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In contemporary Orthodox hagiography a special type of saint has
emerged — blessed female spiritual elders (blazhennye staritsy). In some
respects this form of sainthood is a successor to the traditional “fools for
the sake of Christ.” Yet the staritsy have their distinctive features, chief
among them the saint’s possession of an incurable disease such as blind-
ness or motor function disorders. The meaning of these ailments can be
interpreted as a sign of permanent liminality and the person’s divine
election. The disorder indicates that while alive the female elder also be-
longs to the world of the dead (or the next world). The creation of these
iconic narratives can be seen as an attempt to democratize the hagi-
ographical canon by including folk religious motifs and images. This
“folklorization” of the genre of church hagiography expresses the idea
that the Orthodox faith has deep roots in popular religiosity and there-
fore can be accessible to common people.

Keywords: anthropology of religion, Orthodox saints, contemporary
hagiography, female sainthood, body, death.
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ZHANNA KORMINA, SERGEY SHTYRKOV

N a spring day in 1952, sixty-seven-year-old Muscovite Mat-

rona Nikonova sensed the approach of death and called for a

priest. During confession “she was very agitated,” and when
the priest asked, “Are you really afraid of death?” she answered, “I'm
afraid” (Matronushka 2009, 56). This short little dialogue, when in-
cluded in an official version of the life of the blessed female elder Ma-
trona, is always accompanied by the publishers’ explanatory com-
mentary — for example, that the priest was very surprised by such an
answer, or that she feared death just as ordinary, sinful people do, “out
of her humility,” that is, that she thereby continued to perform spe-
cial Christian spiritual feats even on her deathbed. A paradox, subtle
but comprehensible to a devout reader, shapes these commentaries —
apparently, there are saints who fear death. However minimal the de-
vout reader’s acquaintance with the hagiographical tradition, he or she
knows, of course, that for those special individuals whom others con-
sider saints the fear of death is not typical. Saints have a distinctive,
trustful relationship with death: they know a lot about it, they expect
it, they foresee it and in many cases experience joyous excitement be-
cause of the coming encounter with it. For them, as for the Apostle
Paul, “to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21, ESV).

Even in a strict legal sense saints become saints only after, or, more
precisely, as a result of their death. Until a hero of the faith has crossed
from this life to eternal life, no icons or akathists of the saint exist, regard-
less of the devout sentiments the saint may evoke in his or her most ardent
devotees. Consider a typical hagiological claim, that so-and-so was a saint
even while still living. One cannot fail to notice the oxymoronic meaning
of this formulation, which contains an unspoken presumption: one speaks
of a living righteous person, “N,” as if the person were a saint, knowing
that this status can be achieved only after death, that is, we get ahead of
ourselves, conferring on “N” this honorific title in advance. A similar play
on meanings is contained in a phrase with the opposite sense and the cor-
responding practice of conferring the title of hero (of a certain state) post-
humously. A hero decides to perform a great deed and carries out the in-
tended act while still living. Officially, however, the person becomes a hero
after death, that is, retroactively. A saint, too, is a saint though still alive.
It is as if the saint were betrothed to sainthood, and one must only wait
for the moment when one can legally formalize the actual state of affairs.
Then, too, the demise of the future saint is a signal for the saint’s devotees
to collect the materials — documents and narratives — that will be used
for the person’s glorification among the saints. It is precisely at this mo-
ment that the saint’s images change their status — portraits become icons.
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In those Christian traditions in which the veneration of saints has
acquired settled forms, death and sainthood are inextricably linked,
genetically and functionally. One of the first specifically Christian cus-
toms was the practice of venerating the remains of martyrs who had
borne witness with their lives, or, more accurately, their deaths, to
their fidelity to Jesus Christ — their faith in his redemptive sacrifice
and resurrection. As is well known, a special relationship to particular
people who have died appeared prior to, as well as within, Christian-
ity. But the early Christians’ custom of gathering at the tombs of their
first saints for special feast days truly scandalized their neighbors of
other faiths. Peter Brown, the distinguished scholar of the cult of the
saints, illustrates the sense of revulsion a person of antiquity felt to-
ward the bodies of the dead and the rejection of Christian ritual acts
through the words of the Roman emperor Julian the Apostate, ad-
dressed to Christians: “You have filled the whole world with tombs and
sepulchres” (Brown 1981, 7). Mingled with the aesthetic grounds for
the rejection of Christian customs, there was certainly also their con-
temporaries’ incomprehension of how the veneration of someone else’s
dead, of someone who was not one’s relative, was able to shape the re-
ligious life of so many people. The spiritual families forming around
the tombs of new saints were an indisputable affront to the basic dom-
inant ideas of the ancient world’s social imagination.

The cult of the saints, the veneration of their deaths and relics, has
a long, colorful history and to this day remains a testament to true pi-
ety to some, and a bizarre, almost pagan superstition to others. And
although one can speak with confidence of the continuance of practic-
es dating to the first centuries of church history,! to ignore the signifi-
cant changes that have occurred over the intervening centuries would
be idealistic at the very least. Each era and culture expects and pro-
duces its own “very special dead” (Brown 1981, 69) and its own views
on death and establishes varied, and sometimes unexpected, relations
between the former and the latter. But our goal is not the construc-
tion of a complete picture of this phenomenon at the level of univer-
sal church history. A comparatively peripheral question interests us:
how the phenomena of sainthood and death are associated in the hagi-
ological imagination of Orthodox believers as they reflect on the his-
torical path of their church in the twentieth century — more precisely,

1. See the description of the “typical” model for establishing the veneration of a saint in
Cunningham 2005.

6 © STATE- RELIGION - CHURCH



ZHANNA KORMINA, SERGEY SHTYRKOV
the “short twentieth century,” delimited chronologically by the dates
of the birth and death of the Soviet state.?

The New Wine of Contemporary Hagiography

Looking back and trying to evaluate the hagiographical inheritance left
to the Russian Orthodox Church by the Soviet period in the Church’s
life,> one can somewhat conventionally distinguish two separate
groups of saints, each of which occupies its own clearly defined place
in the space of Orthodox piety. The first group is that of the New Mar-
tyrs, officially designated the “New Martyrs and Confessors of the Rus-
sian Land.” In contrast to martyrs in the narrow sense, those who per-
ished for their faith at the hands of the persecutors of Christianity in
the first centuries of its existence, the New Martyrs (understood as a
separate hagiological type) suffered in modern or contemporary times.
In both instances, the persecutors were those who implemented the
official policy of the state — the pagan state during the Roman Em-
pire, the Islamic state in Ottoman Turkey, the atheistic, communist re-
gimes of the twentieth century. Moreover, the images of the New Mar-
tyrs and the initiatives to canonize them often had “national-patriotic”
overtones, that is, they were directly linked with attempts by one na-
tional autocephalous church or another to articulate the specific char-
acteristics of its own historical path and mission.

The canonization of New Martyrs in the Russian Orthodox Church,
Moscow Patriarchate (ROC MP), has become a large-scale phenome-
non over the last decade and a half, and those saints glorified for ven-
eration by the entire Church or a locality now number more than 1,500.
The second group of saints, which will constitute our main topic, is def-
initely less numerous than the first group. This second group consists of
the “blessed female elders,” representatives of a specific type of saint-
hood that began to develop in the second half of the nineteenth centu-

2. Of course, we realize these dates are entirely a matter of convention. Clearly, the turning
point in social consciousness marked by the date of 1917 had its roots in events and social
processes that occurred much earlier, and, indeed, the conclusion of the Soviet era would
be better dated not to 1991 but perhaps to 1988. One sees glimpses of the regime negating
its very self — or, at any rate, doubting its own legitimacy — in its permission of the public
celebration of the millennium of the baptism of Rus’, canonizations, and the idealization of
prerevolutionary Russia. Contrasted with the exhaustion of fundamental Soviet ideologies,
discursive clichés, and portraits of heroes, the images of prerevolutionary Russia seemed
appealing and authentic even then (recall, for example, the 1992 film The Russia We Lost).

3. For a study of the history of the canonization of saints in Russian Orthodoxy in the
twentieth century, see Semenenko-Basin 2010.
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ry as a separate hagiographical phenomenon and object of Orthodox pi-
ety and flourished by the beginning of the present century. The image
of St. Matrona of Moscow serves as this latter group’s ideal exemplar.
We base our reflections on death and sainthood in the twentieth cen-
tury mainly on the reading of a special genre of literature, the lives of
the saints. This literature, despite its apparent uniformity, is in fact quite
varied and diverse. For example, multivolume compendia of saints’ lives
exist, menologies (Chet’i minei [literally “monthly readings” — Transla-
tor]) in which the stories of saints’ great deeds and miracles are collect-
ed, beginning with the early Christian martyrs. These are entirely “offi-
cial” documents housed in the libraries of religious seminaries and the
great cathedrals and may be used in liturgical practice. Another form of
official hagiographical text consists of the materials from the work of the
canonization commissions, which serve as the basis of the documents for
the church councils that decide on the canonization of new saints. But, in
addition, there are numerous slim booklets one may obtain at low cost in
church shops, as well as in entirely secular bookstores. These books are
often written in simple language, intended for a mass readership, and
contain information and concepts that from a canonical perspective are
open to question, to say the least. Within the body of sources concerning
saints’ lives one must also include such contemporary conduits of hag-
iographical information as documentary films and television programs.
Although one usually thinks of the lives of the saints as fixed texts
in which the image of a saint has reached a static form, ongoing hag-
iographical creation is a necessary condition for a saint’s veneration,
even for a saint who died and was glorified long ago. When a saint
is still beloved by his or her devotees and is consequently important
in contemporary religious life, the saint’s new posthumous miracles
will be included in publications of “old” lives. Furthermore, the dyna-
mism of hagiography as a religious-artistic process manifests itself in
the possibility of reinterpreting already well-known elements of the
saint’s life narrative, and consequently nuances that hitherto had not
been brought out appear in the saint’s literary portrait. In this way,
change in a hagiography on the level of both narrative and interpre-
tation defines the forms of veneration of the saints, that is, the rea-
sons for which the faithful resort to the saints’ intercession, the meth-
ods of communicating with the saints and their representatives in this
world, and the like.* In other words, the hagiological portrait of a saint

4. One may read of the functioning of institutionalized mechanisms of mediation between the
widely venerated saint Ksenia the Blessed and her devotees in Kormina and Shtyrkov 2008.

8 © STATE- RELIGION - CHURCH



ZHANNA KORMINA, SERGEY SHTYRKOV
is contingent upon the present-day needs of the faithful, “each day’s
own trouble.” But besides this, what will be written about a particu-
lar Christian ascetic depends on the information about him or her that
lies at the disposal of the hagiographer, that is, of that person who set
out to create a new literary icon or to update one already in existence.

Clearly, hagiography on the one hand, and the practice of venerat-
ing a saint on the other, exist in a complex relationship of both func-
tional and logical interdependence. For example, the Orthodox practice
of canonization presupposes the following logic: in order to be glorified
by the Church, a saint must already be an object of pious veneration for
which there must be evidence. Therefore, it is precisely the practice of
invoking a still living or already deceased hero of the faith that leads to
the appearance of those testimonies of miracles that will be reflected in
the saint’s hagiography or in materials for the compilation of that hagi-
ography presented to the special commissions on canonization. And it is
specifically this evidence that will advance the saint’s canonization. But
sometimes it is possible to assert confidently that hagiographical writ-
ings not only reflect the established cult of a saint but also actively par-
ticipate in the cult’s development, popularizing and even initiating it and
transforming it from a localized to a church-wide cult.

This was exactly the case with respect to the “spiritual career” of
Matrona of Moscow: in 1993 the printing house of the Moscow-area
Novo-Golutvin Monastery published a “proto-saint’s life” concerning
her. It consisted of the collected reminiscences of several people who
had known her. At the end of the 1990s the future saint came to the
attention of influential Church figures, and in 1998 her remains were
transferred from the Danilovsky cemetery to the then-restored Pok-
rovsky women’s monastery. Subsequently her canonization was carried
out, and on the basis of the above mentioned reminiscences, which
were brought into line with the requirements of hagiographical liter-
ary etiquette and hagiological norms, her “official” saint’s life was writ-
ten. (For more detail, see Kormina 2010.)

Not only may one harness administrative resources toward the glo-
rification of a saint, as occurred in the case of St. Matrona, but also
other authoritative support. At times, the hagiographical creation and
initiative of a single individual, someone possessing the skill to pro-
duce written texts and access to the publishing industry, stands behind
a canonization project. Orthodox local history specialists and journal-
ists working in the provincial media, both professionals and amateurs,
fill this role. Incidentally, this happens not only in the provinces: the
first book that collected the stories of several contemporary female el-

VOL.4(2) - 2017 9
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ders, Holy Women of the Russian Land,® was written by a female staff
member of the Moscow journal Literary Studies and published by this
journal’s press (Il'inskaia 1994), while Gennady Durasov, the author of
essays on the female elder Schema-nun Makaria and the energetic pop-
ularizer of her veneration, began as a specialist in the folk culture of
Northern Russia and formerly wrote essays on the clay toys of Kargopol,
village chastushki [four-line verse ditties that can have lyric, topical,
bawdy, or humorous content — Translator], and the like, essays that
were entirely academic, though not devoid of patriotic sentimentality.®
Is it possible that contemporary saints originated exclusively from
the creative imagination of the authors of hagiographical literature? In
general, we are inclined to answer this question in the affirmative. But
this particular answer requires very important qualifications that may
fundamentally alter our stance toward the origin of the practices and
texts that constitute the living fabric of the veneration of new saints. And
here one must keep in mind that in discussing these stories we still must
distinguish between two planes — praxis and narrative — if only analyt-
ically, that is, conditionally, since it must be clear to the impartial reader
that stories about a saint, their composition, transmission, and the read-
ing of and listening to them also constitute religious practices, togeth-
er with devotional prayers, pilgrimages, and the singing of akathists.”
As far as praxis is concerned, the author of a saint’s life relies to a
certain degree on extra-textual, empirical, factual information, direct-

5. The word translated here as “women,” matushki, is the plural of a form of the word
“mother (matushka instead of the usual mat’) that shows affection and respect, and can
also refer to an Orthodox priest’s wife, a nun, or an elderly woman — Translator.

6. Hagiographical texts concerning the spiritual mother Makaria have been published
many times. See, for example, Durasov 1994.

7. A hagiographical composition, a book, can become not only an informational but also
a material mediator between a saint and a potential devotee. Note the introduction to
the description of a posthumous miracle by one of the new blessed female elders, Sche-
ma-nun Maria (Matukasova, also known as Maria of Samara): “Somehow in church I
found out about the blessed Schema-nun Maria Ivanovna Matukasova and ordered a
book about her by mail. I received the book on January 29, 2002. When I opened the
package and caught sight of the portrait of the Great Elder, tears flowed from my eyes.
Tears and great agitation also accompanied my reading of the book. I wanted to get
through the book quickly, and at the same time I didn’t want the book to end. In short,
everything I learned made a very strong impression on me, and I went to church.” And
when the writer of the letter, Olga Medzhidova, from the town of Buguruslan (although
the choice of certain turns of phrase and the general stylistics of the letter make one
suspect that the Samara journalist Anton E. Zhogolev [Zhogolev 2006], the author of
articles and a book about Mother Maria, had something to do with the composition of
this text), began to tell her acquaintance about her experiences with the book, she saw,

“beyond the church, in the east, against the background of a solid gray canvas a golden
radiance like a crown” (Sviatye matushki 2010, 179—80).

10 © STATE: RELIGION - CHURCH



ZHANNA KORMINA, SERGEY SHTYRKOV
ly linked to the cult being portrayed. In other words, behind the saint’s
story and in the story itself there always lies the factual background,
which in principle the reader can verify — the venerated holy sites as-
sociated with the life and death of the hagiography’s protagonist (first
and foremost the saint’s burial place); other people who were wit-
nesses of the saint’s great deeds or at least their recollections of these
deeds; and, when possible, other documents (photographs and so
forth). Of course, we realize that all of these things can be used by the
author of a hagiography as he or she wishes, but, nonetheless, basic
common sense and knowledge of the general conventions of present-
ing information place natural limits on the author’s creative freedom.

The hagiographical literary tradition may serve as a still more sig-
nificant system of limitations and guidelines shaping a hagiographi-
cal narrative. This tradition is grounded in the existing canon and si-
multaneously strives to conform to the expectations and discursive
customs of the audience, elements that change with the times. In oth-
er words, the text of a saint’s life must be recognized by its readers as
hagiographical, while its main hero or heroine must look and act in
this tale as a saint should. In practice, though, the world of the hagio-
graphical canon proves to be not quite so conservative: the clichés and
features common to other writings in the canon leave sufficient room
for individual authorial creativity, as well as for the development of old
images through the acquisition of new meanings as these images enter
a changing historical context. The lives of blessed female elders pre-
sent an extremely telling example of the functioning of these mecha-
nisms. Below we shall describe how long-standing narrative patterns
are realized in these hagiographies and how new ones arise.

