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Chapter 5

The Struggle for the Sacred

Russian Orthodox Thinking about
Miracles in a Modern Age

VERA SHEVZOYV

In 1912, a group of parishioners from the church of Saint Nicholas in the Sibe-
rian diocese of Eniseisk embarked on a year-long campaign against local dio-
cesan and central Church authorities in Saint Petersburg to prevent the removal
of an icon of the Mother of God named “The Joy of All Who Sorrow” from
their parish church. That year, a young peasant girl and her uncle had found
this icon in a freshwater spring, where the two had stopped to drink. Many of
the local faithful interpreted the finding of this icon as a sign of divine blessing
during a particularly difficult period in the region’s history. Because of drought
and insect infestations, residents had been deprived of normal harvests for
more than four years. Seeing the icon as a sign of hope, believers embraced its
appearance as nothing less than a miracle.!

In the history of lived Orthodoxy in modern Russia since the time of Peter
the Great, this case was in many ways routine. On the one hand, Orthodox
believers—laymen and women and often parish clergy—made frequent reports
of miracles, in which they identified certain icons with such words as “grace-
filled light,” “heavenly blessing,” divine goodwill, and mercy. Insisting that their
sentiments were based not on a “fleeting passion” but on a-“solid and conscious
conviction in the truth of [their] beliefs,” believers often associated such signs
with turning points in their personal or collective lives and sought them out as
sources of joy and strength.2 At the same time, diocesan and central Orthodox
Church officials routinely attempted to neutralize the awe-inspiring character
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132 VERA SHEVZOV

of certain events by insisting that such perceived “extraordinary” occurrences
were, in fact, “ordinary” Guided by existing Church and civic legislation codi-
fied in the eighteenth century—whose purpose in large part was to clean up
Orthodoxy’s early modern image vis-a-vis its Western European Christian
counterparts—nineteenth-century Church bureaucrats routinely initiated for-
mal investigations into reported miracles in order to curtail “unfounded spec-
ulations” and to control the fate of the objects, sites, and, in cases of perceived
healers, even people, that stirred believers’ sacred sensibilities. Parish priests,
in turn, often attempted to dispel grassroots claims about the miraculous,
maintaining that such incidents involved little more than the “charlatanism of
dishonest people.™

In the past two decades, scholars of Orthodox Christianity in modern Russia
have turned primarily to such grassroots reports in order to determine Ortho-
dox views on the phenomenon of miracles. Given that such exploration of the
“theology of the streets” is conditioned in large part by available sources and the
context from which these sources arose, scholars interested in Orthodox think-
ing about miracles have often been forced to consider Church institutional-
related issues.* Having taken place on a local parish level and in the offices
of consistory and Synodal officials, discussions about miracles in the “lived”
context of nineteenth-century Russian Orthodoxy often digressed into state-
ments'and ideas concerning institutional authority, politics, power, and control.
Notions concerning the workings of the “spirit” inherent in the phenome-
non of miracles inserted a strong democratizing subtext into a hierarchically
organized institutional world, often empowering the conventionally marginal-
ized constituents within the faith community—especially common laymen and
women, Consequently, debates regarding miracles often dovetailed with polit-
ically charged discussions concerning the relationship between clergy and laity,
the source of authority within the community, especially episcopal authority, the
relationship between local, diocesan, and national Church governance, and the
image and role of laity.in Church life.

Furthermore, Church and civil legislation that guided nineteenth-century
discussions about miracles were composed during the reign of Peter the Great,
whose primary concerns led to- the ill-defined project of freeing Orthodoxy
from all that was “superfluous and not essential to salvation”® Inspired by a
mixture of Counter-Reformation sentiments that sought to bring credibility to
devotional practices in the face of corruption and Enlightenment rationalist
sensibilities that tended to dismiss miracles as signs of ignorance, this legis-
lation begged questions regarding the differences between “true” and “false”
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miracles and between superstition” and religion. Tracing Orthodox thought
on miracles based on these sources, consequently, has often left contemporary
scholars of modern Orthodoxy attempting to define the parameters of “Ortho-
doxy” as well as of “popular” and “official” religious cultures in any particular
period.’ Finally, the persistent pheriomenon of reported miracles in nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century Russia has challenged scholars of Orthodoxy to
question the conventional wisdom on modernity, progress, and secularization
that foresaw an inevitable decline in religion.?

