the proceeds to
the poor, he responds: ‘I sold the word that taught me: Sell your property and give it
to the poor. So, 1 sold my only possession in order to give to the poor.’**® Serapion’s
nakedness and commitment to giving away his possessions without regard for his own

wellbeing marks his behaviour out as within the holy fool tradition.

In addition to his life of non-possession, Serapion engages with pastoral
support of others. He encounters a family of ‘buffoons.” This family earn their money
by dressing up in bright clothes and performing tricks in the street as a form of street
entertainment. Each member of the family — which consists of two parents and two

children — have a particular role in the performance. The father acts as the ‘buffoon’

345 A sindon is a thin cloth.
346 < f] mpozan cIoBO, KOTOPOE HAYYMIIO MEHs: IPoail UMEeHHe cBoe U paszail HumuM. Hrtak,
€IMHCTBEHHOE MMEHHE CBOE 1 MPOJIAIL, 4TOOBI JaTh HeuMyieMy.” Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 37.
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(aclown, or a jester), the mother sings, the daughter dances, and the son plays a flute.
The family receive money, food and drink from passers-by as payment for their
entertainment. The father, however, appears to be an alcoholic and is unable to protect
his family from abuse from drunken revellers, which is principally directed at his

daughter.

Serapion observes this family’s way of life from a distance and becomes
concerned about their spiritual wellbeing, commenting; ‘it is very difficult to
understand God and the way of the Lord, when one wanders around dens of the night
and when one earns one’s bread from revellers and drunks. It is necessary to be
tirelessly mindful and to keep watching one’s soul so that it does not stumble.”34
Serapion notes that the family are not being mindful of their souls, and they have no
one to support them on a spiritual path. Therefore, he offers himself as a servant to the
family to assist them and alleviate some of their pressures. So, Serapion becomes the
slave of a fool. Serapion’s actions here clearly sit within the holy fool tradition as he
sacrifices his own freedom in order to serve a foolish person. Yet this also highlights
the distinction between spiritual wisdom (present in Serapion’s actions) which is
perceived as foolish, and what Skobtsova identifies as authentic foolishness in the

form of waywardness.

Gradually the family become very fond of Serapion and Skobtsova notes that,
‘their hearts were strengthened by this love’.3* In turn, Serapion begins to teach the
family about Christianity: ‘Serapion began to tell them thoughts about God, and about

service to the Lord, and about voluntarily taking burdens upon oneself, and about how

347 “oyennb TpyHO MoMHMTH Bora u myTh I'ocnoieH, 6pojis 10 HOYHBIM IPUTOHAM M 3apadaThiBas XJed

cBoi oT ryssik ¥ mestHun,.” Skobtsova, Zhatva Dukha, 40.
348 ‘yxpenmnuch ux cepAna B Takoii mo6su’. Ibid., 41.
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the redeemer suffered for the sins of the world, and about all the true words of
Christianity.”3* It is important to note here the elements which Serapion highlights
are service, taking burdens upon oneself, and Christ’s suffering for the world. He is
teaching the family a model of the Christian path which is rooted in humility, service,
and the acceptance of suffering on behalf of the other. These are all elements which
we have seen in the Lives so far, and which prove foundational for Skobtsova’s own

theology and monastic practice.

Whilst instructing the family about Christianity, Serapion starts to restrain the
father from over-indulging in wine and he teaches the daughter to reject the unwanted
advances of the revellers. As a result, ‘Serapion gradually became their spiritual
father, and the leader of the family of clowns and he brought them out onto the wide
path of the spirit.”®* As a result of this position, the father of the family gradually
begins to shun the world of drunkenness and revelry in which he worked, instead he is
imbued with a ‘true love of wisdom [ucTunbiM MH060MyApHEeM] and piety
[6oroyroxaernuem].’ 3% Once the family reach this spiritual awareness, Serapion

leaves their service.

Holy folly is present in the Life of Serapion through an unconventional
dedication to service and humility. Serapion’s humility is unstinting, which effects a
radical form of solidarity with the other. It is through this humility (which Fedotov
identifies as kenotic) that the family of ‘buffoons’ are spiritually transformed, without

fear of judgment. According to Skobtsova’s understanding of holy folly, this would

349 ‘gauan ncnoaBose CepanroH UM 0 GOKBEM MPOMBICIIE TOBOPHT, 1 0 ciykeHuu [ocrony, 1 o

J0OPOBOJIBHO B3STHIX Ha Ce0s TSHKECTAX, U O TOM, Kak cTpaaan McKynuTenb 3a Ipexu MUpa, U O BCEM,
9TO SIBISIETCS MICTHHHBIM CIIOBOM xpuctranckum.” 1bid.

30 ‘nocrenenno cran CepanuoH yXOBHBIM OTLIOM U PYKOBOJIHMTENEM CEMbH CKOMOPOXA M BBIBEJI €€ Ha
IMpOKHUit Ty Th myxa.” Ibid.

%1 bid.

160



have been possible because of Serapion’s non-conventional behaviour, which did not
stem from hypocrisy or warrant a feeling of judgment for the family. This adds
another important layer to an understanding of being ‘in the world’ but not ‘of the
world’ in Skobtsova’s Lives, as Serapion’s task of imparting spiritual wisdom to the
family of ‘buffoons’ is within a context that the world would judge as foolish. The
elements of holy folly which have been identified in Serapion’s tale are foundational
for Skobtsova’s own theological writings, looking forward to her innovations in
monasticism and a sense of the shared ascetic task within her notion of the ‘mysticism

of human communion’, to which this thesis will return.

7. ‘Peter the tax collector’: Non-Possession & ldentification of the Poor with Christ

Skobtsova’s retelling of the story of Peter the Tax Collector recalls a figure who,
unlike the majority of the other characters in this collection, begins the tale as a sinful
person who is not seeking to deepen his spiritual life. Peter has a metanoia moment,
however, where his worldview is transformed. Faced with a vision of his eternal
judgment, Peter reforms his avaricious and miserly values which, when he encounters
a vision of Christ, he transforms into the positive traits of humility and mercy. In this
tale Skobtsova is highlighting the importance of the monastic practice of non-
possession, as well as the transformative power of humility. It is also note-worthy that
Peter’s giving away of his possessions benefits his neighbours. This firmly roots this
tale, once again, in the system of loving God and neighbour and pre-figures

Skobtsova’s own writings on monastic non-possession.

Peter was a tax collector who loved material wealth, even more than the

salvation of his soul; ‘He measured all goods in heaven and earth according to gold
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and he worshiped only gold, as an idol of human hands.’**? In this way, money and
wealth are an idol for Peter at the beginning of this tale, which has an impact upon his
behaviour, particularly towards the poor; ‘He measured the souls of humans, like
everything, only by material wealth.’*® Peter only sees goods in relation to material
wealth and so, as a result, he cannot see any value in the poor. Consequently, Peter
does not show mercy to them: ‘Their debt he recovered without any mercy, thinking
that if people are not able to save wealth, then they are not worthy of compassion.’%*

In refusing to recognise the worth of the poor, because of their lack of possessions, he

is not willing to show them any compassion in his demands as a tax collector.

Peter’s approach is challenged in a series of dreams. In the first dream he has a
vision of his judgment in heaven, where angelic figures are weighing out his deeds —
both positive and negative — to determine his eternal fate. The scales are unbalanced,
with far more bad deeds out-weighing just one good deed. After this first dream Peter
believes he faces judgment from God; ‘He understood that he approached great
danger, and that a little time has been granted to him for the difficult and lengthy task
of saving his soul.’3*® He is motivated, largely by fear, to reform his character and to
save his soul. Indeed, Peter does reform his behaviour towards the poor. However,
when he believes that his charity has been rejected, he remains fearful that God will

still punish him.

Following this, Peter has a second dream where he sees the person of Christ,

who says to him, ‘Understand, Peter, that in giving to one of these little ones, you give

352 ‘Bce Gnara 3eMHbIE 1 HEGECHBIE MEPUJI OH Ha 30JI0TO U 30JI0TO OJIHOMY, KaK PyKOTBOPHOMY HJIOJY,
noxionsncs.” 1bid., 32.

353 ¢ Iy mrosckne MepHIT OH, Kak M BCE, TOJILKO 60raTcTBoM uenosedeckum.” Ibid.

354 ¢ JJonr UX OH B3LICKUBAI 0€3 BCAKOII TOIIAIbI, II0J1aras, 4To YejIOBeK, He YMEIOIINH CKOIUTh
Gorarctea, He TOCTOMH cocTpamanus.” 1bid.

355 ‘TTomsn o, 4yTO MPUOAM3MIICA K BEJIMKOI OIACHOCTH U YTO MaJio €My BPEMEHH JapOBaHO s
TPYIHOTO M JUTHTENLHOTO Jena criaceHus mymu.” 1bid., 34.
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to me, because the poor and needy are in essence highly esteemed by me, and they are
my confidantes, whom I have brought closer to myself.”®*® This changes Peter’s value
system. Whilst the first dream changes Peter’s views and behaviour, he is still
concerned about his own judgment, and this appears to be his motivation for doing
good deeds. The second dream, however, transforms his worldview. After the second
dream: ‘In the morning, examining all his thoughts, Peter recognised that he could no
longer live as he did before the dream. Rejoicing and weeping about his new birth, he
decided to devote all his remaining day to being merciful and humble.’*®’ For
Skobtsova’s retellings of the tales, this brief episode is an important theological
development for her portrayal of loving the neighbour. The figure of Christ in the
dream not only elevates the position of the poor, but also — by recalling Matthew
25.31-46 — associates Christ himself with the poor. The suggestion here, therefore, is
that an interaction with the poor is directly linked with an interaction with Christ, who
not only esteems the poor, but is associated with them. Peter’s ‘rebirth’ following this
revelation prompts him to dedicate his life to humility and mercy. This is a
transformative moment for Peter, which not only has personal ramifications for him,
but also has a positive effect on the people around him. As Peter no longer judges
people by their material wealth, but sees them in relation to Christ, he becomes more
compassionate and loving towards his neighbours which suggests that humility and

mercy are an appropriate response to the recognition of Christ in the poor.

Following his commitment to mercy and humility, Peter sells all of his

possessions, and he releases his slaves into freedom. The proceeds which he gains

3% 3nait, [etp, uTo AArOMMIi OJHOMY M3 MAJIBIX CUX, MHE JIa€T, TTOTOMY YTO HUIIUE U YOOTHE CyTh
BeNbMOXH Mowu, u foBepernbsie Mown, kotopsix S k Cebe npubmmsmin.” Ibid.

357 “HayTpo e, IpOBEPUB BCE CBOM MOMBICTEI, y3Ha I1eTp, 4To GoJIbIe OH He MOKET KHUTh TaK, Kak
KU JI0 3TOTO CHA. Pajysch U ruia4a 0 HOBOM POKEHMU CBOEM, PELIMII OH BCE JAIbHEHIME THH
MOCBATHTH MUJIOCEp M0 1 cMupenuio.” bid.
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from the sales he gives to the poor. Finally, he even sells himself into slavery,
becoming the servant of a wealthy merchant. His work as a slave is a marked contrast
from the esteemed position he formerly held, as he clears the pigsty and performs all
the menial household tasks. However, Peter performs his duties so well, and his
prayers bring so many blessings to the house, that his master, Zoil, wishes to release
him. Yet Peter refuses: ‘But Peter refused this kindness and continued his work
(podvig), voluntarily cutting off his will.”3*® Peter is committed to service, which
involves cutting off his own will and humbly submitting to Zoil. Peter combines this

with a rigorous commitment to non-possession.

Skobtsova’s narrative of the life of Peter and his reformed character has
similarities with Fedotov’s notion of ‘kenotic humility’. Fedotov makes a distinction

between humility, asceticism and Kenosis.

‘Moral and religious Kenoticism must not be confused with other types of
asceticism, not even with humility; or if it is humility then of a particular kind.
Kenoticism is not like asceticism a means of purification but an end in itself. It
is a downward movement of love, a descending, self-humiliating love, which
finds its joy in being with the rejected.’*°

In the reformed life of Peter, we have an example of someone who humbles
themselves to an extreme extent, firstly through non-possession and then by selling
himself into slavery. Peter strips himself of his titles, position, country, possessions,
and freedom. Unlike Vitalii, loannikii, and Serapion, he does not become a spiritual
guide. Peter’s service and commitment to keeping his identity secret appear to be a
kenotic movement which acts as an end in itself. His example is one of humility as he

becomes a servant without possessions, changing from an avaricious character into a

358 ‘Ho IleTp 0TKa3bIBaICA OT 3TOM MMIIOCTH H IPOJIOJKAI CBOM MOJBUT JI0OPOBOJILHOTO OTCEUEHHUS
soiu.” 1bid., 36.

39 G. P. Fedotov “The Religious Sources of Russian Populism” in The Russian Review, Vol. 1, No. 2
(Apr., 1942), 35.
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poor person himself. His commitment to non-possession even includes a denial of his
own will and a submission to others. Through associating the poor with Christ, this
submission to the poor is also submission to Christ (and this is understood as a podvig

— a spiritual task).

8. Conclusion

The hagiographical work ‘Zhatva Dukha’ recounts the lives of Saints, chosen by
Skobtsova, who have been recognised by the Church as holy for their faith and
actions. In Skobtsova’s selection, the vast majority of these figures are portrayed as
socially engaged. In addition to leading exemplary lives of prayer, these figures show
active love to their neighbours, curing illnesses, acting as spiritual guides, and
dedicating their lives to the service of others. Skobtsova does not place this in
competition with a life dedicated to God. On the contrary, Skobtsova is suggesting
that by drawing near to God in prayer and asceticism, a person then possesses a
refined desire to show active love towards the neighbour. There is not, therefore, a
division between someone who commits themselves to knowing God and someone

who wishes to serve their neighbour.

However, a compassionate concern for the other, and a desire to united with
the neighbour rather than cut off from them, can be perceived as foolish by the world.
This is because such a relationship requires kenotic humility. It requires the
sacrificing of one’s ego in order to step into the inner life of another, for the good of
their transformation. It may require the sharing of another’s burdens, and thus risk
one’s own personal safety and wellbeing. We have seen how this has been
demonstrated by loannikii’s willingness to take the sin of another upon himself, in

Vitalii’s piercing compassion for the other which prompts him to leave a life of
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solitude, in Serapion’s decision to become a slave of a fool, and in Peter’s
commitment to a life of poverty and non-possession. Authentic, divine wisdom
appears to be foolish to the self-preserving wisdom of the world, and this tension is
present across the collection of ‘Zhatva Dukha’. Skobtsova is therefore highlighting
the unified relationship between loving both God and the neighbour in this work and
she is advocating for a movement into the world in order to transform it. This emerges
from Skobtsova’s frustration at the gap between the philosophical and theological
worlds of the intelligentsia and the everyday reality of the Russian people. She is also
beginning to suggest that in a going to the world, as we see in these Lives, reveals
some of the practical characteristics of the theological notions which form the basis of
the ‘Russian idea’, particularly in the notion of sobornost’. Skobtsova will elaborate

on these nascent ideas in her theological essays, to which this thesis will now turn.

As we shall see, ‘Zhatva Dukha’ provides the foundation for Skobtsova’s own
socially engaged monasticism, and many of the themes which have been highlighted
here will be deepened in her essays. By beginning her theological writing with these
examples from the early church, she is outlining a blueprint for her own asceticism
and monasticism which is ‘in the world’ but not ‘of the world’. This will be explored
further in the following chapter, as we turn to Skobtsova’s own writing on asceticism

and monasticism.
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Chapter 4: Asceticism and the World

The theological project of Mother Maria Skobtsova seeks to maintain an equal
balance between the love of God and the love of the neighbour which reflects a
broader concern for wholeness, fullness, and synthesis. We have already seen in this
thesis how this emphasis has emerged under the influence of the Russian Religious
Renaissance, particularly in relation to the thought of Vladimir Sergeevich Soloviev
(1853-1900) and Alexsei Stepanovich Khomiakov (1804-1860). We have also seen
the influence of hagiography in ‘Zhatva Dukha’ and how Skobtsova uses these tales
to provide a foundation for a socially engaged spirituality with sacrifice and non-
possession at its heart. In light of this, the following section will continue to explore
Skobtsova’s asceticism, beyond that which appears in her hagiographical tales. In
order to do this, I will assess several key essays including ‘Types of Religious Life’,
‘Asceticism’, ‘Holy Earth’, ‘Sources of Creativity’ and ‘The Mysticism of Human
Communion’. I shall systematise Skobtsova’s approach to asceticism, in relation to
the command to love God and the neighbour, which is vital for an understanding of
her monasticism and Mariology. This chapter will focus on Skobtsova’s

understanding of the world.

Throughout ascetic literature there is a repeated emphasis on renunciation of
the world. This materialises in commands to abandon one’s family, to no longer be ‘of
the world’, to retreat into a life of solitude and private contemplation.®®° In this light,
Skobtsova recounts a story told by St. Isaac the Syrian; ““Stop, Father”, - said one

monk — “for the sake of God I hurry to you.” And then he answered: “But I, for the

350 For a broad overview of several of retreat in asceticism see Kallistos Ware, “The Way of the
Ascetics: Negative or Affirmative?” in Asceticism ed. Vincent L. Wimbush and Richard Valantasis
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 3-15. For an introduction to its impact on the development of
monasticism see; Benedicta Ward “Introduction” in The Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian
Monks (London: Penguin Books, 2003), vii-xxv.
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sake of God, run from you.”’3! In order for the Father to maintain his close proximity
to God, he must flee from the brother who seeks him. This presents a problem for
Skobtsova, who insists throughout her theological essays on a balance between loving
the neighbour as well as God. The question for Skobtsova, then, is how does a
Christian love the neighbour, if asceticism teaches that we must renounce the world?
In her writings, Skobtsova argues that this question has been incorrectly addressed
throughout history by the Church as well as the Church’s opponent, humanism. This
has resulted in forms of piety which observe an inauthentic expression of asceticism.
This builds upon her work in ‘Zhatva Dukha’ where the protagonists repeatedly go to
the world, whilst remaining distinct from it, and is incorporated in Skobtsova’s own

constructive theological system.

In order to explore the connection between the ascetic individual and the
neighbour, I shall begin by exploring Skobtsova’s understanding of the relationship
between the individual and ‘the world’ in ascetic piety. Within the Orthodox tradition,
Skobtsova notes a strong history of renouncing the world in the name of Christianity.
In order to maintain the fullness of loving both God and the neighbour, Skobtsova
wants to create a system which ensures that, along with ‘the world’, the neighbour is
not renounced. Skobtsova elaborates on the dangers of renunciation in ‘Types of
Religious Life’ and the associated problems of an individualised and egocentric

Christianity.

In ‘Asceticism’ Skobtsova continues exploring a world-denying form of

asceticism. In addition, however, she turns to the antithesis of this problem; a

361 '<<OcTaHOBKCH, OTEI, - CKa3asl OAMH MOHAX, - paau bora cremry 3a T06010>>. U TOT oTBeTHI: <<A
s paau bora 6ery ot Te6s>>.” Mats Mapus (Ckob610Ba) “Acketusm” B Bocnomunanus, Cmamou,
Ouepru Tom 1 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 173.
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humanistic philosophy which renounces God. She highlights the failings of an ethical
system which rejects the transcendent. In response, a rigorous asceticism which can
still be ‘in the world’ and demonstrate love towards the neighbour is proposed. To do
this, she critiques the work of Konstantin Nikolaevich Leontiev (1831-1891) and
Vasily Vasilievich Rozanov (1856-1919).3%2 For correction, Skobtsova turns to St.
Isaac the Syrian (c.613-c.700). Following Isaac, she suggests that ‘the world’ should
be understood as the passions. Therefore, any destruction of ‘the world’ does not
necessarily entail a renunciation of society or engagement with the neighbour, merely

the passions of a fallen human nature.

Skobtsova develops her own understanding of asceticism in an article entitled
‘Holy Earth’. Here she begins to propose an asceticism which focuses on
transformation rather than renunciation. Skobtsova maintains that everything on the
earth can and must be transformed. Nothing should be renounced, but everything
needs to be transformed. This juxtaposes the ‘world’, which is renounced by some
forms of asceticism, and what Skobtsova proposes herself; a transformation of the
earth. A person’s ascetic task, their podvig, is to transform themselves and the earth.
This provides a foundation for Skobtsova to develop her ‘mysticism of human
communion’ and provides an important context for this thesis to consider her

Mariology and monasticism.
1. Skobtsova’s understanding of Asceticism

It is appropriate to begin this chapter by exploring Skobtsova’s understanding and

definition of asceticism. In ‘The Asceticism of Human Communion’3®3, Skobtsova

362 For a discussion of Skobtsova’s work in relation to Rozanov see, Alexander Medvedev. "Mother
Maria (Skobtsova) and the Religious-Philosophical Renaissance of the Early XX Century: A Dialogue
with V.V. Rozanov." Becmuux Ceamo-@unapemosckozo uncmumyma, n0. 24 (2017): 101-23.
363Matp Mapus (Cko610Ba) “Acketnka YenosekooOuenus,” Becmuux no. 36 (1955): 7-12.
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offers her understanding of the purpose of ascetic deeds which, in turn, helps us to
develop an understanding of how she defines asceticism. Skobtsova begins this article
by noting the difficulty of implementing an ascetic practice in the modern world,
particularly in deciding what form this practice might take and the motivations for it.
She questions what these ascetic practices might be, and where the modern person can

find ‘the desert’, the place and situation for ascetic renunciation and transformation.

Skobtsova asks what the purpose of asceticism is; whether it is for the training
of the will (and thus as a good in itself) or whether it facilitates the development of
associated virtues as a means to a greater end: ‘It seems to me, that ascetic rules are
rules of human conduct, ensuring the most spiritual, authentic and deep relationship
with God, the world and with oneself.”3%* For Skobtsova, asceticism provides rules to
define a way of life (human conduct) which strengthens the relationship between the
ascetic, God and the world. Ascetic practice is not an isolated and solely personal

endeavour, rather it is intimately connected with what is beyond the self.

There is a close connection, therefore, between asceticism as an interiorised
form of ‘human conduct’ and the individual’s external relationship with God and the

neighbour:

‘Asceticism makes prayer easier, asceticism gives wings to love of the
neighbour, asceticism humbles the spirit, asceticism gives power in the fight
with the devil. And in the first place, asceticism directs man to an authentic
perception of his own nothingness before the greatness of God and God’s work
in the world. Man, stepping on the path of asceticism, should seek to obtain

This short article, published posthumously, mostly duplicates material which is included in ‘The
Second Gospel Commandment.” However, pp. 7-9 are only published here. For the English translation
of ‘The Second Gospel Commandment’ see Maria Skobtsova, ‘The Second Gospel Commandment’, in
Mother Maria Skobtsova: Essential Writings, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa VVolokhonsky (Orbis
Books: Maryknoll, New York, 2003), 45-60.

364 ‘Mue KaXETCs, YTO ACKETHUYCCKUEC MIPaBUJIa ABJIAIOTCA IMPaBUJIIAMH YE€JIOBCUCCKOT'O ITIOBCICHN A,
Haunbosee oOecreurnBaroIero MakCuMalIbHO JyXOBHOE, ITOUIMHHOE U IIy0oKoe oTHoIIeHue K bory, k
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exactly this. He must strive to become more useful for God’s work on earth,

more spiritual, more connected with God and over-flowing with divine love.”3%

This emphasis is apparent in Skobtsova’s own ascetic practices. Following the birth of
her daughter Gaiana in 1913 and the outbreak of the First World War, Skobtsova
(then Kuz’mina-Karavaeva) began wearing a belt of lead, as recalled by her mother,
Sophia Pilenko; ‘I buy a thick lead pipe, quite a heavy one. I flatten it with a hammer
and sew it into a rag. All this in order to acquire Christ.’*®® However, her focus was
not just to ‘acquire Christ’, but also to pray for Russia. Her asceticism, from a
relatively early point in her adult life, was focused on intercession for others. This is
expressed in her prayers during the First World War; ‘And my war effort is limited to
[the reading of] saints’ lives, to the lead pipe, to persistent, intense, if fruitless prayer
on the cold floor. This is necessary for something, for the war, for Russia, for my
beloved people.”®®’ Skobtsova’s understanding of asceticism, therefore, is a form of
human conduct and spiritual practice which unites a person not only with God, but
also with their neighbour. It is a form of human conduct which humbles the individual
so that they can become more ‘useful’ to God and connected with the neighbour and

the world.
2. The Ascetic Type

Throughout her theological writings, Skobtsova engages with contemporary
forms of Christianity and their expression in popular piety. In ‘Types of Religious

Life’, written in 1937 and published posthumously, Skobtsova is highly critical of a

365 ¢ AckeTnka 00JIErYaET MOJIMTBY, ACKETHKA OKPBUISET JIFOOOBD K OJIMIKHEMY, ACKETHKA CMUPSET IyX,
acKeTHKa JIaeT CHJIBI B 60ph0e ¢ 1MaBojoM. 1 B mepByro o4epe/ib aCKeTHKa HAalpaBJIsieT YeloBeKa K
NPaBIIEHOMY BOCIIPHATHIO CBOEIO HHYTOXKECTBA Nepes BenuyureM bora u Boxbero nena B Mupe.
YenoBek, BCTymas Ha aCKETHYECKUIl yTh, UMEHHO 3TOTO JI0JDKEH A00uBaThCs. OH JOKeH
CTPEMUTHCS CTaTh HanboJIee MPUTOTHBIM [T BoKbero jena Ha 3emiie, Hanboliee TyXOBHBIM, Hanboee
cBsi3aHHBIM ¢ Borom u mpeuncmoHeHHBIM BoskecTBeHHO# 1r06BH.” 1bid.

%6 Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 85.
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particular form of asceticism. In this article, she identifies several key characteristics
of piety in general. She categorises these features into broad types which include the
synodal, ritualist, aesthetic, and ascetic. Highlighting the associated issues with these
types, Skobtsova contrasts them with the ‘evangelical type’ which she considers to be
the most authentic expression of a Christ-like, Gospel-based religion. In contrast to
the gospel type, Skobtsova’s reflections on the ‘ascetic type’ reveal the form of piety
which she seeks to address throughout her writing on asceticism. It is appropriate,
therefore, to begin an exploration of her asceticism by highlighting her concerns

regarding the ‘ascetic type.’

Skobtsova observes that asceticism is not unique to Christianity. There are
ascetic elements in all world religions, including Hinduism, Islam and paganism. This
reflects, Skobtsova suggests, the nature of all religious life, since ‘religious life
demands of man sacrifice in the name of higher spiritual values, it is always
ascetic.”®®® She understands asceticism as a form of sacrificial submission to a higher
value, beyond the individual. Indeed, this is not unique to religious movements.
Creative life is a way of asceticism, ‘since it also demands total sacrifice in the name
of higher creative values.”®* Therefore ascetic traits can be recognised in non-
religious movements as well as in religious piety. Yet, Skobtsova argues that the
authentic Christian ascetic path is distinct from these other forms of asceticism. The
multiplicity of approaches towards asceticism, however, has clouded the authentic
Christian path. Skobtsova wishes to extract an authentic Christian asceticism from this

broad category.

368 Skobtsova, “Types of Religious Life,” EW, 163.
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Skobtsova highlights three areas which she considers to be inauthentic
expressions of the Christian way of asceticism. All three areas are concerned with
incorrect motivation to perform ascetic feats. Firstly, Skobtsova argues that the
asceticism of the yogis of Hinduism (which had an influence upon theosophy and
anthroposophy) aims for the ‘acquisition of spiritual power.”3’® As a gymnast trains
their muscles, or a musician practises scales, here the ascetic seeks to modify their
own behaviour with the intention of subjecting their body to their will. Through these
psychophysical exercises, the ascetic may acquire and develop specific virtues. This
endeavour is not concerned with the transcendent, but with developing natural
abilities. Skobtsova comments; ‘For an occult asceticism of this kind there exists no
unlimited or inexhaustible source of power, and thus its task is to accumulate,
consolidate, preserve, expand, and utilize all natural possibilities.”*’* Similarly, the
second characteristic which Skobtsova identifies is when asceticism is seen as a
challenge in and of itself. A person may practise asceticism simply to overcome an
obstacle and to submit themselves to disciplinary tests. Skobtsova regards these two

approaches to asceticism as distortions of the true path of authentic Christian piety.

However, Skobtsova maintains that the most fundamental issue which faces
asceticism concerns a person’s attitude towards their own salvation. This becomes
particularly problematic when a person’s ascetic feats are performed purely in relation
to the salvation of their soul; as a means to an end in a merit-based system of piety. In
this system, obedience is observed for the purpose of salvation, and this orientates any
ascetic deeds: ‘If obedience demands that I clean out stables, dig for potatoes, look

after leprous persons, collect alms for the Church, or preach the teaching of Christ — |

370 1bid., 164.
371 1bid., 165.
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must do all these things with the same conscientious and attentive effort...because all
these things are tasks and exercises of my readiness to curb my will, a difficult and
rocky road for the soul seeking salvation.”®’? Ascetic deeds are performed here as a
form of practising virtue, for the benefit of salvation. This fundamentally changes the
nature of love. In this merit-based ascetic system, love becomes another virtue which
may be developed on the whetstone of the world: ‘while I love | must remember at all
times that the fundamental objective of the human soul is to be saved: to the extent
that love assists me in my salvation, to that extent it is beneficial for me.’*"® This
produces a strongly egocentric asceticism: ‘One thing alone is important: my standing
obediently before God, my relationship with God, my turning toward the
contemplation of God’s eternal goodness.’*’* The individual on this ascetic path may,
therefore, ‘shake the world’s dust from their feet’>’® as they rise to the height of
salvation; creating a separation in their spiritual life between the world (and

consequently, the neighbour) and themselves.

An individualistic asceticism - one which focuses on personal salvation -
separates an individual from the world. The world becomes the whetstone for virtue,
and the neighbour becomes an object through which salvation may be possible, a
means to an end. For Skobtsova this is a perversion of authentic asceticism; ‘Spiritual
egocentrism replaces the goal of true asceticism. It cuts off such a person from the
universe and makes him into a spiritual miser.”®"® The individualistic, merit-based
asceticism which Skobtsova renounces highlights a key issue within her oeuvre. This

issue is the relationship between Christianity and the world. Skobtsova condemns a

372 1bid., 167-8.
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person who, following an egocentric and individualistic asceticism, seeks to ‘shake
the world’s dust from their feet’. This world-renouncing form of asceticism has deep
roots in the Christian tradition, according to Skobtsova, which she seeks to highlight
in her article entitled ‘Asceticism’. Here she traces the trajectory of thought which
culminated in the inauthentic ‘ascetic type’ which she identifies in ‘Types of
Religious Life.” By highlighting the lacuna between humanistic philosophy and
world-renouncing ascetic Christianity, Skobtsova seeks to trace the roots of the
‘ascetic type’. As a corrective to this history, she returns to the work of Isaac the
Syrian, and explores what she considers to be an authentic understanding of the world
in relation to asceticism which maintains the fullness of equally loving God and the

neighbour.
3. The Humanistic Path of Renewal

In ‘Types of Religious Life’ Skobtsova observes ascetic types of piety which have
renounced the world and the neighbour. In ‘Asceticism’, she draws attention to the
opposite problem; those who have renounced God in favour of humanity. Skobtsova
attributes the genesis of humanism as a response, in part, to a Christianity which
neglected the world and the fullness of human life; precisely the ‘type’ which she
denounces in ‘Types of Religious Life’. In response to this form of Christianity, ‘the
external world rose up against ascetics’>’’, believing that they had renounced their
fellow man. Consequently, ‘human life was taken out of the monastic enclosures,
from the desert and monastic cells, perhaps even entirely from under the Church

cupola onto the wide path of humanistic renewal.”3’® In response to a Christian piety

877 3TOT BHEIIHUIA Mup BoccTan Ha ackeToB’. Ckob10Ba, “AckeTusm,” 164.
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which rejected the world and humanity, humanism emerged as an attempt to address a
system of thought which neglected the reality of humanity, over and against a

relationship with God.