As already noted, there is every reason to speak of a new type of Or-
thodox sainthood established over the course of the last century and a
half — that of the blessed female elders.® These women possess two spe-
cial qualities, the gifts of “spiritual discernment and insight,” and ac-
cordingly fill two roles, as spiritual advisor and as counselor-helper in
the difficult matters of everyday life. One can gain an understanding of
the elders’ first function through an example from the hagiography of
the female elder Schema-nun Serafima of Michurinsk. One of the elder’s
female devotees tells a story about her friend, who wanted to go with her

8. The comparison of the image of the female elder with that of the male elder is complex
and merits a separate discussion. For some observations on this topic, see Kormina
2013.

9. A quite concise record of the spiritual feats of blessed female elders can be found in the
life story of Maria of Staraia Russa (see Sviatye matushki 2010: 379).
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to the dear mother [matushka] and was always asking her: “When will
you take me with you?” I asked the mother’s approval to bring her along,
but she objected: “No, I am already [too] old to receive people.” Having
returned, I told my sister about all this, and she burst into tears: “What’s
to become of me? Shall I perish? For no matter how much I go to church,
I never see the elders.” (Sviatye matushki 2010, 253)

The story’s protagonist links the question of her eternal soul’s post-
humous fate directly to the presence of a spiritual advisor — in this
case she sees her friend (her “sister”) in this role of spiritual patron-
ess and, we may add, attains what she desired: “and Maria became
the holy mother’s [spiritual] child” (Sviatye matushki 2010, 254). The
reputation of the blessed female elder depends to a much greater de-
gree, however, on how she fulfills her second function, that of helper
and counselor, to whom various people, not necessarily her “spiritual
children,” turn in difficult situations of life. This is how the documen-
tary film One Favored by the Queen of Heaven describes this aspect
of the activity of one of the currently most well-known female elders:

And all these people kept coming and coming to Temkino. Cast aside by
the indifference of official medicine, they awaited deliverance from the in-
firmities oppressing them through the prayers of the blessed female elder.
And she received everyone, teaching them to support her prayer with their

own. “Say the Our Father and the Hail Mary,” she said. “Go to confession

and take communion, and then you will be healed.” She herself prayed for

forgiveness for their sins and took upon herself all their spiritual and bod-
ily afflictions. Only the special grace of God helped Schema-nun Makaria

to bear this immeasurable burden. (Khoroshavina 2009)

Incidentally, the idea that the elder takes upon herself the problems of
others, their cares and sins, and bears them in her suffering, is one of
the typical features of such stories.

“She is already dead to the world”

Nevertheless, these roles, presented in detail and repeatedly in the
hagiographies of female elders, still do not make these women a spe-
cial category of saints. The portrait of a typical female elder neces-
sarily contains a sign of special distinction that in secular language
would be called a disease, either mental or corporal. In cases of in-
sanity, even if feigned, the situation is more or less clear: in this the

12 © STATE: RELIGION - CHURCH



ZHANNA KORMINA, SERGEY SHTYRKOV
blessed female elders follow the traditions of the fools for Christ. The
sole canonized female holy fool in the Russian Orthodox Church, St.
Ksenia the Blessed of Petersburg, who lived in the eighteenth centu-
ry, appears to be paired in the information space of the contempo-
rary veneration of saints with the recently canonized and relatively
recently deceased Matrona of Moscow, whom they also called blessed
[“blessed” (blazhennaia) can also have the meaning of “a holy fool” —
Translator]. Their hagiographies are often published as a single book,
paired companion icons are produced, and beyond the borders of the
church world proper, the two women are known as patronesses of the
two capital cities, as fellow countrywomen, friends, and, to a certain
extent, rivals. The enigmatic way of speaking of holy fools, the incli-
nation to unusual actions, the meaning of which is discovered only af-
ter the passage of time — these traits, albeit significantly reinvented,
are nonetheless the recognizable legacy of the hagiographical canon of
saints who were holy fools (Ivanov 2005).

The innovation in hagiographical writings about the new female el-
ders consists of the marked corporeality of the images of these saints.
First, speaking in contemporary terms, many, if not the majority, of
these elders were people with special needs or simply invalids. This
attracts the reader’s attention initially to the state of the elders’ bod-
ies and creates a particular frame for the reception of the hagiographi-
cal narrative. A second striking trait characterizing the hagiographical
portraits of the blessed elders is the presence of certain physical attrib-
utes, particularly a special, unmistakable fragrance, making the mate-
rial dimension of their image still more powerful. On the one hand, all
this is doubtlessly connected with the general tendency of contemporary
hagiography to portray saints to their existing and potential devotees
as personages intimate with cultural and material space. On the other
hand, this powerful corporeality of the saint, which may evoke positive
emotions in the reader, heralds the material mark of sainthood, some-
thing Robert Orsi, after Peter Brown, calls presence (Orsi 2008, 12—16).
A person can hear or sense the warmth and fragrance of grace and in
doing so can experience unmediated contact with the transcendent.
Usually, such contact is thought possible only through mystical experi-
ence, accessible to select “religious virtuosi.” But in the new hagiogra-
phy an elite mystical experience gives way to the functioning of the or-
gans of the senses, an activity common to any human being.

Upon opening one of the compendia devoted to contemporary holy
women, one would find that nearly all of them suffered from various
serious infirmities that were either congenital or acquired at an ear-
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ly age. Matrona of Moscow was born blind, entirely without eyes, and
another Matrona (of Anemniasevo) became blind at the age of seven
after contracting smallpox. Schema-nun Makaria (Artem’eva) lost the
use of her legs in early childhood and spent most of her life seated or
lying in bed. The Blessed Liubushka of Riazan “remained in a state
of enervation” from the age of fifteen, that is, she was paralyzed. We
could continue this list, adding new names, but the diagnoses would
remain basically the same — paralysis and blindness.

To be sure, pain and physical suffering are not something unusu-
al and surprising in the Christian’s experience: the sufferings of Christ
and the torments of the martyrs fill (and even define) this experience,
finding reflection not only in saints’ life stories, but also in iconogra-
phy, in which the saints are depicted with the instruments of torture or
the parts of their bodies that have suffered, such as St. Paraskeva with
her own eyes on a platter in her hands. Stigmata and extreme forms of
asceticism — the nakedness of fools for Christ and the hunger of the
hermits — are also portrayed. One cannot say that “old” saints did not
suffer — they suffered, and some obtained the salvation of their souls
through this. For example, one of the Kiev-Pechersk fathers, Pimen the
Much-Ailing, a hero of the Old Russian paterikon, well-known solely
for his humility in the face of severe illnesses, said: “I would rather turn
into a corpse in this life, so that in the next life my body will be incor-
ruptible; I would rather endure stench here, so as to delight in ineffa-
ble fragrance there” (Dimitrii Rostovskii [Dimitry of Rostov] 1999, 85).

Christian literature explores the phenomenon of illness not only
through hagiographical narrative but also through theological reflec-
tion. The theodicy of bodily ailments arises in answer to the question:
Why does God send illnesses to a person? Church and Church-related
literature gives a simple and persuasive answer to this question — for
punishment and correction. But why does God send sickness to those
who are already pious and seem not to deserve punishment? General-
ly speaking, the correct answer to this question is known from God’s
dialogue with Job: “You want to overturn my judgment, to accuse me,
in order to justify yourself?” (Job 40:3),'° that is to say, “You are sure
you have the right to question me about the reason for your suffer-
ings?” Incidentally, answers formulated in a somewhat different mode
possess great practical value: afflictions are sent to a pious Christian to

10. The above is a translation of the Russian biblical text. This verse in an English-language
version of the Bible, such as the New Revised Standard Version, is numbered as Job
40:8 and reads in the NRSV as follows: “Will you even put me in the wrong? Will you
condemn me that you may be justified?” — Translator.
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test the believer’s faith and purify the soul," that is, the believer shares
the fate of Job the Long-Suffering. Or again another variant is possi-
ble, without in practice excluding the first: a terrible affliction is sent
to a person so that through the future recovery of the patient the glory
of God is revealed to the world. (On this see Ob iskusheniiakh 1994.)
Thus, Pimen the Much-Ailing also recovers before death in a miracu-
lous way, in order to take communion, to show the brothers his rest-
ing place, and to pass away right there, that is to cross over where
“there is neither sickness, nor sorrow, nor sighing, but life everlasting.”

In the case of the blessed female elders, however, their ailments do
not presuppose healing and do not aid in spiritual growth. In this in-
stance physical infirmities document, so to speak, these women’s special
status as living saints. To have a serious illness and to suffer from it al-
ready serves as convincing proof of sainthood. The disease is not a tri-
al from which one may emerge with merit; it is a clear sign that a per-
son who has not yet experienced death belongs to the heavenly world.*

Let us see how this plays out on the level of the narrative’s internal
logic. The description of the first miracle in the hagiography of Matro-
na of Anemniasevo is constructed in the following way; one of her fel-
low-villagers turned to the blind and paralyzed Matrona for help, com-
menting upon his decision thus:

“Matresha, now [since] you have already been lying here several years, you
are no doubt pleasing to God. My back hurts, and I can’t saw [wood]. Touch
my back, maybe, and something will pass from you [to me]. What am I to
do? I've had treatments; the doctors don’t help.” Matrona did as he asked,
and the pain in his back indeed ceased. (Sviatye matushki 2010, 370)

In another saint’s life the authors of the narrative directly correlate
the malady that unexpectedly befell the saint with the wonder-work-
ing abilities that appeared within her:

11. And one can find grounds for this assertion in Scripture: “Since therefore Christ suffered
in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same intention (for whoever has suffered in the
flesh has finished with sin), so as to live for the rest of your earthly life no longer by hu-
man desires but by the will of God” (1 Peter 4:1—2, NRSV). [The Russian biblical text be-
gins with “Since Christ suffered for us (za nas) in the flesh . . .” — Translator.]

12. In his book, the priest Alexander Shantaev proposes a completely different approach to
understanding the physical impairment of blessed female elders. He explains the vener-
ation of new, handicapped saints as “the great exhaustion of the nation, which has bro-
ken itself in its debilitating conquest of the summit.” If one takes into account the rath-
er long history of this practice of veneration, his view leaves the reader with an important
question: Just when did this bold assault on the heights begin? (See Shantaev 2004, 70).
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Once, an old woman came to her home. Looking at Feodosia, she said with
surprise: “How little she is, and she’s already walking.” And then she pat-
ted her on the back. Right then the little girl’s knees buckled and she fell
down. Something was wrong with Feodosia’s legs, and, according to the
holy mother, “from the age of three she did not walk a step.” Thus began
the many years of trial that fell to her lot. But at the same time a gift was
given to her, which great Christian zealots have received through long, per-
sistent spiritual effort, the gift of healing and saving. (Shevchenko 2004)

In other words, what came to others through great Christian deeds
came to little Feodosia (the future Schema-nun Makaria) with her
affliction.

A still clearer sign that a blessed female elder was preordained for
sainthood is her blindness.!* The inability to see this world permits
one to gain a glimpse of another world inaccessible to a typical sighted
person, a glimpse “of another spiritual dimension, in which the dead
associate with the living, in which the inner eyes see what is hidden
from human eyes” (Sviatye matushki 2010, 380). And, alternative-
ly, in the hagiographer’s imagination blindness is correlated with the
idea of holy ignorance:

The holy mother [matushka] [. . .] became blind at the age of six. [. . .]
She lived for seventy years in child-like innocence, not seeing the filth of
the surrounding world. [. . .] For this innocence the Lord bestowed ex-
ceptional insight on the mother, which astounded all who came to her.
(Sviatye matushki 2010, 382—-83)

People who spend their whole life lying in bed or not seeing the wide
world are involuntarily associated with the world of death and evoke
not only pity but also horror. In fact, a little line in the portrait of the
blind female elder Poliushka of Riazan arouses exactly these feelings
in the reader: “She was small in height, very plump, with a little ker-
chief on her head, and eyes with no pupils” (Evsin 2001). Is this not
similar to a still from the film The Walking Dead? And when one re-

13. It should be noted that the correlation between sainthood and blindness in hagiograph-
ical narratives represents quite a new phenomenon, explained by the following circum-
stance: although in world culture the image of the blind seer has been widely dissem-
inated, in Eastern Christian hagiography before this point there had not been blind
saints or their sainthood was not linked to this attribute. In fact, the Christian discur-
sive tradition draws a very close connection between the concepts of blindness and un-
belief, error, and atheism (Matthew 15:14, Luke 6:39, John 9:39—41), which until rela-
tively recent times “blocked” the appearance of hagiographical images such as these.
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calls that only someone who has died can become a saint in the full-
est sense, it will not be surprising that hagiographers readily, although
perhaps not always consciously, resort to “the code of death” in order
to signify the special status of their protagonists as living saints.

It is entirely to be expected that the classic theory of Victor Turner
should come to mind at this point, according to which the status of an
individual temporarily excluded from the system of normal social re-
lations is represented through the symbols of death — dying and res-
urrection (Turner 2011). In other words, a person existing in a liminal
state is endowed with the qualities of the deceased: “liminality is fre-
quently likened to death, to being in the womb, to invisibility, to dark-
ness, to bisexuality, to the wilderness, and to an eclipse of the sun or
moon” (Turner 2011, 169). And while the paradigmatic youths from
aboriginal tribes experience this situation during initiation rites as
temporary and linked to the transition to a new social phase, for cer-
tain social groups or roles liminality is permanent.

The semiotic dimension of death always has distinct cultural, mor-
phological, and functional characteristics, and as we have seen in the
case of our living saints this dimension is usually symbolized through
a lack of vision and mobility. We have already had to write of blind-
ness and ailments connected to impaired motor skills as telling signs
of their possessors’ belonging to the world of death (Shtyrkov 2012; on
blindness see pp. 137—41; on motor function disabilities see pp. 64—66).
According to folk tales of the miraculous punishments of blasphemers,
those who chop up icons or throw bells down from a parish church’s
bell tower are inevitably brought low by paralysis. The morally de-
praved who attack a saint or a shrine are punished with blindness:
Saul, a persecutor of Christians who was struck blind, serves as an ar-
chetypal example of this; he obtained his sight again after repenting,
accepting Holy Baptism, and taking a new name. Thus, in the Ortho-
dox narrative tradition these symbols are familiar and easily under-
standable, although depending on the context they may be used with
opposite meanings. To be sure, in the context of contemporary hagio-
graphical writings the use of this semantic code seems rather archaic,
folkloric, or, to use the expression of the well-known religious publicist
Fr. Andrei Kuraev, “too human” to someone accustomed to traditional
hagiographical literature. This is not only a matter of the signs of lim-
inality through which the image of the living saint comes to light, but
also of the special “corporeality,” the material tangibility of the saint’s
holiness, the description of which gives a distinctive coloration to hag-
iographical stories of the “blessed female elders.”
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“Your old man reeks”

The olfactory code of sainthood is traditional in hagiographical liter-
ature. Saints’ lives repeatedly point to a special unearthly fragrance
that comes from relics and especially from saints who have just passed
away. A breakdown in this topos results in the unbalancing of the
whole hagiological system (something that F. M. Dostoevsky employed
in The Brothers Karamazov, having his protagonists react bitterly
to the appearance of the smell of corruption from the body of a de-
ceased man of God). (For an interpretation of this episode, see Bog-
danov 2010, 121—26.)

Blessed female elders are the kind of saints that give off a smell
while living. A strong, heavy odor serves as a kind of “footprint of the
holy fool” in the hagiography of contemporary female elders (recall
0Old Russian holy fools’ custom of sleeping in manure). One female
forerunner of these elders, who lived in the early nineteenth century
in the Serpukhovsky Vladychny monastery, a former lady-in-waiting,
the “fool Evfrosinia,”

never cleaned [. . .] her wretched cell. [. . .] The floor was littered with
the remains of food for the animals that fed out of a special trough that
stood on the floor right there in the cell. [. . .] The air in the cell was ter-
ribly oppressive. It was difficult for an ordinary person to breathe in this
room. (Bezumiem mnimym 2005, 214—15)

In answer to a question from a female visitor about the ghastly air and
the animals in her living quarters the blessed woman replied: “For me
this replaces the perfume I used to use so much at court” (Bezumiem
mnimym 2005, 215). In contrast to the female elders of the twentieth
century Evfrosinia did not have bodily defects; she was able to move
herself and consciously made a decision about the cleanliness of her
quarters — this was one of her spiritual feats as a holy fool. The odors
in her “cell” speak of the holy fool’s intentional infringement of the
rules and of the blurring of the border between the clean and the un-
clean, in this case — between the human and the animal, the home
and the barnyard.

