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The Life of Saint Seraphim.

THE BEST KNOWN of the Orthodox saints of modern times, St. Seraphim of Sarov, has much to teach the Orthodox Christians of these last
times. Unfortunately, the striking nature of some of his spiritual experiences—which indeed stand in glaring contrast to the ordinary Christian
experience of our days—has led some to miss the whole point of his teaching. Some are so dazzled by his visions and his all-embracing love that
they try to follow him into the most exalted spheres of spiritual life without even the most elementary foundation in Orthodox knowledge and
practice; others try artificially to set his "spirituality" against the "institutionalized Church," as if the two could be separated; still others would make
him to be a "charismatic" figure who justifies the empty ecumenical "spirituality" of our own poor days; and a few imagine him to be a "guru" whose
experience places him "beyond Christianity" and all religious traditions.

All such interpretations—which only bring spiritual harm and disaster to those who follow them—fail to understand St. Seraphim in the context of
the religious tradition that produced him as one of its greatest flowerings: Orthodox Christianity in eighteenth century Russia.

Once he learned to read, the boy Prochor immersed himself in the spiritual world of basic Christian literature: the Scriptures, the Horologion
(containing the daily cycle of church services), the Psalter, and the Lives of Saints . He spent all the time he could in church (where services would
go on for many hours every day), and thought only of God and the spiritual world. A deep desire for spiritual things being thus kindled in him, he
began to long to serve God in the monastic calling. At the age of nineteen, on a pilgrimage to the holy places of Kiev, he received the counsel of the
holy recluse Dositheus (actually a woman) to "go to Sarov"; and after a short time this is what he did—spending the rest of his life in this
remarkable Monastery.

The Hermitage of Sarov had been founded early in the eighteenth century by the Elder John. The first settlers here were cave dwellers, and the
Monastery always remained a place of severe ascetic life, at the same time handing down the ancient monastic tradition of inward spiritual activity,
the mental prayer of Jesus. Eighteenth century Russia, although it was a time of monastic decline when compared with the flowering of the
fourteenth to the seventeenth centuries, still had a number of fathers (and mothers) who kept alive the ancient tradition of Christian spirituality. The
great monastic revival inspired by the great Elder Paisius Velichkovsky and his disciples at the end of the eighteenth century produced such
remarkable spiritual fruits (notably the clairvoyant Elders of Optina Monastery) precisely because the Russian soil had been prepared beforehand
by an unbroken tradition of monastic struggle and spiritual life.

Blessed Paisius translated the patristic texts on spiritual life, most notably the anthology known as the Philokalia . St. Seraphim made use of this
book, which he probably received from Elder Nazarius of Sarov, one of the spiritual elders who prepared its publication; but the Philokalia was
published in 1794, and St. Seraphim was spiritually formed before this, having read numerous other patristic books that taught the same spiritual
doctrine. There is nothing whatever that is "new" in the spiritual face of St. Seraphim; all is from the Holy Fathers, of whom he is a most faithful
disciple, appearing in the latter times like some great desert Father of antiquity, like a new St. Macarius the Great.

In Sarov, Sr. Seraphim went through the standard monastic period of trial: he was placed in obedience to a spiritual father and was tested at
various labors in the bread and prosphora bakeries, the carpenter shop, at chopping wood, as candlelighter. Church services were long, as was his
cell rule of prayer. In addition to the difficult monastic discipline, he was severely ill for three years—a trial he bore with humility and trust in God—
until being healed by a vision of the Mother of God.

At the age of twenty-seven St. Seraphim was tonsured a monk, and a few months later was ordained deacon. He served as deacon for nearly
seven years, entering deeply into the meaning of the Church's services. Often he saw angels; and once, on Great Thursday, as he stood before the
Royal Doors in the middle of the Liturgy, he saw Christ Himself in the air surrounded by angels. Unable to continue serving, he was conducted
away and stood for several hours in ecstasy.

At the age of thirty-four he was ordained priest, and the next year his elder, Abbot Pachomius, on his deathbed entrusted to St. Seraphim the
spiritual guidance of the sisters of the nearby Diveyevo Convent—a task he fulfilled so well that even today, fifty years after it was destroyed[1], it
is still remembered as "St. Seraphim's Diveyevo." Just at this time he also received the blessing of the new Abbot to begin life as a hermit in the
forest around Sarov. Here in a small cabin he performed a long rule of prayer, labored much, and read the Scriptures and Holy Fathers. On
Sundays he would come to the Monastery to attend the Liturgy and receive Holy Communion, returning to the forest with his supply of bread for
the week. For one period of three years he ate nothing but a certain herb called "sneet."

In 1804 the saint was attacked by robbers and beaten almost to death. The Mother of God appeared to him in his affliction, together with the
Apostles Peter and John the Theologian, saying of him: "This is one of our kind." After this attack he was bent over and walked always with a staff.

In 1807, his last elder and instructor, Abbot Isaiah, died; and the saint went into absolute seclusion, refusing to see anyone and maintaining an
absolute silence for three years. He no longer came to the Monastery even for Divine Services on Sunday, enduring with patience the great cross
of total isolation and silence, by which he yet more crucified the passions and lusts of the old man.

Some of the inexperienced brethren of the Monastery, however, became scandalized that the saint did not seem to be receiving Holy Communion;
and the Monastery elders requested him to return (1810). In his monastery cell he remained in silence and seclusion, continuing just as in his forest
cell to read the whole daily cycle of services, except for the Liturgy, saying the prayer of Jesus, and especially reading the New Testament (which
he went through once a week). During this time he was granted visions of heavenly mysteries, beholding the mansions of heaven with many of the
saints.