The humanism which emerged, Skobtsova argues, measures all things
according to the human image; the value of mankind, human history, and creativity.
Humanism favours the love of humanity but, in doing so, it betrays the love of God.
As a result, creation is elevated to the place of the Creator, bestowing upon humanity
an immense power. This is what Skobtsova means when she uses the term
‘humanism’, which she employs rather loosely. Skobtsova suggests that the height of
the humanistic ideal is found in the spirit of the Renaissance. This is a time period
which was, ‘enchanted by the pathos of human self-affirmation’.3"® The Renaissance
rejoiced too much in its self-affirmation and it did not feel the need to limit itself as it
elevated the place of humanity.3° Skobtsova claims, however, that in this joyful self-
affirmation, the Renaissance did not recognise the inner world of a person. Because it
did not limit itself, it was not able to develop spiritual muscles. As a result of this,

Skobtsova claims that authentic asceticism ceased to exist following the Renaissance.

Despite her insistence on loving the neighbour, throughout her writings
Skobtsova is critical of humanistic ethics. It is important for Skobtsova to state her
criticism of humanism so that she maintains the love of God in her desire to maintain
a balance in Godmanhood. Nevertheless, her engagement with humanism is rarely
penetrating, specific or expansive. One of Skobtsova’s most sustained engagements

with the issues around the human in contrast to the divine, however, is in
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‘Asceticism’; firstly, through her critique of Konstantin Leontiev, and secondly in the

work of Vasily Rozanov.

4. Konstantin Leontiev and Vasily Rozanov

Skobtsova suggests that asceticism was resurrected in Russia following the
Renaissance, and no more so than in the writings of Konstantin Nikolayevich
Leontiev (1831-1891). Leontiev was an essayist and a writer who had a medical
background as a military surgeon in the Crimean War, before he joined the consular
service. Towards the end of his life, Leontiev took monastic vows and attached
himself to the Optina Pustyn Monastery. Skobtsova claims that Leontiev was the first
person in Russia to resurrect asceticism. Leontiev developed his asceticism primarily
in opposition to the utilitarian, humanist ethics which he believed had dominated the
Russian philosophical discourse of his age. However, despite Leontiev’s resurrection
of asceticism, Skobtsova is highly critical of his approach, arguing that he has an
incorrect understanding of ancient asceticism and its relationship to the world.
Skobtsova’s criticisms of Leontiev are highly similar to those of Berdyaev, largely
because they both approach Leontiev’s work with a concern for the concept of

Godmanhood.38?

In order to substantiate Skobtsova’s treatment of Leontiev’s work, it is
important to understand some of the key concepts of this philosopher’s system. One
of these key notions concerns the historical process and the development of society.
Leontiev compares the development of a society to the natural, organic processes

which any organism passes through. In the development of any organism, Leontiev

381 See: Nikolai Berdyaev, Leontiev, trans. George Reavey (Orono, Me.: Academic International,
1968).
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identified a formulaic progression with notable stages: he defined this development

as:

‘A gradual ascent from the simple to the complex, a gradual individualization,
an isolation from the environing world on the one hand, and from analogous and
related organisms, from all analogous and related phenomena, on the other. A
gradual movement from colourless simplicity towards original complexity. A
growing complexity in the component parts, an enrichment of the inner content
and, at the same time, a gradual strengthening of the unity. Thus it appears that
the maximum point of development, not only in organic bodies but also
generally in organic phenomena, is the maximum stage of complexity,
consolidated by a certain inner despotic unity.”38?

As an organism develops it becomes isolated from its surroundings and possesses a
unique complexity. This process of organic development in an organism is followed
by a process of decay and decline, as the organism dies. In this period the organism
simplifies; its inner structure becomes less complex, and it appears to unify with its
surroundings and disintegrate. It becomes less unique, like when ice melts into water
or a decomposing organism separates into its elemental parts. Leontiev believes that
this process of the development of an organic organism also applies to societies. Each
society goes through stages: firstly, there is a primary simplicity, then a flowering
complexity and finally a secondary and confused simplicity. It is possible to trace the
development of a society according to its simplicity or complexity, and to foretell its

decay.

In direct contrast to Skobtsova, who views the Renaissance as a period
suffering from the ‘pathos’ of ‘human self-affirmation’, Leontiev views the
Renaissance positively, as the height of ‘complex flowering’. Berdyaev summarises
Leontiev’s view on this period in the following way: ‘A period of ‘complex
flowering’ presupposed a complex, differentiated, heterogeneous and varied social

structure, an inequality of conditions and classes, the existence of an aristocracy, of a

382 Nikolai Berdyaev, Leontiev, trans. George Reavey (Orono, Me.: Academic International, 1968), 81.
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strong political sense, of great men towering above the mass, of geniuses and
saints.”38 Leontiev recognised the importance of strong individuals who emerge from
society. He believed that inequality has an important place with the harmony of a
complex existence. This inequality is even God-ordained as forces of darkness are
balanced with forces of light to create a form of unity and harmony. Therefore, these
strong individuals are contrasted with the poor and the lesser able. These ‘strong men’
(who are generally associated with the aristocratic class) command and coerce the
masses, and the masses must obey them. There is an emphasis, therefore, on the rise
of strong individuals, but not on the autonomy of each person. By juxtaposing the
goodness of individual, strong, men with the ‘mass’ of society, Leontiev fails to
recognise any innate or universal good in humanity as a whole. Berdyaev was highly
critical of this position regarding the nature of humanity. Berdyaev notes that
Leontiev ‘was inclined to forget that Christianity affirmed the absolute value of every
human personality.’3®* Therefore, he failed °...to understand the dignity of every

human personality as an image and likeness of God’.%%

Leontiev’s individualism, with which Skobtsova takes issue, becomes
apparent in Leontiev’s notion of ‘secondary simplification’. For Leontiev, the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw the process of decay and a return to
simplification; the ‘secondary simplification’. A social result of this was the levelling
of humanity. Leontiev despised egalitarian and democratic principles. He believed
that these systems create average, utilitarian mediocrities. Rather than allowing the
emergence of particularly strong individuals, this time period sought out the universal

good of humanity. In doing so, Leontiev argues that the whole of humanity is reduced
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to a simplified bourgeois mass. According to Berdyaev, Leontiev suggested that ‘the
powerful development of the personality postulated a differentiated and complex
social structure. The process of ‘simplified confusion’ brought the personality’s
flowering to an end and left it exhausted. The levelling process in society killed both
social and personal originality.”3®® As a result of this, Leontiev ardently opposed
humanist ethics. Humanism denied the complexity which Leontiev sought, once again

reducing society to simplified confusion.

Leontiev’s focus on individualism is also apparent in his soteriology. Leontiev
was deeply concerned with his own salvation and the threat of damnation. This
concern for individual salvation he termed ‘transcendental egoism’. At the root of
‘transcendental egoism’ was the fear of God. For Leontiev, fear of God leads to
wisdom, and the result of this wisdom is love. Therefore, love is not the foundation of
relationship with God, the only root is fear. Leontiev’s focus on individual salvation
means, ‘He had no thirst for universal salvation, for the salvation of mankind and the
world, which is so characteristic of many Russians.’*®’ Leontiev expresses these
sentiments in ‘Four Letters from Athos’ which relates his system directly to

asceticism:

‘Some say goodness, forgiveness, and charity are the essence of Christianity.
Did they forget asceticism and severity? Did they not dwell upon God’s angry
and austere words? Do they not know that John the Baptist was a monk in the
highest degree? Do they not think of Christ’s 40-day fast in the desert? They are
silent about the dogma of the sin of the first born, the spirit of darkness, the
dogma of the Christian Trinity. This is all in the gospels and apostolic letters.
One cannot, taking the holiness of the gospel and the divinity of Christ,
repudiate one part of the book and choose another according to taste. Accept
everything soft, sweet, pleasant, lightening life and reject everything
threatening, austere, and painful. There is a religion of forgiveness, yes! But

386 1bid., 98.
%7 1bid., 195.
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also a religion of self-torture, a religion not only of inexorable severity of self
but also of reasonable severity toward others. 388

Leontiev resents ‘rosy’ forms of Christianity which forget the ascetic tradition. For
Leontiev, Christianity demands ‘self-torture’ and a severe ascetic piety in response to
God’s ‘angry and austere words.” This severity even extends beyond the self, to the
other. Leontiev’s asceticism, therefore, is based on a rigorous denial of the world.
This is highlighted by Sidney Monas: ‘For Leontiev, the purpose of religion was to
kill earthly hopes, to separate in a dualistic, Manichean manner the kingdom of the
flesh from the kingdom of heaven — not to sublimate, or transfigure, or subsume the
hum, and buzz, and blaze, and smell of sensual reality. Sometimes conceived as the
counterpoint of his aestheticism, Leontiev’s religion was its bankruptcy and
suppression. Carrying an enormous weight of fear, guilt, and neurosis, it belonged to

the kingdom of death.”38°

In response to Leontiev’s thought, Skobtsova writes that, ‘Leontiev says the
most decisive and unconditional ‘yes’ to renunciation of the world in the name of love
for God.’3%° Because Leontiev fails to affirm the importance of humanity as a whole
then his faith is reduced to his relationship with God — the neighbour is not important
for salvation. For Leontiev, according to Skobtsova, any love of God leads to the
cursing of man. This is the truth of Orthodoxy, and any ‘rosy’ forms of Christianity
need to be emphatically renounced and removed. Whilst Leontiev does create a space

for mercy towards the neighbour, the fundamental motivations throughout his work

388 Konstantin Leontiev, "Chetyre pisma s Afona" Bogoslovskii Vestnik, (February 1912), 475-476.
Cited in Dale Lawrence Nelson, “Konstantin Leontiev and the Orthodox East” (PhD diss., University
of Minnesota, 1975), 93-94.

389 Sidney Monas, “Leontiev: A Meditation” in The Journal of Modern History 43, no. 3 (Sep. 1971):
492.

3% ' JTeoHTHEB TOBOPUT CAMOE PEIIMTENLHOE H HE30rOBOPOUHOE <<a>> OTPEUYEHHIO OT MHUPA BO HMSI
mo6BH k Oory.” CkoOroBa, “Acketnsm,” 167.
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are for the furtherance of beauty, a dislike of ‘levelling’, a focus on individual

salvation, and a rejection of the innate worth and freedom of humankind.3°*

Berdyaev attributes Leontiev’s failure as a philosopher to his rejection of
humanity: ‘We may ask what was the cause of his religious failure? He rejected
humanism, and he had a certain justification for that. But he also rejected man,
religiously rejected him, and therein lay his mistake.”3%? For Skobtsova, Leontiev’s
desire to address the problems of humanism also rejected the fullness of the dual
command to love God and the neighbour. Despite Leontiev’s rejection of humanism,
Skobtsova claims that Leontiev’s system of thought falls into exactly the same
problem as that of humanism. They both believe that the asceticism of Byzantium and
the Church Fathers promoted a renunciation from the world, and a denial of the love
of the neighbour. On this supposition, humanism rejected Christianity, whilst
Leontiev believed this was the only acceptable reading of early Christianity, so
Leontiev rejected the world. Despite perhaps sympathising with Leontiev’s attempt to
elevate the prominence of asceticism in Russia, Skobtsova claims that as a result of
his misinformed opinion on asceticism Leontiev closed the concept, for many people,

of an authentic Orthodox asceticism.

Skobtsova contrasts the writing of Leontiev with the Russian philosopher
Vasily Vasilievich Rozanov (1856-1919). Rozanov agreed with Leontiev that
Christianity is not a ‘rosy’ religion. Like Leontiev, Rozanov identifies an austere

asceticism within the Christian tradition which highlights self-denial, renunciation and

391 Beauty was the guiding principle for the majority of Leontiev’s work. In ‘Types of Religious Life’

Skobtsova describes Leontiev as an Orthodox aesthete, °...for whom beauty contained within it the
measure of truth and who, having rejected the religiously empty bourgeois world because it was
monstrous, reached out to Orthodox because in it there was beauty.” Skobtsova, “Types of Religious
Life,” EW, 156.

392 Berdyaev, Leontiev, 228.
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suffering. Leontiev believed that this self-effacing and severe asceticism was the only
authentic expression of Christianity piety. Rozanov agrees that this is indeed authentic
Christianity; a world-renouncing, sorrowful religion. However, unlike Leontiev,
Rozanov rejects Christianity because of this affirmation.®® Skobtsova observes that
the two thinkers affirm the same principle, yet they respond to it in contrasting ways.
Skobtsova highlights Rozanov’s views on asceticism and the world as an example of

the trajectory of humanist thought in Russia.

Rozanov’s greatest indictment of Christianity can be found in ‘The Dark Face’
(‘Temnsrit JIuk’). Within this work there is an essay entitled ‘Sweetest Jesus and the
bitter fruits of the earth’ (‘O Cnaguaiimiem Nucyce u roppkux mioaax mupa’) where
Rozanov focuses his criticism onto the person of Christ.3% Rozanov is reacting
against a paper given by Merezhkovsky at the Religious-Philosophical Society which
claimed that all culture is Christian. Rozanov disagreed, arguing that there are
examples of culture — such as Gogol’s ‘Dead Souls’ — which would be totally
incongruous if they were inserted into the Gospels. Whilst this particular example
may be reducing the argument to absurdity, it does point to a larger concern for

Rozanov; that there is a sharp distinction between Christianity and culture.

Rozanov’s objections to Christianity centre around the person of Christ.

Christ’s birth introduces the ‘radiance of the gospel’**® to the world. Skobtsova notes

3% In Skobtsova’s characterisation, Rozanov rejects Christianity on these grounds. However, Alexander
Medvedev suggests that Skobtsova is being too absolute here, and does not consider Rozanov’s
Christian death, for example (Medvedev, p. 103). Medvedev also claims that Skobtsova was influenced
by rumours about Rozanov’s life, rather than factual information (103). See: Alexander Medvedev,
“Mother Maria (Skobtsova) and the Religious-Philosophical Renaissance of the Early XX Century: A
Dialogue with V. V. Rozanov,” Becmuux Cesamo-®@unapemogckoeo uncmuniyma 2658-7599 (2017):
103.

394 B. B. Pozanos, “O Cnaguaiiniem Mucyce u ropskux muogax mupa” Temnoiii Jlux accessed February
17, 2020, http://www.odinblago.ru/rozanov_temn_luch/18. This article was presented in November
1907 to the Religious-Philosophical Society.

3% Poszanos, “O Cnaquaitmem HMucyce.”
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that Rozanov regards Christ as ‘infinite beauty.”3%® This radiant, infinite beauty,
however, reduces the benefits of the world to comparative mediocrity. The ‘fruits of
the earth’ become bitter in comparison; ‘Who, after pineapples, grabs potatoes?’%’
Once a person encounters Christ, then all other benefits of this world (human efforts
such as art and literature) become dull, flat, and meaningless. ‘Christians are called to
only one thing - love of Christ.”3® Christians are called to love the ‘mono-flower’ of
Christ. Earthly pleasures cannot be enjoyed in comparison to Christ. Therefore, a
Christian can say: “I walk, eat, sleep, eat: but I enjoy only Jesus.”**® The result of this
is a separation between the world and Christianity — just as Skobtsova has traced.
Rozanov believes that this sentiment is even present in the Gospels. In the Gospels,
Christ does not laugh and there are no romantic relationships. For Rozanov, this

shows that the Gospels are not ‘earthly’ works.

For Christians, the gap between Christianity and culture demands a total
transformation of the self. It is in this light that Rozanov interprets the narrative of
Saul: ‘Saul did not re-educate himself to Paul, but was transformed into Paul...the
relationship in it is precisely Saul and Paul: mutually devouring each other’s "I".”4%
Once Saul was transformed into Paul he would not live as before — he would not go to
the theatre, Rozanov argues. The new Paul destroys Saul, just as Christianity destroys
any pre-existing culture. For Rozanov, this creates a distinction between the Church
and society: ‘The Church has always considered Christ as God, and eo ipso is forced

to consider the whole world, our being, our very birth, not to mention science and art,

396 ¢
397

o OeckoHEeYHOH kpacoThl’. CkoO1oBa, “AckeTn3m,” 168.

Pozanos, “O Cnanuaiimem HUucyce.”

3% ‘ITpu3sBaHbI-TO XPUCTHAHE TOJBKO K 00HOMY — JI0OBHU Ko Xpucty.” Ibid.

399 <51 x03Ky, em, CILTIO, BKYIIAIO: HO HAC/IAXKIAI0Ch TOIbKO MHCYycoM»,— MOKET cKas3aTh 0 cebe
BCAKHUM NOAIMHABIN Xxpuctranun.” 1bid.

400 <Capn me nosocmuTancs o I1asna, Ho npeobpasuica B [1asna... OTHOLIEHHE B HEM €CTh IMEHHO
Cagna u [TaBa: B3aMMHO MOXUPAIOMIHX APYT apyra «si».” Ibid.
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as demonic, "lying in evil." So, it did. But this is not in the sense that something needs

to be improved, but simply that everything needs to be destroyed.”4%

Skobtsova sees the structures and ideals of communism as a progression of a
humanist rejection of Christ’s ‘sombre face’, as found in the thought of Rozanov, for
a ‘rosy’ picture of the world and humanity. She seeks to re-evaluate this supposition
by asking whether the ‘face of Christian podvig’ is really so dark, and whether non-

Christian culture is that radiant.

‘People make a choice between the sorrowful face of Christ and the joy of life.
He who rejects the sorrowful face of Christ in the name of the joys of life
believes in those joys, but tragedy is born at the moment when he discovers that
those joys are not joyful. Forced, mechanized labor gives us no joy;
entertainment, more or less monotonous, differing only in the degree to which it
exhausts our nerves, gives us no joy; the whole of this bitter life gives us no joy.
Without Christ the world attains the maximum of bitterness, because it attains
the maximum of meaninglessness.’4%?

Skobtsova notes that asceticism lived on in humanistic culture, but in a godless and
anti-Christian world. Paradoxically, she identifies a form of asceticism in humanist
soil; throughout Europe and (she implies) in the Soviet Union. So, counter-intuitively,
the renunciation of Christ and of God saw a rise in a particular form of asceticism.
Each ‘faithful” was required to renounce their own father and mother, being inspired
by a severe class morality. ‘In the name of work/the cause, in the name of creation of
purpose he should renounce everything, including the renunciation of the human
face.’4%3 All people fell under the faceless law of the collective. So, the world is once
again drowned in tears, but this time they are not Christian tears, but tears of the

austere collective. ‘Truly the antichrist must be a great ascetic and wear sackcloth

401 ‘IlepxoBb Beeraa cunrana Xpucra — Borom, u €0 iPSO IPHHYKIAETCS CUHTATh BECH MUP, OBITHE

Halle, caMoe POKIEHHE, He TOBOPSI O HayKaX M MCKYCCTBAX, — JIEMOHHYECKHMHU, «BO 3JI€ JIEKAIHMID).
Tak oHa 1 nioctynajia. Ho 9T0 He B CMEBICIIE, YTO YeMY-TO HaJI0 YIAyUIIATHCS, a IPOCTO — YTO BCEMY
Hao yHUUTOXUThCs.” [bid.

402 Skobtsova, “The Mysticism of Human Communion,” EW, 83.

403 'Bo ums ien1a, BO MM TOPIKECTBA LIEJIOTO OH JIOJDKEH OBLIT OTPEKAThCS OT BCErO, BKIHOUYAs
OTpeUeHHEe OT CBOETO Jinia yenoBedeckoro.” Ckobmosa, “Acketusm,” 169.
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because that is what conquers and captivates the world, which sleeps softly and

dresses in splendour, eating and drinking.’4%*

Due to the limitations of the essay form which Skobtsova employs, her
criticism of Leontiev and Rozanov can appear, at times, rather shallow. However, it is
possible to suggest that Skobtsova’s engagement with their thought in ‘Asceticism’ is
intended to highlight the trajectory of ascetic discourse, rather than rigorously grapple
with the particularities of their philosophical and theological systems, which can
otherwise be found in the work of Berdyaev. Skobtsova’s primary concern is that, in
the history of asceticism and its manifestations, there have frequently been divisions
between the practise of asceticism and love for the neighbour. Skobtsova seeks to
address this throughout her work, but in ‘Asceticism’ she turns to the particular
example of St. Isaac the Syrian, to show the way in which balance can be maintained

between asceticism and loving the neighbour.
5. Isaac the Syrian

In response to the ‘dark image’ of Christ which Rozanov forsakes, and the
renunciation of the world in Leontiev’s rejection of ‘rosy Christianity’, in
‘Asceticism’ Skobtsova turns to the writing of Isaac the Syrian in search of an
authentic Christian attitude towards the world. Skobtsova begins this exploration by
highlighting the variety of ways in which Isaac uses the term ‘the world’. She
highlights several texts where ‘the world’ is treated with derision, as something which
needs to be destroyed or renounced (in a system not dissimilar to that of Leontiev).

For example, Isaac describes the world as, a harlot...a sycophant and a fraud.*4%®

404 “BoucTuHy, aHTUXPUCT JOJDKEH OBITH BETMKHM aCKETOM M HOCHUT BJIACSHHILY, TOTOMY YTO 3TO TO,
YTO TIOKOPSIET ¥ MJICHSIET MUP, CISIIAN MATKO W OJIEBASIIITUIICS TBIIIHO, W MBIOMIUHN, U STyIIAH.
Ckob6moBa, “Ackernsm,” 170.

405 |hid., 173.
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Skobtsova’s concern, as always, is when love towards the neighbour is negated by a
spiritual rejection of the world. There is a suggestion of this in some key texts in
Isaac’s writing, which Skobtsova draws attention to: ‘Do you want, according to the
law of the Gospel, to acquire in your spirit love towards the neighbour? Remove
yourself from him, and then the fire of love for him will kindle in you, and you will
rejoice upon seeing him, as if seeing a shining angel.”*°® There are moments in Isaac’s
writings where he seems to support a renunciation of the world, which includes a
rejection of the neighbour. However, Skobtsova believes that the key to understanding
Isaac’s work is in the correct interpretation of his use of ‘the world” where a rejection

of the world does not entail a denial of love towards the neighbour.

Skobtsova argues that Isaac’s use of ‘the world’ refers to the human passions;
‘The word world is a collective term, embracing the so-called passions.’*” ‘The
World’, therefore, is a composite name for all of the passions, which does not refer to
the neighbour; ‘When we actually want to name the passions, we call them the world;
but when we want to differentiate them according to their different names, we call
them passions.”%® The passions have a variety of meanings in ascetic literature.4%°
According to Skobtsova, Isaac understands the passions as devotion to wealth in order

to possess things, bodily pleasure, passion for carnal desiring, desire for honour, envy

406 "X oueIb S 10 €BAHIENbCKOM 3a10BeIU IPHOOPECTH B JIyLIE CBOEH JIF0O0BD K GamskHeMy? Y iaiuch
OT HETO, ¥ TOTJa BO3TOPUTCS B TeOe IUIaMeHb JI00BH K HEMY, U PaZioBaThCs OyACIIh MPH JIHIE3PECHUN
€ro, KaK IpY BUIEHUH cBeTI0r0 anrena.’ Ibid.

407'CnoBo Mup ecTh nMs cobHparebHOe, oOOHIMaroLIee co00I0 Tak HazsiBaemble crpacTtu.” 1bid., 174.
(Emphasis Skobtsova’s).

408 ’Korz:a B006IIIC XOTUM HAaUMMCEHOBATL CTPACTH, HA3bIBAEM UX MHUPOM; a KOI'/Ida XOTHUM Pa3JINvaTh UX
10 pa3jinynuio HAMMCHOBAaHUU UX, HA3bIBACM UX CTpaCTHMI/I.’ Ibid.

499 In ‘The Way of the Ascetics’, Kallistos Ware notes that some theologians saw passions as contrary
to nature, following the example of Philo. These theologians included Clement of Alexandria,
Nemesius of Emesa, Gregory of Nyssa, Evagrius of Pontus, and John Climacus. Ware also notes that
there are other theologians who believe that passions can be transformed, such as Isaias of Scetis,
Theodoret, St Maximus the Confessor and St Gregory Palamas. See: Kallistos Ware, “The Way of the
Ascetics: Negative or Affirmative?” in Asceticism ed. Vincent L. Wimbush and Richard Valantasis
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 12.
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and the desire to be in charge, arrogance in power, the desire to dress up and be
admired, human glory, vindictiveness, and fear for the body. These passions represent
the wisdom of the flesh, therefore Skobtsova notes that Isaac claims; ‘the world is
living in the flesh, in the wisdom of the flesh.”!° For Skobtsova the identification of
‘the world’ as passions of the flesh is sufficient to explain the presence of a
renunciation of the world in Isaac’s thought, which does not include rejection of the

neighbour.

This interpretation presents the possibility for an asceticism which is not
‘worldly’ — in that there is a rejection and transformation of the passions - but which
maintains a love for the neighbour.*!! Indeed, Skobtsova draws attention to a number

of passages in Isaac’s writing which deal with love towards the neighbour.

“What is a merciful heart? A man’s heart burns for creation, people, birds,
animals, for demons and every creature. When remembering them and looking
at them, a person’s eyes exude tears from the great and strong pity that
encompasses the heart.”.41?

‘For love of creatures God sent His own Son to the cross to die not because he
could not redeem by another way, but in order to teach us of his over-whelming
love...But if he had something more precious he would give it to us in order to
acquire us as his family. And he was not well disposed to restrict our freedom,
but he was well disposed so that the love of our own hearts brings us closer to

410" Mup ecTh MIOTCKOE KUTHE B MyApoBaHuu mioTu.” Ckobuosa, “Ackerusm,” 175.

411 A different interpretation of Isaac’s work is taken by Vladimir Lossky in ‘The Mystical Theology of
the Eastern Church.” Here, Lossky also notes Isaac’s definition of the world as passions, however
Lossky’s conclusions from this are drastically different to Skobtsova’s. Rather than an entering into the
world, Lossky suggests the way to overcome passions is by retreating into oneself: ““The world”
signifies here a dispersion, the soul’s wandering outside itself, a treason against its real nature. For the
soul is not in itself subject to passions, but becomes so when it leaves its interior simplicity and
exteriorizes itself. Renunciation of the world is thus a re-entering of the soul into itself, a concentration,
a reintegration of the spiritual being in its return to communion with God...Monasticism is simply the
highest degree of this attitude of will.” Vladimir Lossky, ‘The Mystical Theology of the Eastern
Church’, translated by members of the Fellowship of St. Alban and St. Sergius (Cambridge, London:
James Clarke & Co. Ltd.), 200.

412¢ <<Yro Takoe cepaue Munyromee?>> - U ckaszan: <<Bosropenue cepAma y 4uejaoBeKka 0 TBOPEHHH, O
YCJIIOBCKAX, O IITHILAX, O )KUBOTHBIX, O ACMOHAX U O BCSIKOM TBapH. HpI/I BOCIIOMHWHAHWHA O HUX U TIPU
BO33PCHHUU HA HUX OYH y YEJIOBEKA HCTOYAIOT CJIE3bl, OT BEIMKOH U CHIILHOHN JKaJIOCTH, 00bEeMITIONIEeH
cepane.” CkobmoBa, “Acketusm,” 176.
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Him...And the saints of this sign press to become like God in the perfection of
love towards the neighbour.”**

Skobtsova contends that humanism could find nothing wrong with Isaac’s statements,
not being able to find a higher measure of love for the brother in another place.
Similarly, Isaac does not reject the reality of God thus Skobtsova believes that Isaac’s
system of asceticism allows for a form of worldly renunciation which does not negate
a love of the neighbour. For Skobtsova, this presents a middle ground between
Leontiev and Rozanov. It is not about ‘rosy Christianity’ or the ‘dark image’ of
Christ, but about the fullness of Christianity, as expressed by St. Isaac the Syrian. By
returning to a Patristic source, Skobtsova’s aim, in this instance, is to provide a
precedent for a form of asceticism which maintains love of God and of the neighbour
within the Orthodox tradition. She argues both Leontiev and Rozanov have
incorrectly interpreted the asceticism of the Patristic period, which has led to their

misinformed opinions.

However, Skobtsova does not satisfactorily address the multiple nuances of
Isaac’s theology. Patrick Hagman, in his extensive survey of asceticism in Isaac’s
theology, observes a greater variety to the use of ‘the world’ in Isaac’s thought than
Skobtsova acknowledges.*** Hagman argues that ‘the world” in Isaac’s thought not
only refers to the passions but, amongst many other nuances, includes the world as
human relationships; an observation which becomes highly problematic for
Skobtsova’s reading. Once again, this highlights a methodological issue within

Skobtsova’s work, as she does not substantiate the interpretations which inform her

413 '<< Tlo mo6Bu k TBapu Ceina CBoero npenan bor Ha KpeCTHYI0 CMEPTH HE TIOTOMY, YTO HE MOT
UCKYIHThH HAC HHBIM 00pa3oM, HO YTOOBI HAyYHTh HAC TEM Mpen300mtyromeil moosu CBoel...A eciu
651 y Hero 656110 uTO O0JI€€ iparoneHHoe 1 To Jaji Obl HaMm, 9T00BI cuM NprodpecTs cebe pos Ham. 1
He 0JIarOBOJIMII CTECHUT CBOOOY Hally, HO O6JaroBoJInII, YTOOBI TFOOOBBI0 COOCTBEHHOTO HAIIIETO
cepama npubimsmmck Mel K Hemy... M1 momorarotes cBSATBIE cero mpu3HaKa - ynoaooisteca bory
COBEPIIEHCTBOM JII00BH K OmmxHemMy>>." |bid., (Skobtsova’s ellipsis) 177.

414 patrick Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).
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own constructive thought. Furthermore, despite the careful identification of ‘the
world’ as passions in ‘Asceticism’, Skobtsova’s own use of ‘the world’ is highly
variable throughout her other essays, therefore an investigation into Skobtsova’s own
employment of the word will help to build a better understanding of her own

constructive thought.
6. The Worldly Person

In ‘The Mysticism of Human Communion’, we see the influence of Isaac’s thought on
Skobtsova’s own reflections on the world. In this article, Skobtsova distinguishes
between a ‘worldly attitude’ and the world as reality. A ‘worldly attitude’ is
associated with the passion of egoism. However, an authentic world also exists, which
demands an authentic attitude towards it. An authentic attitude to the world is about
communion and sacrifice. These qualities are modelled on Christ who was the
founder of authentic ‘worldly endeavour’. In a similar way to Isaac’s thought,
therefore, ‘the world’ is a complex term in Skobtsova’s own theology with inauthentic

and authentic attitudes towards it.

We shall turn, firstly, to the way in which Skobtsova incorporates an
understanding of ‘the world’ as a passion into her own thought. The specific passion
which Skobtsova associates with the world is egotism, establishing a person’s ‘I’ in
opposition to the world; ‘On the one hand, worldly people are essentially separated
from the world by an impenetrable wall. However much they give themselves to the
joys of the world, whatever bustle they live in, there is always an impassable abyss in
their consciousness: “I”” and the world, which serves me, amuses me, grieves me,

wearies me, and so on.”**® Here Skobtsova reveals a contradiction in people who are

415 Skobtsova, “The Mysticism of Human Communion”, EW, 76.
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‘worldly’; they are, in fact, separated from the world. A ‘worldly person’ only sees
the world in relation to their self, and how it serves them. In this way, Skobtsova
associates a ‘worldly person’ with egoism and selfishness. Similarly to Isaac,
therefore, Skobtsova is discussing ‘the world’ in relation to the passions: ‘The more
egoistic a man is, that is, the more he belongs to the world, the more alienated he is
from the authentic life of the world, the more the world is some sort of inanimate
comfort for him, or some sort of inanimate torture, to which his uniquely animate “I”’
is opposed.’#® A worldly person is disconnected from the authentic life of the world,
meaning that being ‘worldly’ is an inauthentic expression of human life which isolates
the “I” from the other. Skobtsova is discussing, therefore, an attitude which is
influenced by the passions, specifically egoism. ‘If he [the worldly man] loves the
world, science, art, nature, family, friends, politics, it is with what may be called

99 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢ 99 ¢¢

lustful love — “my family,” “my art,” “my nature,” “my politics.” All this reveals,
embodies, reflects, realizes a single excessive “1.”’ In a slightly different way to Isaac,

Skobtsova associates the passions with a worldly attitude, rather than ‘the world.’