On the whole, direct mentions of female elders giving off a smell
while alive are quite rare; the sole instance known to us is that of the
blessed Natalia, who smelled of goats (Belov 2011, 59). But even for a
reader not possessing a powerful imagination it is not difficult to im-
agine the odors that filled the living quarters of Evdokia of Diveevo, for
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example, who “for many years lay on a bed among uneaten scraps and
matted rags. The bread had gone green, heaps of crackers mounted up
on the bed, where cockroach antennae and mouse tails flitted about”
(Il'inskaia 1994, 116). Naturally, all of this did not keep the saint from
burning with love for the Lord and for the visitors who sought a meet-
ing with her. Curiously, St. Serafim of Vyritsa prophesied the coming
of the blessed Natalia, according to her hagiography: “When Serafim
of Vyritsa was going to be with the Lord [. . .] he said: After me there
will be a woman, who will give off a smell” (Belov 2011, 59), as if he
were passing on the mantle of eldership to a new generation, to some-
one having a smell (according to accounts of his life, he himself did
not give off strong odors).

But, of course, the “chief” aroma of a female elder arises after her
departure into eternal life, when instead of the natural smell of death
her flesh and even her possessions begin to emit a fragrance, as hap-
pens in the Orthodox world with relics and especially with wonder-
working icons.

“And do you know, Valentin Nikolaevich” — wrote one of the devotees of

the blessed Natalia (who in life smelled of goats) to the author of her
hagiography — “that the mother’s jacket, which remained with us from
her, gave off fragrance during prayer? And especially when you pray not
alone but with someone. We place candles, light the icon lamps, pray,
and right away the jacket begins to give off a fragrance, meaning that
Natalia Mikhailovna is here and hears our prayers.” (Belov 2011, 45)

By extension, fragrance also arises from photographs of female elders,
from oil blessed at their graves, and the like."* This fragrance (some-
times thought to be the scent of roses, for example) provides indis-
putable proof of the sainthood of the departed. One can cast doubt on
the stories of a person’s Christian spiritual feats, but how can one ar-
gue with a scent?

The posthumous fragrance of a female elder serves as a logical
part of the narrative that while having unmistakable signs of death
during her life, conversely after death she preserves — or even ac-

14. “The flow of myrrh from photographs of the Mother [Matushka] began almost at once
after her righteous passing. In Diveevo in Vera Lapkova’s home a photo of Maria Ivanov-
na emitted myrrh and fragrance in the spring of 2000. [. . .] The nun Elisaveta from
Samara has a modest little album with photographs of the Mother that to this day is
wondrously fragrant. [. . .] The nun Evgenia has intensely fragrant oil, blessed at the
female Elder’s grave, and things that belonged to her” (Sviatye matushki 2010, 185).
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quires — marks of eternal life. Truly, it is as if living saints refuse to
die. Their hagiographies convey the absence of physiological indica-
tions of death: “Despite the warm season, the deceased lay in the cof-
fin as if alive: there were no noticeable signs of decay, and a fragrance
arose from the coffin; the devoutly peaceful face of the zealous woman
of faith reflected heavenly bliss” (I'inskaia 1994, 30). One can sense
the presence of these saints not only through the aroma of grace; fe-
male elders invite their devotees and spiritual children to come to
them at their graves and confide to them their troubles, to speak with
them as if they were alive. Matrona of Moscow instructed her follow-
ers to come to her in the Danilovsky cemetery in Moscow:

If something happens to you, come to my little grave, bend down, ask for
what you need — I shall give you my advice. And always go to the ceme-
tery, when you have any need or anything. Ask with your soul, and I shall
help. As I used to receive people, so I will also continue to receive them.
Talk with me, tell me all your troubles, I shall see and hear you; what I
say to your soul, do. (I'inskaia 1994, 149)

Conclusion

The saturation of a hagiographical text with indications of the corpo-
reality of the saint, the heightened naturalism of hagiographical im-
ages, has at least two sources. The first is readily apparent — Russian
Orthodox literature has evolved in company with secular literature,
in which naturalism of description became an important artistic tech-
nique. Everyone remembers that Alyosha Karamazov began his diffi-
cult path of doubt and seeking in response to the odor of decay from
the body of his deceased spiritual mentor, the elder Zosima. However
one interprets this episode, it is evident that the smell of a dead body
in the cell of the recently deceased revered elder was unseemly not
only in itself, but also — to Dostoevsky this was important to empha-
size — as a basis for judgments about the righteousness or unright-
eousness of the deceased.

The second source is linked to the logic of the hagiographical gen-
re’s development over the last century and a half, that is, the attempt
to create images of widespread popular piety rooted in the nation-
al soil, and, correspondingly, images of popular saints. Hence the nu-
merous attempts to find (or create) and legitimize a “popular” ver-
sion of Orthodox spiritual heroism. Note the popular incident in the
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hagiography of Matrona of Moscow, when the righteous St. John of
Kronstadt saw a very young little Matrona in the crowd of worshippers
and pointed to her as to his successor. A film about Matrona gives the
following commentary on this story:

New times were at hand. The holy and righteous John of Kronstadt
warned repeatedly about coming upheaval. [ . . .] It may be that at that
moment in church it was revealed to the great pastor that Russia would
need not spiritual giants but those who were simple, pure souls, like lit-
tle Matrona. In the twentieth century they would be Russia’s spiritual
support. (Shevchenko 2006)

At a certain point, however, what became important was the image of
popular saints who were appealing not only to their creators but also
to the audience for popular hagiographic works. To achieve this aim,
an especially urgent one in the context of Orthodox communities’ ex-
istence in the hostile, atheistic environment of the Soviet state, it was
necessary to democratize the narrative genre, to fill it with images,
themes, and indications of the extra-textual realities of religious life
that were if not familiar, then at least understandable, to the “people.’
In this way images of new saints have been established as pious wom-
en of God of common birth, using dialectical forms in their speech,
typically discussing the scheming of sorcerers, and helping people in
the situations of daily life. In addition, at times the authors of saints’
lives have become so carried away that they have created literary icons
of saints that not only do not fit the established hagiology and contain
implicit criticism of the ecclesiastical elite and of canonical forms of
Orthodox custom, but also simply seem bizarre to learned represent-
atives of the Church’s intellectual elite.

At times these dissonances have been so egregious that the authors
of saints’ lives have had to introduce significant revisions into the im-
age of a saint. For example, the portraits of Matrona of Moscow and
Pelagia of Riazan were substantially changed to adhere more closely
to a well-defined standard. This standard involves fidelity to the fun-
damental forms of church discipline celebrated in the hagiographies
of the righteous and adherence to fixed social position.® Accordingly,

>

15. The spread of materials about the life and utterances of Pelagia of Riazan, which are
replete with “folkloric” and anticlerical images and themes, became a serious obstacle
to the popularization and official recognition of her cult. For more on this, see Sibire-
va 2006, 163—65; Kormina 2010, 9—10. For an attempt to “rehabilitate” the female el-
der Pelagia one may consult the already-cited booklet by Igor Evsin and his more re-
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later (and official) versions of the life of St. Matrona of Moscow em-
phasize the “canonicity” of her activity and her lack of pretensions to
roles inaccesible to her because of her position: “The holy mother did
not preach, did not teach” (this assertion, by the way, does not corre-
spond to many incidents included in this very text). “Matrona warned
her followers not to run from confessor to confessor in search of ‘el-
ders’ or ‘seers,” and finally, “On the whole, there is nothing in Mat-
rona’s exhortations that would contravene the teaching of the holy fa-
thers” (Sviatye matushki 135—36). Obviously, these assertions look
like attempts to justify and defend the writers’ saint from severe alle-
gations by Church “authorities.”

Successive attempts to produce literary icons of the new saints
have resulted in these saints coming to resemble simple mortals. Hag-
iographers, deciding to violate the genre’s conventions, permit their
protagonists to be ordinary people at times. And so Matrona, who ac-
cording to a legend rejected by her canonizers was not afraid even
of all-powerful Stalin, feared death. This fear and her down-to-earth,
non-hagiographical restlessness when awaiting the end of her earthly
journey make Matrona not a shining light of the coming eternal bliss
of the righteous but a mere mortal (though, to be sure, one who bore
the signs of belonging to the world of the dead her entire life). For
some reason she experienced childlike agitation before the most im-
portant event in life. It is therefore possible that her last words could
easily be included in a children’s book without fear that they might
frighten a young Orthodox reader.

Dear Matrona feared death, just as all people do. Anxious, she asked the
priest who came to give her communion whether her hands were folded
in the right way. The priest was sincerely surprised:

— Really, mother, do you find it terrible to die?

— Terrible — the blessed elder answered meekly. (Mikhailova 2013, 18)

For its part, this carefully constructed simplicity produces an image
of a popular saint who conveys an experience of Orthodoxy as a re-
ligion rooted in national tradition, simple, and understandable to all.

cent work (Evsin 2012). The well-known Moscow priest, Archpriest Artemy Vladimirov,
served as the editor and authored the foreword to this edition. In a special interview
with the publisher Zerna, Evsin presented the arguments and rhetoric of the champi-
ons for the reclamation of Poliushka’s reputation, accusing the author of the “false hag-
iography” of “spiritual deception” or mental deficiency (Nikol'skii 2012).
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This article is devoted to the wide set of practices of coercion and pun-
ishment of saints via their images that are well documented in the
Catholic world from the early Middle Ages to the Early Modern pe-
riod. According to the basic historiographical narrative, the humilia-
tion of saints officially practiced by medieval monks and canons was
prohibited by the Second Council of Lyon in 1274, leading to the grad-
ual marginalization of this devotional “instrument.” Nevertheless, ex-
empla that presented the coercion of saints as a legitimate (although
radical) method of communication with supernatural powers contin-
ued to appear in collections for preachers even in the Counter-Ref-
ormation period. At the same time, by the late Middle Ages and the
Early Modern period, these practices had been gradually reinterpret-
ed as superstition and/or blasphemy (sacrilege). This transformation
is due to two interdependent agendas: the growing delegitimization
and even demonization of popular religion by Church intellectuals
and prelates, and the Protestant iconoclasm of the 16th and 17th cen-
turies, which made the ecclesiastical authorities, who were anxious
to protect the core of the traditional faith, much more sensitive to
any form of irreverence or deviance toward statues or other imag-
es of saints.

Keywords: cult of images, blasphemy, sacrilege, iconoclasm, hagiog-
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spreading through Madrid in 1936, following the start of the Civ-

il War, to the effect that the mother superior of a certain monas-
tery had used a hammer and chisel to chip the figure of Jesus off their
statue of the Virgin Mary, and declared to the Queen of Heaven that
she would only return him when “we [the nationalists — M. M.] win
the war” (Bunuel 1985; Bel’'ting 2002).

As Clausewitz famously put it, war is the continuation of politics
by other means. In precisely the same way, violence against sacred
objects sometimes serves as a radical form of prayer; communion
with higher powers sometimes leads to raised voices. Before attack-
ing a Polish castle in Lyakhavichy in 1660, Russian voivode Ivan Kho-
vansky hoisted an icon of Saint Nicholas the Wonderworker up onto
his shoulder. When the assault failed, however, he ordered that it be
slashed “into splinters” with a whip (Bulychev 2005). In 1690, thirty
years later and on the other side of the world, a woman in the Mex-
ican town of Cocula lost a Chinese porcelain cup. Terribly angry, she
threw a statue of the Virgin Mary to the floor, called her an “Indian
harlot,” and threatened to leave her there if she did not return the lost
object (Gruzinski 1994).

Neither the Orthodox voivode nor the Catholic lady from a colo-
nial town was an iconoclast, and it is unlikely that they believed they
were engaging in some form of blasphemy or sacrilege. They had put
their faith in the intercession of Saint Nicholas and the Virgin Mary,
only to be let down, betrayed, and left to their plight. In ordering that
the icon be broken or throwing a statuette on the floor, they, unlike
their Protestant contemporaries or (non-)religious freethinkers, were
not denying the power of those images, but were rather appealing to
that power through violence; they were punishing the higher powers
for abandoning them in their time of need, and/or were attempting to
coerce them to come to their aid.

It is obvious that punishment/blackmail directed toward saints
through their images (and sometimes through their relics) in the Cath-
olic world of the Late Middle Ages and Early Modern Period was a
relatively widespread practice, not just an unusual deviation.! It had

IN his memoirs, the Spanish director Luis Bunuel recalled rumors

1. The inquisitorial archives of colonial Mexico in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries have preserved the majority of cases dealing with routine violence against
images of saints. Some of them were associated with punishment or blackmail. As the
French historian Serge Gruzinski notes, images “were threatened and blackmailed, as
if they could be forced to meet the demands of their owner. . . . They were also
insulted, flogged, scratched, slapped, burned with a candle, broken, torn, stamped on,
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a collective dimension as well as an individual one. In the individual
dimension, someone in a fit of rage against the higher powers settles
the score with images, whether they belong to him or they are kept in
a Church and he simply regards them with special reverence. In the
collective dimension, punishment or blackmail directed against saints
translates into group action, which is often ritualistic in nature, in-
tended to avert some sort of general misfortune; for example, during
a drought, the faithful rushed to the riverbank and threw in a statue
of their patron saint. While the resident of Cocula decided to retali-
ate against the Virgin Mary over a broken cup, the Catholic hierarchy
and Church intellectuals unequivocally classified punishment/black-
mail directed against saints as impermissible.

Several centuries before, however, monks and canons engaged in
similar practices with full official sanction, and the “books of mir-
acles” (libri miraculorum) compiled at various pilgrimage sites in-
cluded miracles performed by local saints (or images of them) in re-
sponse to blackmail. Furthermore, these were not miracles associated
with punishment, which are so common in accounts of church rob-
bers and iconoclasts, but rather “positive miracles,” a gracious reply
to the supplicant’s “forceful” prayer. As is well known, ritualistic hu-
miliation of relics and images was officially banned in 1274 at the Sec-
ond Council of Lyon. It is obvious, however, that this decision, which
involved only one type of practice and only applied to the clergy, did
not put an end to the story of punishment/blackmail directed against
heavenly patrons.

In the last years of the seventeenth century, soon after the revoca-
tion of the Edict of Nantes, which had granted a range of freedoms to
the Protestant minority of France, an illustrated pamphlet exposing
the vices of Catholic monks was published in Amsterdam. One of the
most prominent monks in this satirical gallery of gluttons, drunkards,
fornicators, crooks, and money-grubbers is a certain “Portuguese fa-
ther.” In the engraving, a monstrous Franciscan monk lashes a statue
of Saint Anthony of Padua with a whip, demanding that he perform a
miracle (fig. 1).

stabbed, pierced, cut into strips with scissors, tied to horses’ tails and covered with
red paint or even human excrement (Gruzinski 1995, 67-68). See also Corteguera
2016.
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Fig. 1. A Franciscan monk beats a statue of Saint Anthony of Padua
(Renversement de la morale chrétienne par les désordres du monachisme.
2e partie. Amsterdam, 1695).

In this article, I will trace how various practices of punishing/
blackmailing religious images were legitimized in the eleventh to
thirteenth centuries, how they were later officially reclassified as
superstition and/or sacrilege (blasphemy), and how violence toward
sacred images could serve diametrically opposed goals.

Legitimate Abuse

Patrick Geary noted that the ritualistic humiliation of relics and sacred
images was officially incorporated into the liturgical practice of many
monasteries and communities of canons in the eleventh to thirteenth
centuries (Geary 1979; cf. Little 1979; Schmitt 2005). They most of-
ten resorted to this measure during the course of conflicts with secular
seigneurs who were encroaching on Church lands or attempting to put
pressure on the clergy in other ways. When the confrontation reached
an impasse and there were no other forms of resistance available, the
brothers would denounce the wrongdoer during the mass and call
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out to God for intercession (a “clamor”). In addition to their invoca-
tions, the clerics would sometimes take reliquaries, crucifixes, statues
of saints and the Gospels down from the altar. They would them lay
them on the floor and cover them with thorns (they would do the same
to the altar, saints’ graves, etc.). A similar ritual of humiliation could
also be built into the mass or unfold separately, though it would still
be part of the religious service. In some cases, the holy items would
be returned to their places after the clamor was concluded; in others,
they would be left where they were until the brothers got what they
wanted.? In the latter case, the monks or canons would stop perform-
ing religious services and deny laypeople access to the relics or barri-
cade the entrance to the church entirely.

These measures were regulated by liturgical rules and compilations
of “customs” (consuetudines) of particular communities, and were in-
tended to put pressure on both the wrongdoer himself and the patron
saint. The former, because the brothers, by halting services and an-
nouncing their humiliation to all, compelled him to reconsider and ul-
timately give in. The latter, since he had left his children without aid
and therefore had to experience the same humiliation to which the
brothers had been condemned. Although the liturgical texts did not
say so directly, such measures were intended to prompt and coerce
heavenly protectors to intervene, to awaken their power.