After five years of this seclusion within the Monastery, St. Seraphim, by a special revelation, opened the door of his cell for all who desired to see
him; but still he continued his spiritual exercises without paying any attention to his visitors or answering their questions. After five more years the



Mother of God again appeared to him, together with Sts. Onuphrius the Great and Peter of Mt. Athos, instructing hint to end his silence and speak
for the benefit of others. Now he greeted all who came with a prostration, a kiss and the Paschal greeting: "Christ is risen!" Everyone he called "my
joy." In 1825, the Mother of God again appeared to him and blessed him to return to his forest cell.

Having led a heavenly life on earth, like the great desert saints of antiquity, even in these latter times of spiritual desolation, St. Seraphim is an
instructor and an inspirer of the true Christian life. His Spiritual Instructions—like his celebrated Conversation with Motovilov on the Acquisition of
the Holy Spirit—contain no new teaching, but simply repeat in modern times the age-old Christian teaching of the great Fathers whom he
constantly cites: Sts. Basil the Great, Gregory the Theologian, John Chrysostom, Macarius the Great, Dionysius the Areopagite, Ambrose of
Milan, Isaac the Syrian, Symeon the New Theologian, the Fathers of the Philokalia . These, with the Holy Scriptures, the Lives of Saints , and the
Church services—all in the context of the living Sarov tradition of spiritual life—are his sources, and he is a faithful transmitter of their teaching: fear
of God; heedfulness to oneself; not trusting the impulses of one's own heart but becoming so immersed in God's word that one learns to "swim in
the law of the Lord"; working out one's salvation with patience, humility, repentance, forgiveness; acquiring the Spirit of peace, the Holy Spirit,
which is the end of all our spiritual labors; placing first God and His love, which kindles our cold hearts and inspires us to follow Him, to know and
to love Him. This teaching is not complex; but in our own days, when the love of many has grown cold and the salt is going out of Christianity, it is
almost impossible to follow. Only with great humility on our part—which we can learn from the profound humility of "poor Seraphim," as he called
himself—can we hope to receive and apply this teaching of the true Christian spiritual life to our own poor Christian lives.

By the prayers of our holy Father Seraphim, may we understand his words and practice them, according to our strength, for the salvation of our
souls!

Originally published as the introduction to Little Russian Philokalia Vol. 1: St. Seraphim of Sarov, St. Herman Press (2008), pp. 13-17.
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A true wellspring of wisdom. Jul 29, Connie Backus-yoder rated it really liked it. Oct 20, Meredith rated it really liked it Shelves: Simple, straight
forward, spiritual wisdom from St. Seraphim of Sarov, one of the most beloved saints of 19th Century. Maria rated it really liked it Dec 24,
Theron Mathis rated it it was amazing Feb 08, Mother Seraphima rated it really liked it Mar 16, Kevin rated it it was ok Nov 08, Corey rated it it
was amazing Aug 15, Gabe rated it it was amazing Dec 19, Geneva rated it it was amazing May 07, Bogdan Claudiu rated it it was amazing Jan
21, Leo Grabowski rated it it was amazing Apr 21, Steve-seraphim rated it it was amazing Jun 24, Nathan Duffy rated it really liked it Aug 04,
Angie Kennedy rated it really liked it Mar 20, Ietrio rated it did not like it Feb 14, Mark Pupillo rated it really liked it Nov 26, Seraphim rated it it
was amazing Aug 17, Lydia rated it it was amazing Feb 07, Isaac Crabtree rated it it was amazing Sep 12, HowdyDave rated it it was amazing
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“Philokalia means “love of the good” or “love of the beautiful.” It was the name given to a celebrated Eighteenth-century collection of Greek
patristic writings on Christian spiritual life, teaching the path to inner sobriety and the fullness of union with God. This Little Russian Philokalia is a
new collection of ascetic writings drawn from Russian sources, chiefly of the Eighteenth through the Twentieth centuries. “For the last two centuries
there have been many people of God-pleasing life in Holy Russia. These people have taught not only by the example of their life but also by wise
counsel. Their wise words of instruction in righteous living are already available in part for whoever thirsts to know the right way of life. The
writings [of the more renowned] have been published in volumes of complete works, and also in biographies or collections of letters to spiritual
children. But many instructions of others were published either in old magazines or books which have become rarities and are not available now to
the general public…” St. Nikodim, Bishop of Belgorod, 20th Century.

Since the counsels of the Russian Fathers in the Little Russian Philokalia series come from recent centuries, they are of particular value in offering
direction suited to the spiritual conditions of the modern age. The Little Russian Philokalia series can serve as an intermediary between the earlier
Fathers of the Greek Philokalia and the spiritual strugglers of our own times.

The humble advice offered by holy men in the Little Russian Philokalia series renders an inestimable service to a true seeker of salvation–a follower
of Christ’s narrow path of humility and unceasing spiritual labor. The Series contains much teaching on prayer, inward silence and vigilance, and the
acquisition of virtue through following the commandments of the Lord.” http://www.svspress.com/little-russian-philokalia-vol-v/

Vol. 1: St. Seraphim of Sarov: Spiritual Instructions Vol. 2: Abbott Nazarius of Valaam: Counsels Vol. 3: St. Herman of Alaska: Treasury of
Spirituality Vol. 4: St. Paisius Velichkovsky: Field Flowers Vol. 5: Elder Theodore of Sanaxor: Sayings Vol. 6: Elder Zosima of Siberia: Special
Wisdom.
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and knowledge of the spiritual life in practice, and spoke of how to practice Christianity in order to attain genuine sobriety of soul. He allowed no
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