Skobtsova identifies a similar separation from the world in certain incarnations
of Christian spirituality. Like the ‘worldly person’, a Christian may also separate their
‘I’ from the world by focusing solely on their relationship with God. If this is the case,
then their interaction with the world becomes a form of obedience; a task, or job
relating to their duty towards God, not their love of the neighbour. The Christian often
regards the love of God as ‘the chief and only thing’, as a result, ‘man has his own
monastery — in his spirit, behind high white walls.’*!" Like the ‘worldly person’, a

Christian following this form of piety separates their ‘I’ from the world. Ironically,

416 1hid.
47 bid., 77.
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then, some Christians fall into the same trap as ‘worldly people’ by inauthentically
engaging with the world, by opposing their ‘I’ to it; ‘And the world either simply lies
in evil, or is the field where we exercise our virtues — in any case, it is outside the “I.”
Separation from the world occurs on different principles here than with worldly
people, but it is no less complete for all that. In this isolation of the “I” from the

world, opposites meet.’#18

Skobtsova proposes an engagement with the world which stands in opposition
both to ‘worldly people’ and also to Christian spirituality which opposes its ‘I’ to the
world. She argues: ‘The more we go out into the world, the more we give ourselves to
the world, the less we are off the world, because what is of the world does not give
itself to the world.”**® To be ‘of the world’ is to view the world in relation to how it
serves the self, whereas to be ‘unworldly’, paradoxically, means to give oneself to the
world. This is modelled on the example of Christ who was the ‘founder of worldly
endeavor.”*?® Skobtsova identifies Christ’s kenosis as the quintessence of authentic
engagement with the world: ‘The great and only first founder of worldly endeavor
was Christ, the Son of God, who descended into the world, became incarnate in the
world, totally, entirely, without holding any reserve, as it were, for His Divinity...In
His worldly obedience He emptied Himself, and His emptying is the only example for
our path.’#?! Christ’s kenotic self-giving to the world is not only present in the

incarnation but also his earthly ministry and ultimately in the cross.

Skobtsova suggests that humanity is united with and participates in Christ’s

kenotic self-giving through the Eucharist. ‘In the sacrament of the eucharist, Christ

18 1hid.
419 1bid., 78.
420 1hid.
421 1pid.
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gave Himself, His God-man’s Body, to the world, or rather, He united the world with
Himself in the communion with his God-man’s Body. He made it into
Godmanhood.”#?? In the sacrament of the Eucharist, Christ continues to give himself
to the world which, in turn, unites the world with God. The Body of Christ, therefore,

is based upon a sacrificial giving.

The world is worthy of such sacrificial self-giving because the ‘world’
consists of people who are icons of Christ. People are censed in the Divine Liturgy,
and they should be venerated as icons. ‘...the churching of life is the sense of the
whole world as one church, adorned with icons that should be venerated, that should
be honored and loved, because these icons are true images of God that have the
holiness of the Living God upon them.”*?* Skobtsova highlights the paradox of the sin
of being a ‘worldly person’ with the ‘unworldly’ act of sacrificially giving oneself to
the world, mirroring the kenotic ministry of Christ, so that the world is authentically

recognised as consisting of persons (icons of Christ).
7. Asceticism, Transformation and the Other

Throughout Skobtsova’s writings on spirituality and asceticism there is a repeated
theme of transformation. Her asceticism is orientated towards transformation of the
person, over and above renunciation. We have already seen the importance of
personal transformation in ‘Zhatva Dukha’, and Skobtsova’s aversion to renunciation
of the world in ‘Asceticism,” particularly when this renunciation impedes loving the
neighbour. In several key essays including ‘Holy Earth’, ‘The Source of Creativity’
and ‘The Mysticism of Human Communion’, Skobtsova translates this ascetic

transformation into a discussion of a person’s spiritual relationship with their

422 1pjd.
423 1pid., 81.
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neighbour. In contrast to the ascetic renunciation of the world which Skobtsova
dismisses, she is proposing a system of the ‘holy earth.” The earth is something which
can and must be transformed; not a ‘world’ to be renounced. At the heart of this
transformation is an inter-connected system of personal, spiritual paths. On these
paths a person works towards transformation, along with others whose paths are

connected to theirs.

Skobtsova begins the article entitled ‘Holy Earth’ by highlighting her
understanding of renunciation and evil. She writes: ‘All renunciation is a lie. By
renouncing, we affirm the genuine reality of what we consider to be evil, and thus we
incarnate evil in its essence by all our renunciations.’*?* Within ascetic piety,
Skobtsova does not advocate renunciation. She believes that this acknowledges the
presence of evil, substantiating and embodying it. If evil is to be renounced, then it
follows that evil exists and the person has merely removed themselves from it: “...evil
is reality as much as we recognize it as reality, and by doing so, even renouncing it,
we embody (incarnate) it as one of the possible ways.’#?® Instead of renunciation,

Skobtsova claims that everything must seek to be transformed:

‘In order to find authenticity, a person needs to be able transform, not to
renounce. Everything that exists can and must be transformed. And only in
comprehending the possibility of transformation, we completely renounce and
destroy evil.” 42

In ascetic terms, this means that sin and passions should be transformed through the

person’s spiritual podvig. Skobtsova is following one tradition within the writings of

424 ‘Beskoe oTpedeHue ecTh 10kb. OTPEKasCh, Mbl yTBEPXKIAEM MOJIMHHYIO PEATILHOCTE TOTO, YTO
[OYHMTAEM 3JI0M, H, TAKAM 00pa30M, BOILIOLIAEM 3110 B CyIlle BCIKAM CBOMM OoTpedceHreM.” Martb
Mapus (Ckob1oBa), “Csitas 3emust [Holy Earth]” in Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepru, Tom 2
(YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 181.

425¢Takum 06pa3zoM, 3710 ABJISAETCS PEATBHOCTBIO, TIOCKOJILKY MBI €10 OTIO3HAEM KaK PEAIBHOCTD, U 3TUM
CaMbIM, JIa)Ke OTPEKAsCh OT HETO, BOILIOIIAEM €r0, KaK OJWH U3 BO3MOKHBIX myTeid.” Ibid.

426 <J1ns TOro - YTOOBI HANTH MOIMHHOE, YeIOBEKY HaJl0 YMETh He OTPEKAThCs, a Mpeodpasxkarh. Bee,
4TO CyIIEE, MOKET U J0JDKHO OBITH PeoOpaxeHo. Y TOJIBKO MOCTHIras BO3MOKHOCTh MIPEOOPaXKEHHUS,
MBI JI0 KOHIA OTPHUIIACT U yHHUTOXaeM 3110.” 1bid.
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the Church Fathers, therefore, which believes that passions should be transformed,
rather than destroyed. This transformation must take precedence over a renunciation
of familial ties, community, possessions, and other factors which the ascetic life
demands. She insists that all things can be transformed, including the earth itself. Like
a person, the earth begins in darkness and can be transformed, just like everything else
which exists: ‘At the starting point the earth is darkness. In approaching God, the
earth becomes the Holy Earth, transformed flesh. In this sense the earth is not an
exception, but, as everything which exists authentically, it can and should be

transformed.”*%’

Skobtsova sees this transformation as a path (myts), a gradual process of
transfiguration and renewal. Each person’s path will be different according to their
natural talents and inclinations. However, the telos of each path is always God. On
these individual paths - which are journeying towards God - the person moves
through stages (crenens) of transformation. Skobtsova emphasises that this
progressive transformation is a free act: ‘a person can, by the effort of free will and
free podvig, transform their path up to the limit of holiness.’*?® Therefore, a person
may be transformed through their podvig, becoming more holy and destroying - not

just renouncing - evil.

Skobtsova identifies several stages of the transformation of the person. One
notable stage of transformation is the organic merging of free paths into a united
whole. Skobtsova makes a distinction between an untransformed realisation of unity,

where individuals are mechanical and unfree members of a ‘collective’, in contrast

427 'B ucxoaHOM TOUKe, 3eMJIs - 3TO Mpak. B npubimskenun k Bory, 3emiist - cBATas 3€MIIsl,
npeoOpakeHHas I0Th. B 3TOM cMbICIie OHA He HCKITIOYEHHE, a, KaK BCe MOUIMHHO CYIlee, OHa MOXKET
M JOJDKHA OBITH ipeobpaxkena.” Ibid., 183.

428 'yenIoBEK MOMKET YCHIUAMM CBOOOIHON BOIIM, CBOOOIHOTO HOBUTA IIPEOOPA3UT €ro JI0 Mpeaena
cearoctu.’ |bid., 182.
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with the transformed version of this stage, where individual paths freely and
organically merge into one whole. Where individual paths are freely merged, there a
person takes something upon themselves from outside of themselves; *...in this kind
of addition, in this growth, they no longer remain (equal to) themselves, but they
acquire from this addition, this growth, something else which was not included within
them, something which, in essence, is more than them, which transforms and
redefines them.”*?® There is a sense here that transformation comes from outside the
person; that redefinition is an addition and a growth from outside the self. This taking
of something external upon oneself stands in contrast with the preceding stages of
transformation which are highly individualised and interiorised. Skobtsova is
suggesting that the higher stages of transformation move towards community, and a
free merging of individual paths. Transformation progresses from an individualised

effort into a communal gathering, which materialises in society.

Within this organic unity, Skobtsova identifies different types of ‘paths.’
There are solitary paths, and then there are paths which are defined by another path.
Skobtsova defines these as roads of mutual interconnectivity; ‘there are roads which
seem to mutually condition their existence, which are necessary mainly by their own
mutual interconnectedness, because of an eternal mutual process of giving and
receiving.’*®® Rather than being a solitary path, such a path is conditioned by the paths
of others. Central to this system of mutual interconnectivity is a process of giving and
receiving, where the transformation of one path is conditioned and determined by

another. As we have already observed, Skobtsova claims that the earth has its own

429 A cnarasck, cpamasch, OHM He OCTAalOTCs PAaBHBIME cebe,] HO MpHo6GpeTatoT OT (haKTa CI0KEHHUS,
CpameHHﬂ €IIC HCYTO, YTO B HUX HEC 3aKJIFOYCHO, HCUYTO, YTO 110 CyH_IeCTBy 60HBIHe X, 4To
npeoOpaskaer ¥ BHOBb onpeeisier ux.” Ibid., 185.

430 ecTph gOpOrH, KaK ObI B3aMMHO 00YCIaBIHBAIOIIHE CBOE ObITHE, HEOOXOAUMBIE ITTABHBIM 00pa3oM
0 CBOEH B3aMMHOM CBSI3aHHOCTH, 110 BEYHBIM B3aMMHBIM OTa4aM u noydanusm.” |bid., 182-3.
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path, moving towards transformation. Skobtsova identifies the earth’s path as one of
interconnectivity. Furthermore, Skobtsova suggests, it seems, that paths which are on
the earth (under its ‘sign’) also fall under this category of interconnectivity; ‘But a
path, standing under the sign of the Earth, is always connected to another path, it
entirely defines the other, opposite path and is itself entirely defined by it.”*3! This
would suggest, therefore, that all human paths on the earth are mutually connected.
This resonates with the earlier discussion in this thesis around Soloviev’s ‘The

Meaning of Love’.4%2

However, not all paths are the same. Skobtsova identifies two broad types of
spiritual path, where both are able to be transformed. These two groups are the
maternal and the filial. The maternal path is defined by its relationship to the path of

the son. Skobtsova writes that in motherhood the following takes place:

‘A part of oneself becomes another life but remains joined with the original life
by blood. In motherhood there is an embodied existence in oneself and in the
other, - in another, separate from oneself. The mother, remaining in the son,
gives him to all roads of the earth, to all the fields of the earth, to all sufferings
and temptations. The mother is no longer at liberty in the fate of the son, and at
the same time is inseparably connected with him on all his paths.”*3

The path of the mother is, firstly, a path of interconnectivity. The mother is intimately
connected with the fate of her son; she exists within her son and is linked to him by

blood. Skobtsova sees in this an expression of love: ‘In motherhood is the greatest

431 'Ho myTh, CTOSIIMIA [0 3HAKOM 3€MJIM, BCEr/Ia CBA3AH C APYIUM ITyTeM, OH LIEIMKOM OIpeesseT
JPYTOH, IPOUBOIIOJIOKHBIN IyTh M IEIMKOM onpezeisercs um.” Ibid., 183.

432 Soloviev writes: ‘God is all, i.e., he possesses in one absolute act all positive content, the whole
fulness of being. A human being (in general and every individual being in particular), being in fact only
this and not another, may become all, only by doing away, in his consciousness and life, with that
internal boundary which separates him from another. “This” may become the “all” only together with
others; only together with others can an individual realize his absolute significance — become an
inseparable and irreplaceable part of the universal whole, an independent, living and original organ of
the absolute life.” Soloviev, The Meaning of Love, 44.

433 ‘Yacrp ceOs CTaHOBUTCS MHOM KU3HBIO U OCTAETCS KPOBHO CITMTOMN C HAYalbHOM XH3HBIO. B
MATCPUHCTBE €CTh BOIJIOIICHHOC CYIIIECTBOBAHUE B cebe u B JAPYyToM, - B IPpYTOM, OTACIIBHOM OT ceOs1.
MaTB, 0CTaBasCh B ChIHC, OTAACT €TI0 BCEM JOpOoraM 3€MHBIM, BCEM ITOJISIM 3€MHBIM, BCEM CTPAJaHUAM
u cobnazHaM. Math YK€ HC BOJIbHA B C}/JIBGC CbIHA, 1 BMECTE C TEM HEPA3PBIBHO CBA3aHA BO BCEX €TO
nyTsx ¢ HuM.” Skobtsova, “Holy Earth,” 186.
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love, because it exists at a distance and, without the possibility of changing anything,
it pursues the path of the son, and it co-exists with the path of the son in their
separation.’*3* A mother is involved in the life of the son, but passively and often at a
distance. However, there is a sense of the tragic in this relationship, because despite
being embodied in the life of her son, a mother is largely powerless to determine his
course. Skobtsova defines this motherhood in terms of suffering, claiming that ‘it
[motherhood] suffers from freely chosen suffering which is not one’s own and for it
this suffering is not freely chosen, but only inevitably accepted.’**® The mother gives
her son to the world, and in so doing she is connected to him in a bond of love, co-
suffering with him and inevitably accepting anything which he experiences in herself.

The path of motherhood therefore is defined by accompaniment.

In the article ‘Birth in Creation’, Skobtsova continues exploring the
relationship between the mother and the son by highlighting the nature of birth. She
describes the mother’s continuing involvement in the life of the son (as she has raised
in ‘Holy Earth’) in theological language of ‘essence’ and ‘hypostasis.’ In birth-giving,
Skobtsova suggests, a mother creates from her own essence. The child is of the same
essence as the mother, being of flesh and blood. However, this child has a different
hypostasis; they have their own personality and with it their own freedom and
identity. This is how Skobtsova furthers her notion of the mother being bound up in
the life of their child. They are, in a sense, of the same ‘essence’, but a different

hypostasis; connected to the life of the child in their being, but powerless to change

434 ‘B maTepuHCTBE camasi BeNMKas JIOOOBb, TOTOMY YTO OHO U3JaJIM U 63 BO3MOXKHOCTH 4TO-TH00
U3MCHUTH BJICUCTCA 34 CBIHOBHUM ITYTEM M KaK OBI CO-)KHUBET B CBOEH pa3acJIbHOCTH C 3TUM CbhIHOBHUM
mytem.” Ibid., 187.

435 *Ono cTpamaeT uyKUM, BOJILHO M3OPAHHBIM CTPAJAHKMEM, H JUIS HETO TO CTPajaHHe HE BOJILHO
n30pano, a TOBKO Hem3bexHo npuusTo.” 1bid.
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the course of their child’s independent, free hypostasis or personality.**® Rowan
Williams notes the implications of this for an understanding of community and human
relationality: “...the event of birth issues in another exemplar of the same essence,
humanity; yet it also issues in a radical otherness, ‘hypostatic’ otherness, which means
that the mother and the child have a history of relation to fashion and negotiate.”*’
Like the mother and the child, humanity is, in a sense, of one essence (and with this

the individual is part of an unchosen community), yet the hypostatic individuality of

persons means that relationship must be formed and explored.

A further analogy to assess in this area of Skobtsova’s work is her
identification of the path of the mother with the earth. Within ‘Holy Earth’, the earth
brings forth its son, humanity. The maternal path, therefore, is the path of the earth
and the filial path is that of humanity. The path of the son is also defined by its
relationship to the mother. It is primarily characterised by sacrifice which is

performed on behalf of their mother. The son needs the mother for his podvig.

‘And here it is clear, that their highest rise in stages of transformation do not
exclude, but on the contrary predetermine minutes of powerlessness, minutes of
wild howling, minutes when they fall to the ground and cannot do anything, and
they only wish that someone’s, even anyone’s hand may be able to touch them,
so that by touching [their] mother they realise that they are not alone, that

436 Here Skobtsova is critically engaging with the work of her contemporary, Nikolai Berdyaev. For
Berdyaev, birth is an unfree creative process. In ‘The Meaning of the Creative Act’, Berdyaev argues
that eros is truly creative, but sex (and birth-giving generation) squanders creativity and reflects natural
necessity. He writes: ‘Creative energy is fettered by the chain of birth-giving. And sex-life with its
begetting is the chief obstacle to the dawn of the creative world-epoch. The human race, remaining in
the element of the old Adam and the old Eve, is powerless to create, since it spends its creative energy
on the continuation and ordering of the race, on obedience to the results of sin.” (Nicolas Berdyaev, The
Meaning of the Creative Act, trans. Donald A. Lowrie (San Rafael, CA: Semantron Press, 2009), 201).
Skobtsova argues that natural birth is indeed an “unfree’ process, as it is bound to natural necessity.
However, it produces a free personality in the child. Therefore, whilst the process may be unfree, the
product is free. In contrast, she suggests that human creativity outside of birth (in art, literature, etc.)
can only ever be made from a different essence, but will ultimately always reflect the personality (the
hypostasis) of its creator. In this sense, this creation is not free. Therefore, birth has a unique place in
creating from the same essence, and producing a free creation. This creative analysis from Skobtsova is
well documented (and critically engaged with) in Natalia Ermolaev’s thesis, Modernism, Motherhood
and Mariology, pp. 112-119 especially.

437 Williams, Looking East in Winter, 223.
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nothing which changes their connection to the bowels [of the earth] gives rest,
new strength,’43®

Skobtsova is developing a strong image here of humanity falling to its mother earth to
sustain its life. According to Ermolaev, in ‘Holy Earth’ Skobtsova is developing a
theology of nature which corresponds to Dostoevsky’s positive approach to the earth.
This provides a fitting contrast to the world-renunciation which Skobtsova wishes to
denounce. It gives a positivity to the world and avoids a dualistic distinction between
the earthly and the heavenly, the human and the divine. However, there appears to be
a wider picture here as well. This essay is dealing with the human condition and
ascetic transformation, using an image of nature and the earth, rather than primarily
developing a theology of nature. The key for our understanding at this point, from
‘Holy Earth’, is the interconnectivity of the human paths as they move towards
transformation and union with God. This highlights Skobtsova’s understanding that
paths do not exist in solitary isolation, and that transformation is — in part — a shared
endeavour, and points towards the task of fashioning and negotiating relationships

which Williams has highlighted.

In ‘Insights in Wartime’ Skobtsova notes the importance of eschatology in
relation to these human ‘paths.’ Skobtsova ends ‘Insights in Wartime’ by noting the
effect of a heart which welcomes God’s visitation to earth, when the world accepts
this visit and says ‘ready, ready is my heart’. When this happens ‘in an instant our
temporary and fallen life will unite with the depths of eternity, then our human cross

will become the likeness of the God-man’s cross, then within our deathly affliction

438 'Y BOT TYT SICHO, YTO CaMbIii BHICOKHIA MOJJbEM MX B CTETIEHAX MPEOOPAKEHHOCTH HE HCKITFOUAET, a
HaO60p0T npeapeniacTt MUHYThL 66CCI/IJ‘II/IH, MUHYTBI 3BEPUHOTO BOS, MUHYTBI TAKUEC, KOI'JIa OHU Maar0T
Ha 3€MJII0 1 HUYETO HE MOTYT, U XOTA TOJIBKO, lITO6LI YbA-TO, TOKE HUYETO HE MOTyIIast U3SMCHUTDH
pyKa IIPUKOCHYJIACh K HAM, YTOOBI ITyTEM NMPUKOCHOBEHUS K MaTepu OHU OCO3HAIIH, YTO OHH HE 10
KOHIIa OAMHOKH, YTO HUYCTO HEC MEHAIOMIAaA CBA3b UX C HEAPAMU JACT NEPCABINIKY, HAITOJHACT HOBBIMU
cunamu.’ Skobtsova, “Holy Earth,” 188.
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itself we will see the white garments of the angel who will announce to us: “He who
was dead is no longer in the tomb.” Then mankind will enter into the paschal joy of
the Resurrection.’**® However, if the world does not accept God’s revelation, then the
earth will not have found the path to transformation. If that is the case, then Skobtsova
predicts the following: ‘The old, sad, dusty earth races through the empty sky into
eternal emptiness. Death-bound mankind rejoices over small successes and weeps
over small failures, renouncing its election, painstakingly and assiduously pulling the
coffin lid over its head.’**° The path to transfiguration requires divine revelation and
assistance. Skobtsova maintains that the fullness of transfiguration is not only an
eschatological phenomenon, but a Godmanly event. Each human path, therefore,
needs to ‘unite with the depths of eternity’, to perceive and respond to God’s
revelation in addition to navigating the relation between other human paths. Loving
God and loving the neighbour requires an openness to what is beyond the self,

recognising that the self does not exist in isolation, but in relationship.
8. Conclusion

Skobtsova understands asceticism as a set of rules to guide human conduct into the
fullest, deepest relationship possible between God, the world and oneself. An
understanding of the world, therefore, is vital for any realisation of the ascetic task. In
a negative sense, the world represents the human passions. These passions must be
destroyed by transformation of human failings, in order for them to be completely
over-come. Positively, the world represents a community of persons who are icons of
Christ. Asceticism, therefore, should not deny the world or focus only on individual

salvation (as Leontiev suggests). At the same time, a person should not promote an

439 Skobtsova, “Insights in Wartime,” EW, 139.
440 1pid.
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antagonistic relationship between the Church and the world, where transformation of
the self leads to an unbridgeable gap between the joys of the earth and the joy found
in Christ (as Rozanov claims). Rather, the correct ascetic attitude is one which resists
the passions of being a worldly person governed by egoism, and instead works
towards giving oneself to the world, in sacrificial service and love. This system
recognises that a person’s spiritual path is intimately connected with the path of their
neighbour. Like a mother is bound up in the fate of her son, so too human paths are
joined in their essence, but they face the task of navigating the individuality which a
free human personality gives in relationship. Asceticism for Skobtsova, therefore, is
not a solitary, isolated, spiritual practice. Neither is it a world-denying belief. It is a
process of transformation, where the ascetic path moves towards deeper communion

with both God and the neighbour.
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Chapter 5: The Ascetical Practice of Human Encounter: The Mysticism of Human

Communion, Mariology and Monasticism

Once Skobtsova has established a system which allows for love of the neighbour and
a turn to the world, she begins to develop an understanding of the mystical basis of
human encounters. Building on her affirmation that the world can and must be
transformed, she wishes to present an understanding of human engagement which has
spiritual weight. In ‘The Second Gospel Commandment’ Skobtsova uses texts from
the Philokalia to support her argument for a theologically informed system of
showing love to the neighbour. After criticising forms of individualistic ascetic
spirituality, she shows how asceticism is an important part of communal spirituality.
She highlights the shared nature of ascetic endeavour in the context of a person’s
relationship with the other in their tripartite composition of body, soul, and spirit.
Whilst asceticism is important for individuals, the ultimate ascetic task, Skobtsova
believes, is the uncovering of the imago dei in the other, which has been clouded by
sin. This places her asceticism firmly in the context of the dual command to love God
and the neighbour, and a searching for sobornal unity. Skobtsova wishes to develop
an ascetic Christianity which engages with the neighbour in love, which turns to the
world and its needs (building on the examples she has drawn in ‘Zhatva Dukha’ and
the affirmations which she established in ‘Asceticism”). She does this by arguing that
loving the neighbour is an ascetic task, which possesses potential for encountering
God. To describe this, Skobtsova uses the term ‘mysticism of human communion.’
We shall unpick this central concept for Skobtsova’s work in the course of this

chapter by firstly looking at her article ‘The Second Gospel Commandment.’

This chapter will also explore Mariology. Skobtsova’s Mariology holds an

important place in her understanding of authentic human encounter. It is important to
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place this discussion within her picture of asceticism and human communion. In
searching for the mystical and theological depths to substantiate an active love of the
neighbour, Skobtsova turns to the example of Mary. Mary, she claims, is as worthy of
imitation as Christ. Emulation of Mary consists in a willingness to bear the crosses of
another, for a person’s heart to be pierced by the sword of grief, following the
example of the mother who suffered alongside her son at the crucifixion. This
expands on the maternal path which has been highlighted in ‘Holy Earth’, to build a
Marian model of human community. This is balanced with an imitation of Christ (and
is not set up in opposition to this, but in compliment to it) and thus once again
Skobtsova seeks to balance a duality in the spiritual life. Sacrifice is at the heart of
both an emulation of Christ and of Mary through a willing suspension of the will, and

an opening up of the self to the other.

The third aspect of Skobtsova’s thought which this chapter will explore is
monasticism. Skobtsova is an innovator of the monastic tradition. She seeks to
reimagine the monastic vows of tonsuring to most authentically engage with the
context of emigration in which she finds herself. Her reinterpretation of the vows of
obedience and non-possession reveal yet another emphasis on sacrifice, as the
monastic sacrifices their will to both God and the neighbour. Finally, this chapter will
suggest that Skobtsova regards asceticism as a creative act. Building upon her
understanding of asceticism as transformation, and the monastic system of turning to
the world, she outlines a system of shared transformation which is itself a creative

process.

1. The Mysticism of Human Communion
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Skobtsova wants to imbue love towards the neighbour with theological significance.
In “The Mysticism of Human Communion’, she laments the secondary character of
Christianity which is ‘turned to the world’ or what is referred to as ‘social
Christianity’. Skobtsova observes that social Christianity is generally ‘based on a
certain rationalistic humanism’ where people ‘apply Christian morality to “this
world,” and do not seek a spiritual and mystical basis for their constructions.”#*!
Skobtsova argues that in order to make social Christianity truly Christian, rather than
Christian-like, it must have a theological basis; ‘it is necessary to find one more
dimension for it, to bring it out of flat soulfulness and two-dimensional moralism into
the depths of multi-dimensional spirituality. To substantiate it mystically and

spiritually.’44?

Therefore, in ‘“The Second Gospel Commandment’, Skobtsova develops a
system of ascetic engagement with the other, based on the tripartite composition of
the human person; body, soul, and spirit. Skobtsova is focusing firstly on the impact
of ascetic practice on a person’s own body, soul, and spirit. However, she is also
interested in one person’s relationship with the whole being of the other. Skobtsova
develops a system which is concerned with the shared experience of asceticism. This
is what Olivier Clément has called the ‘ascetical practice of human encounter.’*** She
explores the way in which a person practising asceticism has an impact on their own
body, soul and spirit, as well as the triune make-up of the other. In doing so,

Skobtsova is seeking to build ‘an authentically religious attitude toward man.”**

441 Skobtsova, “The Mysticism of Human Communion,” EW, 75-6.
442 |hid., 76.

443 QOlivier Clément “Preface,” EW, 10.

444 Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment,” EW, 56.
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In discussing a person’s relationship to the physical world (in their body),
Skobtsova draws attention to the importance of work and labour. Work has a central
role in asceticism, it ‘stands at the center of modern ascetic endeavor in the area of
man’s relation to his physical existence.’**® In defining work, Skobtsova claims that it
must not be reduced ‘to working with one’s hands, a menial task; it calls for
responsibility, inspiration, and love. It should always be work in the fields of the
Lord.”**® For Skobtsova, physical, bodily work is about participating in divine
economy; ‘Work is not only an unavoidable evil, the curse of Adam; it is also a
participation in the work of divine economys; it can be transfigured and sanctified.”*4
Therefore, physical labour has an important function in asceticism, for Skobtsova, as

a means of attuning one’s body to the divine will, which then enables the person to

show responsibility, inspiration and love in their work.

The physical endeavour of work and labour has a direct impact on the bodily
existence of the other. Skobtsova makes this claim based on Christ’s physical
association with the poor and needy in the Gospels; ‘when Christ says to those who
stood on His right hand that they visited Him in prison, and in the hospital, fed Him
when He was hungry, clothed Him when He was naked.’**® This is the way in which a
person works in responsibility and love. For Skobtsova, this passage suggests that in
communing with the poor, the naked, or those in prison, a person is also physically
communing with Christ, through His association with them: ‘Thus, in the dull,
laborious, often humdrum ascetic rules concerning our attitude toward the material

needs of our neighbor, there already lies the pledge of a possible relation to God, their

445 Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment,” EW, 54.

446 |bid. (This phrase resonates with the agricultural imagery of ‘Zhatva Dukha’ which was highlighted
in the section on Vitalii in this thesis).

47 |bid.

448 |bid., 55.
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spirit-bearing nature.”**® Thus, in a person’s physical interactions with another
(through work and labour), one has the potential of experiencing Christ. This is a very
important observation for Skobtsova’s system of ascetical human encounter. Christ
says that whatever is done to the poor is done to him. From this, Skobtsova believes

that an encounter with the other is a form of encountering Christ.**

Skobtsova continues to substantiate this in an ascetic’s attitude to their own
interior life. This refers specifically to the soul which, in Skobtsova’s system, refers to
emotions and passions. Skobtsova maintains, as we have seen throughout her work
already, that asceticism must not be an interiorised practise which cuts out the world:
‘An inwardness that fences man off from the outside world and limits him to the
sphere of his own feelings, that concentrates him on following attentively the slightest
impulses of his own soul — is the wrong kind of inwardness.’**! Here Skobtsova is not
using the definition of the ‘world” which she highlights in Isaac’s theology, but in
relation to the neighbour. Instead of an inwardness (an attentiveness to one’s soul)
which cuts out the world, a person should develop a soul which, ‘allows man to
approach the other more closely and with greater attentiveness, that opens to him the
inner causes and motives of behavior of another soul, that creates a bridge between
man and his neighbor, that teaches him to love his neighbor’. Skobtsova claims that
creating an incorrect inwardness, which creates a cult of the self, encourages the
passions. The passions are the realm of the soul; the emotions and feelings. A person,
‘should not destroy his inwardness, but transform it entirely into an instrument of love

for the other.’#*? It is important to note that ‘inwardness’ here is the word for the soul,

449 1bid.

450 This resonates with the story of Peter the tax collector in ‘Zhatva Dukha’.
451 Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment,” EW, 55.

452 1bid., 56.
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in an adjectival form; nymesnbiii. This means that Skobtsova is saying a person’s
inner feelings, passions and emotions should not be self-serving, but should open out

into love of the neighbour.