Obviously, the threat that the saints would lose the honor appropri-
ate to them was used as a way to get something out of them long be-
fore the era Geary described. For example, in the sixth century, Grego-
ry of Tours’s book Glory of the Confessors (chapter 70, “The Confessor
Mitrias of Aix”) described how a certain Childeric, an important fig-
ure in the court of King Sigebert, took a villa in Aix away from the
Church. The local bishop, Franco, went to the tomb of Saint Mitri-
as, said his prayers and then threatened him: “Most glorious saint, no
more lights will be lit here, no more melodies of psalms will be sung,
until you first avenge your servants from their enemies and restore
to the holy church the properties that have been violently taken from
you.” The bishop went on to cover the grave with thorns and bar the
doors of the church. The wrongdoer fell ill soon after, spent a year in

2. For example, in the mid-eleventh century, the monks of the abbey of St. Medard in
Soissons entered into a conflict with Duke Gothelo of Lotharingia, since King Henry I
had transferred the village of Donchery to him, despite the fact that the monks
regarded it as theirs. In order to win the duke over, they kept the reliquary of their
patron saint on the floor of the church for an entire year until he reconsidered (Geary
1979, 39).
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torment and realizing his guilt, commanded that the villa be returned
to the Church, along with 600 gold coins; nonetheless, he drew his
last breath soon after (Monumenta Germaniae Historica 1885, 339;
Van Dam 2004, 51).

The question of the legitimacy of these practices was raised at
the Thirteenth Council of Toledo, held in Visigothic Spain in 683.
They condemned clerics and other churchmen who would grow
so angry and resentful toward someone that they dared to rip the
cloths from altars and cover them with funeral cloth instead, put
out candles, and halt services. If they did not receive forgiveness
from the clerics above them in the hierarchy, they were meant to be
stripped of their offices for this offense. This ban, however, was sof-
tened by a significant exception. In justifiable circumstances, when
the clerics resorted to these methods in order to oppose their en-
emies or stave off a threat to the faith, their actions were driven
by humility rather than impudence, and were therefore acceptable
(Mansi 1765, 1069—70).

Naturally, in the West, this Early Medieval practice of reveren-
tial threats was, as a rule, directed toward the relics of saints rather
than images of them. It was the relics that constituted the presence
of heavenly patrons in this world and served as the main conduits
of their power (virtus). It was only after 1000, or, depending on the
dating system, the late twelfth to thirteenth century, after two- and
three-dimensional images broadly acquired the status of repositories
of virtus and also began to play the role of intermediaries between
man and higher powers, that believers also began to apply pressure to
manmade images (Shmitt 2002, 79—104; Vauchez 1999, 81, 84—85).
The church practices that Geary describes officially entailed symbol-
ic, rather than physical, action against reliquaries or crucifixes. They
were denied the honor properly due to them or were covered with
thorns, but never struck, or, in the event that they were struck, those
techniques were not part of the legitimate framework of the ritual,
and were not recorded by the sources, since they were regarded as
unbecoming of clerics.

It is important to note, however, that it was not only monks and
canons who resorted to forceful pressure against holy objects, but
laypeople as well. The range of measures that they regarded as per-
missible were also apparently much broader, even from the point of
view of the clergy. For example, the eighth book of “The Miracles of
St. Benedict” (8:6), complied by Raoul of Tourtier (Rodulfus Tortar-
ius, died 1122), describes Adelard, the manager of a distant property
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of Fleury Abbey. Rather than protecting the local peasants, Adelard
was oppressing them in a wide variety of ways. At one point, one of
the women sought to bring him to justice, so she resorted to extreme
measures. She went to the church, pulled the cloth from the altar and
proceeded to lash the stone as if it was the saint himself (increpans
quast praesentem patrem Benedictum): “decrepit Benedict, sleeping
laggard, what do think you’re doing? Are you really sleeping? Why do
you subject your servants to such injustice?” (De Certain 1858, 282—
84; Geary 1979, 38).% This “forceful” prayer worked, and God chas-
tised Adelard. One day, when he was escaping from his enemies on
horseback, he accidentally stabbed himself in the throat with his own
lance. As in the case of monks or canons humiliating their own holy
items and appealing to their patrons, this story (and similar ones) de-
scribe laypeople in need of help turning to their “natural” heavenly
protector (Saint Benedict, in this case, since they lived on his lands).
Unlike practitioners of ritualized and largely symbolic humiliation
of holy items, they applied direct physical force, demanding that the
saint awaken from his sleep and come to their aid. In this context, it
is highly illustrative that Raoul of Tourtier does not pass judgment
on the actions of this despairing peasant woman who demanded re-
lief rather than meekly awaiting it.

The Catalyst for a Miracle

If you go into Notre Dame Cathedral in Chartres through the western
door and then deeper into the nave and look up at one of the stained-
glass windows, you will see a scene at the very top of a man in a red
tunic and green cap whipping a golden statue of a saint resting on a
short column. If you go even farther, into one of the chapels of the
deambulatory, this story will appear again, but now it is not a three-
dimensional image, but a flat one, an “icon” (fig. 2) (Harris 2008, 119—

42; fig. 1-2 [463-64]; fig. 3 [465]).

3. A similar story can be found in “The Miracles of St. Carilefus of Anisole” (Miracula
sancti Carilefi, 1—2). The serfs living on the monastery’s property were abused by the
local baron. They entered the Church of their protector and proceeded to say tearful
prayers to him; they then tore off the altar cloth and began to whip the altar itself,
berating their patron for sleeping and forgetting to protect them (Cur hic obdormiscens
nostri oblivisceris). The guard heard the noise and drove them from the church. The
saint did help them, though; soon after, the evildoer who had been oppressing them
fell from his horse and broke his neck (Acta sanctorum 1719, 651).
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Fig. 2. A Jew beats an image of Saint Nicolas. Stained-glass image in the nave
(left) and deabumlatory (right) of Chartres Cathedral, 1210—1235.

These scenes of beating the saint, created in 1210-1235, resemble
the countless medieval images in which the apostles, monks, or bishops
smash the gods of other religions (“idols”). In this case, however, the
roles have been assigned in a fundamentally different way. The man
with the lash is an adherent of a different faith, a Jew, and the statue
or “icon” he is beating is an image of Nicholas of Myra, one of the
most popular Christian saints. This beating is not a crime for which a
wrathful Nicholas should, according to the rules of the hagiographical
genre, have instantly chastised the evildoer, but rather the prologue
to a miracle of an entirely different sort.

These two stained-glass images in Chartres illustrate a famous leg-
end about the icon/statue of Saint Nicholas (Iconia sancti Nicolat).*
This legend appeared among the Orthodox Greeks who populated
southern Italy in the tenth century, and then spread to the Catholic
West, where it became widespread in the twelfth to thirteenth centu-
ries (more specifically, it was included in “bestselling” hagiographies
such as the Golden Legend by Jacobus da Varagine [circa 1260]).
According to the ancient Latin version (from a life of Saint Nicho-
las written circa 890 by John, the deacon of Naples), the main char-
acter is not a Jew, but a pagan (a barbarian/Vandal). He found an
icon (tabula) of Saint Nicholas, and learning about the power of this
sanctifier from the Christians, left it to guard his treasures. While he

4. In addition to Chartres, a whipping of Saint Nicholas producing positive results appears
in a stained-glass window of the Church of Saint-Julien-du-Verdon in Burgundy
(Camille 1989). See also the miniature painting from the Flemish book of hours in the
early sixteenth century, where a Jew in a pointed “Jewish cap” whips a gilded statue of
Saint Nicholas on an altar: Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms. Douce 112, Fol. 160.
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was gone, his home was ransacked. Enraged that the “icon” had let
him down, he gave it a lashing and threated to throw it in the fire if
the saint did not help him. As if he had suffered the lashing himself
(nimia miseratione ductus super achonam suam ac si ipse flagellis
caederetur), Saint Nicholas appeared to the thieves and reproached
them for how badly he had been beaten on their account (et ideo
pro vestro scelere ego innocens quam graviter flagellis caesus sum),
and then threatened that if then did not return what they had sto-
len, they would be punished by death. That same night, the criminals
secretly returned what they had stolen, and the pagan owner, final-
ly convinced of the power of the Christian saint, soon received bap-
tism (Brunet and Quentin 1910, 306—7; Choffari 2012, 212). In later
versions of the story, such as the one in the Golden Legend, the icon
was replaced with a statue (a more familiar cultic image in the West)
and the main character was transformed from a barbarian/Vandal
into a Jew (or occasionally a Saracen) (Graesse 1850, 27—28; Vor-
aginskii 2017, 56—57; Camille 1989, 127—35; Vauchez 1999, 82—83;
Sansterre 1989, 128—29). Pagan, Jew, or Muslim, this character was
always an outsider.

There would have been nothing unusual about this legend (a mir-
acle as an instrument leading followers of other religions to receive
baptism and Christian sinners to seek redemption), if it were not
for the moment when the character lashes the icon. Saint Nicholas’s
complaint is not against the one who has done him wrong, but rath-
er against the thieves who “betrayed” him, leading to his being pun-
ished. In the oldest Latin version, the barbarian/Vandal, having ap-
plied the first type of pressure (lashing), blackmails the icon/saint
with fire, and immediately St. Nicholas appears to those who caused
his distress. In the Golden Legend version, the motive behind the act
of blackmail is not directly expressed (the Jew’s actions are referred
to as ultio, “vengeance,”) but the meaning and consequences of what
he does remain the same.

The blackmail/punishment directed toward Saint Nicholas
through a material image of him is not presented as sacrilege, but
rather as a “pretext” for a miracle leading a follower of another re-
ligion to salvation. There are numerous medieval stories of Jews at-
tempting to force Christ to undergo the Passion once again, sup-
posedly torturing or crucifying crucifixes stolen from Christians or
specially prepared wax figurines. They too often end with miracles
(the image usually begins to bleed) and the conversion of (some) tor-
turers. Unlike the lashing of Saint Nicholas, however, any aggression
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against images of Christ in these narratives was unambiguously in-
terpreted as a crime committed out of hatred for the Savior and the
Christian faith.? Here, however, a follower of another religion lashes
an image of the saint because it failed to meet his expectations, and
what awaits him is not punishment, but a two-fold reward: Saint
Nicholas returns his stolen treasure and he receives baptism, receiv-
ing a chance to save his soul.

The initial goal of the follower of another religion (either pagan-
ism or Judaism) as a character in the story is to protect his posses-
sions. The goal of the story itself, as a single miracle constituting part
of the life of Saint Nicholas or an image in a stained-glass window in
a cathedral, is to glorify the power of a Christian image, to show that
the saint acting through it is even prepared to descend to the level of
those who do not (yet) believe in him, though he trusts him to guard
his property, and to demonstrate the triumph of Christianity over any
other religion by leading him to receive baptism. The finale of the sto-
ry a posteriori justifies the radical measures that the main character
takes against the icon/statue.

Image as Hostage

It is extremely important that more and more instances of this sto-
ry began to appear in thirteenth-century Church teachings, in which
coercion humbly inflicted on religious images in the hope that they
would produce a miracle is presented as a legitimate method of act-
ing on (images of) saints, not only for followers of other religions, but
also for Christians themselves.

In 1219—1223, the Cistercian monk Caesarius compiled a “Dia-
logue on Miracles” for the novices he was responsible for instruct-

5. Early medieval stories of miracles (primarily bleeding) and manifestations associated
with religious images in response to aggression by followers of other religions (most
often Jews) or iconoclasts, were rare in the West, compared to Byzantium. They began
to become widespread in the eleventh to thirteenth centuries, when a tremendous
expansion of the cult of images occurred in the Catholic world north of the Alps, and
went on to draw closer to saints’ remains and other relics in terms of their sacred status.
At the same time, tension in Jewish-Christian relations led to the formation of a whole
range of accusations associated with torturing the body of Christ: through images of it,
through the bodies of Christian infants (the “blood libel”) and through the Host (see
Sansterre 1999). It is important to note that the miracles performed by religious images
in response to aggression by Jews, heretics, or Catholic blasphemers were not solely
promulgated for the sake of polemics against Judaism or heresy. Just as they did in the
East, they served as a catalyst for reverence toward particular religious images and were
regarded as foundational to the cult of images as a whole.
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ing at Heisterbach Monastery, near Cologne. This book was an im-
mense collection of exempla, illustrating the fundamental provisions
of Church doctrine. In addition to dozens of times that Christ, the
Virgin Mother, and the saints appeared, provided healing, or inflict-
ed punishments through images, he also narrated an instance of suc-
cessful blackmail (7:45).

In the chapel of Veldenz castle, there was a wooden statue of the
Virgin Mary with the Infant Christ, crudely made, but endowed with
great power (virtus). A lady named Jutta who lived in the castle pas-
sionately revered it. Once, when her three-year-old daughter who
lived with her wet nurse in a neighboring village went out to play, a
wolf carried her off into the forest. When she found out what had
happened, Jutta ran to the chapel, took the infant Christ away from
the Madonna, and tearfully shouted: “My lady, you will not get your
child back until you return mine to me!” The girl was soon found
alive, and Jutta gratefully returned the Virgin Mary’s infant (Strange
1851, 2:62—64; Baschet and Dittmar 2015, 167—76; Sansterre 2010,
171-73). According to Caesarius, he heard this story from Herman,
the abbot of the Marienstatt Monastery, who heard it directly from
Jutta herself.

The despairing mother removes the figure of Jesus from the statue
of the Virgin Mother (by breaking it off, perhaps?), not because she
wishes to punish the image or deny its power, but rather to activate
that power and force the Madonna to answer her prayer. It is highly
illustrative that Caesarius presents this story immediately after an ac-
count of another lady from the same castle who mocked the statue as
ugly and was punished by the Virgin Mother for doing so. The wom-
an’s son took all her property and threw her out of the house, forcing
her to resort to begging to avoid dying of starvation. Pious blackmail
is permissible, impious mockery is not.

Several versions of this story of the Virgin Mary being blackmailed
through the figure of her infant can be found in compilations of thir-
teenth- to fifteenth-century exempla. In these texts, Jesus is seized by
a pious but despairing mother whose son has been taken captive by
enemies or even hanged for some kind of crime. Thanks to the mer-
cy of the Virgin Mother, the prisoner returns at once, or the executed
man is resurrected (Tubach 1969; Vaucher 1999).°

6. This story appears in another thirteenth-century compilation, produced by Caesarius
von Heisterbach (Dialogus miraculorum), the Epilogum in gesta sanctorum by the
Dominican Bartholomew of Trent, the Golden Legend by Jacobus da Varagine, the
Canticles of Saint Mary by Catholic king Alfonso X, etc. In the fourteenth century, it can
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This story was periodically transposed into the realm of iconogra-
phy. For example, it can be seen in the magnificent manuscript “The
Miracles of Our Lady” by Jean Miélot, which was created in 1456 for
Philip the Good, duke of Burgundy. The illuminator Jean Le Taver-
nier depicted a woman reverently taking the infant Christ from the
statue of the Virgin Mary on the altar without a hint of discretion,
in full view of the other worshippers (fig. 3).” It is noteworthy that
when the exemplum of the despairing mother first appeared in the
Russian literary tradition in the seventeenth century, the statue of
the Virgin Mary, which was uncommon in Orthodox cultic practices,
was replaced with an icon in both texts and miniature paintings. The
“abduction” of an infant painted in his mother’s arms ought to be re-
garded as a miracle in and of itself, however; unlike a figure carved
from wood or stone, it could not simply be removed. Nonetheless,
the Russian adaptation of this story does not offer any commentary
on this point, or attempt to explain it. For example, in the miniature
paintings in an Old Believer compilation from the eighteenth century,
one can see the despairing mother whose son has been thrown into
the dungeon on false charges, holding the infant Christ (who was just
sitting in the Virgin Mother’s lap) (fig. 4), and then carrying it home
with her to hide it in a chest.?

It was not only the Virgin Mary who became the object of this form
of blackmail. For example, the Chronica majora by British chronicler
Matthew Paris describes an abbess deciding to coerce the apostle Paul
to come to her aid, but does not pass judgment on her. In 1224, the
Norman knight Falkes de Breauté, seeking to reinforce his castle in
Bedford, destroyed a church dedicated to that saint. When she learned

be found in the De introductione loquendi by the Dominican Filippa da Ferrara, the
Alphabetum narrationum, by Arnold of Liege, also a Dominican, in a compilation known
as Ci nous dit, and in the fifteenth century in “The Miracles of the Virgin Mary” by Jean
Miélot. The story can be found in the Thesaurus Exemplorum Medii Aevi (http://gahom.
huma-num.fr/thema/) database (entry 1024 in the index of the Tubach fond).