Orthodox thinking about ‘miracles in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Russian Orthodoxy, however, was not limited to priests and peasants
or to consistory and Synodal bureaucrats. The subject of miracles surfaced in
other Orthodox quarters, namely among a group whose impact on modern
Russian religious thought has yet to be fully appreciated: professors and gradu-
ates of Russia’s leading theological academies. As the essay by Sean Gillen about
V. D. Kudriavtsev-Platonov in this volume indicates, far from being “deaf to all
practical demands of life” and, hence, removed from society and from matters
of concern to Orthodox faithful at large, many of the graduates of Russia’s
Orthodox academies embarked during this period on a conscious mission to
make Orthodoxy relevant in the modern world.? That relevance was being
tested in Russian society wherever modernity seemed to find its most eloquent
and persuasive expression: in the rise of science and the entrenchment of a
world view grounded in positivism, in the idea of progress, and, for Orthodox
Christians in particular, in the rise of critical historicism and Biblical interpre-
tation, which challenged the relationship between faith and history.!® In short,
these thinkers sought to meet the philosophical challenges wherever doubt,
materialism, and secularism seemed to dismiss the credibility of Orthodoxy as
an all-encompassing world view suited to the demands of the times.

The subject of miracles was no minor matter in these endeavors. Academi-
cally trained Orthodox thinkers struggled to assert the viability of an Ortho-
dox world view and the integrity of an Orthodox identity in an age where not
only miracle-working icons and healings were considered hindrances to pro-
gress, but where the very foundational tenet of that world view—the resur-
rection of Jesus—was no longer tenable.!! While some Christians in the West,
namely German liberal,Protestant theologians, actively embraced modernity
and attempted, as qné Orthodox academic theologian maintained, to celebrate
the resurrection of Christ without believing in the resurrection, Orthodox the-

ologians resisted the rift between faith and science or knowledge (nauka) that -

modernity had perpetuated.!? Echoing the view of the apostle Paul in the first
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century, the priest and graduate of the Moscow Spiritual Academy, Stefan
Ostroumov, reminded his readers, “if Christ was not resurrected . . . then the
religious relationship to him of millions of those living today and in the past
has been in vain and futile??

Recognizing the centrality of the “fact” of the resurrection for the Orthodox
world view, Russia’s Orthodox academic theologians actively engaged in West-
ern debates about the resurrection during this time period.!* At the same time,
some Orthodox academics also turned to the living nerve underlying belief
in the resurrection—namely, the notion of miracle. Insofar as the resurrection
was an event that was understood as “genuinely miraculous, as actually hav-
ing occurred, and irrefutable,” the resurrection begged the question of the very
possibility of miracles—revelatory acts of God in nature, in the psychologi-
cal nature 'of humans, and in the history of nations and peoples.’® Aware of
modern prejudices against miracles that came with the processes by which
doubt and atheism were gradually becoming “speakable” among all segments
of Russian society, many of Russia’s Orthodox academic theologians consid-
ered it imperative to address the topic;!¢ they sought to dispel reigning stereo-
types that had contributed to making the miracle “the phantom of this age,”
more despised among certain segments of the population, as one priest noted,
than religion as a whole."”

This essay offers an overview of the Orthodox exposition of the subject of
miracles‘in the face of modern skepticism in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Russia. Unlike in modern Western thought where the topic of miracles
immediately brings to mind such lurhinaries as John Toland, David Hume,
Immanuel Kant, and Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, except for ‘Feofan (Tuliakov),
who authored the most comprehensive apologetic work on Orthodoxy and
miracles in prerevolutionary Russia, no single thinker or group of Orthodox
thinkers stood out for their work on miracles. Instead, Orthodox discourse
on miracles dovetailed with authors’ other academic interests—dogmatic the-
ology, moral theology, history, or biblical scholarship. Focusing in particular
on understandings of God and creation, nature and free will, as well as on the
epistemic quality of miracles in the Orthodox world view, Orthodox thinkers
expanded upon and problematized the discourse about miracles as it tended
to surface in the lived contéxt of local churchlife. In doing so, Russia’s Ortho-
dox academic thinkers offered theological, philosophical, and epistemological
credence to sensibilitjes that they considered essential to an Orthodox world
view, and which, in‘modern times, otherwise remained conflated with notions
of superstition, ignorance, and deception.
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THE THINKERS AND THEIR SOURCES