Skobtsova elaborates on this by considering a person’s relationship with the
inner (soulful) life of another. She claims that a person must be attentive to another’s
soul, not just externally, but by attempting to enter into their inner life; ‘“We must have
the strength not to define generally what a given man should or should not do, but to
define him from within his own inner state, to seek to free him from his passions and
emotions not by cutting them off maximally, but by a conscious and profound
overcoming, shifting, transfiguring of them.’#>® The ascetic task of transfiguring the
passions is, in Skobtsova’s system, a shared and mutual endeavour where one enters
into the other, assisting them in the task of transfiguring their passions. This builds
upon her understanding of transformation and the shared path leading towards it in

‘Holy Earth’.

In the realm of the spirit (that part of a person which pertains to God),
Skobtsova highlights the importance of a sacrificial limiting of oneself; ‘Spiritual
asceticism here consists in the most open, unequivocal, and conscious renunciation of
oneself, in a readiness always to follow the will of God, in a desire to become the
fulfiller of God’s design in the world, a tool in His hands, a means and not an end.’***
The ascetic demand on the spirit of a person is to submit to God, in order to become

‘a tool in His hands.’#°®

453 |bid.
454 1bid.
4% \We shall explore how this relates to creativity later in this chapter.
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The greatest ascetic ascent of human encounter is confronting the imago dei in

the spirit of another.

‘In turning his spiritual world toward the spiritual world of another, a man
encounters the terrible, inspiring mystery of the authentic knowledge of God,
because what he encounters is not flesh and blood, not feelings and moods, but
the authentic image of God in man, the very incarnate icon of God in the world,
a glimmer of the mystery of the Incarnation and Godmanhood.”**®

By engaging with the other, a person not only encounters the people with whom
Christ identifies, but also the image of God in man. Whilst this supersedes the body
and the soul (emotions and passions), this spiritual encounter does not eliminate the
human element. It purely reveals the ‘mystery of the Incarnation’; of Godmanhood
which combines both the divine and the human. This encounter is obscured, however,
by the presence of sin. A person ‘will see how this image of God is obscured,
distorted by an evil power. He will see the human heart, where the devil wages a
ceaseless struggle with God.”**” Therefore, human encounter in the realm of the spirit
requires the greatest ascetic effort. A person must grapple with the imago dei in the
other, fighting against the devil. The impact of this assertion is noted by Olivier

Clément:

‘Mother Maria knew well that impartial love of neighbor may uncover the
image not only of God but also of the devil. For that reason she was aware that
an authentic encounter was not the same as a true “sacrament of fellowship”; for
that, the powerful exorcism of the Church and the most difficult spiritual
struggle were necessary. This is why an ascetical practice of human encounter,
as she sketched it as part of her study of the second commandment, is a
significant resource for Christian thought today. 4%

This ascetic struggle is only possible when the subject submits to God; ‘He will be

able to do it if all his hope is in God and not in himself; he will be able to do it if he

4% Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment,” EW, 57.
457 | bid.
458 Olivier Clément, “Preface,” EW, 10.
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has not a single subtle or mercenary desire; if he lays down his armor like David and

with nothing but the name of God rushes to do battle with Goliath.*#>°

Here we are beginning to sense the way in which asceticism is a shared
endeavour for Skobtsova. In addition to the interconnectivity of ascetic tasks, we are
starting to sense the way that Skobtsova combines both the human and divine
principles in her suggestion that an encounter with the neighbour holds the potential
to serve as an encounter with the divine; ‘the possibility of attaining to “lofty and
divine contemplation” through the love of one’s neighbor’.*%® Indeed, Skobtsova
maintains that in this is found ‘the whole key to the mystery of human communion as
a religious path.”#6! Therefore, in rooting her asceticism in the dual command to love
God and the neighbour, Skobtsova is not just denouncing humanism or a world-
denying and individualistic Christian piety, rather she is developing a sense of
communion with God, through the neighbour. At the heart of this ascetic practice is a
suspension of the individual’s will, and a sacrificial limiting of oneself in order to
build this community, following the example of Christ. Alongside this imitation of
Christ, Skobtsova powerfully highlights the role of Mary in this ascetic work as a

model of human solidarity.
2. On the Imitation of the Mother of God

The interconnectivity of paths which is raised in ‘Holy Earth’ in 1927 is a theme
which continues through Skobtsova’s theological work. Of particular interest is the
maternal path, which has already been noted and which is exemplified for Skobtsova

by Mary the Mother of God. Skobtsova’s Mariology offers some of her most creative

459 Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment,” EW, 57.
480 |hid., 52.
461 | pid.
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theological thinking, which has been highlighted and well-documented by several
scholars.*®? It is important to place this thinking into Skobtsova’s broader project and
to link the ‘maternal path’ with her insights into asceticism, spirituality, and wider
concerns. Skobtsova’s essays on Mariology expand on the place of Mary in her
theology, and the way in which a Christian should emulate her example through a
sacrifice of the will, and a willingness to suffer with the other. This thesis will now
turn to several key articles for Skobtsova’s Mariology, including ‘Veneration of the

Mother of God’ and ‘On the Imitation of the Mother of God’.

Skobtsova’s ‘The Veneration of the Mother of God’ outlines what she
perceives as an Orthodox, theological understanding of the person of Mary.4%3
Skobtsova identifies this as not only an Orthodox understanding, but as a particularly
Russian perspective. The Mother of God has been adopted by the Russian people, she
suggests, so that her character is felt in the national sensibilities of Orthodoxy in
Russia. She goes so far as to say that Orthodoxy would be incomprehensible without
an understanding of the Mother of God. Despite the scarcity of formal and
comprehensive dogmatic definitions of the Mother of God within the Orthodox
tradition, Skobtsova draws attention to the important place of the veneration of Mary
in the Church through liturgy and in the writings of the Fathers. It is in the veneration
of Mary, through the writings of the Fathers and in the Liturgy of the Orthodox
Church (particularly in Russia), that the centrality of the Mother of God is revealed.
From these sources, Skobtsova identifies several key affirmations of who Mary is, and

for what reasons she is venerated. Natalia Ermolaev has helpfully mapped the

462 Including Rowan Williams, Natalia Ermolaev, and Katerina Bauerova (see secondary literature in
the introduction to this thesis).

463 Mats Mapus (Cko61uosa) “ITounranue Boromarepu” B Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepku Tom 1
(YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 93-108. English translation available by Fr Janos at:
http://www.berdyaev.com/skobtsova/veneratio_Bogomater.html
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comparisons and divergences in this article between Skobtsova’s thought and

Bulgakov’s ‘The Burning Bush’.4%*

Skobtsova affirms Mary as without personal sin. Although Mary is still in the
state of original sin, she is without personal sin. As a human, Mary shares with the
rest of the humanity the infirmity which is inherited by original sin and the mortality
of the human condition. However, in and through her freedom she remained without
personal sin. It is only through the work of Christ (His passion and resurrection) and
in the power of the Holy Spirit that the Mother of God receives freedom from the
curse of Adam, at Pentecost. In her Dormition and Assumption into Heaven, the
Virgin-Mother is glorified and reaches theosis; ‘The Mother of God in Her resurrected
and glorified Body is already the perfected glory of the world, its resurrection. She is
an all perfected creation ultimately deified in theosis, -- God-begetting, God-bearing,
God-receiving, -- and therefore She is a spiritual focal point for all mankind, for all
creation.’*®® The Mother of God, therefore, as a person who reached theosis is an
archetype for the human path, on the road towards transformation. In her glorified,
heavenly state, Mary intercedes for the world as the Queen of Heaven. She exalts

humanity and all of creation to God, praying for them at the Day of Judgement.

Based on the affirmations of Mary’s role on earth, and in heaven, Skobtsova
proposes a system of emulation for the spiritual life, based on Mary’s example. ‘On
the Imitation of the Mother of God’ begins by critiquing ‘protestant mysticism’ and a

solitary bearing of one’s own cross. A person’s bearing of their cross is a freely

464 Ermolaev discusses ‘The Veneration of the Mother of God’ in relation to a theology of the earth.
This is an important aspect of Skobtsova’s thought to highlight but moves the discussion away from
some of the core themes of this work. See: Ermolaev, Modernism, Motherhood and Mariology, 132-
164.

465 Skobtsova, ‘Veneration’, trans. Fr Janos, accessed:
http://www.berdyaev.com/skobtsova/veneratio_Bogomater.html
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chosen crucifixion of their sins. Skobtsova recognises that this spiritual path can all
too easily be in isolation from our neighbours. It can become ‘infected’ by an
‘isolating and individualistic Protestant mysticism.’#®® In this instance, a person’s
struggle with their own sins, and their movement towards Christ, need not have any
connection to the Church, the principle of sobornost’, or the God-manly process.
Everything aside from salvation for this person is a ‘humanistic afterthought’, and a
form of ‘christianification’ which is ‘deprived of all true mystical roots’.*¢” This is
Skobtsova’s repeated refrain, which we have identified throughout her writings,

warning against individualism on the Christian path.

We have already explored how the ‘mysticism of human communion’ seeks to
provide a spiritual foundation for love of the neighbour to counter such an
individualism. Skobtsova’s Mariology furthers this discussion and continues to add
theological depth to an outward-facing spirituality of neighbourly love. An important
aspect of the mystical foundation of human communion is an emulation of Mary the
Mother of God. Importantly, Skobtsova draws attention to the human life of Mary as a
model of veneration, not her glorified state as the Queen of Heaven (for more on the
glorified state see Skobtsova’s ‘Veneration of the Mother of God’). In imitating
Mary’s earthly, maternal path, we come closer to what Skobtsova perceives as
authentic human communion; ‘It is precisely on this path of God-motherhood that we
must seek the justification and substantiation of our hopes, and find the religious and
mystical meaning of true human communion, which otherwise somehow escapes

us.”68 At the heart of this imitation is a willingness to bear the crosses of the other.

466 Skobtsova, “On the Imitation of the Mother of God,” EW, 65.
487 | bid.
468 |bid., 67.
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The cross of Christ acts as a focus for Skobtsova’s discussion. Mary’s
involvement at Golgotha is marked by a compassionate, co-suffering with her Son.
Whilst Christ went to the cross voluntarily and his subsequent suffering is therefore
active, Mary did not choose this fate for her Son, thus her suffering is involuntary and
passive: ‘He bears the sins of the world — she collaborates with him, she co-
participates, she co-feels, co-experiences. His flesh is crucified — she is co-
crucified.’*®® Mary’s role at the crucifixion is one of accompaniment, as she feels the
pain of her son. She is, however, powerless to do anything about it or reduce his
suffering. As a result, Mary’s soul was pierced by the sword of grief, and this is what
marks her co-crucifixion. This resonates with the ‘maternal path’ which Skobtsova
outlined in ‘Holy Earth’, as a mother is bound up in the inner life of another through
the act of birth; she feels the impact of her child’s fate, but is powerless to change its

course.

In Mary’s earthly example, Skobtsova sees a model for compassionate human
interaction. Christians are not only called to emulate Christ’s active taking up of the
cross, but also Mary’s passive involvement with the life and fate of another: ‘The
human heart should also be pierced by the two-edged swords, the soul-cutting
weapons, of other people’s crosses. Our neighbor’s cross should be a sword that
pierces our soul. Our soul should co-participate in its neighbor’s destiny, co-feel, co-
suffer.”4’® A person’s life must be bound up with the fate of the neighbour so that their
sufferings are felt as keenly as one’s own. Only when there is this form of

compassionate indwelling in the inner life of another (as expressed in the mysticism

489 1bid.
470 1bid., 71.
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of human communion) can there be authentic love of the neighbour: ‘This is the

measure of love; this is the limit to which the human soul should aspire.”*"*

This presents a radical form of solidarity with the other which allows no room
for pride, individualism, or self-preservation. The willingness to enter into suffering
alongside the neighbour is a sacrificial form of love. We have already seen the
inspiration for such a love in ‘Zhatva Dukha’, with the examples of loannikii, who
willingly took on another person’s demon, or more strikingly, the life of Vitalii the
Monk whose ascetic life of prayer lead to a piercing form of love and compassion for

his neighbours.

This imitation of the Mother of God is grounded upon an assertion that

persons reflect the image of Mary, as well as the image of Christ:

‘Every man is not only the image of God, the icon of Divinity, not only a
brother in the flesh of the God-man, deified by Him, and honored by His cross,
and in this sense a son of the Mother of God. Every man is also the image of the
Mother of God, who bears Christ in herself through the Holy Spirit. In this
sense, every man deep inside is this bi-une icon of the Mother of God with the
Child, the revelation of this bi-une mystery of Godmanhood.”*"

We have already seen how Skobtsova uses the imago dei as a motivating factor for
her mysticism of human communion. Here, this is expanded to include humanity’s
reflection of the Mother of God. Importantly, this reflection is found in the two-fold

image of mother and child.

Bauerova helpfully notes the broader symbolic motivation behind Skobtsova’s
use of maternal and filial images, observing how Skobtsova uses ‘the unity of mother
and child’ as a ‘living metaphor for expressing the original unity of the world.”*” In

this light, Bauerova accurately highlights the balance in Skobtsova’s thought between

471 1bid., 72.
472 1bid., 69.
473 Bauerova, “Motherhood as a Space for the Other,” 135.
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the maternal and the filial paths: ‘To live out of the filial essence of one’s soul means
to carry one’s own cross, while the mother in us helps others to carry their crosses and
allows her heart to be pierced by the sword of pain.”*’* There is a balance between

emulation of both of these principles:

‘The masculine (fatherly, filial) and the feminine (motherly, daughterly) thus
co-exist in a single soul and body, and in each of their parts, where they create a
harmony. This means preserving within ourselves both voices, represented
either by the voice of the mother and the son or by the voice of female and male
in the space of our own being, and so means continually disturbing the
domination of a single voice that would forget the other. Only then, from the
topos of our spiritual body, can the ethics of respect for the other in the wider
body of our surroundings arise.”*"®

The maternal path of suffering with or for the other should therefore harmonise with
an active taking up of one’s own cross. Bauerova places this in the context of
Soloviev’s ‘androgyne’, emphasising the masculine and the feminine elements of the
divine image in humanity, and in God (Sophia). However, it is important to note that
the maternal and filial paths in Skobtsova’s work are not necessarily reflections on
gender, but on roles. Therefore, caution needs to be expressed in the implications of

equating the two.*’®

Rowan Williams describes the Marian path of co-suffering as an “‘unchosen’
solidarity between Mary and Christ which should be emulated by members of the
Body of Christ. Williams turns to Mary’s maternal embodiment in the life of her son,
as described by Skobtsova, to make this assertion. Members of the Body of Christ are
called to accept their cross, and to ‘bear the consequences of human solidarity,

beyond anything that could be chosen or understood, predicted or contained.’*’” This

474 1bid., 143.

475 |bid., 144.

476 Further work can be done here to unpick the implications of the maternal, filial (and indeed
paternal) paths for an understanding of gender in Skobtsova’s work.

477 Williams, Looking East in Winter, 220.

216



presents a powerful understanding of what it means to be the Body of Christ and the
solidarity which it entails: ‘Love of neighbour, rather than being a chosen policy of
personal behaviour, is grounded in the ‘necessary’ exposure of the baptized believer
to human pain; we are unavoidably ‘co-sufferers.”’#’® Williams is emphasising here
Skobtsova’s aversion to any form of solidarity which is born out of duty, or a
compulsion which is ultimately self-serving. What Mary’s maternal involvement in
the fate of her son shows is a form of unchosen, unavoidable solidarity. It is also
important to note, aside from this maternal compulsion, that Mary’s desire to
continually be the handmaid of the Lord allows for such an attitude: ‘Always — His
will be done — the handmaid of God is open to His fate, to His piercing cross.”*® |
would suggest, therefore, that there is another paradox to be found here. Mary’s co-
crucifixion is indeed an example of an unchosen form of solidarity, as she did not
choose this fate for her son. However, there is activity in suspending one’s will in
order to become the handmaid of the Lord. This is an active, ascetic movement of
limiting oneself, submitting one’s will to God in order to do His work. In Mary’s case,
the relationship between freedom and her personal sinlessness is a complex one, but
for persons emulating Mary, in order to become like her as a handmaid, our sinful
exclusivity and individualism must be overcome through chosen ascetic effort. This
active choice precedes the state of interconnectivity which allows for a given

solidarity with the other.

In this light, it is important to note that motherhood does not necessarily or
inherently possess this quality by its nature. In fact, Skobtsova notes that motherhood

can be, paradoxically, a selfish phenomenon:

478 | bid.
479 Skobtsova, “On the Imitation of the Mother of God,” EW, 69.
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‘A mother can often forget herself, sacrifice herself for her children. Yet this
does not as yet warrant recognition as Christian love for her children. One needs
to ask the question: What is it that she loves in them? She may love her own
reflection, her second youth, an expansion of her own “I” into the other “I”’s
which become separated from the rest of the world as “we.” She may love in
them her own flesh that she sees in them, the traits of her own character, the
reflections of her own tastes, the continuation of her family. Then it becomes
unclear where the fundamental difference lies between an egotistical love of self
and a seemingly sacrificial love of one’s children, between “I”” and “we.” All
this amounts to a lustful love of what is one’s own, which blinds one’s vision,
forcing one to ignore the rest of the world — what is not one’s own.’4&

When motherhood furthers egoism, then it too can mirror the typology of a ‘worldly
person’. The imago dei in a person needs to be uncovered through ascetic, spiritual
struggle for Skobtsova. Although Skobtsova does not make this explicit, it does not
seem unreasonable to suggest that the same applies to the image of Mary in humanity.
Authentic motherhood, which allows for a person’s fate to be bound up in the inner
life of another, requires an ascetic limiting of the self, and a sacrifice of the will, to
avoid the sin of selfish individualism. There are complex layers here, therefore,

between what is passive and active, or chosen and unchosen.

In this system, a balance is shown through an equal measure of sacrifice; both
in the filial and the maternal realms. The two aspects are characterised by sacrifice

and at their core this is found in a sacrifice of the will:

“The Son of God, the eternal archetype of every human soul, prayed to His
Father: “Thy will be done.” And the words of the Mother spoke of the same
thing: “Behold the handmaid of the Lord.” And we also find that in the
innermost depths of our human hearts, God-like and maternal in their spiritual

essence.” 81

In order for a person to achieve the wholeness of reflecting the bi-une icon of mother

and child, Mary and Christ, they must emulate their sacrificial offering of themselves

to God and to the neighbour. The fullness of this sacrifice creates the sort of

480 Skobtsova, “Types of Religious Life,” EW, 177.
481 Skobtsova, “On the Imitation of the Mother of God,” EW, 74.
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community which Skobtsova envisages, one with sobornost’ at its heart which seeks

to incarnate Godmanhood in the world.

Bauerova, however, expresses caution around Skobtsova’s use of sacrifice in

relation to motherhood:

‘Motherly love which accepts the other means the broadening of the space of
one’s own self, and at the same time, paradoxically, the diminishing of that
same space. Expressing herself through the language of theology, Mother Maria
is not afraid to use the word ‘sacrifice’. Although such an expression radicalizes
the mother’s ‘diminishing’, she manages to maintain her emphasis on the
salvific function of the mother-child dyad, thus retaining both ideas.”*%?

Bauerova is concerned that the mother may disappear from the dyad, through
Skobtsova’s emphasis on sacrifice. This is a valid concern, although Skobtsova makes
little attempt to quell such an objection. In fact, as we have already seen, Skobtsova’s
commitment to a total, sacrificial sensibility is unwavering. Within her Mariology, as
with her Christology, she emphasises the boundless love which coincides with a total
giving of the self to the other. It is only when one turns to Skobtsova’s writing on
non-possession that we get a sense of a balance between sacrifice and return. This is

found in her writing on monasticism, to which this thesis shall now turn its attention.
3. Monasticism

Skobtsova’s interpretation of monasticism builds on her thought in relation to
asceticism, her notion of the mysticism of human communion, and her understanding
of Mariology. It is rooted in a ‘turn to the world’, which emphasises loving the
neighbour in sacrificial service. In this sense, Skobtsova is presenting her own
alternative vision of monastic thought and practice. However, Skobtsova is keen to

establish that she is not presenting a ‘new’ monasticism as such, but rather an

482 Bauerova, “Motherhood as Space for the Other,” 142-3.
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innovation which is responding to the situation of emigration in which she was
placed. Skobtsova’s innovation is found in a re-evaluation of the monastic vows of
tonsuring, and an interpretation of obedience and non-possession which appropriately
and carefully reflects her contemporary context. This approach is indicative of
Skobtsova’s wider theological method, as this thesis has already highlighted, of
considering a ‘situational’ or contextual approach to spirituality. At the heart of this
re-evaluation is an emphasis on sacrifice, particularly a sacrifice of the will. The
interpretation which Skobtsova puts forward for an innovated monasticism is one
which focuses on the Church’s task of transfiguring the world. Monasticism is the

Church’s ‘strong army’ for this task.*

Skobtsova carefully outlines how her understanding of monasticism represents
an innovation, rather than anything radically new. The key to innovation, she
suggests, is a recognition of the demands of context. Innovations emerge out of
tradition, not sweeping that foundation away, but adjusting it in accordance with
situation and time. For example, the Russian tradition of using pussy willow branches
on Palm Sunday, instead of palm leaves, emerged as an innovation which responded
to the very practical reality that palm branches are not readily available in Russia. A
new tradition thus emerges to meet the needs of the time: ‘There is thus a “new” that
is not invented by the idle human mind, but that follows inevitably from the
conditions of life.”*®* Innovation is required when preserving the past is not possible,

but the opportunity arises to, ‘organically create a new life and a new tradition”.*®® In

483 Skobtsova, “Toward a New Monasticism 1,” EW, 95.
484 |bid., 92.
485 |hid., 93.
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contrast, traditionalists who have no chance of holding onto tradition do not create

anything.

Skobtsova’s context in emigration is markedly different to the monastic
traditions of Russia. This thesis has already highlighted Skobtsova’s own reflections
on the deep impact of losing one’s homeland on a person’s sense of tradition and
rootedness. This is also the case for monasticism. The monasticism of Russian
tradition could not be continued in emigration, for a host of practical reasons. The
stability of monastic institutional frameworks, buildings, finances, community, and a
shared cultural foundation, were not present for Russian émigrés in France. This
necessitates a turning to the world for the Russian monastic in France, as Skobtsova

describes:

‘We can put it like this: innovation is determined by the fact that the modern
monk, whether he likes it or not, finds himself not behind strong monastery
walls, within defined, ossified traditions, but on all the roads and crossroads of
the world, with no opportunity of orienting himself by old traditions, with no
hint of new traditions. And woe to him who dislikes these worldly roads and
crossroads: he will neither preserve the old, nor create the new. In other words:
today’s monasticism must fight for its very core, for its very soul, disregarding
all external forms, creating new forms.”*%

The reality for the monastic in Skobtsova’s context of emigration is that the
traditional form of Russian monasticism cannot be replicated in the conditions of
Parisian life. Furthermore, they are thrust into the world by necessity, in very practical
terms such as housing provision or financial support. Innovation is therefore a
requirement. For Skobtsova, this means an embracing of the world: ‘Today there is

only one monastery for a monk — the whole world.’*®” For Skobtsova, this is the basis

486 1bid., 94.
“87 1bid.
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for contemporary monasticism. A monk needs to be in the world, but not of the world,

a distinction which we have already explored in her thought.

Monastic innovation for Skobtsova means a returning to the core of monastic
life, the vows of tonsuring. Despite the historical variations of monasticism, the vows
have remained central. The three vows are chastity, obedience, and non-possession.
Skobtsova looks afresh at these vows and explores how monasticism in emigration
can be innovated by unapologetically turning to the world, whilst remaining true to
the promises of tonsuring. She does this by assessing what the demands of life in
emigration present to these vows, and how they might authentically respond to these

demands.

The first vow of chastity remains unchanged. The commitment to chastity is
not challenged by emigration, therefore this requires little discussion in Skobtsova’s
system.*8® She focuses her attention instead on obedience and non-possession. The
main change which Skobtsova identifies for the traditional practice of monastic
obedience is the loss of the starchestvo. A starets functioned as an elder in monastic
communities, offering spiritual guidance and direction to the monks. A monk needed
to profess obedience to their starets. The level of obedience here is not superficial, it
is a profound submission of the will of the monastic to the starets, ‘One thing is
required of the monk: not only that he have no will of his own, but that he have no
reasoning, no evaluation, no choice of his own.”*8® All of this is handed over to the

spiritual guide. In addition to a monk who is able to submit their will in such complete

488 There is a distinction here between the thought of Skobtsova and the writings of Soloviev, as this
thesis has explored in ‘“The Russian Idea’ chapter. Skobtsova’s understanding of love is very similar to
that of Soloviev. However, where Soloviev highlights the importance of sexual love for communion
and union between persons, Skobtsova’s monastic foundation for her own constructive thought relies
on a commitment to chastity. Thus, she highlights the union between persons in different ways.

489 Skobtsova, “Toward a New Monasticism I1,” EW, 98. (This resonates with Ioannikii’s definition of
a monk).
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obedience, this system requires a starets who is suitably spiritually mature, and
capable of bearing such a sizeable responsibility. In the emigration community of
Skobtosva’s time, it was difficult to find such people with exceptionally mature
spiritual gifts, given the small number of monastics, and the geographical spread of
the communities in France. Skobtsova believes that this provides grounds for

innovation in the area of obedience.

Rather than obedience to a starets, Skobtsova suggests that a monastic should
consider their obedience as directed towards the Church. This requires the same
obedient sacrifice of the will, ‘A monk should be obedient to the work of the Church
to which he is assigned; he should give his will and all his creative powers entirely to
this work. Obedience becomes service.”*? In this innovation, the monk now needs to
take responsibility for himself, rather than handing over responsibility to the starets.
The monk himself, ‘...takes the measure of his conscientiousness, his sacrificial self-
giving.”*%! The Church also has an important function here, in replacing the role of the
starets; ‘The Church herself becomes his starets, and also judges him, while the
obedience requested is the responsible fulfilment of what the Church has charged him

to dO 5492

This small innovation has a subtle but significant impact on the nature of a
monastic’s obedience. Obedience towards the Church rather than a starets means that
the monastic has a greater personal responsibility, and thus more agency. Now that a
monastic is responsible for their own sacrificial self-giving, it becomes more active,

rather than in the passive system of the starchestvo. There is a balance in this

490 1hid., 100.
1 1bid.
492 1hid.
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instance, therefore, between the passive appearance of submitting the will to the
Church, with an active taking-up of responsibility for this self-giving. Furthermore,
the monk’s obedience becomes directed towards work. In this sense, it is a creative
form of service which produces fruit for the Church. When paired with the
foundational affirmation that a modern monk should turn to the world, Skobtsova is
beginning to propose a system here of active, creative, service in society which is
rooted in sacrificial obedience to the Church. This begins to add another level of an
understanding of sacrificing the will in Skobtsova’s thought, in addition to what has

already been proposed in her Mariology.

The third vow of tonsuring to which Skobtsova turns is non-possession.
Traditionally, this vow has resulted in a monastic renunciation of material possessions
and personal property. This is not something which Skobtsova wishes to challenge, as
this is still required for the contemporary monastic. However, for a Russian émigré in
Paris, poverty was a reality and material possessions were scarce for the majority of
the community. A monastic renunciation of these things, therefore, was not too
dissimilar to the unchosen reality of everyday life. This is the first aspect of
Skobtsova’s assessment of the reality of émigré life during her time, to which the vow
of non-possession needs to respond. The second is what she describes as, ‘the disease
of our time’, egocentrism. She notes that even someone who does not have a wealth
of material possessions can still be ‘possessive’ of their own self and its exclusivity.
This has devasting consequences. The path of egoism and wellbeing, a person’s care
for their own ‘spiritual peace’, turns their sight in upon themselves: ‘People’s care for
their spiritual peace, their locking themselves away, leads before our eyes to self-

poisoning, demoralization, loss of joy; they become unbearable to themselves, turn
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neurasthenic.’*® It is in the realm of spiritual non-possession that Skobtsova therefore
presents an innovation for contemporary monasticism, one which she believes is of

the utmost important for her times.

Non-possession for Skobtsova is linked with poverty. Rather than an
accumulation and a gain of possessions, it is a voluntary letting go and sacrificing of
ownership, to the point of being without something (whether material or spiritual).
This is inspired by the Gospel text that the poor in spirit are blessed, and to them
belongs the Kingdom of Heaven, as well as the affirmation that the greatest example
of love is the giving of one’s life for their friends. For Skobtsova, these texts mirror
the non-possessing nature of the monastic vow in a willingness to accept poverty, and
a sacrificing of possessions (including one’s own life) in order to achieve that state.
Spiritual non-possession is about renouncing one’s own exclusivity and giving one’s
self to the other. Skobtsova uses the phrase ‘poverty of spirit’ to elaborate upon this

notion of spiritual non-possession, so that non-possession means being poor in spirit.

The innovation which is therefore required for a monastic in Skobtsova’s
epoch is to view non-possession as a voluntary giving away of their inner life to their
neighbour.*%* This mirrors and elaborates upon the ‘mysticism of human communion’.
A person must not fence themselves off from the world or create a high wall between
their own inner life and the inner life of their neighbour. They must not possess an

interiority which separates them from authentic love towards another. Rather, they

493 Skobtsova, “The Poor in Spirit,” EW, 106.

494 Skobtsova reflects on her own monastic vows in poetry. She observes her own self-giving by losing
her name; no longer being Elizaveta.

‘Dressed as [ am in white

my inner self still bears

the name Elizaveta. Then

tomorrow I’ll be simply N.’

Cited in Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 19.
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must seek to enter into the inner life of the other, to actively take up this cross, and to
suffer alongside them willingly and compassionately, following the example of Mary.
This is how Skobtsova understands a modern interpretation of the monastic vow of

non-possession.

This is rooted in sacrifice. A monk should be ‘a conductor of divine love and a
co-participant in divine sacrifice.” Skobtsova continues: ‘He should first of all
sacrificially give the main thing, remembering that the Founder of his endeavor, the
Saviour Himself, lifted up on the cross all His divinity and all His humanity, that in
His sacrifice He gave up all of Himself, and that is precisely what He expects of those
who follow in his footsteps.” And so, a monk should strive to give all their strength to
the activity of Christ “...not to possess but to spend it for the glory of God.”*%
Although it is a paradox, Skobtsova claims when they do not give themselves for the
other, a person becomes poor ‘from holding on to themselves’. They hold onto their
rags of self-admiration and do not realise that in giving away what little they have,

they will receive much more in return:

‘These rags are the corruptible riches of the kingdom of the world. By giving
them away, by giving himself away entirely, with his whole inner world, laying
down his soul, a man becomes poor in spirit, one of the blessed, because his is
the Kingdom of Heaven, according to our Savior’s promise, because he
becomes the owner of the incorruptible and eternal riches of that Kingdom,
becomes it at once, here on earth, acquiring the joy of unmeasured, self-giving,
and sacrificial love, the lightness and freedom of nonpossession.’4%

Thus, spiritual non-possession means a complete giving of oneself in sacrificial love
for the other. It is a laying down of one’s soul, and refusing to know any measure in

love, following the example of Christ’s boundless sacrifice.

This level of self-giving is characterised by Skobtsova as holy folly:

49 Skobtsova, “Toward a New Monasticism 11,” EW, 103.
4% hid., 106.
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‘Spiritual nonpossession is the way of the holy fool. It is folly, foolishness in
Christ. It is the opposite of the wisdom of this age. It is the blessedness of those
who are poor in spirit. It is the outer limit of love, the sacrifice of one’s own
soul. It is separation from Christ in the name of one’s brothers. It is the denial of
oneself. And this is the true Christian path that is taught us by every word and
every phrase of the Gospels.”*%’

The holy folly aspect comes to the fore when one considers Skobtsova’s implication
of voluntarily risking separation from Christ, as a part of this form of interaction with
the other. She proposes a system where a person willingly severs their relationship
with Christ for the neighbour. This is the greatest level of sacrificing one’s own inner,

spiritual well-being, on behalf of the neighbour.