7. Paris, Bibliothéque nationale de France, Ms. Francais 9198, fol. 137v. Two versions of
this same story can be found in the miniature paintings in the Parisian manuscript,
“The Miracles of the Virgin Mary” by Gautier de Coincy: The Hague, Koninklijke
bibliotheek, Ms. 71 A 24, fol. 123V, 174.

8. The description of the mechanism of the abduction and later return of the infant to
the icon presented in the text is extremely brief; “lay your hand on the image of the
Virgin Mother” (Saint Petersburg, Library of the National Academy of Sciences, 32.3.15,
11. 113, 116). This miracle can also be found in the illuminated manuscript “The
Brightest Star,” created in 1686 in the Novodevichy Convent: BAN P. I. A. no. 58,
1. 1510b.—152.
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Fig. 3. Woman removes the Virgin Mary’s son from her statue. Illustration
from “The Miracles of Our Lady” by Jean Miélot, 1456 (Paris. Bibliothéque
nationale de France. Ms. Francgais 9198. Fol. 137v).

that his crime had gone unpunished, the abbess of the neighboring
monastery ordered that the sword be removed from their statue of
Saint Paul until revenge had been taken for Falkes’s deed. That castle
in Bedford ultimately fell (Luard 1976, 3:87; Sansterre 2013, 72). The
abbess’s actions follow the same logic as the ritualized humiliation of
crucifixes and images of the saints that would be discussed at the Sec-
ond Council of Lyon fifty years later. The only difference, judging by
Matthew Paris’s description, is that her “forceful” appeal to the apos-
tle Paul was not accompanied by a suspension of services, and that his
statue was not humiliated by removing it from the altar and covering
it with thorns, but rather directly blackmailed by removing its main
iconographic attribute, the sword.

In such stories, blackmail is presented as an effective and fully le-
gitimate (i.e., legitimized by the fact that it proves effective and leads
to a miracle) method of interacting with higher powers. If the narrator
judges that the petitioner’s aim is noble, and his attitude to the image
is respectful, then almost anything is permissible. In another context,
however, (for example, if the Jew who whipped Saint Nicholas was not
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Fig. 4. The Orthodox version of the story: an inconsolable mother removes
the infant from an icon of the Theotokos (Saint Petersburg, Library of the
Academy of Sciences, 32.3.15., 1. 113.

baptized thereafter, and the infant Christ was taken away with blas-
phemous curses by a heretic) the same act would have been interpret-
ed as sacrilege. There are countless such examples.

Quasi-violence

Successful blackmail against higher powers creates the impression that
the saints are dependent on man, that by creating images from wood
or stone people took their heavenly patrons hostage and could ma-
nipulate them as they pleased. Seemingly seeking to divert the reader
from potentially dangerous interpretations, Caesarius von Heisterbach
wrote that the Virgin Mary ordered the wolf to return the child “as if”
(quasi) she was afraid that Jutta would not give Jesus back. In other
words, blackmail only proved effective because the Madonna showed
mercy to a pious woman, not because the Queen of Heaven can actu-
ally be coerced by abducting the infant from one of the countless stat-
ues of her.® The story of the Jew and Saint Nicolas, as presented in the

9. When he recounted the same story in the fifteenth century in his Promptuarium de
miraculis Beatae Virginis (no. 15), Johann Herolt emphasized that the weeping,
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Golden Legend, is also analogous; the saint “appeared to the thieves
just as if he himself [tamquam in se] had suffered blows” and rebuked
them: “look, my body is covered in wounds . . . which the Jew inflict-
ed upon me because you stole his treasure” (Graesse 1850, 27—28; Vo-
roginskii 2017, 57; Sansterre 2009, 54n32). Although Saint Nicholas
both voices complaints about the wounds that he bore due to his pun-
ishment and paints them in the most physiological light possible, the
text uses the qualification tamquam in se to emphasize that the saint,
who abides in the heavens, cannot experience physical pain, and par-
tially removes the danger that identifying the image with what might
be called the “prototype” or “preimage” underlying it would present
from the perspective of dogma, despite the fact that this identification
is the basis on which the idea of punishment or blackmail against a
saint is built.!

Church texts often (but far from always) explain that “forceful”
prayer only proves effective due to mercy shown by higher powers.
This, however, does not remotely mean that actual blackmailers also
imagined a “mechanism” of coercion in a strictly orthodox sense. The
cultural (if not psychological) roots of the practice of punishment/
blackmail are deeper than the Christian cult of saints and the Chris-
tian theory of images. They rest on an ancient intuition that what is
depicted in an image is present in that image (different cultures ex-
plain this in different ways), and that actions performed on the im-
age are somehow transferred to what it depicts. Theologians have ex-
plained that images of saints do not have any inherent power (God
simply creates miracles through them) and that Christians who ap-
peal to two- or three-dimensional images are using those material ob-

despairing mother took the infant Christ, and the Virgin Mary took pity on her
bitterness, as if she was afraid of losing her son if she did not return the woman’s
daughter to her (quasi timeret filio suo carere): (Herolt 1606, 8—9). In describing the
miracles that occurred in response to pious blackmail, writers often emphasize that
before taking action, the petitioner would pray and weep. Regardless of how accurately
this detail reflected real practices, it undoubtedly served as a rhetorical alibi that clearly
distinguished between pious and willful sacrilege.

10. The Latin word quast and analogous words in other languages occur regularly in church
texts describing religious images that miraculously “come to life.” Without ever casting
doubt on these miracles, they remind the reader that their external forms are signs of
reality, rather than reality itself (Sansterre 2015, 160, 168). Similar formulations are
also often used in Catholic descriptions of “torture” or “executions” Protestant
iconoclasts inflicted on crucifixes or figures of saints, as if they were tormenting not
images made of stone or wood, but those depicted by those images (Christin 1991, 133,
137). The Catholics were apparently also “returning” the iconoclasts’ rebuke for
expecting miracles from pieces of wood or stone.
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jects to direct their prayers to their invisible prototypes. In the con-
sciousness of many believers, however, the most important thing by
far was probably a simple feeling: the statue or icon really was the
saint, experienced through sensation. This is not grounds to conclude
that they had fully blended the image and its prototype; it is simply
that for them, the power of their heavenly patron was embodied in a
specific image with which they were familiar (see Baschet 2008, 39—
44). Since an image can receive honor and prayers, it follows that it
can also accept dishonor and punishment.

It is, however, worth noting that in those cases of blackmail against
saints that church authors present as a legitimate practice, the harm
inflicted on the images is invariably temporary and reversible. The
barbarian/Jew/Saracen subjects the icon or statue of Saint Nicholas
to flagellation or threatens to burn it if it does not come to his aid,
but he never actually burns it, of course. Pious blackmailers removing
the infant from a statue of the Virgin Mary or the sword from a stat-
ue of the apostle Paul return them as soon as they receive what they
want. After lengthy prayers, despairing mothers respectfully remove
the wood or stone infant from the Virgin Mary, take it home, careful-
ly wrap it in cloth and lock it in a chest, pleased that they now have
collateral or a hostage (obses in Latin or ostage/gaige in French) that
will return their own son to them.! The most irreverent method (and
the one closest in form to what would typically be interpreted as sac-
rilege) was used by the main character of Iconia sancti Nicolai, who
is a follower another religion (a pagan, Jew, or Muslim). None of the
Christian petitioners/blackmailers in similar exempla manhandled
the statue. Furthermore, it is important to note that these stories in-
variably conclude by establishing or restoring the relationship be-
tween the viewer and the sacred person whose help they demanded
in such an unusual fashion, due to an “overabundance” of faith and
hope, not a deficit.!?

11. For example, see the Golden Legend (Graesse 1850, 591—92) or the eighth book of the
Dialogus miraculorum by Caesarius von Heisterbach (Meister 1901, 205-6). In the
Franciscan compilation of exempla from the 1270s, published by A. G. Little, the
despairing mother did not even manage to take the divine infant away from the Virgin
Mary. As soon as she threatened to do so and extended her hand toward the statue of
the Virgin Mother, her son appeared instantly and shamed her; “What are you doing,
mother? Look, the Virgin Mother has returned me to you!” (Little 1908, 30).

12. Obviously, many other stories, which do not conclude with the believer “reconciling”
with the saint, were simply classified by Church authors as sacrilege, or remain
completely unknown, since they did not have educational value, and were therefore
never recorded.
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This is likely why the story of the despairing mother continued to
wind its way through compilations of exempla, even in the post-Tri-
dentine period, when the Catholic Church charted a course toward
purging the cult of images of everything that suggested folk supersti-
tion (see below), drew dangerously close to magical practices, smacked
of irreverence toward the saints, or blurred the boundary between im-
age and prototype. In 1603, the Jesuit Jean Major published a hefty
tome in Douai entitled Magnum speculum exemplorum. In the section
dedicated to the Virgin Mary (B. Maria Virgo, no. 32), he includes a
reference to the Golden Legend and offers the “example” of the act of
blackmail against her statue. It is, however, suggestive that the intro-
duction of the story characterizes the mother’s actions as an example
of “pious simplicity” (pia simplitas) (Major 1633, 541). By that time,
punishment or blackmail directed against saints was already most of-
ten considered impious, a superstition and/or sacrilege (blasphemy).
Nonetheless, the narratives of such methods, insofar as they were
sanctified by the authority of tradition and legitimized by the appear-
ance of a miracle in response, were not fully discredited.

Inviolable Sacred Objects

The turning point in the official history of punishment/blackmail di-
rected against saints was the Second Council of Lyon, convened by
Pope Gregory X in 1274. The Church hierarchs assembled there de-
manded that the canons not suspend public services (cessatio a di-
vinis) without providing canonical justification for their right to do
so, and informing the person against whom this measure was direct-
ed of their plans in writing. At the same time, the humiliation of cru-
cifixes was flatly prohibited as dishonorable abuse (detestabilem abu-
sum horrendae indevotionis) (Mansi 1780, 24:92)."* Patrick Geary
primarily connects this sea change with the administrative central-
ization of the Catholic Church and the hierarchy’s attempt to deny
the clergy such a powerful (and, more to the point, unregulated) in-

13. In the late thirteenth century, Guillaume Durant, the bishop of Mende, wrote in his
liturgical summa Rationale divinorum officiorum (1:13) that the Thirteenth Council of
Toledo once permitted clerics to remove the cloth coverings from altars and religious
images and cover them with dark (funerary) cloth or thorns, in the event that they were
doing it in defense of the rights of the Church. That was in the ancient past, however.
In his own time, the Second Council of Lyon had already passed judgment against the
practice (Durand 1614, 1:12; Thibodeau 2007, 31).

voL.4(2) - 2017 41



ARTICLES
strument as blackmailing sacred objects (Geary 1979; Shmitt 2002,
110—11).

It is not advisable, however, to lose sight of the ideological dimen-
sion of this problem. As early as the twelfth century, removing the
cloths from altars and other methods of humiliating the higher pow-
ers were mentioned by Gratian in his monumental code of canon law,
Concordia discordantium canonum, or Decretum (2.27.5.12—13). In
his text, they are presented as an instrument of pernicious witchcraft
(maleficia nequissima) that clerics occasionally indulge in. Gratian
casts judgment on priests who inflict harm on their enemies by uncov-
ering altars, putting out candles, and then holding funeral masses for
them (Friedberg 1959, 1031—32).!* For many thirteenth-century the-
ologians, the boundary between reverent coercion against sacred ob-
jects and sacrilege/blasphemy had begun to seem too ambiguous. The
decision of the Second Council of Lyon formally only applied to can-
ons, and the only method of humiliation that figured in it consisted of
dropping sacred objects onto the floor and covering them with thorns.
In 1289, Raimond de Calmont d’Olt, the bishop of Rodez, released
synodal statutes in which the list of forbidden practices was expand-
ed. In addition to cessatio a divinis, he mentioned that certain cler-
ics would respond to heat waves or thunderstorms by abusing sacred
images, and that crosses or statues were not simply humiliated, but
also subjected to flagellation, broken, pierced, or submerged in water
(Martene 1717, 4:633, statute 20).

Numerous accounts that have survived from the late Middle Ages
and early modern period suggest that people in various parts of Eu-
rope would respond to droughts or excessively strong rains by throw-
ing or dipping relics or images of saints into rivers, streams, fountains,
or wells. This method, based on the principles of sympathetic magic,
was meant to either summon or stop rainfall (water attracts or repels
other water). The origins of such practices can certainly be found in
numerous pre-Christian cults, but the question of how they emerged

14. This fragment of the Decretum consists of quotations taken from two ancient texts
dedicated to completely different questions. The first is a decree of the Seventeenth
Council of Toledo (694), regulating cessations of services and humiliation of relics
during the course of personal conflicts and shared disasters, and the second is a decision
by the Thirteenth Council of Toldedo, which condemns saying prayers of remembrance
for the living (Mansi 1766, 12:99, see cap. 5). Gratian’s thirteenth-century text,
condemning the removal of cloths from altars as an element of magical masses, copies
or paraphrases other lawyers and theologians, such as Raymond of Penyafort (Summa
Jjuris canonici) and Vincent of Beauvais (Speculum doctrinale). See Barnum 2004, 2:67;
Montesano 2000, 42:2.
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and were “Christianized” falls outside the scope of this article (San-
tyves 1933, 144—92). The salient point is that, according to the Rodez
statutes, it was not only laypeople who submerged relics in water, but
also clerics, and that it was not merely “forceful” personal prayer, but
a collective ritual.”®

In the late fifteenth century, this question was investigated in great
detail in a tract entitled “On Superstitions,” which was compiled by
Martinus de Arles y Andosilla (Martin of Arles), a canon from Pam-
plona.’® It belongs to a long sequence of texts dedicated to debunking
superstitions, which began to appear on a large scale throughout Eu-
rope in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth century. Although criti-
cism of superstitio (this category covered both remnants of paganism
and illegitimate distortions of legitimate church practices) was an im-
portant part of the discourse of clerics in the early centuries of Chris-
tianity, it acquired special urgency in the late Middle Ages, as Michael
Bailey demonstrates. In many ways, this is connected with the fact that
Church preaching, with its mission of religious acculturation, was pen-
etrating into the vast world of the peasantry more and more active-
ly. Long before the Counter-Reformation, the authors of tracts on su-
perstation (university theologians or practicing pastors) set the goal of
uprooting or correcting the numerous forms of folk religion that did
not fit into the framework of official piety and were often based on
appropriating elements of Church rituals for magical purposes (Bai-
ley 2009, 633—64, 657; see also Ankarloo, Clark, and Monter 2002,
4:105—21). It is not surprising that by the mid-fifteenth century, the
radical demonization of magical practices led to the formation of a
cumulative concept of sorcery, which became the ideological founda-
tion of witch hunting.!”

15. There is ample evidence to suggest that this method of summoning or halting rain, as
well as punishing saints for various climatic disasters was alive and well as late as the
nineteenth century. For example, on September 6, 1815, after a long drought, the clergy
of Périgueux went to the spring of Saint Sabina to throw in a cross, and circa 1830, the
residents of Villeneuve-Saint-Georges, near Paris, threw a statue of their patron saint
into the Seine or one of the smaller nearby rivers, because their vineyards suffered frost
damage (Santyves 1933, 162—63, 179).

16. This text was first published in Lyon in 1510, and then republished several times: in
Paris in 1517, in Rome in 1559, in Frankfurt in 1581, and in Vienna in 1584. See
Gaztambide 1971, 249—66; Bailey 2009, 636n21, 637, 644, 649—50.

17. See Schmitt, 2002, 131—49. Martin de Andosilla (Martin of Arles) also dedicated several
pages to witches flying to their nighttime gatherings, but he believed, according to the
old fashion, that witches were not transported there in reality, but only mentaliter et
fantastice (Gaztambide 1971, 276—-77).
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If in the Rodez statutes, which repeat the formulation used by the
Second Council of Lyon, whipping or submerging sacred images was
characterized as “horrible abuse” (abusum detestabilem), Martin of
Arles explains such practices as both superstition and sacrilege. Fur-
thermore, his tract dedicated to criticism of superstition (from divi-
nation and love spells to belief in auspicious and inauspicious days),
begins by discussing (and passing judgment on) blackmail against a
statue of Saint Peter. According to this canon from Pamplona, the
reason he put pen to paper at all was to dispel the doubts of his col-
league, the archdeacon of the village of Usun, in Navarre, who de-
scribed an old custom to him. When a drought occurred, the clergy
and the citizens would organize a procession to the Church of Saint
Peter. Once the mass had been performed, they would say prayers
as they removed the image of their heavenly patron from the altar
and then carried it to the river. One of those present would appeal
to him: “Saint Peter, help us in this time of need, implore God to
give us rain.” They would repeat this process for a second and then
a third time. When they received no answer, the people would begin
to shout for the image of Saint Peter to be submerged in the water,
if he would not intercede on their behalf and alleviate their misfor-
tune. Then a prominent local (primatibus) would answer that that
wouldn’t do, but Peter was the good shepherd, and he would implore
God to give them what they wanted. The residents insisted that there
had never been a time when they were betrayed and their expecta-
tions were not met; rain would always come within a day (Gaztam-
bide 1971, 271—72).