In his introductory lecture in a course on dogmatics at Moscow Spiritual Acad-
emy in 1914, professor of theology Sergei Glagolev reviewed briefly the history
and purpose of thé school, whose origins dated to the mid-seventeenth century,
concluding that its ultimate purpose through the decades had been “the strug-
gle for the sacred” (bor’ba za sviatoe). This was not a struggle primarily for
churches, icons, or dogmas, he explained, but primarily against various world
views that “attempt to empty our souls*® In large part, a similar sentiment
motivated some other graduates from theological academies in the second half
of the nineteenth and early twentieth century to write in defense of miracles.
Far from being esoteric works aimed at other scholars, as had generally been
the case regarding academic theologieal work prior to the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, these essays were existentially motivated and spoke to contemporary
intellectual and philosophical challenges facing Orthedox Christians in a mod-
ernizing society.

The authors on whose work this essay is based enjoyed diverse vocations and
fates. Often graduates of the Saint Petersburg, Moscow, or Kiev Spiritual Acad-
emies, the majority of the Orthodox thinkers who wrote about miracles at this
time were born in the second half of the nineteenth century. They were raised
in a society and a Church environment influenced by the reforms initiated dur-
ing the reign of Emperor Alexander II (ruled 1855-81). Several writers, such as
Grigorii D’jiachenko (1850-1903), Ioann Orfanitskii (b. 1854) and Stefan Ostrou-
mov (d. after 1918), were ordained to the priesthood and served in parishes
after graduating from the academy.!® Others, such as Evgraf Loviagin (1822-
1909) and Sergei Glagolev (1865-1937), chose to retain their lay status and
became professors at the Saint Petersburg and Moscow Spiritual Academies,
or in the case of Pavel Svetlov (1861-1945), at Kiev University.? Petr Smirnov
(d. 1906) and Andrei Predtechenskii (d. 1893) served as editors of prominent
ecclesiastical journals, Tserkovnye vedomosti (Church News) and Khristianskoe
chtenie (Christian Reading).* Two authors—Nikolai Dobronravov (d. 1937) and
Feofan (Tuliakov) (1864-1937)—became bishops. At least five of the authors
were arrested and executed for anti-Soviet activity following the 1917 Bolshe-
vik Revolution.?

Some academically trained authors penned essays that were edifying descrip-
tions of the Orthodox understanding of miracles and did not explicitly engage
or draw upon any particular sources.2 Most authors, however, actively engaged
modern, Western attitudes toward miracles, inspired by such philosophical
luminaries as Baruch Spinoza (1632-77), David Hume (1711-76), Immanuel
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Kant (1724-1804), G. W. E Hegel (1770-1831), L. H. Fichte (1797-1879), Her-
bert Spencer (1820-1903), and Willjam James (1842~-1910) in order to counter
views and assumptions that were becoming increasingly more common in Rus-
sia. Occasionally, the ideas of less well-known Western theologians and philoso-
phers, such as the German theologian Hermann Olshausen (1796-1839), the
Anglican bishop Richard Trench (1807-86), the English mathematician and
liberal theologian Bladen Powell (1796-1860), and the geologist and president
of Amherst College Edward Hitchcock (1793-1864), also appeared.** Since
miracles, including Jesus’s miracles and resurrection, were also discussed in
the context of mqdern biblical criticism and the resulting quest for the histori-
cal Jesus, Orthodox academic writers knew well the works of H. S. Reimarus
(1694-1768), and the lives of Jesus by David Strauss (1808-74) and Ernest
Renan (1823-92). Less frequently, authors tapped literature from the sciences,
drawing on the work of geologists, physicists, physicians, and psychologists,
including the work of French neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-93).

Orthodox academics also drew freely on a wide array of traditional Ortho-
dox and more modern Russian religious sources for their explication of mira-
cles. They drew on biblical texts, especially when engaging modern biblical
scholarship on New Testament miracle stories or on the resurrection, In addi-
tion, modern Orthodox academics routinely cited patristic authors in their
defense of miracles, but generally not more so than contemporary Western
Christian authors whose views they shared, or, occasionally Russia’s religious
philosophers such as Vladimir Solovev, Sergei Trubetskoi, and Sergei Askoldov.
Sergei Glagolev’s essay, “Miracle and Science;” is particularly noteworthy since
it did not draw on traditional sources. Instead, reflecting his conviction that
truths of faith could be scientifically justified, his essay turned to logic and recent
scientific discoveries in the realms of physics and thermodynamics to illustrate
its points, thereby challenging common assumptions about the “mystical” qual-
ity of all Orthodox theology.?