Yet this cannot truly be separation from Christ, according to Skobtsova’s
understanding of the mysticism of human communion. When a person gives
themselves to the neighbour, they encounter Christ in them. Thus, this is a cyclical
process of sacrifice and gain: ‘By absenting themselves from Christ in an act of the
uttermost self-renunciation and love, they offer themselves to others. If this is indeed
an act of Christian love, if this self-renunciation is genuine, then they meet Christ
Himself face to face in the one to whom they offer themselves. And in communion
with that person they commune with Christ Himself. That from which they absented
themselves they obtain anew, in love, and in a true communion with God.’*%® What
appears to be folly, therefore, is actually another level of communion with God in
sacrificial love to the neighbour. In addition, Skobtsova’s understanding of this form
of sacrificial love links asceticism very closely to creativity. The following section
will explore the way in which asceticism can be seen as a creative act in Skobtsova’s
system. This further elaborates upon the relationship between loss and gain in a

sacrificial understanding of love and communion.

497 Skobtsova, “Types of Religious Life,” EW, 182.
498 |bid.
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4. Asceticism and Creativity

Skobtsova understands this transformative form of asceticism as a form of creativity.
In “‘Sources of Creativity’ Skobtsova outlines her concept of creativity, which is to be
understood as work, action, and labour. We shall explore the way in which she
identifies ‘good’ and ‘bad’ creativity and the effect this has on a person’s ascetic task.
I will show the importance of the ascetic and creative task for Skobtsova’s concept of
the ‘mysticism of human communion’ where a person wrestles with the imago dei in
the other. | suggest that in order to understand the significance of the mysticism of
human communion, it is vital to appreciate the place of asceticism, transformation,
and creativity, in Skobtsova’s oeuvre as she seeks to maintain the ‘fullness’ of love

towards God and the neighbour.

In ‘Types of Religious Life” we noted Skobtsova’s comment that asceticism is
not restricted to Christian piety and any creative life has ascetic elements, ‘since it
also demands total sacrifice in the name of higher creative values.’*%® Skobtsova
believes, therefore, that creativity has an element of the ascetic within it. The reverse
of this claim can also be found in Skobtsova’s work — that there is creativity (or

‘creation’) in asceticism.

Skobtsova believes that the creative principle has been ignored in Christianity:
‘It is often said that Christianity has little interest in creativity, that there is no theory
of creativity in it. And this indifference to the main, creative essence of man is blamed
on Christianity. It is believed that interest in this issue arose during the Renaissance,

when in general the human problem first confronted consciousness at its full

4% Skobtsova, “Types of Religious Life,” EW, 163.

228



height.”>% Once again, Skobtsova is seeking to address a disjuncture between

humanism and Christianity, as it has been traditionally received, by allowing a place
for human creativity within Christianity. We shall look at how Skobtsova places this
creative principle in a system of asceticism, specifically in relation to the neighbour

and the interconnectivity of human paths.

Building upon the concept of interconnected paths which we have already
encountered in ‘Holy Earth’, Skobtsova develops a system of shared ascetic struggle.
A person not only grapples with the imago dei in themselves, but also in the inner life
of another because of the symbiotic relationship of paths upon the earth. This ascetic
work is seen as a creative act. It is a person’s creative task to enter into the inner life
of their neighbour and assist them on their path to transformation. In order to develop
this understanding, we shall substantiate the way in which Skobtsova understands

creativity.

Skobtsova frequently uses the terms ‘creativity’ and ‘creation’, however their
exact meaning is not always clear. Ermolaev notes that, like Berdyaev, Skobtsova
uses the two words (TBopenue and TBopuectso) interchangeably.®®! This makes an
exact definition harder to obtain. However, in ‘The Sources of Creativity’ (Mctoku
Teopuectsa) Skobtsova makes a strong link between creativity and action, what we

might call the ‘creative act’. She draws attention to the verbs ‘create’, ‘complete’,

500 “YacTo roBOPAT, YTO XPUCTHAHCTBO MAJIO HHTEPECYETCS BOIPOCAMH TBOPYECTBA, YTO B HEM HET
HHKaKO# Teopru TBOpuecTBa. M 310 Ge3pasinyHOe OTHOIICHHE K TJIABHOM, TBOPYECKON CYIIHOCTU
YeJI0BEKa BMEHSIOT B BUHY XPUCTHAHCTBY. CUMTAIOT, YTO MHTEPEC K TOMY BOMPOCY BO3HHK B TIEPUOJT
Bo3sposkaenus, korma BooGiie mpobiemMa 4eioBeKa BIIEPBbIE BCTANA Mepe]l CO3HAHHEM BO BECh CBOM
poct.” Mats Mapus (Cxo6uosa) “ Mcroku TBopuectsa [The Sources of Creativity]” in
Bocnomunanus, Cmamwu, Ouepku Tom 2 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 139.

501 Ermolaev, “Modernism, Motherhood and Mariology, ” 116.
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‘teach’, ‘speak’, ‘do’, ‘praise’ and ‘fulfil’ in the context of Christ’s creativity.>%? Here,

at least, she appears to understand creativity as act and creation.

To begin an exploration of Skobtsova’s approach to creativity, it is important
to note what she considers to be its root. This is developed in the article ‘The Sources
of Creativity” where Skobtsova turns to Scripture to search for a basis of human
creativity. Skobtsova begins this article with examples of human creativity from the
Old Testament, specifically the figures of Samson and David. She claims that both
these figures have creative powers which are rooted in God. Samson’s strength was
not due to his muscles and human abilities, rather its source was his hair. For
Skobtsova, this shows that Samson’s strength had a divine, not a human, origin.
Similarly, David goes into battle relying not on the strength of his armour (he faces
Goliath after abandoning his armour) but in the strength of the Lord. This sentiment
of reliance upon God for human deeds is further reflected in the Psalms. Skobtsova
notes especially Psalm 117:14, ‘The Lord is my strength and my song;
he has become my salvation.”® The key word for Skobtsova in this Psalm is ‘song’
(mecun). The Lord in the Psalms, and in the lives of Samson and David, is not just
strength, but also creative effort — a song. God is the source of this creativity, and also
its subject.>** God gave Samson and David the strength and ability to perform their
creative acts, their battles, and their songs. In contrast to humanist principles,

Skobtsova maintains that authentic creativity has its roots in God. To reinforce this,

%02 Skobtsova, “The Sources of Creativity,” 142.

503 ESV version (this is closest to Skobtsova’s translation — the NRSV does not include the key word
‘song’, for example).

504 Tlenbe u 6uTBHI - TBOpUECTBO J{aBua, G0pLOa C PUIMCTUMIIIHAMY - TBOPYECTBO CaMCOHa, - KTO
TOCHOJHH, KTO CyOBEKT 3THX TBOpUYECKHX akTOB? bor BomHCTB M3panneBrix u necHu, OH - TBOPYECKUI
cyObekT 5THX akToB.” Skobtsova, “The Sources of Creativity,” 139.
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Skobtsova turns to the Gospel of John which she believes makes the divine roots of

creativity perfectly clear.>®

The highest example of creativity, which recognises its divine roots, is in the
work and ministry of Christ. Skobtsova notes that throughout the Gospel of John,
Christ identifies his creative acts with the Father.>% Christ is recognised as the
absolute creator because his will is the same as that of the Father. The acts of the Son
depend perfectly on the creative will of the Father. However, Christ is not merely an
instrument in the hands of the Father. Rather, Skobtsova maintains that the Son and
the Father create as one. The creative act of the Son is identical with the creative will
of the Father, based on an interpenetrating love between the persons. The Father and
Son create together, with the Father sending the Son, and the Son receiving the
Father’s commission. An inseparable unity therefore exists between the Father and
Son, who are united in creative love.>®” This mutual interpenetration allows Christ’s
acts to be unified with the creative will of the Father, as the absolute creator, as the

God-man.5%

In order for human endeavour to be united with their source in God, an
individual’s will needs to be united with the will of God. For Skobtsova, Christ is the
archetypal creator because His will was one with the Father’s. The Father and the Son
create ‘in the indivisible unity of creative love.”**® Human persons need to follow the
example of Christ by uniting their own will with the Father’s. This requirement is
demonstrated for Skobtsova in John 15 and the identification of Christ with the ‘true

vine’. All human creative acts are to be rooted in Christ who is the true vine, in the

505 1bid., 140.

506 Citing, at length: John 4:34, 5:19, 5:30, 5:36, 6:38, 7:10, 7:28, 8:26,28, 54, 12:49, 16:32, 17:4, 10.
507 Skobtsova, “The Sources of Creativity,” 143-4.

508 |bid., 142-3.

509 ‘1 TBOpAT OHM B HEpas3AeNbHOM EUHCTBE TBOpUECKOH Mo6Bu.” 10id., 144,
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same way that Christ is united with the Father. Outside of this unity, nothing is
possible. It is the Spirit of Truth, the Holy Spirit, which unites persons to the Divine

will.

Skobtsova understands ‘bad’ creative acts as endeavours which do not unite
with the Divine will. In fact, bad creative acts refract the divine will through human
sin, distorting it and producing something different or contrary to God’s plan. The
divine will can be refracted at several points in the creative process. Firstly, it may be
distorted in the actions of the person who does not seek to work in unity with God.
Rather than uniting with the will of the Father, following the example of Christ, a
person may seek to act independently. All creative acts have their ultimate source in
God, Skobtsova maintains, but a person’s disconnection from the Divine will may
lead to the original intention for this creative act to be distorted through them.
Secondly, the divine plan may also be refracted at the point of perception. If, in the
first instance, a person is in fact creating in unity with the Divine will, and they
produce something which represents this unity (a Rublev icon, for example), a
secondary human perceiver may not recognise the divine source in it. If the perceiver
is not united with the Divine will, then they also hold the potential to refract its true
creative purpose by perceiving it negatively. In this instance, a perceiver may not
recognise a Rublev icon as something ‘good’ (as something which points back
towards its divine source), but as something ‘bad’ (something which is contrary to the

Divine will).

This understanding of creative acts in Skobtsova’s work assists in providing a
deeper interpretation of her notion of the mysticism of human communion. At the
heart of the mysticism of human communion is a recognition of all persons as being

made in the image of God, as icons of Christ, created in the imago dei. However, the
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imago dei can be obscured by an individual’s sin, as well as our ‘bad’ perception. In
order to perceive the imago dei in the other, one must co-participate in it, in good
creativity. But it is also possible to refract it negatively, for the perceiver’s disconnect
from the divine will to obscure their perception of the imago dei in the other. The
divine plan for a person can be perceived in the imago dei, but it can also be refracted
by the individual and at the point of communion (perception). Therefore, in
Skobtsova’s system, in order to achieve the appropriate unity between the source of
creativity (God), creative acts (human endeavour) and the correct perception of these
acts as uniting the Divine and the human, asceticism is required. This is necessary
both to transform our own selves so that we act in accordance with the divine will, but
also to transform our perception of the other in order to see the divine image in them
and their actions. Due to the possibility of refracting the divine will through human
sin at the point of action and perception, it is important that our wills are united with
the will of God, who is the source of all creative acts. Once again, this requires a
sacrificing of the will, so that a person’s will is united with God, who is the source of

all creative acts, and who guides not only human actions, but also human perception.

Once again sacrifice of the will comes to the fore of Skobtsova’s theological
system. In this chapter, we have seen how non-possession and obedience in
monasticism provide the opportunity for encountering Christ, and how asceticism is
required to align a person’s will with that of the Father. This provides the foundation
for Skobtsova to suggest (as this thesis argues) that asceticism is required for creative
acts. It is important to make these connections through Skobtsova’s theological
writings in order to see the links between her insistence on maintaining wholeness,
her understanding of human communion, and her call for a practical, everyday

expression of spirituality. Skobtsova wants to realise and incarnate the principles of
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sobornost’ and Godmanhood through her ascetic and monastic spirituality. In order to
realise these things, in order to create authentically and in line with the will of the
Father, a limiting of the self is required, a sacrifice of the will, and a suspension of the
sin of egoism. This leads us into Skobtsova’s understanding of the creation of culture
— specifically the impact this practical spirituality has on political and social systems.

This is where this thesis will now turn.
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Chapter 6: Orthodox Action: Skobtsova and Social Engagement

The furtherment of unity between the divine and the human principle, according to the
concepts of sobornost” and Godmanhood, is a primary motivation for Skobtsova’s
theological project. We have already explored the place of this motivation in
Skobtsova’s system in relation to the trajectory of Russian religious thought,
particularly in the work of Khomiakov and Soloviev, and in the development of the
Russian ‘messianic idea’. Skobtsova believes that the Church (and society) should be
striving towards fulfilling and manifesting Godmanhood, by synthesising a
faithfulness to divine revelation, alongside allowing for the freedom of human
creativity and respect for the human person. In previous chapters we have already
explored how this is apparent in Skobtsova’s attitude towards the Church and the
world, particularly in her conception of asceticism and its role in the spiritual life.
Here she promotes a balance between a spirituality which is focused on God without
jeopardising love and service to the neighbour. Throughout her essays, Skobtsova
makes reference to an historical division between human creativity and the life of the
Church; a division which she believes accounts for the rise of humanist thought from
the time of the Renaissance, and a division between the divine and the human in many
worldviews. We have already explored the impact of this on asceticism, monasticism,
and a spiritual retreat from the world. It is important, however, to assess the other side
of this division, in the creation of human society beyond the reaches of the historical
limits of the Church. In this light, we have seen how Skobtsova characterises the
definition of human creativity, as something rooted in dependence and trust in the
divine. It is also important to note how this is practically implemented in Skobtsova’s
project in the context of broader society and culture. We shall now turn, therefore, to

explore political questions in Skobtsova’s work. This will draw on biographical
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details of Skobtsova’s political involvement, whilst also highlighting her critiques of
particular social systems. It is important to note that most of Skobtsova’s writings
here are generally critical rather than constructive. They are commenting on existing
forms of social theory and governance, rather than proposing a detailed alternative.
Nevertheless, these critiques do point towards the way in which she hopes to develop

culture through her thought and her work in Orthodox Action.

This chapter will explore Skobtsova’s thought in relation to questions of
politics, society, and culture. It will highlight Skobtsova’s own political background
and social involvement (returning to some aspects of her biography which were raised
earlier in this thesis), which undoubtedly impact and inform her later theological
writings, and it will note Skobtsova’s desire to strive towards a new utopia, which

seeks to incarnate Godmanhood in everyday life:

‘The world awaits the birth of a new utopia, likewise winged, so that in its
creative recovered-sight it would reveal to people the mystery of God-manhood.
Then in concrete attainments, in the historical process, it would grant the world
a synthesis of all the cultural freshets, a confluence within a single image of a
now shattered and chaotic nature.’>°

Skobtsova’s desire to strive for synthesis and to heal the world’s shattered nature is
tempered, however, by a strongly apocalyptic tone across her writings. Skobtsova
highlights the ‘empirical impossibility’ of fully realising a culture of Godmanhood
because of the fallen nature of humanity.>!* This is also conditioned further by a
recognition of the temporality of any human creation, in light of Skobtsova’s strongly
apocalyptic worldview. This apocalypticism appears to strengthen in her thought as
the Second World War approaches, particularly from 1938 and in the articles ‘Under

the Sign of Ruin’ and ‘Insights in Wartime’. It is important, therefore, to highlight

510 Skobtsova, “In Search of Synthesis,” Crucible, 141.
511 |pid., 125.

236



Skobtsova’s understanding of cultural creations alongside this fervent apocalyptic

strain.
1. Utopias

Since the Middle Ages, according to Skobtsova, the human element of Godmanhood
has been cut off from the life of the Church. Human society, especially in the West,
has largely been disconnected from the Church, which resulted in a rigid binary
between the life of the Church and human creativity. Skobtsova suggests that this
separation was also present in Russia and that it was exaggerated by Peter the Great,
who sought to engraft European culture onto Russian society. She notes how this
‘engrafting’ reflects a trope in Russian history of ideas being rapidly and forcefully
thrust upon Russia from another, exterior source. For example, the Christianisation of
Kievan Rus’ was not a gradual process, but like a lightning flash; ‘The pagan gods did
not retreat slowly before the conquering cross, but rather Perun was cast down in his
almightiness [...]The blow to Perun was struck without warning and straight to the
head.’®'? In a similar way, European ideas surrounding culture and social thought
influenced Russian thought, often being engrafted onto society without warning or
intellectual preparation. Thus, not only was the Church disconnected from society, but
an admixture of social thought from Europe, as well as from within Russian, sought to
create its own visions of culture and society in a rapidly changing environment; ‘The
Church is fenced off from human creativity by its own official and moribund, or by its
never formerly alive (like the synod) encasings. To mankind was granted only to
create utopias or become infected by foreign utopias; to appropriate their winged,

hypertrophic aspect as a certain surrogate for religion.”>*

512 1pid., 131.
513 bid., 134.
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Skobtsova characterises the creation of social theories, outside of the activity
of the Church, as the creation of utopias. Utopianism can be understood, she notes, as
“faith in the possibility of the Kingdom of God on earth’, although Skobtsova wishes
to give it a more precise definition. A utopia, ‘manifests itself as a working hypothesis
of mankind, facilitating the accounting of accumulated facts, and thus also directing
its strivings of will.”>** A utopian theory and its implementation respond to the social

needs which are contemporaneous to it, and direct the will of the people accordingly.

In Russia, various utopias have been developed, responding to social and
cultural need, and directing the will of the people. Perhaps the most famous utopia in
Russia can be found in the thought of Nikolai Chernyshevsky. Chernyshevsky’s
novel ‘What is to be done?’ is often characterised as a pivotal work in the
development of Russian social thought.*® Lauded by the revolutionaries, it
precipitated a growing interest in social and cultural reform in Russia. ‘What is to be
done?’ is emblematic of the searching for an ideal society in Russia; the creation of a
utopia. For the populists, the Westernisers, the Slavophiles, the socialists and
communists who followed, what a utopia might look like in Russia clearly varied

greatly.

Skobtsova notes that there is a temporality to utopias, as social needs shift and
change. Furthermore, technological and scientific advancements alter their course
which means that the creation of any utopia is historically conditioned. Each utopian
creation is subject to historical criticism, as a contemporary system supersedes that

which went before it. Skobtsova likens this to a theoretical understanding of the

514 |bid., 126.
515 Nikolai Chernyshevsky, What is to be done? trans. Michael R. Katz (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1989).
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universe; the system of the universe as understood by Ptolemy was replaced by
Copernicus, and in turn this was replaced by Kepler’s construct. The historical
fluctuations of utopias, and their openness to criticism and change, also reflect the
limitations of the human element of Godmanhood. Skobtsova notes that human
creativity is flawed and limited and, as such, the task of incarnating Godmanhood has

never been achieved in the human system of utopias.

Skobtsova suggests that in order to overcome the tragic temporality of godless
utopias, a spiritual foundation for social thought is necessary. Only in this way can
cultural and social theory reflect the wholeness of Godmanhood. Furthermore, in
order for wholeness to be achieved, these theories cannot remain abstract, rather they
must be implemented and realised. Skobtsova notes a splintering and fragmenting in
society due to social theories which do not realise their thought. In an article entitled
‘Orthodox Action’, Skobtsova observes the tragic irony of failing to implement
theory: ‘It is excruciating to listen or to read any theoretical argument about the
arrangement of life. From university lecterns, in heated debates at various meetings,
people try to fit life into patterns and templates, to hammer life’s uncontainable
diversity into predetermined forms. Politicians, foreseeing what will happen in a
decade, lose foresight, and get caught up in the small things of the present day;
economists, knowing how to solve all conflicts and crises, do not know how to ‘make
ends meet’ in their modest budget; philanthropists, wishing to bestow goodness on the

universe, fail to notice a human being living next to them.”®!® Here we see

516 'MyunuTeNbHO CITYINATh MM YATATh JTIOOBIE TEOPETUIECKUE PACCYKACHHS 00 ycTpoiicTse xu3HH. C
YHHUBEPCHUTETCKHX Ka(ep, B TOPSYHNX CIIOpaX Ha Pa3IMIHBIX COOPAHHSX JIFOIH CTapAIOTCS BMECTHTh
JKHM3Hb B CXEMBI U 00pa3Ilbl, BKOJOTUTh HEBMECTUMOE €€ MHOT00Opa3ue B 3apaHee ONpeciICHHbIS
(dhopmel. Y monmmuTukY, IpeaBusAIIne, 4To OyaeT Yepes AecsaTeNIeTHe, TEPSIOTCS U MyTAIOTCS B MEJIOTax
CCTOMHANIHETO JHA; ODKOHOMUCTBI, KaK paspClinTb BCE KOH(I)J'[I/IKTI)I 1 KPU3UCBI, HE YMCIOT CBECTH
KOHIIBI C KOHIIaMa B CBOEM CKPOMHOM OIO/KETe; YEITOBEKOIIO0IIBI, KearoIne 001aro1eTebCTBOBATh
BCEJICHHYI0, HE 3aMEeYarOT PsJIoM ¢ HUMHU kuByIiero yenoeka.” E. FO. Ky3pmuna-KapaBaesa,
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Skobtsova’s insistence not only on the application of theory, but also her emphasis on
the place of the person in any social theory, which we have already encountered in her
interaction with the intelligentsia of St Petersburg and their reluctance to move

beyond rhetoric into revolutionary action.

In addition to political questions, Skobtsova’s insistence on applicability also
applies to Christianity and the Church: ‘Theories, opinions, sharp paradoxes, and
threads of thought are emerging, with astonishing irresponsibility, from lecture halls,
salons, and cafes. Today we profess principles of extreme asceticism, but tomorrow,
as if something had already been acquired and experienced by this purely verbal
declaration, we are searching for new impressions in the theories of comprehensive
social experiments. And everywhere, in all ways, one word resonates in the universe:
crisis. In essence, this very fractured and incomplete response to the questions of
modernity demonstrates the main essence of the crisis — it is a crisis of the integrity of
life, of its very core.”” Here, Skobtsova connects the prevalence of shallow, fleeting
social theories with a crisis of wholeness, of the very core of life which results in a
fragmented and ineffective social structure. She identifies the need to restore
wholeness to perceptions of life, culture, and society. For Skobtsova, this is rooted in

a spiritual understanding of society.

Skobtsova’s observations in this area are not entirely unique. Several of

Skobtsova’s contemporaries recognised the need for society to have a spiritual or

“IIpaBocnasuoe Jleno [Orthodox Action],” in Hz6pannoe, ed. H. B. OcemakoBa (Mocka: CoBeTckas
Poccus, 1991), 359.

517 'B aynuropusx, caoHax, Kade ¢ KakoW-To U3yMHUTENbHON GE€30TBETCTBEHHOCTHIO BBIPACTAIOT
TEOPHH, MHEHUsI, OCTPBIE MAPaJ0KChI, KpyKeBa MbICIU. CeroiHst Mbl HCIIOBE/IyEeM MPHUHIMITBI KpaiiHEro
acKeTH3Ma, a 3aBTpa, KaK OyATO YTO-TO yKe NPHOOPETEHO U MEPEKUTO U3 ITOrO YUCTO CIOBECHOTO
OITBITA, UIIEM HOBBIX BIICYATIICHHH B TCOPHUIX BCEOOBEMITIOIIETO XU3HEHHOTO IKCIiepuMenTa. 1
TIOBCIO/Iy Ha BCE JIAJIBI 3BYYHUT OJHO CJIOBO - KpU3HC. 110 CYIIECTBY ke, B CAMOM 3TOM JPOGHOM,
HEIEIOCTHOM OTBETE Ha BOMPOCH COBPEMEHHOCTH JIEMOHCTPUPYETCS CAMO€ TIIABHOE CYIIECTBO
KpH3HCa - KPH3KC [EOCTHOM )U3HH, caMoii cepareBunsl ee.” 1bid.
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theological foundation, such as Sergei Bulgakov in his ‘Philosophy of Economy’, and
Semyon Frank in ‘The Spiritual Foundation of Society’.>'® Nevertheless, to date
Skobtsova’s contribution to this debate has not received the attention which it
deserves. Furthermore, her involvement in discussions surrounding society and
religion may have impacted the work of those around her, such as in the work of
Sergei Bulgakov. Rowan Williams, in his introduction to Bulgakov’s essay entitled
“The Soul of Socialism’, notes that Skobtsova may have been a factor in Bulgakov’s
return to political questions in the 1930’s: ‘It is not too much to suppose that the
stimulus of her work and ideals was a factor in promoting new reflections on old
themes; and one notable feature of his writing in the early thirties on these matters is a
clear impatience with the traditional Orthodox lack of enthusiasm for social witness.
What he saw himself doing was providing some of the building blocks for a
realisation of the potential in Orthodox theology for a coherent and radical social
programme - though he is as vague as ever about specific projects.’>*® Williams
suggests that Bulgakov’s interaction with Skobtsova in the late 1920°s and 1930°s
may have prompted his return to writing about political and social issues, in relation
to theology. This highlights the importance of analysing Skobtsova’s thought in
relation to faith and society in order to recognise her place in modern Orthodox

thought.

Skobtsova’s thought on society is present in several essays from her writings
during her emigration in Paris. On the one hand, some of her writings constructively

propose a system of understanding the relationship between the human and the divine

518 See: Sergei Bulgakov, Philosophy of Economy trans. Catherine Evtuhov (New Haven; London: Yale
University Press, 2000): S. L. Frank, The Spiritual Foundations of Society: An Introduction to Social
Philosophy trans. Boris Jakim (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1987).

519 Rowan Williams, Sergii Bulgakov: Towards a Russian Political Theology (Edinburgh: T&T Clark,
1999), 231.
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in culture and society, such as ‘In Search of Synthesis’. On the other hand, she writes
essays which are more critical, reflecting and critiquing political systems which she
encounters, such as ‘Four Portraits’. She engages with populism, democracy, fascism,
and communism, providing criticisms of each. Behind these essays is Skobtsova’s
earnest and practical insistence on implementing her theories in action. This manifests
itself not only in her monasticism, but also in the group which came to be known as

Orthodox Action.

2. Populism

As the biography chapter within this thesis has shown, Skobtsova was actively
involved in politics throughout her life; from her time as Mayor of Anapa, her
involvement in the Socialist-Revolutionary Party, and her political resistance in Paris
during the Second World War. Her religious writings are similarly concerned with
political issues. Skobtsova’s political commentaries reflect on various forms of
governance and critique them from a religious perspective. Once again, we see how
these critiques are rooted in a concern for unity, synthesis and Godmanhood.
Similarly, Skobtsova’s political writings reinforce the importance which she places on
the human person. In this sense, her early political career and her leanings towards

populist movements have a certain contextual importance.

From her reflections on her childhood and her time as Mayor of Anapa, we see
a growing interest in service to ‘the people’, which manifests in a dislike for
conservative models of governance in her youth, and an engagement with socialist
and populist movements in her early adulthood. These experiences of politics in
Russia provide important contextual insights into her later political reflections in

exile. During the civil war, Kuz’mina-Karavaeva witnessed the tension of conflicting
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ideologies and the dangers of sectarian violence. At the end of ‘How I became
Mayor’, she notes that the most terrible element of revolution and civil unrest is the
dehumanising of the people; ‘And in revolution, - even more so in civil war, - the
most terrible thing is that within the forest of slogans and labels we all forget how to
see the trees — individual people.”?° The individual person held a central significance
to Skobtsova’s thought which the violence and unrest of this turbulent period

intensified.

The concern for ‘the people’ is reflected in Skobtsova’s interest in populism.
Skobtsova was an active member of the Socialist-Revolutionary Party (ITapTust
couuanucToB-peoitormonepon). The party supported democratic processes and held
socialist beliefs, while supporting agrarian policy. They sought to overthrow the Tsar
and distribute land to the peasantry. The party had a large following in Anapa in the
years leading up to the Revolution, and Skobtsova attended their Third Congress in
Moscow in the summer of 1917.52! The Socialist-Revolutionary Party had its roots in
Russian populism. Skobtsova wrote an article entitled ‘To the Sources’ which
explores the Russian Revolution of 1917 after a decade had passed. In this article she
explores the difference between populism and nationalism, which is enlightening to
determine to what extent her political thought may be aligned with a populist ideology
given her involvement in the Socialist-Revolutionary Party and her concern for ‘the

people’.

Russian populism, as a movement, began in the 19" Century following the

death of Tsar Nicholas I and the Crimean War. Isaiah Berlin notes that populism in

520 <A B peBosrONIMH, - TEM GOJIEE B TPAXKIAHCKOM BOHHE, - CAMOE CTPAILIHOE, YTO 3a JIECOM JIO3YHTOB U
STHKETOK MBI BCE pa3ydaeMcs BHACTH JAepebhs - OTACIBHBIX Jitofei.” MaTts Mapus (Cxo61ioBa) “Kak s
Obu1a ropockuM rojosoii [How | became Mayor]” in Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepku Tom 1
(YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 89.

521 Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 89.
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Russia grew rapidly during the 1860s and 1870s, inspired by the works of Herzen and
Belinsky in the 1830s and 1840s, and culminating with the assassination of Tsar
Alexander Il, after which it began to decline. Berlin carefully maintains that populism
was not affiliated to one party or to one doctrine; it was a broad movement which
may, however, be characterised by several features. The over-arching thrust of
populism was a desire to overthrow the state and to institute a form of governance
which was inspired by the obschina (the peasant commune) in the collective of the
mir. The populists generally viewed the state as corrupt and inhumane. Its overthrow,
they maintained, would be an act of social justice and equality. Unlike the
Slavophiles, the populists were not nationalists. Despite advocating for the merits of
the obschina, the populists ‘did not believe in the unique character or destiny of the
Russian people. They were not mystical nationalists.”®?? Furthermore, the movement
was not religiously motivated. The populists believed in natural morality and science,

which they saw in opposition to religion.

Although the terms ‘people’ and ‘nation’ are nearly synonymous, Skobtsova
notes that when these words are carried over into ‘populism’ and ‘nationalism’, they
take on different and more distinct meanings. Skobtsova observes a fundamental
difference between populism and nationalism, between the people and the state
(maponx and Hamus). She claims that nationalism is concerned with the state, while
populism is concerned with the people. Nationalism is concerned with the imperialist
concerns of the state, while populism is concerned with the social issues of the people.
Each system, she argues, focuses on one to the detriment of the other: ‘Nationalism,

cultivating the interests of the people, almost forgot about the very existence of the

522 |saiah Berlin, Russian Thinkers Second Edition, ed. Henry Hardy and Aileen Kelly (London:
Penguin Classics, 2013), 244.
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people. Populism, affirming the interests of the people, almost forgot about the state
which formed it.”>2® Skobtsova raises the question of what can be identified as the
subject of a nation’s historical process — the people, or the state. For Skobtsova, this
difference is similar to the contrast between Israel and Rome. Throughout its history,
Israel was defined by its people — even in exile or slavery the Jewish people
constituted the nation of Israel, not a state.>* Rome, on the other hand, was defined
by the state, particularly in a Byzantine context where ‘the people’ consisted of many
scattered nations. In this case, ‘the people’ became a subsect of ‘the state’. Skobtsova
affirms the way of Israel, rather than the way of Rome, as she perceives it. For
Skobtsova, the people must be at the heart of a nation’s self-understanding, and the

subject of its historical process. In this way, Skobtsova may be defined as a populist.