It is highly illustrative that the algorithm for action taken toward
an image and its prototype described by Martin of Arles based on the
account from the archdeacon of Usun is so close to the pragmatics
typical for iconoclastic rituals. In numerous descriptions of solitary
and collective attacks on Catholic “idols” that occurred in different
parts of Europe during the Reformation, the same scenario regularly
recurs. Before “executing” an image by breaking it into pieces, shoot-
ing it with harquebuses, or throwing it in a fire, an iconoclast would
address it as if it were a living person, demanding that it speak, of-
fer resistance, save itself, or begin to bleed. When this address went
unanswered and no miracle occurred, he would “gouge out” its eyes,
break it apart, or throw it in a fire, as if enraged by the graven im-
age’s silence. By (deceptively) demanding that dead “idols” show
signs of life, the iconoclast parodies the actions of Catholic “idolaters”
and strives to demonstrate to onlookers (and perhaps to himself?)
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that graven images are powerless, to show (and confirm?) that they
are incapable of defending themselves, and are therefore empty and
dead, that they are merely the product of human hands, objects that
do not contain any kind of subject (Scribner 1987, 110—14; Christin
1991, 131—38; Maizuls forthcoming). Bruce Lincoln once called this
process “profanophany” (in contrast to “theophany”), that is, the ap-
pearance of emptiness, the non-divinity of another’s holy image (Lin-
coln 1989, 103—27).

A provocative/playful address to an “idol” is a polysemous gesture.
Its meaning fluctuates between testing the power of an image and ritu-
alistically demonstrating its powerlessness; it is directed toward view-
ers (former or current “idolaters”), but it can simultaneously serve
an autosuggestive function. Mustering sufficient resolve to physical-
ly attack a religious image (which you revered as recently as yester-
day, which others still revere, and which represent religious and politi-
cal order) requires using mockery to overcome one’s fear of them and/
or the ensuing violence that prevents one from going back. The simi-
lar ritual performed in Usun, with its series of addresses to an image
(which ultimately remains silent and does not immediately perform a
miracle) is intended not to demonstrate the powerlessness of the stat-
ue, but rather to activate its power with a threat. Rituals of “profan-
ophany” such as those practiced by Protestant iconoclasts in the six-
teenth century reject the Catholic cult of images by taking its most
radical forms to their logical limit.

Martin of Arles condemns blackmail against Saint Peter as simul-
taneously: (1) superstition; (2) sacrilege; (3) an attempt to tempt God
by checking or testing his power; and (4) a sinful enticement, a “scan-
dal.” Tt is a superstition because rather than praying to the Lord for
rain, the residents of Usun demanded that their request be fulfilled
not by the Creator, but a creation (the statue). By immersing it in wa-
ter, even when accompanied by Church hymns and chanting, they had
gone beyond what is permissible in the realm or reverence toward
(images of) saints and actually inflicted an outrage on them (iniuri-
am sanctorum). This same gesture is sacrilege. After all, according
to the definition presented by Thomas Aquinas in the Summa The-
ologica (2.2.99.1), a physical attack against images of the saints, as
well as other holy items, transfers this dishonor from the image to its
prototype. Why then does blackmail prove effective, and cause heav-
en to grant the much-needed rain? Because that rain has been ar-
ranged (with God’s sanction) by the devil, in order to seduce the peo-
ple. After all, demons are capable of acting upon bodies and natural
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elements, and they often perform pseudo-miracles (Gaztambide 1971,
274-75, 304-14)."°

If punishment/blackmail directed against saints is sacrilege, then
violence engendered by (superstitious) faith in the power of the im-
age belongs in the same category as attacks by followers of other reli-
gions, heretic iconoclasts, or Catholic freethinkers, who struck out at
images of sacred persons, denying their power or at least attempting
to challenge it. Theoretically, sacrilege engendered by an “overabun-
dance” of faith was subject to the same punishment as that engen-
dered by a “deficit.” In practice, however, a demonstrative challenge
to the entire cult of images (and, through it, a challenge to the pow-
er of the clergy, and the practices of salvation on which that pow-
er was based) probably provoked a sterner punishment than super-
stitious “excesses.” In an analogous fashion, after the emergence of
Protestant iconoclasm, those committed to the struggle against Cath-
olic “idols” who destroyed religious images were punished as here-
tics, while drunken gamblers who threatened figures of the saints “in
the old way” without any accomplices or ideological motives for their
actions could count on gentler treatment (see Christin 1999, 18—22).
In the Late Middle Ages and Early Modern periods, Catholic Europe
did not have a single scale of punishment for physical aggression
against religious images. Depending on local laws, the political con-
text, and the social status and reputation of the criminal himself, as
well as potential mitigating circumstances (like intoxication), pun-
ishments might include Church penances, a monetary fine, wearing
a mitre of shame, a public flogging, or even execution by hanging or
burning at the stake (see Konnell and Konstebl [Connell and Consta-
ble] 2010, 65-69, 77—-93).

As has already been shown, the essence of such a crime could be
classified as either sacrilege (sacrilegium) or blasphemy (blasphemi-
um), and the boundary between these concepts was unstable (Kon-
nell and Konstebl [Connell and Constable] 2010, 77—78n3, 90; Chris-
tin 1994, 43—64). For example, the legislative code Las siete partidas
(7, 28, 4-5), created in 1256—1263 during the reign of the king of Cas-
tile, Alfonso X the Wise, which was still in effect in Spanish colonies
in the New World as late as the Modern Era, characterized physical

18. The idea that any magical procedures (i.e., procedures that are illegitimate, even if they
involve the use of Church texts and objects) cannot be effective in and of themselves,
but they do “get the job done,” that is only thanks to the intervention of demons and
an implicit or explicit pact with them, can be found in many demonology tracts from
the Late Medieval and Early Modern periods (Ankarloo et al. 2002, 117).

46 © STATE- RELIGION - CHURCH



MIKHAIL MAIZULS
attacks against holy images, from spitting at them, throwing rocks at
them or striking them with a knife, as blasphemy. Furthermore, blas-
phemy in deed was to be punished more directly than verbal insults
against sacred persons and objects. Verbal blasphemy by a person who
had some kind of property would lead to the confiscation of a fourth of
it for a first offense and exile from the city for a third, or, in the case
of a person with nothing to take, fifty lashes for a first offense and the
severance of his tongue for a third, while the prescribed punishment
for blasphemy in deed was exile for a first offense in the case of per-
son with property or the amputation of a hand in the case of a person
with nothing to take (Lopez 1843, 4:670; Burns 2001, 5:1448-50)."
In the sixteenth century, the French jurist Nicolas de Bohier (Boeri-
us) (1469-1539), in his treatise Decisiones aureae, refers to those who
insult God de facto, by spitting or throwing rocks at images of Christ,
the Virgin Mary, or the saints, guilty of blasphemy, rather than sacri-
lege (Bohier 1576, 615—18 [2:245 — On Sacrilege], 749—55 [2:301 —
On Blasphemy]). It is no accident that the chapter of Sebastian Brant’s
satire The Ship of Fools (Das Narrenschiff, first published in Basel in
1494), which is dedicated to blasphemers, opens with an engraving
by Albrecht Diirer, depicting a jester attacking a crucifix with a tri-
dent (fig. 5).

It is important to note that the works of both Martin of Arles and
the majority of other sixteenth- and seventeenth-century authors, the-
ologians, and demonologists do not simply condemn blackmail/pun-
ishment directed against the saints as superstition and/or blasphemy
(sacrilege); they place it in the same category as outright demonic mag-
ical practices.? For example, Jean Bodin’s famous tract “Of the Demon-

19. For more on blasphemers and how they were persecuted in colonial Mexico, see Villa-
Flores 2006. The system of different punishments based on the socioeconomic class
of the offender was also maintained by the Synods of Florence in 1516—1517. If
someone was moved by demonic malevolence to physically threaten an image of Christ
or the Virgin Mary and he was a noble, he would have to pay a fine, whereas a
common person would be put in chains and forced to wear a “mitre” of shame for
three years. In the same situation, a cleric would be forbidden from performing
services and suffer a loss of benefices (Konnell and Konstebel [Connell and Constable]
2010, 90).

20. Fifteenth- through seventeenth-century sources, from demonology tracts or texts on
superstitions to court records and reports by missionaries, provide many examples of
images of saints being appropriated for various magical purposes. For example, the
authors of The Hammer of Witches (1486) describe how crucifixes would be broken into
pieces in order to heal or protect various parts of the body: “Thus, if one wishes to be
protected against wounds or blows to the head, he removes the head from an image of
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Fig. 5. A symbol of blasphemy: A jester attacks a crucifix. Illustration
by Albrecht Diirer to a poem by Sebastian Brant, The Ship of Fools
(Basel, 1494).

mania of the Sorcerers” (1580) offers several examples of such abus-
es. The first was drawn from Giovanni Pontano’s History of the Nea-
politan War (1499) (Pontano 1509, book 5). During the conflict (1459—
1465) between Neapolitan king Ferdinand I and rebel barons seeking to
place John IT of Anjou on the throne, royal troops besieged the village
of Sessa, which was guarded by the French. Since terrible heat had set
in, the besieged people were suffering from a lack of water. The priests
(Bodin distorts Pontano’s text and calls them “sorcerer-priests”) took
a crucifix to the shore under the cover of darkness and blasphemous-
ly threw it in the water. Furthermore, they fed the consecrated Host to
a donkey and buried it alive at the threshold of the Church.? Just then,

Christ. One who wishes to protect his neck from wounds takes that same part of the body
from the crucifix. One who wishes to have his arm protected rips away the image of the
arm from the crucifix, and so on. [. . .] As such, not one of the dozens of images of Christ
standing at crossroads is whole” (Shprenger and Institoris 2001, 292, part 2, chapter 16).

21. In France, images of donkeys with the Host in their mouths (or devouring it) often
appeared in the modillions of Romanesque churches. Kenaan-Kedar links this story
with the Feast of the Ass (festa asinaria), in which the low-ranking clergy held a “mock
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a rainstorm began, such a deluge that the Spaniards were forced to lift
the siege. According to Bodin, similar practices also existed in France.
In 1557, he personally saw children in Toulouse attempting to summon
rain by dragging crucifixes and statues to the river at midday; some then
dropped holy items down a well. He believed that these simple people
had learned this magical practice from sorcerers who were deliberately
spreading their pernicious science (Bodin 1586, 193—94).

During the Counter-Reformation, the Catholic Church, faced with
Protestant iconophobia and iconoclasm, set about “purging” its cult of
images of narratives and practices that were dubious in terms of dogma
or morality. The primary ideological guidelines were formulated in 1563
at the twenty-fifth session of the Council of Trent (See Canones et de-
creta 1856, 173—76). This brief outline still had to be developed into a
coherent doctrine that would have distinguished genuine (and salvific)
images from harmful, heretical ones, and legitimate practices from ille-
gitimate ones. Louvain-based theologian Joannes van der Meulen (Mo-
lanus) and Gabriele Paleotti, the archbishop of Bologna, took on this task.

In his treatise De picturis et imaginibus sacris (1570), Molanus
assigns punishment/blackmail directed against saints to the category
of superstition, along with “drowning” religious images (of Saints Pe-
ter, Paul, and Urban) or relics (of Saint Felicitas) in order to summon
or stop rain, the humiliation of crucifixes and statues during suspen-
sions of services, and the usurpation of church images by sorcerers
and witches (Molanus 1570, 57—-59. Also see Freedberg 1982, 133—
53). In his unfinished text Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et pro-
fane (1582), Gabriele Paleotti also condemned punishment/blackmail
directed against saints as superstition (2:8) and incorporates it into a
detailed taxonomy of impermissible images and associated practices.
In his system, superstitions are a half-step between contentious imag-
es that merely have the potential to lead the viewer to incorrect beliefs,
and openly heretical images that propagate false doctrines.??

mass” in honor of the flight of the Holy Family to Egypt and selected a Bishop of Fools
for the duration of the festival (Kenaan-Kedar 1986, 314, 317-18, 330, fig. 1). According
to another, more credible version of the story, the donkey (or, occasionally some kind
of monster) with the Host symbolizes those who take communion without believing
that it is the body of Christ, and thereby commit blasphemy (Weir 1999, 92, fig. 37a).

22. Paleotti distinguishes (2:3—9) between several types of dubious images: (1) challenging
(temerariis) — when something merely possible is passed off as provably known,
although the Church has not given it the stamp of approval (for example, in depictions
of the Last Judgment, more priests than monks appear among the righteous);
(2) scandalous (scandalosae) — when heretics who are incapable of refuting Church
dogma attack the morals of its clergy and emphasize only the darkest and lowest
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Early Modern Catholic intellectuals saw punishment/blackmail direct-
ed against saints as one of the excesses of popular religion, as one of the
points where the superstitions of simple Christians (who, in their view,
were often Christians in name only) blended with the practices of pagans
(who had yet to convert to Christianity).® In the 1580s, the Jesuit mis-
sionary Alessandro Valignano relied on information brought from China
by Matteo Ricci, a fellow member of his order, to write that the manda-
rins did not show very much respect for their idols; the common people,
however, prayed to them in temples and in their own homes, but none-
theless insulted them (y les dizen muchas iniurias) and even beat (aco-
tar) them when they did not answer their requests (Monumenta Xaver-
iana 1899—1900, 1:185—-86; Reinders 2004, 195—96; App 2012, 91). An
analogous instrumental approach has been attributed to Native Ameri-
cans. Pierre de Lancre, a theorist and practitioner of witch hunting, wrote
in his tract Tableau de l'inconstance des mauvais anges et démons (1612)
(with a reference to Spanish scholar and missionary José de Acosta) that
the Native Americans worshipped their Gods (i.e., demons) devoutly. If
their graven images did not answer their prayers, however, they proceed-
ed to beat them, and then fall to their knees and ask for forgiveness (De
Lancre 1613, 16). This cycle, from an unanswered request to striking the
idol, and from striking it to atonement, is also quite applicable to many
descriptions of punishment/blackmail directed against saints by Catholics.

Violence against Images: Between Belief and Unbelief

Historians writing about punishment/blackmail directed against re-
ligious images (Richard Trexler used materials from fifteenth- to six-
teenth-century Florence, Serge Gruzinski from sixteenth- to seven-
teenth-century colonial Mexico, Boris Uspensky and Andrei Bulychev
from Muscovy in the same period, Elena Smilyanskaya from the eight-

elements of them (by depicting priests with concubines, for example); (3) erronious
(erroneae) — depending on the nature of the error, they can be monstrous, apocryphal,
superstitious, etc.; (4) suspect (suspectis) — when, for example, a demon in priestly
vestments is baptizing an infant, the viewer might think that a baptism performed by
an unsuitable priest is invalid; (5) heretical (haereticis) — when they uncritically depict
objects and practices that are directly condemned by the Catholic Church (a woman
performing a mass, someone wrecking sacred images, etc.). See Paleotti 1594, 146—65
(for more on punishment/blackmail — 161); Prodi 2012, 160—72.

23. For example, Michel Le Nobletz (1577—1652), one of the most active missionaries of the
French Counter-Reformation, encountered the practice of beating statues of saints
when preaching in western Brittany. See Verjus 1666, 184. For more on Catholic
discourses associated with internal and external missionary activities in the sixteenth
to seventeenth centuries, see Wanegffelen 2007, 1:259-76.
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eenth-century Russian Empire) unanimously indicate that this kind
of violence against holy items and intense reverence for them are two
sides of the same coin. As Trexler wrote, this violence was based on
devoted “friendship.” A person invests so much time, money, hope,
and self-denial into an image he reveres, only to have it fail to hear
him at a difficult moment. He is left disappointed and enraged that
“his” Christ, “his” Virgin Mary, or “his” saint did not answer his prayer,
did not come to his aid, did not rescue him from his plight, and there-
fore failed to meet their obligations. As such, he does not take venge-
ance against every Christ or Saint Anthony, but only his own, the one
he “knows,” the one that let him down. His Christ or Saint Anthony is
indissolubly identified with a specific image and its prototype, which
acts through that image to accept people’s prayers and reveal its pow-
er to them (Trexler 1972, 26—29; Gruzinski 1994, 67—-68).