The Orthodox defense of miracles before modern skeptics, however, did not
suggest an uncritical approach.to the subject matter. Indeed, when discussing
miracles, authors routinely turned to the Gospel texts to show Christianity’s
own nuanced understanding of them. Authors shared the assessment of Bishop
Ignatii (Brianchaninov).earlier in the century that in the Gospel texts “signs”
and “wonders” were secondary to the proclamation of the teachings of Jesus,
or the Word of God. A learned monk and spiritual writer who had received
his education at the Military Engineering School in Saint Petersburg, Bishop
Ignatii (1807-67) had provided what he considered a synthesis of patristic
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views on miracles. His series of three talks on the subject—first published in
a collection of sermons in 1863 and then separately (and posthumously) in
1870—offered what might be seen. as patristic justification for the guarded
approach to miracles as described in the Spiritual Regulation and subsequent
institutional policies.?® Despite this tradition of restraint toward miracles, how-
ever, Russia’s Orthodox thinkers did not believe that miracle stories were super-
fluous to the Gospel accounts or that they could be extracted from the texts
without endangering the Gospels’ integrity.?’

While the authors’ broad level of intellectual engagement with modern West-
ern trends was in large part textually based, it also reflected their living contact
with Western Europe and their own lived experience of Orthodoxy. Institu-
tional reforms within Russia’s theological academies in the mid-nineteenth
century encouraged professors to travel abroad to further their academic work.
As Nataliia Sukhova, a historian of Russia’s theological academies has noted,
such travel became a notable feature of academic life in Russia’s theological
schools beginning in the 1870s and was reflected in the scholarship that the
academies’ graduates produced.?® Some academic theologians, such as Sergei
Glagolev, who in 1900 was invited to be vice-president of the International
Congress of the History of Religions, became internationally acclaimed figures.

MIRACLE AND AGENCY

In a widely discussed essay on the resurrection of Jesus, academic theologian
and professor of moral theology at Moscow Spiritual Academy Mikhail Tareev
noted how, dogmatically speaking, the resurrection had often been reduced
simply to “the miracle of miracles,” which, in turn, served as proof of the divin-
ity of Jesus and the foundation of the Christian faith. In his estimation, how-
ever, there was more to the resurrection than simply a display of divine power.”
Similarly, Orthodox thinkers in the late nineteenth century did not look to mir-
acles as arguments for the existence of a God. Many of the most ardent, mod-
ern European detractors of miracles believed no less in the existence of a higher
power, a “Supreme Architect” Rather, Orthodox thinkers focused on miracles
as affirmations of the presence and agency of a personal God in the world in
contrast to an impersonal metaphysical naturalism that denied the very possi-
bility of a miracle. In response to a world view that understood the physical
world as governed exclusively by rational, eternally existing, self-sustaining laws,
mechanically predictable once discovered and known, and independent of any
“supernatural element,” Orthodox thinkers insisted on a more personally inter-
active universe.® ’
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Orthodox thinkers as a rule agreed with the modern view that the universe
is guided by impersonal natural laws. They welcomed scientific investigation
and maintained that people of faith should support such investigation since
Christianity embraces what is “true”® Yet authors hesitated to embrace the
manner in which those scientific laws were broadly understood and imagined
at that time. According to Glagolev, humans were limited in their knowledge
and simply did‘not know nature, including the human body, in enough depth
to master its laws, Similarly, Andrei Predtechenskii, professor of history at Saint
Petersburg Spiritual Academy, argued that, when pressed, many modern thinkers
defined the “laws” of nature as little more than “the way things are.®* Con-
sequently, Orthodox thinkers did not agree with the modern argument that
miracles were contrary to reason because they apparently presupposed either a
suspension in or a violation of the natural order.”