However, Skobtsova identifies several key issues with the populist
understanding of society. These criticisms lie with the understanding and definition of
‘the people’ in some populist interpretations. Firstly, Skobtsova notes a tendency for
populism to focus on the given epoch of a people, to the detriment of their broader
history. Any one generation, however, only represents a temporary incarnation of the
history of a people. Focusing solely on the present fails to recognise the inherited
consciousness of a people and their intricate woven history where experiences and
events have shaped their identity as one, from generation to generation. Rather than
building upon previous generations, this tendency reflects the tragic temporality of the
human aspect of Godmanhood, as Skobtsova highlights in her characterisation of

utopias. Secondly, ‘the people’ must be appreciated in their individual worth, united

52 ‘HaumoHanm3M, KyJbTUBHPYS MHTEPECHI HAPOJIA, TIOYTH 3a0bIBATIO 00 CAMOM CYIIECTBOBAHHH
HapoJa. HapOILHI/I‘{eCTBO, YTBEpKAad UHTCPEChl HapoAa IMOYTH 3a0bIBAJIO 00 O(I)OpMJ'ISIIOIueM €ro
rocymapctee.” Mate Mapus (Cko61oBa), “K Mcrtokam [To the Sources],” in Bocnomunanus, Cmamou,
Ouepru Tom 2 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 215.

524 Skobtsova is referring to the people of Israel in the Bible, as opposed to the State of Israel, which
she preceded.
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into a whole. The people must not be viewed as a faceless mass, or simply the sum of
their parts. For Skobtsova, populism in certain incarnations has negatively identified
‘the people’ as a labouring mass, or a mechanised collective. Thirdly, for Skobtsova
populism can also negatively fail to permeate all aspects of life. As emphasis on ‘the
people’ cannot simply be present in political slogans. It must represent a worldview

which holds together the value of the people, their corporate and historical reality.

In order to rectify these issues with populism, Skobtsova believes that a
recognition of the people as the subject of the historical process must also be founded
upon a religious understanding of society. To a certain extent, this is present in
Slavophile thinking. While Skobtsova does not agree with all the concepts of the
Slavophiles (such as Khomiakov’s monarchism), and while she acknowledges that
they were in a different context to her epoch, she does praise the synthetic and
sobornal method of thinkers such as Khomiakov who sought to see the sobornost’ of
the mir in governance, the historical process, and the Church. Khomiakov’s thought
reflects a searching for an integral world-outlook which transcends particular and
temporary political issues, situating them instead in a broader system which

encompasses all of life.

Skobtsova’s concern for the people is undoubtedly informed by her desire to
maintain a balance between the love of God and the love of the neighbour in Christian
thought and practice. Her desire to place ‘the people’ at the heart of any social theory
is guided by her understanding of what it means to be a person within community.
The criticisms which she raises against certain forms of populist ideologies are
continued in her other political writings, where she turns to criticism of social and

political theories such as communism, fascism and democracy.
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3. ‘Four Portraits’

Skobtsova’s political commentary is perhaps most clearly expressed in the article
entitled ‘Four Portraits’, which was published in 1939. This essay critiques three
forms of totalitarianism, all of which were present in Europe at the time of writing.
These three totalitarianisms are communism, fascism, and totalitarianism of race (as
exemplified in Nazi Germany). Skobtsova compares these forms of governance to a
three-headed dragon, where each head represents a different form of totalitarianism.
The dragon has a princess in its clutches, whom Skobtsova identifies in this analogy
as democracy. The article passes judgment not only on the dragon, but also on the
princess. Once again, Skobtsova’s political critiques reflect her insistence on

synthesis.

The first head of the beast symbolises the Soviet power which emerged in
Russia following the First World War, which Skobtsova characterises as emerging
from class struggle and class hatred. Skobtsova identifies this form of communism by,
“The denial of human personality, the strangling of freedom, the cult of power, the
adoration of the leader, a single, obligatory outlook for all’ and ‘punishment for any
deviation from the general party line’.>?® This form of totalitarianism, she argues,
developed into a quasi-religion. Inspired by the proclamations of the super-human
leader (whom Skobtsova identifies as Dostoevsky’s man-god), communism presents
an integral worldview on matters of economics, history, art and all aspects of life.
Skobtsova employs religious language to talk of deviation from the man-god’s

proclamation as ‘heresy’, which creates a totalitarian worldview that is intolerant of

5% ‘OrpuuianHue YeNoBeYeCcKOl IMYHOCTH, YAyLIEHHE CBOOOIbI, KYJbT CHIIbI, IPEKIIOHEHHE TIEPE]
BOXIIEM, EIMHOE 0053aTEIFHOE TS BCEX MUPOCO3epIaHie, 60pb0a cO BCIKAUMH OTKIOHEHHUSAMHU OT
reHepanbHOi tnHnK maptun’ . Mate Mapust (Cko61oBa) “ Yetsipe [Toptpera [Four Portraits]” in
Bocnomunanus, Cmamwu, Ouepku Tom 1 (YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 297.
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difference. Russian communism, therefore, is fed by the absolute truth which is
attributed to the worldview of the man-god. Under the authority of this man-god, the
people are apparently strengthened through their participation in an absolute creative
principle which has the capacity to alter the laws of nature and history. They are
strengthened by religious fervour; communism °...lives precisely by its religious
fervour, because this fervour completely changes natural human powers, natural
straining of human muscles, human will and human intellect, it increases them
tenfold, it informs them about a creative principle which always, like some kind of
miracle, transforms the laws of nature.’®?® Its danger lies in its creation of a
totalitarian, absolute worldview which denies individual freedom; subsuming the
person into the collective under the quasi-religious authority of the communist leader
and the subsequent religious persecution which results from deviation from the
absolute party line. Russian communism was not simply an ‘armchair’ doctrine, but it
became a ‘spiritual organism’ which threatened the life of the Church, the man-god

opposed Godmanhood.

In the essay ‘In Search of Synthesis’, Skobtsova elaborates on the religious
implications of Bolshevism. On the one hand, Skobtsova notes that Bolshevism is not
just godless (as much Western secular culture), but specifically anti-God. It therefore
denies the divine principle and replaces religious faith with a secular fervour. On the
other hand, Skobtsova suggests that Bolshevism is also anti-human. ‘All the values,
achieved by humanism, all the affirmation of human creativity, emancipated labour,

freedom of conscience, public opinion, the idea of governance by the people, --

526 '[IMEHHO CBOMM PENUTHO3HBIM NAa()OCOM OH JKHB, IIOTOMY 4TO STOT Ia(OC COBEPLUIEHHO
BUAOU3MEHACT HNPUPOAHBIC YEJTIOBEUCCKUE CUJIBI, ITPUPOTHOC HATTPAKEHNE YCTIOBEYCCKNX MYCKYJIOB,
YEIOBEYCCKOM BOJIM U YEIIOBEUYECKOTO pa3yMa, OH UX yAECATEPSiCT, OH COOOIAET UM TBOPUECKOE
HayaJio, KOTOPO€E BCET/Ia, MOJOOHO HEKOEMY Uy/Iy, peoOpakaeT 3akoHbI ecTecTBa.” Skobtsova, “Four
Portraits,” 298.
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everything decisively, that was an accomplishment of the humanist period, everything
to the same degree was trampled on by Communism.’>?” In this sense, Skobtsova
argues that Bolshevism undermines both the divine and the human affirmations of

existence.

The second head of the beast symbolises fascist totalitarianism, as
demonstrated by Mussolini in Italy. Skobtsova recognises several key similarities
between the fascist system in Italy and the Soviet power in Russia. Both emphasise
the authority of the leader, as an infallible dictator of the fascist worldview. Similarly,
in fascism Skobtsova sees, ‘the same battle against the human personality, the same
cult of the collective, the hatred of freedom, the obligation of the well-known,
standard worldview, the acceptance of the main principals of fascism dogmatically,
without reasoning and with reverence.’>?® The difference between communism and
fascism, Skobtsova suggests, is with regards to innovation and restoration. While
communism in Russia sought to create something innovative and new, Skobtsova
characterises Mussolini’s creation as a form of statist ideology based upon the concept
of ancient Rome. The issue here, she argues, is that the demise of the Roman Empire
is testament to the fallibility of this ideology as a permanent, invincible worldview.
Furthermore, Skobtsova suggests that Christianity played an integral part in the
downfall of the Roman Empire, to which the Vatican continues to pay testament.
Based on this analysis, Skobtsova regards fascism as a weaker form of totalitarianism

than communism.

527 Skobtsova, “In Search of Synthesis,” Crucible, 137-8.

528 'Mp1 yBUIUM Ty k€ 60pbOY IPOTUB YEIOBEYECKOM IMYHOCTH, TOT %€ KyJbT KOJJIEKTHBA, HEHABUCTh
K cB0GOjIE, 00513aTEIBHOCTH M3BECTHOTO CTAHIAPTHOTO MUPOCO3EPIAHHS, BOCIPHUSTHE OCHOBHBIX
MPUHIMIIOB (Dali3Ma YUCTO JOTMATHIECKH, 63 paccykneHus u ¢ 6marorosennem.” Skobtsova, “Four
Portraits,” 300.
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The final head of the dragon symbolises racist totalitarian ideology, as
exemplified by Hitler in Germany. Skobtsova claims that this ideology, by its nature,
is the least widely applicable. It promotes the place of one messianic nation or chosen
race, to the subjugation (or indeed destruction) of other races, which are perceived as
inferior. The ideological weakness of this construction, Skobtsova argues, is that all
other races must either agree to submit to the chosen race, which is unlikely, or be
completely destroyed by the dominant race, which is equally unlikely. However,
Skobtsova suggests that racist totalitarianism holds great power in its ‘mysticism of
biology’ by rooting its ideology in biology and blood. By appealing to blood, it
speaks to latent human instincts, to ‘some half-forgotten call of nature’, the depths of
which can be more strongly binding than an intellectual ideology such as
communism. Blood becomes the unifying force (as well as the dividing force) which

supersedes personality:

‘Blood, lying at the base of everything, of course, is completely incompatible
with the spiritual reality of the personality, - the personality is abolished, unless
the opportunity is given for it to exist in the face of the leader, but in general it
is not a personality in our understanding of the word, but it is a kind of
hypostatic manifestation of the same impersonal, sacred, German blood. The
personality is abolished.”>?®

In a similar way to communism and fascism, racist totalitarianism undermines the
human personality and the freedom with which it is associated. Under communism,
fascism, and racism, the person is subsumed under an ideology, one worldview

dominates and destroys multiplicity of thought, creativity is undermined, and a battle

529 'KpoBb, M0JI0KEHHAS B OCHOBY BCETO, KOHEYHO, COBEPILEHHO HECOBMECTUMA C JTyXOBHOM
PECANBbHOCTBIO JIMYHOCTH, - JTUYHOCTD YIIPa3AHACTCA, pa3B€ TOJBKO U JACTCA BOCMOXKHOCTDH en
CYyILIECTBOBATh B JIULIE BOXK/S, HO HA CAMOM JI€JIE OH HE JIMYHOCTh B HAILIEM CMBICIIE CJIOBA, a OH HEKOE
HIIOCTacHOE MIPOSIBICHUE BCE TOH ke Oe3IMYHON CBSMIEHHOH repMaHcel KpoBu. JIMIHOCTS ke
ynpasaasercs.” Skobtsova, “Four Portraits,” 303.
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commences with other races, nations, and ideologies. These three heads make up the

beast of totalitarianism.

4. Democracy

Skobtsova has characterised the three ‘heads’ of totalitarianism and offered a brief
critique of their ideologies. She then turns to evaluate the place of the princess in the
analogy which she offered at the beginning of this article. The princess who is caught
in the grasp of the three-headed dragon symbolises modern democracy. As we have
seen from her personal experience as Mayor of Anapa and her involvement in the
Socialist Revolutionary Party, Skobtsova upheld democratic principles in her own
political involvement. However, she remains critical of several aspects of modern
democracy. The princess in her analogy is not entirely blameless and is not without
fault for falling into the hands of the beast of totalitarianism. Skobstova’s critique of
democracy in her epoch once again reveals an insight into her understanding of
wholeness, integrity and Godmanhood. In opposition to the absoluteness of a
totalitarian worldview, modern democracy has crumbled into relativity based on the
egoism and the interests of individuals. Skobtsova suggests that this development in

democracy is equally as problematic as the totalitarianisms which threaten it.

Her critique of modern democracy builds upon her analysis of the place of the
man-god in contemporary politics and governance. She alludes to a history of Russian

criticism regarding democracy:

“We Russians have in our literature not only predictions concerning the
appearance of the modern man-god religion, - in Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor
or Shigalyov, in Soloviev’s Tale of the Antichrist, - but with the same
penetrating clarity we are also given the appearance of modern democracy,
especially powerful and ruthless in Herzen. It became now exactly the same as
it was then. And it was not without reason that Herzen, a Westerniser and a

251



democrat, turned away in horror from it, it was not without reason that he began
to speak about it with such unbounded bitterness.”>*°

Herzen believed that revolutions do not always produce new systems of freedom, but
can often perpetuate the same coercion and subjugation of freedom, just in another

guise, as Martin Malia notes:

‘Democracy for Herzen no longer meant something so simple as a centralized
republic based on universal suffrage; this was no better than the most absolute
of monarchies. In such a state the people in their ignorance and slavery to past
prejudices delegated their power — that is, surrendered their liberty — to an
absolute assembly, which then assumed all the sovereign rights of the old
monarchy. The new republic, like the monarchy, represented a body of law, a
system of property rights, and a power of coercion above and outside the
individual. Indeed, the political republic must be considered worse than a
monarchy, because it masks its authority with such slogans as universal
suffrage, liberty, equality, and fraternity. A monarchy frankly proclaims it is an
authority over and above individuals; the centralized republic, with its pseudo-
democratic trappings, dupes the people, and thus retards their real liberation.’%3

Skobtsova’s principal concern with modern democracy is that it lacks a wholistic,
integral worldview. She perceives a division between politics and economics, for
example. While a society may uphold political equality, it may also experience severe
economic inequality. In a similar way, politics can be seen to be segregated from a
person’s private life, so that there is a separation between public morality and private
immorality and a distinction between the words and the deeds of a politician. For
Skobtsova, this lack of integrity reflects the absence of an integral worldview in
modern democratic systems. Skobtsova suggests that it is for this kind of reason that

Herzen turned his back on democracy, despite being somewhat of a Westerniser.

530 ‘M&1, pycckue, MMeeM B Halllel JTUTEpaType He TOJBKO TPeI0Ka3aHus, Kacatomuecs 00I1Ka
COBPEMCHHBIX YeJI0BEKO0O0KECKUX peiruuy, -y I[OCTOCBCKOFO B Beankom I/IHKBI/BI/ITOpe nin
H_[I/Il"aJ'IGBe, y CoJl0BBEBA B IIOBECTH 00 AHTI/IXpI/ICTC, - HO C TaKOM Ke HpO30pHI/IBOﬁ SICHOCTBIO HaAM JdaH
H 00JIMK COBpeMCHHOﬁ JACMOKpaTHu. Oco0eHHO CHIIBHO U 6ecn0mazu{0 y FepueHa. TouHo OHA K TOoraa
ObLIa Takas, KaKoH cTajia TCHCPb. " HEAapoOM FepueH, 3alla/IHUK U ICMOKpPAT, B yKaC€ OTBCPHYJICA OT
Hee, HeJJapOM CTall TOBOPUTH O Hel ¢ Takoi GesrpanndHoi ropeusto.” Skobtsova, “Four Portraits,”
305.

531 Martin Malia, Alexander Herzen and the Birth of Russian Socialism, 1812-1855 (Harvard
University Press, 1961), 372.
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‘Now in the democratic world-outlook, there are no roots, no centre, it is
formed as if from a single subordinate clause, the main clause is lost.”>* The root of
the crumbling and disintegration of democracy lies in the rejection of its Christian
roots, its main clause, Skobtsova argues. Democracy has forgotten the Christian
culture and morality from which it arose as well as a Christian understanding of the
person and freedom. The individual person in this system does not need to be
governed by one integral worldview; ‘And this crumbling of the democratic
appearance creates a certain type of human being, which has, firstly, no religious
opinions, secondly, social work is not grounded upon any kind of profound idea,
thirdly, private life exists by itself, not united either with religion, nor with a social
vocation.’®3 This disintegration creates a gap between religion, social work, politics,
economics and private life. On a larger scale, Skobtsova suggests that this system
creates a society which does not have a ‘back-bone’, whose borders become fluid,
subjective and conditional depending on the interests of the situation and the desires
of individuals. It is here that democracy can fall apart, be subjected to flux and
conditionality, and become influenced by alternative systems: ‘Today a union is made
in the interests of the day, today they preach economic equality, tomorrow they will
cast their vote for the strengthening of capitalism, today they are carried away by
communist totalitarianism, tomorrow by totalitarian racism.’>** In the absence of

higher values, individuals may become concerned with their own well-being and

532 ‘B 1eMOKpaTHYIECKOM MHPOCO3€EPIIAHHE HET HUKAKOTO KOPHS celfdac, HET HUKAKOTO 1IEHTPa, OHO
00pa30BaHO KaK Obl U3 OJHUX MPHAATOYHBIX MPEUIOKEHUM, TIIABHOE PEIJIOKEHHE YTPaYeHO.
Skobtsova, “Four Portraits,” 306.

533 ‘U 3Ta paccHIMaHHOCTh AEMOKPATHYECKOTO OOJIMKA CO3/a€T U3BECTHBIN THIT YEJIOBEKA, y KOTOPOTO,
BO-TIEPBBIX, HETY HUKAKHX PEMTHO3HBIX B3TIISIOB, BO-CTOPBIX, OOIIECTBEeHHAs paboTa He 6asupyercs
HH Ha Kakoii o6Iel riyboKoit uiee, B-TpeThUX, JIMYHAsI )KM3Hb CYIIECTBYET cama 110 cebe, He
00beTMHEHHAsT HU C PETUTHO3HBIM, HU ¢ 00IIeCTBEHHBIM npu3Banuem.” 1bid.

534 ‘CeroiHs 3aKJ1H09a€TCS COKO3 - TAKOBBI HHTEPECHI CETOIHALIHETO JHS, CEFOHS MPOMNOBELYHOT
9KOHOMMYECKOE PABEHCTBO, 3aBTPa OTIAIOT CBOU I'0JI0CA YKPEIUIEMHUIO KAITUTAIN3MAa, CENOIHS
YBIIEKAIOTCSI KOMMYHHUCTHYECKAM TOTATUTAPU3MOM, 3aBTpa - TOTATUTApU3MOM pacuctckum.” Ibid.
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security, reducing the organism of society into smaller parts which are too disparate to
create anything or to oppose anything (such as totalitarianism). Democracy does not
provide a dam against the flood of totalitarianisms, the threat of small egoisms, of
disintegration: ‘In the flood of mutual betrayal, in the flood of small egoisms, the
world of today will crumble, scatter and disperse. Tomorrow will belong to the

dragon.”>®

Skobtsova suggests that in order to avoid this disintegration and to inaugurate
a kind of authentic, integral system, society needs to return to its Christian roots. If it
does not do this, Skobtsova pessimistically predicts that democracy will continue to
disintegrate, and the age of the man-god and totalitarianisms will reign: ‘The question
remains as such — either, through repentance and refinement, godless humanity will
return to the Father’s house, and the epoch of authentic Christian rebirth will shine
through, and it will conceive itself as Godmanhood, or for a long time we are doomed

to the rule of the beast, the man-god, to a new and terrible idolatrous religion.”>%

5. Freedom: Herzen and Individual Liberty

For Skobtsova, several forms of totalitarian ideologies are incompatible with the
Christian message because of their denial of personal freedom and liberty. The place
of freedom in Skobtsova’s thought requires further assessment. One of the most
prominent writers on individual freedom is Alexander Herzen. Alexander Ivanovich
Herzen (1812-1870) is referenced throughout Skobtsova’s work and is frequently

cited as a contrary character, albeit one which she seems to hold in high esteem. A

535 'B 110TOKE B3aMMHOTO MPEIATENBCTRA, B TIOTOKE MAJEHBKUX 3TOM3MOB PACCHITLIETCS, PABETCH,
pacHbUIMTCS CErOJHAIIHUNA MUpP. 3aBTPAIIHUN JeHb NPUHAISKHUT apakony.’ Ibid., 309.

53 'Bompoc CTOMT Tak - Win, 4epe3 MOKasHUE ¥ OUHIIEHHE, Oe300KHOE YETOBEYECTBO BEPHETCS B
Orunit 10M, U 3aCHSET 3MOXa MMOITHHHOTO XPUCTHAHCKOTO BO3POXKICHUSI, i OHO MOYYBCTBYET Cce0s
BorouenoBeuecTBOM, HIIH K€ Ha JIOJTHE BEKa MBI OOpEUEHBI BIACTH 3BEpsi, YeIOBEKOOOTa, HOBOH 1
CTpaIIHO# uaoonokIoHHNYeckoi peruruu.” Ibid., 311.
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central element of Herzen’s own philosophy is an insistence on the liberty of the
individual. A brief exploration of freedom in Herzen’s thought is illuminating for an

assessment of Skobtsova’s focus on the person in her thought.

Herzen was the illegitimate child of a Russian nobleman named Ivan
Yakovlev and a German woman named Luisa Haag; an illegitimacy which is reflected
in his surname. From a young age, Herzen was a revolutionary character who resisted
autocracy and any deprivation of personal freedom. Herzen himself describes this as
his personal obsession; ‘Since the age of thirteen [...] I have served one idea, marched
under one banner — war against all imposed authority — against every kind of
deprivation of freedom, in the name of the absolute independence of the individual. |
should like to go on with my little guerrilla war like a real Cossack, auf eigene Faust
— as the Germans say.”>®’ Herzen’s free thinking resulted in his arrest and forced exile,
on two occasions, to provincial towns in Russia. He permanently left Russia in 1847,
going first to Paris and then to London in 1852 where he founded the ‘Free Russian

Press in London’.

For Herzen, individual liberty is an absolute value. This means that individual
liberty cannot become conditional or be restricted for the furtherment of another goal
such as history or progress. Any form of submission which denies the freedom of the
individual is an unacceptable sacrifice; ‘The submission of the individual to society —
to the people — to humanity — to the idea — is a continuation of human sacrifice [...]
the crucifixion of the innocent for the guilty [...] The individual, who is the true, real
monad of society, has always been sacrificed to some general concept, some

collective noun, some banner or other. What the purpose of [...] the sacrifice was [...]

537 Alexander Herzen, letter to G. Mazzini, 13 September 1850, in A. I. Gertsen [Herzen], Sobranie
sochinenii v tridsati tomakh (Moscow, 1954-66) xxiv, 140. Cited in Berlin, Russian Thinkers, 93.
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was never so much as asked.’>® Individual liberty is the primary factor in society
which must not be sacrificed to another ideal. A person’s liberty should not be denied

for a perceived future good.

The sacrifice of freedom for progress is particularly futile, Herzen believes,
because progress and the course of history are abstractions, not logically predictable
certainties. The course of history is not deterministic but directionless; it has no
particular structure, goal, or reason. In fact, there is a certain ridiculous quality to
history, such as the ironic circularity which can be found in the persecution of the
early Christians who, on freeing themselves from oppression, later turned on one
another with even greater force. Therefore, subjugating the freedom of individuals for
the future prosperity of others is an illusion because the future cannot be predicted,
neither can the future happiness of others be assured. Instead, as Berlin notes, ‘The
purpose of life is life itself, the purpose of the struggle for liberty is the liberty here,
today, of living individuals, each with his own individual ends, for the sake of which
they move and fight and suffer, ends which are sacred to them; to crush their freedom,
stop their pursuits, to ruin their ends for the sake of some ineffable felicity of the
future, is blind, because that future is always too uncertain, and vicious, because it
outrages the only moral values we know, tramples on real human lives and needs, and
in the name of what? Of freedom, happiness, justice — fanatical generalisations,
mystical sounds, abstractions.’>*° If the fallacious deterministic quality of history is
not recognised, then a form of secular eschatology is manifested. The political
implications of this are clear; a political system is invalid for Herzen if it sacrifices

individual liberty for generalisations and abstractions. This applies to the Church as

538 Alexander Herzen, From the Other Shore, trans. Moura Budburg (London, 1956), 135. Cited in
Berlin, Russian Thinkers, 102.
539 Berlin, Russian Thinkers, 107.
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well as the state, which both have the potential to subjugate the individual, coercing

their freedom into submission.
6. The Grand Inquisitor

A vivid and powerful image of this coercion and submission can be found in the
‘Legend of the Grand Inquisitor’ in ‘The Brothers Karamazov’ by Dostoevsky. Here
the tension between freedom, political systems and religious faith is exposed and
examined, and the potentially subversive role of the Church (notably, the Roman
Church) in relation to personal freedom, is highlighted and reaches a climax.
Skobtsova makes reference to ‘the Grand Inquisitor’ in her writings, in relation to

personal freedom and social culture.

‘The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor’ is a poem within the narrative of ‘The
Brothers Karamazov’ written and delivered by Ivan Karamazov for his brother
Alyosha. The tale is set in 16" Century Seville during the Inquisition, where Jesus
returns to earth. The people of Seville instantly recognise this figure in the crowd as
Jesus, and his identity is further confirmed by the miracles which he performs,
including raising the dead and healing the sick. However, when the Grand Inquisitor —
an elderly Cardinal — sees Jesus, he arrests him and accosts him in prison, threatening
to burn him the following day as a heretic. The Inquisitor’s objection to Jesus’s return

to earth, and the root of his resentment, concerns Jesus and freedom.

In his earthly ministry, the Cardinal argues, Christ emphasised freedom of

faith:

““Have you the right to reveal to us one single mystery of that world from
which You came?” the old man asks Him, and answers himself. “No, You have
not, so as not to add to what has already been said, and so as not to take away
from mankind that liberty that You valued so highly when You were on earth.
Anything further that You might say would endanger men’s freedom of faith,
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for it would appear as a miracle, and freedom of faith was dearer than
everything else to You then, fifteen hundred years ago. And didn’t You
Yourself say so often, ‘I want to make you free’? Well, now You’ve seen them,
these ‘free’ men,” adds the man suddenly, with a knowing grin. “Yes, that
business cost us dearly,” he continues, looking at Him sternly, “but in the end
we dealt with it in your name. For fifteen centuries we suffered from that
freedom, but now it’s all finished, settled once and for all. Don’t You believe
it’s settled? You look at me so humbly, won’t You even honour me with Your
indignation? But let me tell You that now, at this very time, these people are
more than ever convinced of their absolute freedom, and yet they themselves
have brought their freedom to us and laid it submissively at our feet. But it is we
who have brought this about, and is that what You wanted, that kind of
freedom?”*540

The Inquisitor suggests that Christ gave freedom to the people on earth, and He
preached this freedom too. In Christ’s temptations in the desert, the Inquisitor argues
that His refusal to turn the rocks into food, or to rule over the nations, was to maintain
the freedom of people. If Christ had performed these miracles, the people would have
had neither the freedom to rule over themselves, to fend for themselves, nor the
freedom to choose Christ. The Inquisitor suggests that Christ did this to ensure that
humanity remained free in their actions and their decision to follow Christ. However,
for the Inquisitor, this responsibility was too great for a humanity which struggled to
manage the freedom which had been entrusted to it. If Christ had performed these
miracles, he suggests, then the extent of suffering which revolves around food and
nourishment would have been solved by turning the rocks into bread, and the wars
which have ravaged the world would not have existed if Christ had ruled over all the
nations. In fact, the people do not wish to be free, as it is much easier to submit to a
higher power. Freedom leads to suffering, because it is too great a burden to bear. The
Inquisitor argues that the people have finally recognised this by submitting their
freedom to the Church, who governed their lives. Christ’s return at that particular

moment in history threatened the power the Church had over the people, and the

540 Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Karamazov Brothers, trans. Ignat Avsey (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2008), 314-15.
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delicate balance between freedom and submission which had been established. It is
for this reason that the Inquisitor wishes to put Jesus to death and does not welcome

His return.

Skobtsova, in ‘Dostoevsky as Artist and Psychologist’, draws upon the place
of suffering in Dostoevsky’s works in relation to freedom. The Grand Inquisitor
equates freedom with suffering, and submission with happiness. Skobtsova
characterises this ‘happiness’ as an inferior substitute for freedom. These people,
*...having forsworn freedom, and choice and meaning, would receive the sorrowless
happiness of the ant-hill.”>*! They would choose this path over the voluntary,
struggling path to Christ. Thus, the forced happiness of the ant-hill is in opposition
with the free path of Christ, even though it is sorrowful. The path of coercion and
inauthentic happiness, ‘is the way of the man-god, the way of the few chosen, the way
of the faithful servants of the Antichrist, for whom it obtains to conquer natural
humanity and close off afront the way to the grace of Christ.”>*2 Thus, Skobtsova
characterises freedom in Dostoevsky; ‘mankind in its freedom having come to self-
will and not knowing how to realise proper choice, not possessing the gift of choice,
exhausted by the burden of responsibility and freedom, mankind stands afront the

temptation of its coercive transformation into slavery.’>*

A similar discussion of personal freedom occurs in Dostoevsky’s novel
‘Demons’ with the character of Shigalyov. Shigalyov proposes a model of society
where a portion of the populace rule over the rest. In his system, one-tenth of people

are given absolute freedom and power over the remaining nine-tenths, who are bound

541 Skobtsova, “Dostoevsky as Artist and Psychologist,” Crucible, 65.
542 1bid.
54 |bid., 66.
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to submit to them. The ‘boundless obedience’ of the nine-tenths results in a form of
‘primeval innocence’ for them.>** This, Shigalyov argues, would create a paradise on
earth which is infinitely more appropriate for society than the propositions of
Proudhon, Rousseau, Fourier who, he argues, did not understand humanity nor
society. Shigalyov’s system may be seen as an extension of the Grand Inquisitor’s
scheme; for a small number of people to have absolute control over the remaining

population, denying their absolute freedom.
7. The Cross and the Hammer-and-Sickle

In her theological writings, Skobtsova wishes to maintain the freedom of the
individual person. Although her thought as a whole is not aligned with Herzen’s, there
IS a point of convergence in this mutual desire, which similarly challenges the denial
of freedom in the Grand Inquisitor narrative. Throughout her writings, Skobtsova
places an emphasis on persons being made in the image of God. An important part of
the imago dei is the freedom of these individual persons. In terms of social critique,

for Skobtsova, this is what distinguishes Christianity from communism.

In a short article entitled ‘The Cross and the Hammer-and-Sickle’, Skobtsova
boldly asks how Christianity and communism may be compatible. In some ways, her
response to this is as expected. In Skobtsova’s time, the reality of communism in
Soviet Russia was in no way compatible with Christianity (as it was violently
destroying Christianity). In light of this, Skobtsova is clear that there cannot be a form
of Christian Communism, which suggests that there is no compatibility between the
two. But is there any compatibility, she asks, between what communism and

Christianity both represent in their imagery of the Cross and the hammer-and-sickle?

54 Fyodor Dostoevsky, Demons, trans. Michael R. Katz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 427-
8.
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Skobtsova’s response to this question helps to shed further light on her affirmations of

what authentic social reality should look like.

Skobtsova affirms that between the imagery of the Cross and the hammer-and-
sickle there is a similarity in an emphasis on labour. The Cross represents taking up
our cross (which in Skobtsova’s system is activity in the world), and the hammer-and-
sickle represents labour in the communist worldview. These symbols can provide
certain correctives to one another. For the Church, and for the world, a robust system
of labour is needed. The Church needs to respond to social inequalities, poverty, and
the everyday reality of the people. In this way, the hammer-and-sickle can add
something to the Church’s life. However, the corrective which the Cross provides to
communism is far greater. The only way that there may be any compatibility between
the Cross and the hammer-and-sickle is if the Christian understanding of the human
person is upheld. This means that individuals must be recognised as being made in the
image of God (and an affirmation that they are equal, free, and creative). In this sense,
the coercion which is manifested in communist realities is incompatible with the
Christian understanding of the person. This is rooted in an understanding of the
freedom of Christ, in whose image humanity is made. Secondly, creativity needs to be
grounded in a metaphysical understanding of God as the source of all things. As we
have already explored in Skobtsova’s notion of creativity, all actions and deeds need
to be rooted in God, as the source of all creativity. Labour which is done in the name
of humanity only is inauthentic. The communist ideal, therefore, is lacking by its
failure to allow spiritual depth to permeate all things, and a recognition of God as the

true Creator.