Elena Smilyanskya describes this exact phenomenon, but does so
on the basis of material from eighteenth-century Russia. According to
her, despite Church sermonizing against deifying icons and prohibi-
tions against calling them “gods,” “in the consciousness of the common
people, the concept of the ‘Godhead’ was cognized in a purely material
sense, most often embodied in an icon.” In 1736, soldier Phillip Man-
dykhin, complaining about the weather, said “yesterday, where God
was, it was dry, but now it’s wet; I'd like to take God [i.e., the icon —
M.M.] and lash him with a whip!” This lack of piety did not stem
from doubts about the omnipotence of God, but rather “from the typ-
ical, everyday consciousness of the convergence of the sacred with the
earthly and the transference of earthly relationships to relationships
with the Most High” (Smilyanskaia 2003, 218-19).%*

Nonetheless, while examining such cases, one must not forget sev-
eral debatable points. Firstly, blackmail, which entails not only specif-
ic demands, but also the hope that they will be met, is sometimes in-
distinguishable in form from impotent threats or mere outbursts of

24. People pray to icons passionately, humiliate them, or smash them into pieces. This
explosive mixture of hope and violence is sometimes presented as a unique feature of
(folk) Orthodoxy, with its particular attitude toward images and “deification” of icons.
Some trace this unique feature of Orthodoxy back to Byzantine theology, others to
ancient Slavic paganism (Uspenskii 1982, 182, 114—15; Bulychev 2005, 167, 170, 172;
see Tarasov 1995, 76). This unique feature of (folk) Orthodoxy is, however, clearly
greatly exaggerated. As we shall see, analogous or even identical practices also existed
in the Catholic world for centuries. The main difference was that, as far as I have been
able to determine, these practices of punishment/blackmail directed against icons were
never directly legitimized by the Church in medieval Russia.
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anger.? For some people, threats directed against saints could clearly
have been a kind of blasphemous flourish. For example, Count Mario
Tolomeo Nerucci, who was denounced to the Spanish Inquisition in
1685, was famously fond of saying “Saint Peter, I will pull out your
beard!” at the card table (Barberato 2012, 78).

Secondly, not every threat against a statue or fresco should be tak-
en as evidence of a breach of trust or “argument” with the saint they
depict. An identical gesture — (public) humiliation, damage, or de-
struction inflicted on the figure of a saint — could hide competing and
sometimes mutually exclusive feelings. Let us consider three stories:

No. 1. In 1501, a certain Antonio Rinaldeschi was hanged in Flor-
ence. His crime was as follows: he lost at dice and despairingly threw
a piece of dung at a fresco depicting the Annunciation against the
backdrop of a little chapel not far from the taverna where fortune had
failed him. After committing his crime, he fled, and when he was final-
ly tracked down and facing arrest, he unsuccessfully attempted to stab
himself with a knife. He was ultimately sentenced to death because he
had committed several crimes (games of chances, sacrilege, and at-
tempted suicide) and because it would serve as a warning to other evil-
doers. Rinaldeschi had a nasty reputation, was not known for showing
any particular reverence for the Virgin Mary, and committed his act
of blasphemy in a fit of anger because he lost at dice (See Konnell and
Konstebl [Connell and Constable] 2010; Holmes 2013).

No 2. In 1520, a certain Uli Anders in the village of Utznach in the
Canton of Zurich broke a small carved crucifix and threw it out the
window. He declared that “there is no sense in idols and that they can-
not help with anything.” The only thing known about Anders is that
he had previously laughed at a cardinal’s attendant, telling witnesses
that they should revere God in heaven, and not “the body of the lord,”
that is, he apparently attacked the Catholic doctrine of the mass. The
city council of Zurich sentenced him to death for blasphemy. It is un-
known if Anders had ever heard the teachings of Martin Luther and

25. Smilyanskya refers to a case involving junior clerk Vassily Gustyshev. He once got drunk
with his guests, and when two soldiers appeared to summon him for his service, he flew
into a rage, looked at an icon in a metal frame, and proceeded to curse. Different witnesses
presented different versions of his words: “if you don’t take pity on me, I'll peel you [i.e.,
remove you from the frame — M.M.] and throw you in a pile of shit!” or “ever since I
hung you up, I've known no happiness, and if you don’t take pity on me, I'll peel you and
smash you to pieces!” (Smilianskaia 2003, 215). It is not always possible to draw a clear
line between blackmail and cursing (especially when they clearly blend together in the
speaker’s own consciousness). Therefore, it is important to know whether the threat
remained on the level of words or was actually translated into action.
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Ulrich Zwingli, the fathers of the Reformation, but his sacrilegious ges-
ture was probably intended to expose the Catholic cult of images as
idolatry (Wandel 2012, 485—86, 488, 495—97).

No. 3. In 1569, the wife of a tailor in Bologna named Andrea Mon-
tanari yielded to appeals from her confessor and denounced her hus-
band to the Inquisition. According to her, whenever he was working
and a thread broke, he would instantly explode with filthy blasphemy.
At one point, when yet another needle failed him, he ripped a paper
image of the Madonna from the wall and threw it in the fire, and then
shredded and burned another paper icon depicting Christ on the cross
with the Virgin Mary and Mary Magdalene nearby. He threatened that
if the thread broke again, he would wipe his ass with the Virgin Mary.
He also threatened that he wanted to buy [an image of] Christ and
bake it in the oven like a pretzel. According to her testimony, Andrea
never once went to confession or took the sacraments during the six-
teen years of their marriage (Scaramella 2007, 55—70).

An ideologically motivated Protestant iconoclast breaks a Catho-
lic crucifix or a statue of one of the saints in order to demonstrate the
emptiness and powerlessness of the “idol,” while a Catholic who does
so is enraged by the fact that the higher powers have not helped him
and he hopes to take revenge against the power contained in that im-
age. The first strives to destroy the system at its foundation; for him,
the Catholic cult of images is idolatry. The second recognizes that sys-
tem and is simply angry that it did not work in his particular case. Is
it not, however, those who are still not convinced of the power of the
saints or the effectiveness of images who are prone to this practice of
punishment?

There is certainly a boundary between a moment of vexation at a
lack of help from a heavenly patron and doubts regarding their power
as such, between situational non-belief in the power of one particular
statue and a rejection of the cult of images, but it is sometimes fluid.
After all, believing in the saints, like believing in God, simultaneously
means believing that they exist and believing in them in the sense of
investing one’s hope in them. One can believe in the reality of heaven-
ly patrons, but lose faith in the idea that they care for people; enter-
tain the idea that they are benevolent toward others but lose personal
hope in them; stop praying to them and decide that they do not ex-
ist; assert that they do not exist in the hope that they will make their
presence felt; worship while feeling (knowing, fearing . . .) that one’s
requests are disappearing into the void, and so on. Some individuals,
such as freethinkers and religious nonconformists, attack altars and
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statues not out of hostility against particular heavenly protectors, but
to go through them to settle accounts with the Church and its clergy,
whose power over people is based on holy items and the redemptive
practices structured around them.
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Eastern Orthodox Anti-Ecumenism in 2016

In the Orthodox Church, the first half of 2016 was noteworthy for an
upsurge in anti-ecumenical fervor that was unprecedented in scope. In
late January and early February of 2016, the Synaxis of the Primates of
the Orthodox Church published pre-conciliar documents, which they
intended to be reviewed and confirmed at the Holy and Great Council
of the Orthodox Church, scheduled to be held in June 2016, at Pen-
tecost (Holy and Great Council 2016a). This publication — primarily
the document “Relations of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the
Christian World” — served as the impetus for the critical anti-ecumen-
ical declarations (Holy and Great Council 2016b).

The Orthodox hierarchy did not expect such anti-ecumenical declara-
tions in the first half of 2016. During the course of the official, pan-Ortho-
dox, pre-conciliar process, the attitudes toward ecumenism and toward
the non-Orthodox were some of the least contentious issues. The project
for formulating the document “Relations of the Orthodox Church with
the Rest of the Christian World” was not considered problematic, and it
was one of the first documents unanimously approved at the Fifth Pan-
Orthodox Pre-conciliar Conference in October 2015.! The following Feb-
ruary, the Bishops’ Council of the Russian Orthodox Church familiarized
itself with the pre-conciliar documents and stated that in their current
form, they “do not violate the purity of the Orthodox faith and do not de-
viate from the canonical tradition of the Church” (Bishops’ Council, 2016).

Subsequent anti-ecumenical statements came from believers (not
only clerics and laity, but also several bishops) in various regions of
the Orthodox oikoumene — Russia, Ukraine, Moldavia, Greece, Geor-
gia, Bulgaria, Serbia, and Romania. The intensity of the criticism
mounted as the date of the pan-Orthodox Council’s opening session
drew near. In some local Orthodox churches, anti-ecumenical declara-
tions influenced the official position with respect to the Council’s doc-
uments and became one of the arguments (though not the primary ar-
gument) brought forward by ecclesiastical leaders of those churches
for their withdrawal from the Council.?

1. The participants at the Fifth Pan-Orthodox Pre-conciliar Conference did not reach imme-
diate consensus on the following documents: “The Mission of the Orthodox Church in To-
day’s World,” “The Orthodox Diaspora,” and “The Sacrament of Marriage and Its Imped-
iments.” The Synaxis of the Primates of the Orthodox Church only passed these documents
at the end of January 2016, the latter document without unanimity (see Gusev 2016).

2. In the two weeks preceding the Pan-Orthodox Council, five out of the fourteen local Or-
thodox churches refused to participate in the Council: the Bulgarian Patriarchate
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At the Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church, which
was held in Crete on June 18—27, 2016, and in which only ten of the
fourteen autocephalous local churches ultimately participated, a dis-
cussion ensued concerning the document on the Orthodox Church’s
relationship with the rest of the Christian world. As a result of that dis-
cussion, they inserted into the document substantial amendments that
took anti-ecumenical criticisms into account. Yet, the newly inserted
amendments still did not satisfy a segment of the bishops participat-
ing in the Council. Twenty-one of the 161 bishops present did not sign
the document. Although Serbian Patriarch Irinej signed the document,
seventeen of the twenty-five Serbian bishops (a full 68 percent of the
Serbian Church’s delegation) did not sign the document (Holy and
Great Council 2016¢).? After the Council, some well-regarded Ortho-
dox bishops hastened to explain why they chose not to sign the “ecu-
menical document.” Thus, the anti-ecumenical mood exerted an in-
fluence on conciliar decisions.

Patriarch Kirill’s “first-in-history” meeting with Pope Francis in
Havana, Cuba, which resulted in a joint declaration signed by the pri-
mates of the two churches in February 2016, became an additional fac-
tor that heightened an anti-ecumenical mood in the Russian Ortho-
dox Church (Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill 2016). Some believers
deemed the meeting tantamount to apostasy, an inroad into ecclesias-
tical fellowship with a heretic, and finally, a betrayal of the Orthodox
Church.® The situation repeated itself in October 2016, when Patriarch
Kirill met with Justin Welby, the archbishop of Canterbury (Semenko

(June 1, 2016); the Antiochian Patriarchate (June 6); the Serbian Patriarchate (June 9);
the Georgian Patriarchate (June 10); and the Moscow Patriarchate (June 13). Yet, the
Serbian Church changed its decision on June 15, 2016, and its representatives did ac-
tually participate in the Council. Criticism of the Council’s document on relations with
the remaining Christian world is present in the written decisions of the Bulgarian Syn-
od, the Antiochian Synod, the Georgian Synod, and the Synod of the Russian Orthodox
Church. For a chronicle of the preparations for the Council and critical commentary on
all documents, see the special project of the “Rublev Portal” (2016).

3. The fact that the majority of the episcopal members of the Serbian delegation spoke
out against the document calls into question the Serbian delegation’s approval of the
document. This, therefore, places the Council’s confirmation of this document into
doubt, since the Council’s documents should have been unanimously approved.

4. See, for example, the texts of Irinej Bulovi¢, bishop of Backa (2016), and Hierotheos
(Vlachos), metropolitan of Nafpaktos and Agios Vlasios (2016).

5. Father Dmitrii Nenarokov (2016) provided a characteristic example of a reaction to the
meeting: “They [those at the Moscow Patriarchate] have openly betrayed us. They have
given us over, like a dumb flock, to the papist heretics, to the disfavored and spiritual-
ly helpless whom the powers of Mammon have exclusively guided and led for a millen-
nia. They have given us over to prison.” See also Boiko-Velikii and Khomiakov (2016).

60 © STATE- RELIGION - CHURCH



ANDREY SHISHKOV
2016). In addition, it is highly possible that the pressure of anti-ecu-
menical criticism led to the cancellation of the World Summit in De-
fense of the Persecuted Church (to be discussed further below), origi-
nally scheduled to have taken place in Moscow in October 2016.

The upsurge in Orthodox anti-ecumenism has again raised the
question of the Orthodox Church’s rationale and objectives for inter-
confessional ecumenical cooperation. Such a strident reaction to ecu-
menism among a portion of Orthodox believers testifies to the fact that
the ecumenical paradigm of cooperation between churches has ceased
to be convincing, thereby requiring a new explanation for the reasons
the Orthodox Church is entering into cooperative relations with oth-
er Christian communities.

Classical Ecumenism

Attacks on the part of anti-ecumenists are related to a particular phe-
nomenon that arose in the early twentieth century and exists to this day:
the ecumenical movement. Today, the ecumenical movement is repre-
sented primarily by the activity of the World Council of Churches (WCC)
and regional ecumenical organizations (e.g., the Conference of Euro-
pean Churches, the Middle East Council of Churches, and the All Afri-
ca Conference of Churches), as well as by ecclesiastical institutions and
foundations that are affiliated with these ecumenical organizations and
that work for social justice and the defense of human rights. In this ar-
ticle, I will call the entire complex of these entities classical ecumenism.

The innovation and revolutionary nature of the ecumenical move-
ment as a form of interconfessional cooperation is linked with the turn
toward an acknowledgment of Christians’ commonality, whatever their
confessional affiliation. On principle, ecumenism has rejected the lan-
guage that defined Christians of other confessions with the negative
terms of “heresies” and “schisms,” countering this with the language of
Christians’ positive recognition of one another and of the proclamation
of the necessity for Christian unity. This new mutual openness of Chris-
tians has ruled out proselytism — that is, the particular form of mis-
sionary activity connected with concerted efforts toward the conversion
of a Christian from one confession to another. The idea of openness has
also led to the advent of a particular ecumenical form of Christian uni-
versalism, which understands universality not through one’s belonging
to “the true church” (as in Catholicism and Orthodoxy), but through
one’s belonging to a trans-confessional community that shares com-
mon positions on Christian faith. The turn toward openness and to-
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ward the recognition of one another has produced the phenomenon of
an “ecumenical consciousness,” whose proponents have actively partic-
ipated in the movement for the unification of Christians and promoted
the ecumenical cause within their confessional communities.

The World Missionary Conference held in Edinburgh, Scotland in
1910 is traditionally considered the beginning of the ecumenical move-
ment (Kinnamon and Cope 1997, 1), but separate “proto-ecumenical”
initiatives had taken place even earlier (Oldstone-Moore 2001). Since
a rich body of literature is dedicated to the history of the ecumenical
movement (Rouse and Neill 1993; 2004; Briggs, Oduyoye, and Tsetsis
2004), there is no need to cover these events in detail here. Ecumen-
ism emerged out of separate initiatives whose participants originally
pursued different objectives, but then came to a united framework and
ideology. In 1992, Konrad Raiser, the WCC’ fifth general secretary, de-
scribed this process as follows:

The ecumenical movement came into being at the start of this centu-
ry because a few people had a vision of the future of church and society.
This vision was expressed in different terms. John R. Mott was guided
by the goal of the evangelization of the world in this generation;® Nathan
Soderblom was inspired by the belief in the universal character of the
church and sought to establish international friendship through evangel-
ical catholicity;” Archbishop Germanos spoke of the need to supplement
the emerging League of Nations by a league (koinonia) of the churches;?
and lastly, Bishop Brent envisioned the possibility of achieving unity
among the separate churches through careful theological dialogue.’ The
movement did not gain its full momentum, however, until they discov-
ered that these were only different expressions of one integrated vision
concerning the calling of the whole church to bring the whole gospel to
the whole world. (Raiser [1992] 1997, 71)

6. John Raleigh Mott (1865-1955) was the long-term leader of the Young Men’s Christian
Association (YMCA), the founder and general secretary of the World Student Christian
Federation, and the president of the Edinburgh Missionary Conference in 1910. He won
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1946.

7. Nathan Séderblom (1866—-1931), the archbishop of Uppsala, was the founder of the Life
and Work Movement. He won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1930.
8. Germanos Strinopoulos (1872—1951), the metropolitan of Thyateira, was exarch of West-

ern and Central Europe for the Ecumenical Patriarchate and the likely author of the
1920 Encyclical of the Ecumenical Patriarchate.

9. Charles Henry Brent (1862—-1929), the bishop of the Episcopal Church’s Diocese of West-
ern New York, was one of the founders of the Faith and Order Movement and the chair-
man of the 1927 Faith and Order Conference in Lausanne.
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Raiser’s summary indicates two basic impulses that were present at
the beginning of classical ecumenism: (1) the movement toward the
union of Christian churches, and (2) the pursuit of the transformation
of the world on the basis of gospel witness.

The ecumenical movement arose out of the need for demonstrat-
ed Christian unity and for coordinated efforts in the face of a modern
secular world. At the Edinburgh conference, participants were already
actively discussing the theme of the criticism addressed against Chris-
tianity in relation to the fierce competitive battle “for souls” then un-
derway between Christian churches in non-Christian countries, that is,
on the mission field. In the ensuing years, two world wars, the spread
of communism and fascism in Europe, a worldwide economic crisis,
colonial expansion followed by rapid decolonization, the Cold War and
its adversarial blocs, secularism and atheism, and so forth, became fur-
ther challenges to world Christianity (Kinnamon and Cope 1997, 3).1°
All of these events demanded a Christian response, each in turn ad-
dressing its dependence upon another objective — the union of church-
es'! (see the classical texts of the founders of the ecumenical movement:
Mott [1910] 1997, 10—11; Soderblom [1925] 1997, 15—17; Temple [1937]
1997, 17—21). Without ecclesiastical unity, consensus-based Christian
activity is impossible. What is more, classical ecumenism understands
the union of churches to be a restoration of the visible unity of the faith,
of sacramental life, and of a witness to the world concerning Christian-
ity (Fitzgerald 2004, 1; World Council of Churches 2013).

The ecumenical movement has considered the union of churches
and the active transformation of the world to be aspects of a common,
two-fold objective. In the early stages of the development of ecumen-
ism, separate movements were able to focus their activity on one of
these aspects, while not forgetting about the second. Thus, the Faith
and Order Movement primarily conducted studies on the theological
conditions for unification, whereas the Life and Work Movement stud-

10. Eugene Carson Blake ([1965] 1997, 37—38), who was appointed general secretary of the
WCC in 1966, said: “How easy it is for all of us to turn our backs upon the door to Chris-
tian unity and to busy ourselves with our denominational games, nourished by our past
prejudices, and at a moment when the divisions of the beleaguered church militant are
crying for the unified command of Jesus Christ to withstand the forces of atheism, skep-
ticism, hatred, and confusion with which the church is faced.”

11. This phrase can also be translated “the unification of churches,” which seems to be a some-
what common translation of the phrase among Orthodox commentators. Since the wid-
er ecumenical movement seems to utilize the phrase “union of churches” more frequent-
ly, however, the translator has chosen to render this phrase as such. In the rest of the
article, the term “unification” is occasionally still used, based upon context. —Translator
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ied issues of cooperative social responsibility. After the merger of the
separate ecumenical initiatives into the World Council of Churches in
1948, both aspects of this dual objective have continued to exist basi-
cally unchanged within its agenda.

Danish scholar Peter Lodberg (1999, 529) calls ecumenism a mod-
ernist project, namely “a Christian expression of Modernism.” The ecu-
menical movement seeks to overcome the particularism of separate tra-
ditions and to become a genuinely universal “represent[ation of] the
whole world (the oikoumene)” (Lodberg 1999, 528, emphasis modified).
At various historical stages, the participants in the movement have un-
derstood this universalism in various ways. According to Raiser ([1992]
1997, 71), classical ecumenism initially “focused on the assumption that
Christian culture and Christian values could be extended throughout the
world.” The events of the 1930s and the Second World War, in which
“the Christian ‘civilized’ parts of humanity” took part, forced the founders
of classical ecumenism to reevaluate this viewpoint. Raiser ([1992] 1997,
71) continued, “It was progressively replaced by the notion of salvation
history as the inner meaning of world history.” An ideational “transition
from international order based on Christian values to universal history
centred in Christ” then took place (Raiser [1992] 1997, 71). According to
Raiser ([1992] 1997, 71), the WCC’s 1968 General Assembly in Uppsala,
Sweden, “with its underlying ‘motif’ of the unity of the church and the
unity of humankind, mark[ed] the culmination” of this idea.

As the ecumenical movement spread to the South and to the East
(i.e., to the countries of Africa and Asia), elements of post-colonialism
began to make their way into classical ecuamenism. The admission of
new members into the movement was accompanied by a recognition
of the value of each new member’s distinctive character. Ecumenism
became more and more pluralistic and inclusive in its essential ten-
ets. According to Michael Kinnamon and Brian E. Cope (1997, 4), ec-
umenism has been under the powerful influence of accumulated plu-
ralistic experience since 1968: “Until 1968 (or thereabouts), diversity
was seen more as a problem to be resolved than as a characteristic of
genuine unity.” This pluralistic experience found its expression in the
idea of “unity in diversity,” which became an integral part of classical
ecumenism by the 1970s and 1980s.

Aside from regional diversity, ecumenism also began to recognize
a diversity of social groups, such as women, sexual minorities, ethnic
minorities, and so on. Feminist theology, black theology, queer theol-
ogy, as well as other types of theology found support within the con-
fines of the ecumenical movement. From the perspective of Lodberg
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(1999, 529), following Hans Kiing, the inclusion of such “theologies of
particularity” within the ecumenical movement involves the return to
a particularism that undermines the initial universalistic ecumenical
ideal. Consequently, the pluralistic approach expressed through the
principle of “unity in diversity” concomitantly becomes a form of post-
modern criticism of the modern ecumenical project that had reached
the peak of its development in the 1960s.

In ecumenical methodology, the affirmation of the idea of “unity in
diversity” has provoked a crisis of understanding for ecclesiastical unity.
How possible is unity in the context of the ever-increasing growth of plu-
ralism and inclusivity? “The decisive move from the static concept of unity
to the dynamic notion of communion/koinonia” has become an alterna-
tive for overcoming this crisis (Raiser [1992] 1997, 70). In the early 1990s,
the WCC'’s Faith and Order Commission initiated an ecclesiological study
of this topic, with its final results presented in 2013 at the Tenth Gener-
al Assembly in Busan, South Korea, in the document “The Church: To-
wards a Common Vision” (World Council of Churches 2013; on the histo-
ry of this document, see Mateus 2015). As before, the document declares
the goal of a visible union of churches, but the actual unity of “the Church
as Communion” is described in increasingly eschatological terms (World
Council of Churches 2013). This document also brings up the problem of
defining the boundaries of “legitimate diversity,” but it does not suggest
any kind of resolution (World Council of Churches 2013, 16—17).

As for the social aspect of classical ecumenism, the idea of “unity
in diversity” has led to a significant liberalization of the ecumenical
movement’s agenda. The WCC'’s principal areas of focus now include
the struggle for social justice, the opposition to various forms of dis-
crimination, and the defense of minority rights.'

Orthodox Christians in the Ecumenical Movement

It would be wrong to call the project of classical ecumenism “uniform.”
A conservative wing — in which Orthodox Christians, who have par-
ticipated in the ecumenical movement from the very beginning, have
played a key role — has always existed alongside the modernistic
core.® The Orthodox position has always differed from the ecumeni-

12. See, for example, the section “What we do” on the WCC’s official website (https://www.
oikoumene.org/en/what-we-do).

13. Non-Chalcedonians (or Oriental Orthodox) and Roman Catholics (in those capacities
in which they participate) are also conservatives in the ecumenical movement.
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cal mainstream in both its approach to the union of churches and its
attitude toward the modern world.

At the 1927 World Conference on Faith and Order in Lausanne,
Switzerland, Orthodox delegates formulated the basic principles of
participation in the Faith and Order Movement.!* Evaluating the ec-
umenical initiative largely positively, Orthodox participants, in a sep-
arate statement, set forth the impossibility of compromise on issues
of faith and unification on the grounds of unity in secondary matters:

We cannot entertain the idea of a reunion that is confined to a few com-
mon points of verbal statement; for according to the Orthodox Church
where the totality of faith is absent there can be no communio in sac-
ris. Nor can we here apply the principle of economy, which in the past
the Orthodox Church has applied under quite other circumstances in the
case of those who came to her with a view to union with her. (Ecumeni-
cal Patriarchate [1927] 1994, 13—14; see also Bulgakov 1928)

Throughout the entire history of Orthodox Christians’ participation in
the ecumenical movement, they have viewed the question of the un-
ion of churches through the prism of “the most speedy and objective
clarification possible of the whole ecclesiological question, and most
especially of their more general teachings on [the] sacraments, grace,
[the] priesthood, and apostolic succession” (Holy and Great Council
2016¢).” They regard the method of union alternatively, as well. Since
it is permissible from the Orthodox point of view to call only the Or-
thodox Church “the Church,” in the strictest sense of the word, the
union of churches must be understood as reunion with the Orthodox

14. Nikolai Arsen’ev (1888-1977), a participant in the Lausanne Conference, wrote: “The
following people represented the Orthodox Church: Metropolitan Germanos of Thy-
ateira and three other individuals from the Ecumenical Patriarchate; the Archbishop of
Leontopolis and the Metropolitan of Nubia from the Alexandrian Patriarchate; the Met-
ropolitan of Nafpaktos and three professors from the Department of Theology at the
University of Athens, from the Churches of Greece and Cyprus; the Archbishop of Cher-
nivtsi from the Romanian Orthodox Church; the Bishop of Novi Sad from the Serbian
Church; Metropolitan Stefan of Sofia (a great ally to Russia and the Russian Church);
the Proto-deacon and Professor Father Tsankov and Professor Glubokovskii from the
Bulgarian Church; Metropolitan Dionysius of Warsaw and Archpriest Turkevich from
the Orthodox Church of Poland. No representatives were able to represent the Russian
Church, per se, but Metropolitan Eulogius of Paris, Father Sergius Bulgakov, and the
one writing this text [Nikolai Arsen’ev] were co-opted into the Organizing Committee”
(Arsen’ev 1928, 101—2).

15. The basic elements of this position are evident throughout the entire history of Ortho-
dox participation in the ecumenical movement.
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Church. That being said, those Orthodox Christians who are engaged
in the ecumenical movement acknowledge the commonality of Chris-
tians and the necessity for union, reject proselytism, and refuse to em-
ploy the language of “heresies and schisms.”® In this sense, they are
clearly bearers of an ecumenical consciousness.

Keeping in mind the Orthodox position and taking into account the
prospect of incorporating the Roman Catholic Church into the ecu-
menical movement, the WCC adopted the document “The Church, the
Churches, and the World Council of Churches” at its Central Commit-
tee meeting in Toronto in 1950. In particular, the Toronto statement
asserted that “no church need fear that by entering into the World
Council it is in danger of denying its heritage,”” and that “member-
ship [in the WCC] does not imply that each church must regard the
other member churches as churches in the true and full sense of the
word” (World Council of Churches [1950] 1997, 468, 467). Given how
frequently Orthodox bishops quote these statements in their presenta-
tions and how copiously they have been included within all key Ortho-
dox documents concerning the stance toward the non-Orthodox and
the ecumenical movement, one could claim that, to this day, the Or-
thodox churches persist in 1950s positions with respect to questions
of the union of churches.'®

That notwithstanding, one must distinguish the position of local
Orthodox churches from that of the Orthodox theologians “profession-
ally” engaged in the work of ecumenical institutions, some of whose
contributions have been quite substantial. For example, in many re-
spects, the concept of “unity in diversity” relies on the theology of John
Zizioulas, the metropolitan of Pergamon under the Ecumenical Patri-
archate of Constantinople, whose speech “Church as Communion” at
the Fifth World Conference for the WCC’s Faith and Order Commis-
sion exemplifies this perspective (Zizioulas [1993] 2010).

16. In its language, the ecumenical document “Basic Principles of [the Russian Orthodox
Church’s] Attitude to the Non-Orthodox” employed the terms “heresy” or “schism” in
the context of the history of the ancient Church without referring to any specific “he-
retical” or “schismatic” communities (Russian Orthodox Church 2000). The Pan-Or-
thodox Council’s document on relations with the rest of the Christian world did not use
these terms at all (Holy and Great Council 2016b).

17. The official Russian translation of this phrase is rendered: “Upon entering into the WCC,
no church is required to change its ecclesiology.” —Translator

18. For example, one encounters citations from this part of the Toronto statement in the
Pan-Orthodox Council’s ecumenical document (Holy and Great Council 2016b), as well
as in an appendix of the Russian Orthodox Church’s document on relations to the non-
Orthodox (Russian Orthodox Church 2000).
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As for the modern world, the Orthodox position also seems rath-
er conservative. In their early texts, one encounters a motif of opposi-
tion to the antagonistic modern world that was threatening “the very
foundations of the Christian faith and the very essence of Christian life
and society” (Ecumenical Patriarchate [1920] 1997, 13). The increas-
ing activity of the WCC and its affiliated institutions in socio-political
issues has constantly elicited dismay among Orthodox Christians (see,
for example, Metropolitan Nikolai [1958] 1999; Metropolitan Niko-
dim [1968] 1978; Ecumenical Patriarchate [1973] 1994). In addition,
Orthodox Christians regard the ever-growing pluralism and inclusive-
ness in the WCC as a manifestation of liberalism.

An ever-increasing tension has arisen between the Orthodox mem-
bers with their characteristic conservatism and the Protestant members
who constitute the core of the liberally minded movement, especially in
moral questions. The Georgian Orthodox Church and the Bulgarian Or-
thodox Church withdrew from the World Council of Churches in 1997
and 1998, respectively. A skepticism concerning the objectives for par-
ticipation in the ecumenical movement is fueling an anti-ecumenical
mood within a greater portion of the Orthodox Church.

A Shifting Objective: From Union to Cooperation

The spread of ecumenical experience has led to the formulation of an
ecumenical consciousness, not only among “professionals” engaged in
the activity of ecumenical institutions and among activists who support
the ecumenical ideal, but also among simple believers in congregations,
parishes, and dioceses, as well as in universities and seminaries. This
ecumenical consciousness has expressed itself particularly in the organ-
ization of collaborative activity concerning social issues, in collective
prayer campaigns, in joint asceticism, and so on. In the university envi-
ronment, projects that draw together theologians of various confessions
have begun to emerge. The Catholic Church’s pivot toward ecumenism
after the Second Vatican Council played a huge role in the “trickle down”
of ecumenical ideas to the grassroots level. In many European countries,
the Catholics actually became the main partners for ecumenically mind-
ed Protestants in interconfessional cooperation at the parish and dioc-
esan level. The recognition of each other as Christians and the refusal
to proselytize or to employ the language of “heresies and schisms” be-
came the basis for this ecumenical collaboration.

Meanwhile, with the widening of ecumenical cooperation, the in-
itial and main objective established by the ecumenical movement —
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the union of Churches — has gradually begun to recede into the
background or to disappear altogether. Several factors explain this.
Participants in “grassroots” ecumenical initiatives could not set uni-
fying goals for themselves, since such goals fall within the purview
of the leadership of the institutional churches whose representatives
have participated in bilateral or multilateral theological dialogues in
order to clarify conditions for union, rather than within the purview
of parish- or diocesan-level ecclesiastical superiors. Correspondingly,
inter-parish and inter-diocesan ecumenical cooperation has centered
on altogether different questions. The Catholic Church has made its
own contribution to the relativization of the unifying ideal. On the
one hand, it was actively involved in ecumenical collaboration from
the late 1960s. On the other hand, it has not become a member of the
WCC and maintains a distinctive position on questions of unification.?

Additional reasons elucidate the fading of the unifying ideal into
the background. For some, the union of churches has ceased to be rel-
evant, since the ecumenical experience of recognizing the commonali-
ty of Christians has allowed them to take communion together, which
in and of itself already testifies to the realization of unification (as in
the case of the participants of the Hartford meetings, to be discussed
further below). Conversely, having observed the crisis of the ecumen-
ical movement in the 1980s and 1990s, others have become disen-
chanted with the possibility of a true union of churches, but have still
continued their work on interconfessional cooperation concerning
other issues that are not tied to the topic of unification.

In 1989, at the height of the crisis of classical ecumenism, the
American Lutheran theologian George Lindbeck (1989) published an
article in which he observed the emergence of a form of ecumenism
that did not concern itself with the objective of the union of church-
es. He called this ecumenism “interdenominational,” in contrast with

19. Initially, the Roman Catholic Church related rather coldly to the ecumenical movement.
However, the aggiornamento of the Second Vatican Council (1962—1965) changed the
situation. In 1964, the Second Vatican Council approved the decree on ecumenism Uni-
tatis redintegratio (Vatican 1964a). In 1969, Pope John VI visited the headquarters of
the World Council of Churches in Geneva, where he gave a speech. Yet, the Roman Cath-
olic Church did not become a member of the WCC; its representatives sit on the Coun-
cil only as observers. In particular, the Catholic documents on ecclesiology — the dog-
matic con