Yet, the Cross is able to transform the hammer-and-sickle if it is modelled on

the free creativity of Christ. If the perversions of communism are released from the
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image of labour found in the hammer-and-sickle, then there may be some areas of
compatibility. This is found in the desire to unite people into labour. For Skobtsova,
this is vitally important for the Church. As we have seen repeatedly throughout her
writings, she laments the Church’s historical inaction for social engagement: ‘no one
wants to build an authentic, laboring, free, and loving Christian life. If they do build,
they build something different, and if there is something that is not different, it is not
in the building of life, but always in words and theories, sometimes quite remarkable,
but only words and theories.”>* In contrast to this apathy, Skobtsova promotes the
creation of an everyday Christian life which seeks to transform the world. This is not
simply for one’s interior life (as we have seen in her understanding of asceticism and
monasticism), but for the benefit of the world, including all aspects of social life and

culture.

Skobtsova speaks of this transfiguration as a form of free labour, where she
weaves together several of her criticisms of contemporary social and political

theories, into a positive vision of the Christian path:

‘Free laboring — that is the basis of our path in Christ. And this basis
should pervade our everyday and routine life. If it is not so, then the Grand
Inquisitor is right, the general party line is right, all the violators, levelers,
dictators, and slave-owners are right, and people are not the images of God but a
herd.

In this free laboring, our efforts should make of every common deed a sort
of monastery, a sort of spiritual organism, a sort of minor order, a sort of
brotherhood. If that is not so, it means that we did not understand or accept the
most basic thing that there is in the one great monastery, the one great organism,
the one order, the one brotherhood that is the Church.*>4

In response to political and social systems such as communism, totalitarianisms, or

democracy, Skobtsova does not necessarily present a detailed social theory, other than

545 Skobtsova, “The Cross and the Hammer-and-Sickle,” EW, 89.
546 |bid.
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her understanding of the life of the Church. However, her comments do provide a
specific vision for the Church. Skobtsova’s response to social theory is to propose an
embodiment of the principles of Godmanhood and sobornost’, to recognise the
mysticism of human communion, to seek to transform and transfigure the world
through everyday deeds, by submitting one’s will to God who is the source of all
creativity. At the heart of this, she draws attention to the intrinsic worth of the human
person, which is rooted in the image of God that dwells in them. For Skobtsova, this
image reveals their freedom, mirroring the absolute freedom of Christ. In addition,
she proposes that this freedom is used for the kind of labouring which creates
community. She advocates for people to be active in the world, in taking up their
crosses and labouring in the world for the good of the other, in order to create an
authentic model of sobornal community in the Church. In order to avoid the trappings

of communism, however, this labouring must be freely chosen.
8. Apocalypticism

Skobtsova’s emphasis on the everyday and a culture of transfiguring a person’s
quotidian tasks and deeds is tempered by a strong apocalyptic strain in her writings.
Throughout her thought, temporal creations are placed in the context of the eternal.
On occasion, this is a tension in her work, but ultimately Skobtsova seeks to place any
notion of labour and creativity into an eschatological context. In ‘Insight in Wartime’,
written in 1938 as the threat of the Second World War loomed, Skobtsova reflects on
the spiritual insights which can be gained from a context of war. Her predominant
reflection is one of apocalypticism. She explores the way in which warfare alters a

person’s perception of everyday reality, the presence of death, and the relationship
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between this temporal world and the eternal.>*’ In relation to politics, Skobtsova’s
approach to apocalyptic thought is contextually important. It not only places politics

within a broader system, but also human creativity and theodicy.

Skobtsova’s apocalypticism begins with a ‘personal eschatology’, which she
then expands into the realm of history and culture. To demonstrate this, she begins
this article with an illustration of a funeral. She suggests that at a funeral it is possible
to encounter two broad types of people. The first type of person is someone who was
an acquaintance of the deceased, but not a close friend or relative. They attend the
funeral out of politeness and general concern, and they offer their condolences.
However, they are largely unaffected by the death, and they continue their everyday
life following the service. In contrast, it is possible to encounter a second type of
person at the funeral whose world has totally collapsed due to the death of their loved
one. Their hopes and dreams have crumbled and they question the foundations of their
existence: for them ‘the gates have suddenly opened onto eternity, all natural life has
trembled and collapsed, yesterday’s laws have been abolished, desires have faded,
meaning has become meaningless, and another incomprehensible Meaning has grown
wings on their backs.’>4® Skobtsova suggests that this moment is an apocalyptic one,
where the eternal breaks into the everyday, when a new meaning ‘grows wings on
their backs.” On the one hand, death reveals the corruptibility and fragility of
existence, and on the other hand it allows one to see the ‘life-giving, fiery, all-filling,
all-burning and comforting Spirit.”>*° Yet this grief eventually passes, deadens, and

the ‘humdrum’ reality of everyday existence takes over once again: ‘again we live by

%47 Here Skobtsova seems to be engaging with the thought of Vasily Rozanov, who was critical of
Christianity’s relationship between revelation and the everyday (see asceticism chapter).

548 Skobtsova, “Insight in Wartime,” EW, 127.

549 | bid.
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the joy of small successes, by the pain of small failures, again we begin to believe that
nothing is stronger than our world with its three dimensions, that what is achieved is
achieved, what is saved up will prove useful in old age, everything is clear as day,
though a bit boring, unless we go to birthday parties, or to the movies, or gossip about
our neighbors.”®* The new, incomprehensible meaning which had been given in this
apocalyptic moment is forgotten, and the human soul returns to the mundane and

humdrum existence of the everyday.

In order to avoid this ‘deadening’, Skobtsova recognises the importance of
these apocalyptic moments in a person’s spiritual life. She links them with the act of
creative transfiguration, revelatory and transformative events, a metanoia moment of
previously unimaginable significance. There is an ascesis involved in holding onto
this apocalyptic revelation and a connection with the eternal, to avoid falling back into
the humdrum nature of the everyday. Maintaining this connection to the eternal in the
context of a heavy, fallen world, is a struggle, which Skobtsova identifies as a cross.
The revelation of ‘the endless space of eternity’ challenges the smallness of worldly
comfort, security, wealth, and companionship. ‘To put it more simply: a man’s whole
life will seem dull, worthless, meaningless to him, if it is not pierced through with the

flame of eternity.”>!

From this sense of ‘personal eschatology’, Skobtsova extends the notion of
connecting the temporal and the eternal to the historical process. ‘Human history is
also placed before the choice: either the triumph of the economic and political order,

of humdrum philistine well-being, of three-dimensional space and time stretched out

5%0 1bid., 127-8.
%1 bid., 128.
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like a string; or the acceptance of eternity, of wings, the realization here of what is

conceived there.”®>? History can follow one of two paths:

‘either — pierced once and for all by the cross, having seen eternity once and for
all, having been blinded once and for all to the temporary — it could become
authentic Christian history, that is, eschatological in its essence, an exodus, a
breakthrough, the eternal yearning of the winged, God-manly spirit; or it could
fall down again, forget how the gates to eternity are open, even forget about
eternity itself, begin to measure and to weigh, to rejoice over small national
successes and be distressed at small national failures. To set up only material
goals for itself and in the end proclaim that matter rules over spirit, whatever
form the affirmation may take — either that existence determines consciousness,
as in Marxism, or that blood gives rights or deprives of rights, as with Hitler, or
that the free human soul should be enslaved to the state.”®3

Here with see a connection with this apocalypticism and Skobtsova’s political
critiques of totalitarianisms. She develops her critique of materialism here (which she
associates with Marxism) to suggest that such systems are lacking an eternal, spiritual
aspect which is required for creative transfiguration, for integral meaning and

significance.

The apocalyptic beliefs of the early Christians, the millennialism around the
year 1000, and the eschatology of the Old Believers all had in common the notion that
this material world is not the sum total of existence. Throughout history, Christianity
has expressed an eschatology: ‘the conviction that this fleshly world given to us does
not constitute the whole of reality, that beyond it something else begins, governed by
different laws, that the kingdom of Caesar will have to give way to the Kingdom of
God, that time will vanish into eternity, that the heavy gates will be opened wide to
receive all mankind, and that for the sake of this longed-for hour the whole of history
has existed, for it our human creativity has existed, by it our suffering will be

justified, our struggle hallowed. The hour will come and lightning will flash from one

%2 pid., 129.
53 1hid.
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end of the earth to the other, and the Son of Man will come in all His glory to judge

the living and the dead.”>%*

Despite this long history of apocalyptic thought, Skobtsova does not see
evidence of this apocalypticism in her epoch which is drenched in materialism.
Skobtsova turns to the Papal encyclical Mit brennender Sorge (“With Burning
Concern”) to evaluate its response to the rise of Nazi power in Germany. This
encyclical was written by Pope Pius X1 in 1937 and it condemns an ideology of
racism within Nazi Germany (without explicitly mentioning Hitler or the Nazi Party).
Yet Skobtsova critiques its diplomatic and careful tone. For her, the encyclical has no
revelatory insight, in it is ‘a lack of fire, the lack of a breakthrough into other
worlds.”®® This text seems to Skobtsova like the acquaintance at a funeral, whose
world has not been torn apart and opened towards eternity. While she does not

disagree with the encyclical, she finds nothing remarkable in it.

Written in 1938, ‘Under the Sign of Destruction’ highlights Skobtsova’s
emphasis on apocalyptic thought and its relationship to her own epoch. In a similar
manner to her suggestions in ‘Insight in Wartime’, here Skobtsova proposes that the
nihilistic, materialistic epoch in which she was living, somewhat counterintuitively,
reveals the Christian mystery through its naked, apocalyptic character. Here
Skobtsova combines the apocalypticism which we have seen in her political
commentary into her narrative on the fundamentals of monasticism, particularly
monastic non-possession. We observe here how Skobtsova’s notion of selfless

creativity combines with non-possession and eschatology.

5% 1bid., 130.
55 1bid., 134.
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As we have already seen, Skobtsova characterised the epoch of the late 1930’s
as one of chaos, instability, and suffering. She notes how this contrasts sharply with
the preceding epochs within modernity which were largely stable and conservative:
‘But now the walls in our houses have swayed and fallen, and beyond them proved to
be not the usual streets of familiar cities, but some boundless desert, over which all
the winds of the world roam. Life has proven to be short, fleeting, and not of great
worth. The confines of the state have warped and shifted. Laws have collapsed. A
primordial chaos has surged into the human soul.”>%® Alongside the prevalence of
death and suffering appears the apocalyptic mood and realisations which she

characterises in ‘Insight in Wartime.’

Skobtsova suggests that it is this very suffering which characterises her epoch
as a Christian epoch: ‘An epoch, where humanity stands at the foot of the cross,
where humanity breathes suffering, where in each human soul the image of God is
humiliated ... spat upon, and crucified, - is this not a predominantly Christian
epoch?’®>" This may sound counterintuitive for a theologian whose theological
anthropology rests on an affirmation of the imago dei in the person. However,
Skobtsova is here referring to the form of non-possession which we have already seen
in her innovation of monasticism. As a result of the suffering of her epoch, the non-
possessing reality of humanity has been exposed. Idols fall away, including those

which are easily denounced such as lust, gluttony and avarice, but also the ‘cults’

%% 'Ho BoT B HamMX qOMax 3aIIATAIIMCH U YTIAJIU CTEHBI, 4 32 HUMU OKa3aJIMCh HE NPUBBIYHBIE YJIUI[BI
MIPUBBIYHBIX TOPOJIOB, HO KAKOW-TO HEOOBSATHBIH IyCTHIPh, 110 KOTOPOMY PasTyJIHBaIOT BCE BETPHI
Bcenennoii. JKu3Hp oka3zanach KOpOTKOH, HEIIPOUHOM U HE OUEHb JOPOro cToroel. I'panuiel
TOCYAapCTB MOKOPOOMIIMCH ¥ CMECTHIIMCH. 3aKOHBI pyXHY/H. Ha yenoBedeckylo ylry HaXJIbIHY
nepBOObITHBIN Xaoc.” Mate Mapus (Ckobuosa), “Tlog 3nakom I'mbenu [Under the Sign of
Destruction],” in Cmuxomeopenus, Ilosmei, Mucmepuu, Bocnomunanus 06 apecme u nazepe @
Pasenc6piox (Paris: La Presse Francaise et Etrangére, 1947), 114.

557 ¢3noxa, KOr/a 4eJ0BEYECTBO CTOUT y MOHOKMS KPECTa, KOT/Ia 4eJ0BEUECTBO JABILIUT CTPAJIaHUEM,
KOTJIa B KXK/I0 YesroBeuecKo ayme oopa3 boxuil yHIKeH ... OIUIeBaH M PacIisT, - 3TO JIU HE M0-
MperMyIIeCcTBY XprcTHanckas smoxa?’ Ibid., 115.
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which we create (the cult of the family, of individual comfort, creativity and art). In
times of ruin and destruction, these things fall away like the flowers of the field, as the

Psalmist notes.>%8

Skobtsova links this suffering and non-possession with the experience of war.
In relation to apocalypticism and a ‘breaking in’ of the eternal into the temporal,
Skobtsova turns to reflect on the nature of warfare. She clearly articulates the horror
of war. She acknowledges the effects of war; how it destroys countless lives, that it
forwards the ‘brutalisation of nations’ and the ‘lowering of the cultural level’, that it
alters the psychology of an entire nation and contributes to the endless cycle of
warfare and violence.>*® Nevertheless, she wishes to offer a spiritual insight into war
by proposing an analogy between the soldier going to war and the apocalyptic nature

of Christian faith.

The soldier who is enlisted into battle must leave behind their entire life, their
family, their occupation, their homeland and security. They even risk their own safety
and offer their lives up to the possibility of sacrifice. Skobtsova claims that the
Christian faith demands no less than this: ‘If a soldier, on being mobilized, must leave
his beloved family, his habitual occupation, even his vocation, must step out of the
time in which he lived, as it were, and switch over into some other time, if everything
is taken from the mobilized soldier and everything is demanded of him, then our
Christian mobilization should present a man with no lesser demands.’*®® The call of
the Christian is for total, absolute commitment in all areas of life; ‘In our time Christ

and the life-giving Holy Spirit demand the whole person.’*®! The difference between a

558 Ipid., 118-1109.

559 Skobtsova, “Insight in Wartime,” EW, 137.
560 Ihid., 138.

561 Ihid.
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soldier being enlisted and a Christian being called is that state mobilization is not a

free choice, but an obligation, while the Christian freely offers themselves.

In her particular context, as Europe descended into war, Skobtsova believed

that this moment holds the possibility to open the world up to a sense of the eternal:

‘I know, I know with all my being, with all my faith, with all the spiritual force
granted to the human soul, that at this moment God is visiting the world. And
the world can receive that visit, open its heart — “ready, ready is my heart” — and
then in an instant our temporary and fallen life will unite with the depts of
eternity, then our human cross will become the likeness of the God-man’s cross,
then within our deathly affliction itself we will see the white garments of the
angel who will announce to us: “He who was dead is no longer in the tomb.”
Then mankind will enter into the paschal joy of the Resurrection.’%®2

There is an apocalyptic element which can be felt in times of war. Skobtsova’s insight
in wartime is a recognition of the way in which war opens a nation’s eyes to that
which is beyond this world. It is not a promotion of war, nor suffering, but a reflection

on the unsettling nature of wartime.

If the world does not respond to the eternal, to this sense of the apocalyptic,
then Rozanov’s evaluation will be correct, Skobtsova suggests. If Godmanhood is
ignored, then transfiguration is not possible: ‘The old, sad, dusty earth races through
the empty sky into eternal emptiness. Death-bound mankind rejoices over small
successes and weeps over small failures, renouncing its election, painstakingly and
assiduously pulling the coffin lid over its head.’®® Political systems, culture and
religion need to have a sense of the apocalyptic and the eternal. In addition to a
recognition that creativity is rooted in the primacy of the Divine, authentic creativity

needs to also recognise its eschatological trajectory.

9. Orthodox Action

%2 1hid., 139.
583 hid.
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Skobtsova’s reflections on culture, social engagement and theology are manifested in
the thought and action of the group Orthodox Action. Orthodox Action consisted of a
group of people living in France who were dedicated to implementing the kind of
society which Skobtsova promotes in her writings. The group wished to combine an
exploration of rigorous Orthodox thought and culture with practical social action,
publishing articles and hosting discussion groups, alongside aiding the poor and needy
of Paris. Alongside her monasticism, it was through this group that Skobtsova sought
to incarnate the ideals which she promotes in her writings, of Godmanhood and
sobornost’, the mysticism of human communion, authentic creativity, and a
transfiguration of the world through a socially engaged Church which points to the

eternal.

Discussions about a particular group began as early as November 1934.
Originally it was thought this group would be a part of the RSCM, however it ended
up being an independent organisation. After initial conversations, on 27" September
1935 the group formally adopted the statues of Orthodox Action. The name ‘Orthodox
Action’ (ITpaBocnaBnoe Jleno) was proposed by Berdyaev. Hackel notes that, ‘It was
to be an expression of Orthodoxy; it was to concern itself with deeds.’>®* Among its
members and supporters were Sergei Bulgakov, Nikolai Berdyaev, Georgii Fedotov,
Konstantin Mochul’skii and Skobtsova. Skobtsova was the chair of the committee,
Mochul’skii was the vice-chair, Fr Mikhail Chertkov was the treasurer and Fedor

Pianov was the secretary.

Orthodox Action signalled a new era for the émigré community. In a

discussion of Skobtsova’s article of the same name, Antoine Arjakovsky notes the

564 Hackel, Pearl of Great Price, 65.
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motivating factor of the group and its distinctiveness compared to its predecessors:
“This article could be considered the manifesto of Orthodox Action and a new concept
of commitment on behalf of the nation: namely, service to one’s neighbor here and
now. It signified a radical shift from the projects of the 1920s of the Russian Student
Christian Movement, the Academy of Religious Philosophy, and the St. Sergius
Institute, which had viewed the formation of the younger generation in terms of a
return to Russia in the near future.’>® The émigrés were no longer discussing a great
return to Russia (it was clear this would not be possible). The rhetoric shifts,
therefore, to an expression of their thought in the context of émigré life. This reflects
an innovation in the ‘Russian idea’, which has already been highlighted in this thesis.
Skobtsova sought to incarnate the principles of the Russian religious renaissance

(Godmanhood and sobornost’) in their émigré life.

The service to the neighbour which Orthodox Action promoted lies at the heart
of a broader project to create an authentic, Orthodox culture amongst the émigrés: ‘In
the middle of the enormous and alien Paris, we dream of creating a Russian, orthodox
village.’%® The proposal for this ‘Orthodox village’ aligns with Skobtsova’s
conception of creating a culture around the transfiguration of the everyday. At the
centre of this, is a recognition of the human person. Indeed, wholeness is found in the
creation of a social structure where the value and worth of the human person is

foundational:

‘Do my words sound utopian and naive? Maybe. But you may only speak about
our naiveté and utopianism if you have your own precise way to overcome your
little faith, indifference, and lack of wholeness, to fill the emptiness of life — and
not only to fill it, but also to authentically create genuine, real wholeness. If,
gazing at yourself, you feel that your soul is destitute, then come to us, in order

%65 Arjakovsky, The Way, 418-19.

566 ‘Mp1 MeuTaeM cpejii OrpOMHOTO H 4ysoro IlapHka co3aTh pycCKHii, IpaBociaBHblii ropojok.” E.
0. Ky3emuna-Kapasaesa, “IIpasocnasuoe Jleno [Orthodox Action],” in Hz6pannoe, ed. H. B.
OcwmakoBa (Mocksa: Coserckas Poccust, 1991), 363.

272



to give us the opportunity to fill it with love for the very same souls, each one of
whom is the authentic and beautiful image of God.*>¢’

Skobtsova’s social engagement, as expressed in the group Orthodox Action and in her
criticisms of various models of social structures and governance, is rooted in a
recognition that the person is made in the image of God, and in engaging with these
neighbours, one strives towards implementing the kind of wholeness which pervades
her whole theological system and informs her own social action on the streets of

Paris.
10. Conclusion

Throughout her theological writings, Skobtsova promotes a movement from the
Church to the world, for theological thought and practice to engage with the fullness
of human society. In her political reflections, however, we see how Skobtsova also
comments on social life outside of the standard confines of the Church, especially in
political theories and social structures. Skobtsova judges social creations by the same
standard of ‘wholeness’ which permeates her work. She is critical of notable forms of
governance from her age, including various forms of totalitarianism, communism,
fascism and even democracy. Skobtsova criticises political systems, especially, when
they fail to realise the full reality of the human person; that people are made in the
image of God, as free, equal, and creative. The people, as a collective, cannot be seen
as a faceless mass, or simply the sum of its parts. Individuals and communities
(nations, societies) must be revered and respected as reflections of Christ, through the

imago dei within them. Like Herzen, to some extent, Skobtsova highlights the

%67 “YTONMYHO ¥ HAMBHO 3By4YaT MOM clioBa? MosxkeT ObITh. Ho BB MOKETE FOBOPUTH O X HAUBHOCTH H
YTOMUYHOCTH TOJILKO B TOM CJTydae, €CJIM Y Bac €CTh COOCTBEHHBIH TOUHBIN CIIOCO0 MOOEIUTH CBOE
MaJIOBEpHUE, PABHOAYIIUE, OTCYTCTBHE IIETbHOCTH, 3AMOJHUTh MYCTOTY JKU3HH - U HE TOJILKO
3aI10JIHUTD, HO U MOJUIMHHO CO3JIaTh HACTOSIIUE, peabHbIe IIEHHOCTH. ECIN XKe, BIIIAAEBIINCE B Ce0s,
BbI [IOYYBCTBYETE, YTO JyIlla Ballla HHUIIA, TO MPHUIAMTE K HAM, YTOObI 1aTh HAM BO3MOKHOCTb
3aI10JTHUTD €€ JIF000BBIO K TAKUM K€ JIyIaM, U3 KOTOPBIX KayK/as IO UIMHHBIN 1 IPEKPacHbIi 00pa3
Boxnii.” Ibid.
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importance of the individual human freedom, and she warns of the dangers of denying
such freedom (as can be seen in the legend of the Grand Inquisitor). Instead,
Skobtsova proposes a system of free labouring, where Christian thought and practice
is founded upon a desire to take up the cross, to be active in the world, seeking to
form an organic community of persons. Unlike Herzen, who warns of the dangers of
sacrificing individual liberty to a greater authority, sacrifice of the will is central to
Skobtsova’s social vision. Whilst Herzen warns of sacrificing liberty to
generalisations and abstractions, Skobtsova affirms sacrifice as it connects a person to
the source of all creativity, God. Through an ascetic practice of perceiving the eternal
in the everyday, a person may hold onto this sense of the Divine source of all things,

and the apocalyptic vision towards which the Church moves.
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Conclusion: God, the Human, Wholeness and Sacrifice

This thesis began by highlighting the place of the human in Skobtsova’s theological
writings. At the heart of Skobtsova’s theology is a desire to engage with the
neighbour and to develop a system of thought which places love of the other at the
centre of theological thought and practice. Her desire to do this is rooted in a
dissatisfaction with expressions of Christianity that do not engage with the world, and
conversely forms of ‘social Christianity’ which are lacking in theological depth.
Skobtsova’s desire to show love towards the neighbour is always balanced, however,
with an insistence on the dual nature of the commandment to love God and the
neighbour. She is insistent that love of the neighbour must be equally measured with a
love of God, so that Christian spirituality and ethics do not fall into the type of
godless humanism which she so strongly resists. The desire to maintain this balance is
indicative of Skobtsova’s broader aim to maintain ‘wholeness’. This wholeness is
expressed in the unity of the divine and the human principles (and inspired by the
thought of the Russian religious renaissance), but it also encompasses a wider
methodology which is present in her writings to hold together dualities such as the
Church and the world, the divine and the human, or typologies such as mother and
son. Throughout this thesis, I have begun to suggest that the key to achieving this
wholeness, for Skobtsova, is found in sacrifice. Here, the centrality of sacrifice will be
pieced together from what has already been expounded, noting the importance of
sacrifice in order to truly love both God and the neighbour, and to implement the ideal

of wholeness to which Skobtsova’s thought and practice strives.

This thesis has highlighted the close connection between theology and
biography in Skobtsova’s work and legacy. The extraordinary life of Skobtsova has

often over-shadowed the depth of theological thought which she produced, especially
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in the emigration period. On occasion, in secondary literature, it is her biography
which takes precedence over her intellectual output. The first chapter of this thesis
sought to address this imbalance by not only highlighting key moments in her
biography, but also contextualising her theological development in her writings
against her life, and exploring the broader relationship between biography and
theology in her work. The way in which Skobtsova’s own experiences inform her
theology, and vice versa, is particularly evident in the example of loss in her life;
notably in the death of her father and two children. Mapping this relationship against
her publications, and the journals in which she published in Paris, has helped to get a
fuller picture of the context of Skobtsova’s writings, as well as her methodology,

style, and tone.

The relationship between experience and theology in Skobtsova’s life and
writings can be sensed in her reflections on emigration. Here it is possible to see the
‘situational’ or contextual methodology of much of Skobtsova’s theological writings;
how she reflects on her own situation and offers spiritual insights into that context. A
theme which comes to the fore in these reflections is loss. As the second chapter of
this thesis explored, the loss of Russia for Skobtsova and her fellow émigrés was
keenly felt in the difficult situation of Parisian life. Yet Skobtsova draws spiritually
positive conclusions from the difficulty of this loss. In doing so, she progresses from a
spiritually positive insight into the loss of one’s homeland to a sacrificial ethic of

renouncing restrictive worldviews.

Bound up with the question of one’s homeland is the notion of freedom.
Skobtsova observes that citizens of a state are naturally bound by the conventions,
laws, history, and customs of that society. When these elements combine in a person’s

identity and worldview, the result can be restrictive: ‘We are tightly buttoned up in
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our worldview, we are well-dressed, we are simply swaddled in it.”%® Emigration, on
the other hand, allows for a greater sense of freedom, and the kind of liberty which
Skobtsova notes is absent in many 20th Century forms of social theory and
governance. This freedom provides the urgent opportunity for Russians fleeing civil
war and religious persecution in Russia (in Skobtsova’s context) to be free of such
restrictions, violence, and danger. Yet it is also an ideological freedom, not just
having the freedom to speak against the state, but also the chance to renounce the
opportunity to speak from the classically Russian worldview, not in the name of
Soloviev, Dostoevsky or Khomiakov, but to, ‘begin to speak only in the name of his
own conscience, of this or that degree of love and his knowledge of God.’*®® In terms
of sacrifice, this cannot be seen as an active choice. Skobtsova is making a positive
conclusion from a painful experience of unchosen loss. Yet Skobtsova continues to
quantify her thoughts in this area through a theological lens. Here she progresses her

thought to include a sacrificial ethic of giving up the comfort of one’s worldview:

“This is the first and main thing: not to allow cowardliness or the comfort of a
certain kind of aesthetic worldview to obscure our terrible standing in the desert
before God. In this sense we must also emigrate out of this well-being, we must
open our souls to all the drafts and winds of absolute inner freedom. Such, it
seems to me, are our inner paths.”>"

To realise the sense of freedom which Skobtsova identifies in emigration, she calls for
a spiritual practice of sacrificing the comfort of a particular aesthetic worldview. In
the case of national identity, Skobtsova regards dependence on worldviews that are
informed by a national consciousness as spiritually restrictive when they become
static and prevent progression along a spiritual path. In this instance, worldviews can

become swaddling and opposed to spiritual freedom: ‘Freedom obliges, freedom calls

568 Skobtsova, “Under the Sign of Our Time,” EW, 113.
569 1bid.
570 1pid.
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for sacrificial self-giving, freedom determines one’s honesty and strictness with

oneself and one’s path.”®"*

The spirituality which Skobtsova promotes here is one of many different
approaches which may fall under the term ‘sacrifice’. Its emphasis on unbinding
worldviews is an interesting and rather novel approach to our understanding of
sacrifice which is rooted in challenging and losing aspects of one’s own identity. The
question emerges, in response to this theology, whether Skobtsova is insufficiently
recognising the pain of emigration by promoting the spiritual positives of emigration.
It is clear that Skobtsova herself experienced the trauma of losing her homeland,
although this movement in her thought may become problematic in universal
application. However, there is an important distinction between emigration and
emigrating from one’s worldview. Skobtsova is not promoting the suffering and loss
of losing one’s homeland. Skobtsova is, however, challenging an ossified, static,
approach to any faith which is bound up with national identity. It is interesting in this
light to reflect upon Skobtsova’s own theological engagement in Paris. Despite
drawing these conclusions, Skobtsova remains extremely Russian (she often speaks in
the name of Soloviev, Dostoevsky and Khomiakov, for example, despite her own
comment on the dangers of doing so) and her engagement with the French theological
context in which she was living is minimal in her writings. However, within the
‘Orthodox village’®"? which she sought to create in Paris, her thought does provide an
internal challenge for the Orthodox world, particularly in the tradition of monasticism,

social engagement, and a practical realisation of much Russian thought.

571 1bid., 114,
572 E. 10. Kysbmuna-Kapasaesa, “IIpasocnasroe Jleno [Orthodox Action],” in Hz6pannoe, ed. H. B.
OcwmakoBa (Mocksa: Coserckas Poccust, 1991), 363.
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Nevertheless, the heart of Skobtsova’s theological system is still distinctly
Russian, and this is clearly the case in the framework of wholeness within which it
operates. The second chapter of this thesis explored the inheritance of Soloviev and
Khomiakov in Skobtsova’s theology. Khomiakov’s notion of community, as found in
rural peasant communities in Russia, and additionally in the Church, revolve around
his notion of sobornost’. This is a central term for Skobtsova’s understanding of
community which is rooted in her understanding of the Orthodox tradition:*...what is
most personal, what is most intimate in an Orthodox person’s life, is thoroughly
pervaded by this sense of being united with everyone, the sense of the principle of
sobornost’, characteristic of the Orthodox Church.”®”® Central to an understanding of
sobornost’, for both Khomiakov and Skobtsova, is an understanding of the place of
love within community. Skobtsova notes that, ‘The Orthodox Church is not a solitary
standing before God, but sobornost’, which binds everyone with the bonds of Christ’s
love and the love for one another.”®’* The relationship between love and sobornost’ is
inseparable. For Skobtsova, the ideal of such a love within community is the person of

Christ and His incarnate actions:

“There is not and there cannot be any following in the steps of Christ without
taking upon ourselves a certain share, small as it may be, of participation in this
sacrificial deed of love. Anyone who loves the world, anyone who lays down
his soul for others, anyone who is ready, at the price of being separated from
Christ, to gain salvation for his brothers — is a disciple and follower of Christ.
And inversely, anyone who abides in the temptation of self-salvation alone,
anyone who does not take upon himself the responsibility for the pain and sin of
the world, anyone who follows the path of “egoism,” be it even “holy” egoism,
simply does not hear what Christ says, and does not see what His sacrifice on
Golgotha was offered for.”>"®

573 Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment,” EW, 47.
574 1bid.
575 1bid., 48-9.
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In a similar way to Khomiakov, Skobtsova repeatedly warns against ‘egoism’ (even
what she identifies as ‘holy egoism’) in favour of a sobornal vision of community and
the Church. The ego, and a person’s sense of individualism and exclusivity, must
therefore be sacrificed in order to realise this vision of loving community. The
‘sacrificial deed of love’ is at the heart of sobornost” and Skobtsova’s understanding

of human communion.

In addition to the influence of Khomiakov, this thesis has highlighted the
foundational place of Vladimir Soloviev’s thought for Skobtsova’s theology. This is
centred around Soloviev’s notion of all-unity or wholeness, which Skobtsova
identifies as the fundamental feature of his philosophy: ‘He seeks always the absolute
or All-Unity, here the authentic reality, which contains in itself all, -- truth, life,
beauty. From him the ideal of perception is contained in synthesis, an unification of
the whole of knowledge.’®"® In this light, for Soloviev, ‘ethics ought to form the ideal

of integral life, and aesthetics ought to rework the principle of wholistic creativity.”>"’

This thesis has highlighted, in this light, the centrality of the notion of
Godmanhood in Skobtsova’s thought, which she has inherited from the philosophy of
Soloviev. Skobtsova characterises Soloviev’s philosophy as striving to maintain a

balance between the Divine and the human principles:

‘It would be properly correct to say, that the entire philosophy of Solov’ev
strives to situate fundamental knowledge and the core of being in a divine
origin, and in this divine principle to consolidate all the sides and all the views
and the manifestations of worldly life, to think about everything as a single
worldly Divine-human process, encompassing within itself all the universe in
all its manifestations.”>"8

576 Skobtsova, “Solov’ev,” Crucible, 93-4.
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For Soloviev, Russia plays an important and decisive role in the realisation of
Godmanhood, as Skobtsova notes: ‘...the Third Rome, in contrast to the First and
Second Rome, ought to be a synthesis, ought to be Divine-human Rome.’’® There are
particular characteristics of the Russian nation which are conducive to such a
synthesis. In Skobtsova’s characterisation of Soloviev’s thought in her 1929 article,
these characteristics are once again linked to sacrifice in the form of self-renunciation.
For Soloviev, according to Skobtsova, humility and self-renunciation are integral to
Russia’s soul; ‘...in national self-renunciation Soloviev sees in general the primary
principle of Russian history.”®8 The basic principle of Russian history is, ‘Christian
humility and the spirit of self-renunciation.”>®! Skobtsova does not critically engage
with this aspect of Soloviev’s thought (her essay of Soloviev in general is largely
exposition) therefore any evaluation of Soloviev’s influence on Skobtsova here rests

on a degree of conjecture.

However, sacrifice is present in Skobtsova’s interpretation of the thought of
Soloviev and Khomiakov. She promotes a practical realisation of the ideals of

Soloviev and Khomiakov:

‘...we must turn these theoretical presuppositions, these philosophical systems,
these theological theories, these words sobornost’ and Godmanhood, which
have recently become sacred, into so many practical landmarks both for our
personal spiritual paths, the most cherished, most inward ones, and for our
external endeavors.”>?

Skobtsova recognises that the Russian soul sees the value of sobornost’ and
Godmanhood, and that they form the foundation of the Orthodox Church, but the task

for her generation is to implement these principles in everyday life. These principles,

579 Skobtsova, “Solov’ev,” Crucible, 109.
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she claims, are centred on the commandment to love God and the neighbour. Loving
God and the neighbour, and being true to the Orthodox principles of sobornost’ and

Godmanhood requires a sacrificial form of love:

“We simply want to live as we are taught by the second commandment of
Christ, which determines everything in man’s relation to this earthly life, and
we want to live in such a way that all those who are outside it can see and feel
the unique, saving, unsurpassable beauty, the indisputable truth of precisely this
Christian path.

We do not know whether we will be able to realize our hopes. It is basically
a matter of God’s will. But apart from God’s will, God’s help and grace, each of
us is faced with the demand to strain all our forces, not fearing the most difficult
endeavor, in ascetic self-restraint, giving our souls for others sacrificially and
lovingly, to follow in Christ’s footsteps to our appointed Golgotha.’®83

Skobtsova’s desire to practically implement a love of God and the neighbour is
centred upon a self-denying, sacrificial ethic. In order to maintain the fullness of
sobornost’ and Godmanhood, a person’s egoism and individualism must be replaced
by a self-denying humility. The nature of the love which characterises sobornost’ is
furthermore rooted in a renunciation of the self. Whilst this is a distinctly Russian
approach, informed by Russian thought, Skobtsova maintains that loving God and the
neighbour cannot be confined by a rigid, ossified worldview of Russian culture.
Religion cannot be stylized as ‘some sweet singing of Moscow bells.”® Rather, this
realisation of love must be motivated by the kind of freedom which is found in
emigration, as she has outlined in ‘Under the Sign of our Time’. The ascetic quality of
this love, and its foundation in the will of God, has formed the basis of much

exploration in this thesis, to which we shall now turn once again.

Skobtsova’s treatment of asceticism can be found in the hagiographical tales

which make up the collection ‘Zhatva Dukha’, which was explored in the third

583 Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment,” EW, 60.
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chapter of this thesis. In addition to searching for an Orthodox precedent for a socially
engaged spirituality, and example of ascetics from the Church tradition demonstrating
active love towards the neighbour, this collection also highlights the place of sacrifice
within Skobtsova’s spirituality. The eight tales which are included in this collection
touch on themes of suffering, co-suffering, spiritual direction, a mystical embodiment
in the other, servitude and humility, kenoticism, martyrdom, and holy folly (in the
forms of persecution, abuse and ostracization). Skobtsova is laying the groundwork
for her own constructive theology in these tales. Furthermore, she is outlining an
Orthodox tradition for a socially engaged monastic, ascetic spirituality, by providing
examples of Saints who go to the world, who engage in sacrificial love towards their

neighbours as well as God.

A variety of sacrificial expressions of spirituality have been identified in
‘Zhatva Dukha’. Sacrifice is recognised in terms of personal, ascetic renunciation
through Skobtsova’s description of fasting, poverty, and retreat from society. Here the
ascetics, whose lives she retells, deny themselves certain things in order to refine the
passions and work towards their own transformation. A more dramatic sense of
sacrifice is identified in Skobtsova’s retelling of ascetics and monastics who take
upon themselves the demons of others. In the case of loannikii, this takes the form of
receiving the demon himself of a possessed woman. In a similar way, martyrdom is
described in the lives of Agr and Or, and Nikifor and Sapriki. In these cases,
martyrdom is not only for their faith, but for the other, as an expression of love and
solidarity. The examples of sacrifice which Skobtsova raises in these lives is
continually directed at both the spiritual transformation of the self and the giving of
the self to the neighbour in love, building a model of community which echoes the

ideal of sobornost’ which is foundational for Skobtsova’s constructive theological
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essays. These lives also broaden the representation of sacrifice in Skobtsova’s
writings beyond the non-physical forms of sacrifice which are found in her aversion
to individualism and egocentrism, to include bodily, material forms of renunciation
and loss in areas such as fasting, the acceptance of corporeal suffering, and

martyrdom.

Throughout these lives of the Saints, holy folly is a recurring theme. In
Skobtsova’s theological essays, there is a close connection between holy folly and
sacrifice. Holy folly is characterised by behaviour which questions the boundary
between the sacred and the profane, which manifests in actions by an individual
which are disruptive, challenging, or rude, that question orthopraxis and social norms.
Holy folly is found in community, where the unorthodox actions of a fool can be
perceived as foolish, against a recognised standard of behaviour. In order for this to be
effective, the holy fool must sacrifice civility and social standing in a movement
which is similar to Skobtsova’s description of unbinding oneself from worldviews.
The principal theological connection which Skobtsova makes here, however, is with
the kenosis of Christ. Christ’s kenotic, self-giving, sacrificial actions in His incarnate
life may be perceived as ‘folly’, as noted in 1 Corinthians. The holy fool emulates

Christ’s self-abasement, and His humiliation.

The holy fool, therefore, is inspired by the sacrificial giving of Christ and a
‘turn to the world’. They strip themselves of power, status, and riches and in return
receive humiliation and abuse. In turning to the world, an ascetic encounters the
inverted paradigm of wisdom and folly in Christ. While the humiliation which they
endure can be perceived as folly by the world, it actually points towards the wisdom
of God. Skobtsova situates sacrifice and the giving of the self at the centre of the lives

of the holy fools. This sacrifice produces fruit when their engagement with the world
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leads others towards a deeper understanding of the Gospel. In the lives of the Saints
and the holy fools, Skobtsova finds a spirituality which combines both a love of God
with an active love of the neighbour. At the heart of this expression of love is a
sacrificial ethic where one renounces material possessions and spiritual exclusivity
through a turning to the world that emulates the kenotic movement of Christ and the

humiliation of the holy fool.

Skobtsova’s hagiographical work provides a foundation for her own
constructive theological work on the themes of asceticism and monasticism. This
thesis has highlighted Skobtsova’s asceticism and provided an exposition of her
writing, noting Skobtsova’s criticism of Leontiev and Rozanov, and her affinity with
the theology of St Isaac the Syrian. Skobtsova’s asceticism grapples with renunciation
and asks what is being sacrificed in an ascetic spirituality. She is clear that any ascetic
renunciation in a person’s spiritual life should not sacrifice love towards the
neighbour. Following Isaac the Syrian, Skobtsova proposes an ascetic theology which
interprets renunciation of the ‘world’ as a renunciation of worldly passions, not
necessarily a retreat from society and human community. In fact, Skobtsova’s ascetic

theology is highly relational, and she promotes a shared ascetic task.

In ‘“The Second Gospel Commandment’, we have seen how Skobtsova
develops an ascetic theology which is oriented towards loving the neighbour. She
writes that Christian love demands social action and attention to the neighbour’s
material needs: ‘The love of man demands one thing from us in this area: ascetic
ministry to his material needs, attentive and responsible work, a sober and

unsentimental awareness of our strength and of its true usefulness.”°®® This forms part

585 Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment,” EW, 54-5.
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of a tripartite reflection from Skobtsova on asceticism which is oriented towards the
other, in the fullness of our human composition as body, soul, and spirit. We must,
she writes, attend to the bodily and material needs of our neighbours (providing social
care, giving food, alms, healthcare etc.), but also their ‘inner world’, the emotions of
their soul, and their relationship with God in their spirit. In order for an ascetic
spirituality to be oriented towards the inner world of another, an entering into their

interior life is required.

‘One should be able literally “to put oneself in the place” of the other person, try
to evaluate and experience what he feels in himself, to be everyone for
everyone... We must have the strength not to define generally what a given man
should or should not do, but to define him from within his own inner state, to
seek to free him from his passions and emotions not by cutting them off
maximally, but by a conscious and profound overcoming, shifting, transfiguring
of them. 56

In order to enter into the inner life of another, a movement out of the self is required,
mirroring the kenotic movement of Christ. In turn, this necessitates a suspension of
one’s ego, a limiting of one’s self in order to enter into the inner life of another.
Skobtsova frames this in terms of ‘spiritual asceticism’: ‘Spiritual asceticism here
consists in the most open, unequivocal, and conscious renunciation of oneself, in a
readiness always to follow the will of God, in a desire to become the fulfiller of God’s
design in the world, a tool in His hands, a means and not an end.”*®’ Loving the
neighbour requires an ascetic spiritually to unbind a person from their own self so that

they can enter into the inner life of another, working towards their transformation.

An ascetic relation to people is expressed, for Skobtsova, by the model of
Christ’s sacrifice for humanity: ‘He gave his flesh to be crucified, He suffered in His

human soul, He gave His spirit into the hands of the Father — and He calls us to do the

586 Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment,” EW, 56.
587 | bid.
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same. And He offered His sacrifice for the whole man, in his whole spiritual-inner-
bodily composition.’®® Christ’s sacrifice was a total self-offering, which was given
for the fullness of the human person in the human composition of body, soul, and
spirit. Skobtsova suggests that an ascetic spirituality which is oriented towards the
other must be equally conscious of the fullness of the human person and their needs. It
requires, too, a full offering of the giver’s self to mirror Christ’s total self-offering.
We have seen how Skobtsova’s concept of the ‘mysticism of human communion’
builds on this notion to suggest that this kind of loving attention towards the
neighbour is a vehicle for communication with God, thus linking the love of the

neighbour with the love of God in an inseparable bond.

The ‘mysticism of human communion’ is at the heart of Skobtsova’s
theological thought and monastic, social practice. Konstantin Mochulsky recalls a
conversation with Skobtsova, when she was drafting the article ‘The Mysticism of

Human Communion’:

‘Meére s’est enfermée dans sa chambre et tape du matin au soir son article

« Mystique des relations humaines ». Elle me dit : « C’est le théme de ma vie ;
pourquoi a-t-on décrit d’une fagon si détaillée et précise les étapes de
1’ascension spirituelle vers Dieu ? Pourquoi y a-t-il d’innombrables guides et
traités sur la communion avec Dieu alors que rien n’a €té écrit sur la
communion entre les hommes ? Pourtant, le chemin vers Dieu passe par 1’amour
pour I’homme. L’homme est I’image et la ressemblance de Dieu, le Temple de
I’Esprit saint, I’icone incorruptible de la Divinité. La communion entre les
hommes est un grand mystere et un sacrement. Au Jugement dernier, on ne me
demandera pas si j’ai pratiqué avec succes les exercices ascétiques, ni combien
J’ai fait de génuflexions et de prosternations. On me demandera si j’ai nourri
celui qui a faim, si j’ai vétu celui qui est nu, si j’ai visité le malade et le
prisonnier. J’ai eu faim et soif, j’ai ét€¢ malade et en prison. Songez qu’il place
un signe d’égalité entre chaque malheureux et lui-méme. Je I’ai toujours su,
mais & présent, cela m’a comme transpercée. C’est effrayant. »°°

588 |bid., 57.

%89 Constantin Motchoulski, “Je ne I’avais jamais vue aussi touchée par I’Esprit,” in Le jour du Saint-
Esprit, ed. Paul Ladouceur, trans. Hélene Arjakovsky-Klépinine, Francoise Lhoest, Bertrand Jeuffrain,
Alexandre Nicolsky, Nikita Struve and Jérome Lefert (Paris : Les Editions du Cerf, 2011), 91.
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Skobtsova herself recognised that the ‘mysticism of human communion’ was the
theme of her life and, as such, central to her theological writings. This quotation
highlights once again Skobtsova’s insistence that by communing with the
neighbour, one can encounter Christ. Yet, despite her seemingly negative
assessment of asceticism in this quotation, we have seen throughout this thesis how
Skobtsova wished to innovate an Orthodox understanding of ascetic spirituality,

rather than disregard it.

We have already noted Skobtsova’s understanding of sin, as identified by
Rowan Williams, as a refusal to be touched by the life of another in the form of a
strident individualism.>*° A failure to practice the love of the neighbour as found in
Skobtsova’s ascetic spirituality, therefore, would be framed in a narrative of sin. This
goes to the heart of Skobtsova’s desire to maintain a balance between loving God and
the neighbour, and a wider desire to strive towards wholeness. In a short article
entitled ‘On the Antichrist’, we see how Skobtsova’s understanding is sin is placed
into this approach to wholeness. Sin, for Skobtsova, is not simply an individualism
and a refusal to be touched by the life of another, it is also that which undermines

wholeness and creativity.

In ‘On the Antichrist’, Skobtsova claims that the ‘curse of original sin’ is
found in lust and mortality. This is found in both Adam and Eve, who show the
corruption of human nature, as well as the image of God, in equal measure. The
redemption of the world from these two aspects of original sin was found in the work
of both Mary and Christ. The Ever-Virgin Mary overcame the lustful nature of the

human condition, and Christ defeated death in and through the resurrection. The

590 williams, Looking East in Winter, 221.
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fullness of humanity, therefore, is found in the image of unity which is portrayed by
the icon of Mother and Child: ‘The Mother of God, overshadowed by the Holy Spirit,
and the Son of God having been incarnated of Her, -- represent a twofold fullness of
the human image in the heavens, -- the plenitude of the revealed Sophia, the icon-
image of Mother with ChristChild, of motherhood and Sonship. By this was broken
the curse of the serpent.”® In contrast, the archetype of sin, which is found in the
Antichrist, is at once both a denial of the icon of Mary, as well as the icon of Christ.
The Antichrist is therefore, ‘ Anti-Mother, Anti-Mary, and Anti-Child, Anti-Christ’
and in this duality is Anti-Sophia.>®? The Antichrist is the archetype of a proliferation
of the two-fold aspect of the curse of original sin, undermining the redemption found
in the icon of the mother-child, spreading death and lasciviousness as opposed to birth
and resurrection. For Skobtsova, therefore, sin is not just a strident individualism, but
an undermining of the wholeness which is found in Sophia, the life-giving quality of
birth, and the transformation of resurrection. Egoism, however, undermines this
wholeness and is understood as sinful within this framework. While the Antichrist is
the ultimate example of such sin, Skobtsova notes that these qualities can also form a

part of the general, fallen human condition.

As we have already suggested, for Skobtsova the positive vision of wholeness
and Sophia is found in the image of Mother-Child; something which she inherits from
her spiritual father, Bulgakov. In an unpublished essay entitled ‘On the Judgement of
Solomon’, Skobtsova extensively quotes Bulgakov’s writings, especially ‘The

Burning Bush’ and ‘Hypostasis and Hypostaticity”.>*® She notes, "The world in

%1 Monachina Maria (Skobtsova), “Concerning the Antichrist,” trans. Fr S. Janos, accessed January 8,
2023, http://www.berdyaev.com/skobtsova/de AntiChriste.html

592 |bid.

5% Protopresbyter Sergii Bulgakov, “Hypostasis and Hypostaticity: Scholia to the Unfading Light,”
trans. Anastassy Brandon Gallagher and Irina Kukota, St Viadimir’s Theological Quarterly 49, no. 1-2
(2005): 5-46.

289


http://www.berdyaev.com/skobtsova/de_AntiChriste.html

Sophia is the Child of divine birth, and at the same time it is the Mother, the Child-
Mother. In his authentic and innermost being, each person is the Child-Mother.” This
phrase may be the key to understanding the Judgment of Solomon.”*** Skobtsova
takes Bulgakov’s words here and applies them to the story of the Judgement of
Solomon. What is significant to recognise is that Skobtsova’s vision of sophianic
unity is found in the image of the mother-child. Natalia Ermolaev explores in helpful
depth the similarities and divergences between Skobtsova’s thought in this area, and

the influence of Bulgakov.5%

While Ermolaev’s thesis opens up some of the content of Skobtsova’s thought,
especially her Mariology, this thesis as a whole has sought to develop a broader
picture of Skobtsova’s theology. The place of sacrifice is central to that, and
interesting examples of this can be found in ‘On the Judgment of Solomon’. This
article contrasts the relationship between sophianic unity, as found in the mother-child
image, with a sinful corruption of this ideal, similar to that of the Antichrist. This
article highlights the way in which sacrifice can be negative in Skobtsova’s system, in
addition to some of the paradoxes which are found in authentic sacrifice. Skobtsova
interprets the judgement of Solomon story (1 Kings 3:16-28) through a sophiological
lens. King Solomon, acting as Judge and representing Divine Wisdom, arbitrates a
dispute between two mothers who both claim that the child brought before the King
belongs to them. The solution he proposes is cutting the child in half and giving each
mother half of the child. One mother agrees, while the other protests and pleads that

the child goes to the other woman, if it means that he lives.

594 Ermolaev, Modernism, Motherhood and Mariology, 270: citing Bulgakov, "Hypostasis and
Hypostaticisy," 36.
5% See: Ermolaev, Modernism, Motherhood and Mariology, 87-102.
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The false mother in this narrative represents inauthentic sacrifice. She is
willing to allow the death of the child as a form of appeasement, inspired by jealousy
and loss. In a sense, this could be interpreted as a form of sacrifice, as the loss of the
child is viewed (albeit negatively and inauthentically) as the means by which to
achieve a resolution. Skobtsova characterises the false mother’s actions, however, as
the path to chaos, nothingness, and destruction. This stands in stark contrast to the
model of wholeness, birth, and life, which is found in the archetypal image of Mother
and Child, the Virgin Mother and Christ, and resonates with Skobtsova’s
understanding of the Antichrist as lustful and death-bearing. Similarly, the false
mother here represents the severance of wholeness and Sophia. If the false mother had
achieved her desire, then Skobtsova claims, ‘...all of the Wisdom in creation would

be destroyed, the world would fall apart, and eternal chaos would be victorious.”>%

The true mother also displays a particular, and at times almost paradoxical,
vision of sacrifice. This form of sacrifice is diametrically opposed to that of the false
mother, as a positive vision of sacrifice. However, it involves a greater level of risk.
The true mother is willing to sacrifice her own unity with the child in order to save his
life:

‘...the True Mother begins a certain extreme, willful abandoning of her
Sophianic essence to chaos. In reality this is practically self-destruction, because
the Child-Mother - not the mother alone - was the single Sophianic organism
(edinnyi sofiinyi organizm). Having given him away to the false mother,

renouncing him to chaos, the true mother also stops being a mother and
becomes nothing.”%%’

A key distinction between the sacrifice of the false mother and the sacrifice of the true

mother is the willingness to offer a form of self-sacrifice. The true mother is willing to

5% Skobtsova, “On the Judgment of Solomon” in Ermolaev, Modernism, Motherhood and Mariology,
271.
597 Ibid.
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sever her own sophianic unity for the sake of the child: ‘Give him away - take him
from me - don't split him in half, but split our wholeness [uensnocTs]’.5% This means
that she is willing to become nothing. However, this movement also risks renouncing
the son to chaos. ‘The true essence of creation, the Mother-Child, is creatively-
sacrificially destroyed. In the name of the child the mother gives him away, sacrifices
him to chaos, and tosses him into nothingness.”®® This act is full of tragedy and
contradiction. Indeed, if this were the ending of the story then the world would be
thrown into chaos. However, the Judgment of Solomon ends the narrative and
provides the resolution which only Wisdom can bring. Through the mother’s sacrifice
and willing separation from her son, and the unity which this represents, chaos has
been overcome. For Skobtsova, this mirrors the act of Mary and Christ at Golgotha:
‘...here the Mother, the God-bearing world, gives her Child to the gaping, ripped
apart chaos, to be reunited with him through this sacrificial act.’®® ‘On the Judgment
of Solomon’ reveals Skobtsova’s approach to sacrifice which is centred around
relationship. Authentic sacrifice is that which seeks to maintain wholeness in the unity
of relationship, or to honour that relationship through a willingness to enter into chaos
and nothingness on behalf of the other. Inauthentic sacrifice is that which reveals a

self-centred, non-relational approach.

A person must strive to emulate this mother-child relationship as, for
Skobtsova, they are an icon of both Christ and Mary: ‘Every man is not only the
image of God, the icon of Divinity, not only a brother in the flesh of the God-man,
deified in Him, and honored by His cross, and in this sense a son of the Mother of

God. Every man is also the image of the Mother of God, who bears Christ in herself

5% 1hid.
599 1bid.
890 1hid., 272.
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through the Holy Spirit. In this sense, every man deep inside is this bi-une mystery of
Godmanhood.”® In this sense, a person reflects the bi-une mystery of the mother-
child relationship, but must also emulate the dual aspects of these two characters. Key
parts of this emulation of both Christ and Mary are centred around sacrifice. An
emulation of Mary is characterised by a willingness to be pierced by the sword of
another’s suffering. This requires a suspension of any mercenary desires on the part of
the individual towards their neighbour, and a willingness to offer their own self for

the other in solidarity and love.

An emulation of Christ’s sacrificial nature is also important for Skobtsova,
however, in order to maintain the fullness of this image.®% ““For God so loved the
world that He gave His only-begotten Son” [Jn 3:16], calling us too, to the same love.
There is not and there cannot be any following in the steps of Christ without taking
upon ourselves a certain share, small as it may be, of participation in this sacrificial
deed of love.®® For Skobtsova, imitating Christ and Mary is part of the spiritual life,
and both forms of imitation involve sacrifice. A person takes the responsibility of pain
and sin of the world, following Christ, upon themselves, and is pierced by the sword
of the suffering of the other, following Mary. To actively take upon oneself the pain
of the other mirrors Christ’s love and requires a struggle against egoism and
exclusivity. Similarly, allowing oneself to be open to the inner life of another, as
Mary shows in her maternal connection to her Son, also requires the kind of
renunciation of egoism which allows for a self-giving, and entering into the inner life

of another. In order to appreciate the dualities in Skobtsova’s thinking, and her desire

801 Skobtsova, “On the Imitation of the Mother of God,” EW, 69.

892 This is where Ermolaev’s thesis needs nuance, with a recognition that an imitation of Christ is as
important as an imitation of Mary. There is a delicate balance in her work between the unity of
Godmanhood and Godmotherhood, and the two aspects are not in contradiction or competition, as
Ermolaev perhaps suggests.

603 Skobtsova, “The Second Gospel Commandment,” EW, 48-9.
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to maintain balance between them, it is necessary to recognise the importance which
she places on emulating both Christ and Mary in the spiritual life. Whilst Christ and
Mary’s suffering for the other is broadly distinguished by an active and passive
approach, Skobtsova promotes an emulation of the sacrifice of egoism and exclusivity

which they both display.

1. Creativity and Culture

Practical implementation is at the heart of Skobtsova’s theological system. Her
theological writings are informed by her social engagement, and in turn, her thought
is foundational for her activity. We have seen throughout this thesis how Skobtsova
promotes a movement towards the world, and an uncompromising engagement with
the life of the other, by loving both God and the neighbour. Skobtsova wishes to
create a culture of wholeness, across all aspects of life. The activity of the church
should not be cloistered or cut off from the fullness of human creativity. We have
seen how important human creativity is for Skobtsova and we may also identify the

place of sacrifice in this area of her work.

We have seen Skobtsova’s understanding of creativity as human acts which
are rooted in a Divine source. Authentic, good creativity relies not on human powers,
but on a recognition of God as the ultimate and absolute Creator (even our perception
of creation needs to be aligned with God’s, in order to avoid an inauthentic refraction
in our perception of good creations). Like Samson and David, the strength for human
creations do not originate in human powers, but in the transcendent reality. We have
seen in Skobtsova’s work that a sacrifice of the will is needed in order for human
constructs and creation to be ‘good’. Repeatedly, Skobtsova emphasises the

importance of sacrificing one’s will to the Father, emulating the actions of Christ,
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whose will was one with the Father’s. In order for human creations to be similarly
authentic and rooted in God, a person must sacrifice their own egoism and engraft

themselves onto God through Christ the true vine.

The activity of the Church, of the Body of Christ, and the individual, needs to
flow from such an understanding of human creativity, and this form of submission to
the will of God. Only from this foundation can human creations strive towards the
incarnation of Godmanhood, reflecting a divine-human synthesis in the world. This is
a social vision, as much as an ecclesial vision (the two are aligned and overlap in
Skobtsova’s work, as she does not wish to make a strong separation between the

Church and the world).

Other social, political theories are therefore judged against the standard of
wholeness by Skobtsova. This is where communism, totalitarianisms and even
democracy fall short, as they fail to reflect the divine and the human elements of our
existence. Furthermore, we have observed how Skobtsova frequently critiques social
theories for undermining the fullness of the human person, in its freedom, equality
and creativity. The forms of sacrifice which Skobtsova identifies in totalitarian
systems (submission to the party line, a solitary ideology, or the absolute rule of a
single leader) are misplaced, as they undermine the striving for synthesis which we

have identified at the heart of Skobtsova’s theology.

2. Suffering and Sacrifice

It is important to note that Skobtsova’s treatment of sacrifice, as it has been outlined

here, does not attribute positive value to suffering or any form of masochistic self-
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abnegation. The valuation of Elina Kahla in this respect is misplaced.®®* This thesis
has shown how Skobtsova’s ascetic theology rests on the premise that asceticism has
the goal of transformation, not renunciation. Suffering holds a similar place in her
thought. In a short article entitled ‘Suffering and the Cross’, Skobtsova makes this
clear and draws a distinction between her spirituality and a particular strain of
Catholic mysticism which revolves around suffering which she characterises as a ‘cult
of suffering’. This is pertinent for a discussion of sacrifice, as often sacrifice involves

a voluntary acceptance of suffering in some form.

Skobtsova recognises that suffering is a part of the human condition. The
eternal example of suffering is death. However, death has been defeated through
Christ’s salvific work. Skobtsova suggests that Christ’s defeat of death represents the
climax of Divine mercy, which always seeks to aid human suffering: ‘God does not
only not punish by suffering, He even ameliorates the power of suffering by His
mercy. And the utmost manifestation of Divine mercy -- is the voluntary sacrifice of
Christ for the sins of the world.”%% Whilst Christ vanquishes the eternal consequence
of suffering and death through His sacrifice, suffering remains as part of the human
condition in its temporal form. Skobtsova does not wish to give any positive meaning
to the place of suffering in the world, as she makes clear in ‘Birth in Death’.%%
However, in ‘Suffering and the Cross’, Skobtsova articulates the way in which
suffering should be viewed in a Christian framework. Following 2 Corinthians 12:7-

10 and Matthew 26:38-39, suffering should be regarded with humility and sobriety.

604 Elina Kahla, “Russian Idea in Exile: Mother Maria Skobtsova’s Apocalyptic Thought” in Acta
Byzantina Fennica (Helsinki: Finnish Society for Byzantine Studies, 2005), pp. 167-195.

805 Skobtsova, ‘Suffering and the Cross’, trans. Fr S Janos, accessed:
http://www.berdyaev.com/skobtsova/suffering_cross.html

806 Mats Mapus (Cxobuosa), “ Poxaenue B cmepty,” in Bocnomunanus, Cmamou, Ouepxu Tom 2
(YMCA Press: Paris, 1992), 155-166.
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This humility recognises the potential for God’s grace to transform suffering into joy,
and a humble acceptance of suffering when this is not realised: ‘Humility and sobriety
in the acceptance of suffering and even death -- God hath granted, and God hath

taken, -- this is undoubtedly a characteristic insight with Orthodox ascetics.”®%

In this light, Skobtsova makes it clear that she does not advocate for the
glorification of suffering: ‘It is completely unacceptable to exult in one's suffering, to
be boastfully proud of it.’°%® She resists the relationship towards suffering which is
found in certain Catholic mystics such as Angela de Foligno or St Gertrude, whose
reflections Skobtsova characterises as a morbid fascination with wounds and pain:
‘There exists there a cult of suffering... There they count the blows, with which
Christ was smitten, they note all the implements of torture, employed by the
executioners, and they ponder their refined cruelty.”®% While Skobtsova does promote
a form of sacrificial love which willingly accepts the possibility of suffering on behalf
of another, at no point does she wish to glorify this suffering. Rather, suffering as a
part of sacrificial love must be endured with humility and sobriety, in the hope of

transformation.

**k*

Mother Maria Skobtsova’s theological writings present a rich theological worldview,
which has been overlooked for too long. At the heart of Skobtsova’s theological

writings is a desire to maintain a balance between the love of God and the love of the

807 Skobtsova, ‘Suffering and the Cross’, trans. Fr S Janos, accessed:
http://www.berdyaev.com/skobtsova/suffering_cross.html
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neighbour. This striving for a balance between the dual commandment is situated in a
wider theological concern for wholeness, as inspired by the Russian religious
renaissance and particularly the notions of sobornost’ and Godmanhood. In order to
achieve this wholeness, sacrifice is necessary. In Skobtsova’s system, this sacrifice
takes on a variety of forms. It is sacrifice which transforms egoism and individualism
into a concern for the neighbour, and a world-focused spirituality. It is sacrifice which
allows for authentic love towards God and the neighbour, and it is sacrifice which is
necessary to authentically create, by giving one’s will to God who is the source of all
creativity. Emigration allowed Skobtsova creative freedom in exploring the
connection of the Russian religious renaissance to her contemporary situation.
Skobtsova’s monastic and ascetic interpretation of this inheritance is creative and
challenging, as she calls for innovation in the Church. Her own life is intimately
connected with her theological writings, as she sought to implement the kind of social
engagement which she encouraged in her Parisian context. Sacrifice was key to this,
and it took on a new and total form in her willingness to go to her death in solidarity
with the other at Ravensbriick concentration camp. This thesis has sought to uncover
the theological writings of Mother Maria Skobtsova, and whilst there is still much
engagement to be done with the intellectual legacy of the theologian, artist, monastic
and Saint, it has identified the sacrificial form of love which she pursued in order to
incarnate wholeness in the world, and the creative, fiery vision of this modern

Orthodox theologian.
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