-Orthodox thinkers, like some of their Western Christian counterparts, saw
no opposition between the laws of nature and the notion of a miracle. In their
estimation, a given act might find its cause or impulse in a divine source but the
resulting activity or action did not inevitably contradict or suspend the laws of
nature. As Predtechenskii noted, “That which is higher than and external to
nature is not necessarily opposed to it Similarly, he along with other Ortho-
dox thinkers distinguished between the notions of augmenting and opposing
powers. The phenomenon of a person returning to life after death did not, in
his view, necessarily oppose nature. While such a phenomenon did not con-
form to the conventional laws or patterns of nature, it did not necessarily con-
tradict them either. He maintained that no laws of nature necessarily precluded
such a phenomenon from occurring, should nature be enabled to do so. “Nature
may not possess enough power to return a person to life,” he stated, “but such
a [life-giving] power at the same time may not be opposed to nature.”

The graduate of Moscow Spiritual Academy Stefan Ostroumov expressed a
similar idea when he maintained that even in day-to-day life laws of nature
often serve as a foundation upon which others act in order to produce new re-
sults. Physicians, for instance, routinely reverse the processes of nature through
medicine, but generally no one considers laws of nature in such instances to be
disturbed or violated. Instead, humans routinely make use of laws of nature in
order to overcome them by means of other laws. Laws of a higher order can use
and interact with laws of a lower order without violating or destroying the latter.*

Orthodox thinkers, therefore, attempted to balance a teleological view of
nature with a sui generis understanding of miracles for which no law of nature
could ever account yet that were not contrary to nature as such. According to
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Predtechenskii, it would be more scientifically accurate to acknowledge that the
laws that scientists recognize as governing nature do not necessarily exhaust
the body of all laws governing the physical world. He urged his readers to think
in terms of coexisting bodies of laws: the laws governing nature and those gov-
erning the phenomena of miracles.” Perhaps, he mused, if humans were able
more deeply to understand the physical world, they would be able to discover
a link between circumstances demanding a miracle and the “event” of a mira-
cle. Miracles, noted Grigorii D'iachenko, designated those unusual moments
when the divine activity that is usually cloaked by the laws of nature “reveals
itself” and “exposes a guiding hand "

While the philosophes and their philosophical descendants opposed the
notion of miracle on the grounds that it presupposed imperfection and flaws
in God's creation, modern Orthodox thinkers embraced it for precisely those
reasons. From the Orthodox perspective, however, these flaws were not inher-
ent in God’s work but the result of the exercise of human free will. Therefore,
it is not God’s work that miracles “fix;” in their estimation, but the work of
free creatures. The Orthodox defense of miracles, consequently, was linked to
a defense of both divine and human agency.

According to Orthodox authors, miracles were not arbltrary displays of
divine power but free, purposeful acts of God.* God acted in the world,
according to Orthodox academic thinkers, because God chose to do so. His
acts had an aim and a moral purpose. Miracles were acts of divine love and
mercy whose purpose or meaning, Glagolev insisted, could be identified in
two contexts: in critical historical periods when miracles usually signaled a
new phase in human development or in cases where humans, exercising their
free will, created circumstances that needed to be set aright.®® Other think-
ers maintained that miracles facilitated the development of human mind and
will* According to the graduate of Moscow Spiritual Academy Petr Smirnov,
the moral aspect was so significant in defining a miracle that even “ordinary”
phenomena or events—entirely explainable by the laws governing nature—
might be deemed miraculous given the power of their perceived meaning and
their edifying quality.? The essential purpose of miracles in any case, accord-
ing to the graduate of Moscow Spiritual Academy and priest Ioann Orfanitskii,
was the renewal or restqration of creation, whose fate was continually being
challenged by the misuse of human free will.*

Orthodox defense of miracles, consequently, rested on beliefs in the reality of
personal human agency as much as personal divine agency. According to Glago-
lev, despite all of the psychological, physical, and circumstantial constrictions
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placed on humans, in the Orthodox world view they nonetheless retain freedom
of will and creativity that can direct existing forces of nature. Since the conse-
quences of their actions can be and often are detrimental to society and nature,
and since often these consequences lie beyond the scope of human ability to con-
trol or reverse them, God, in the Orthodox world view, can choose to respond
through miracles. Miracles, in this understanding, can block evil or “redirect
evil to positive outcomes” in nature, in personal lives, and in entire societies.

Indeed, the bishop of Kronstadt, Feofan, author of the most comprehen-
sive Orthodox study of the phenomenon of miracles, insisted that “the reality
of human free will is logically linked with the reality of Divine Providence
in peoples’ lives”* Affirming the reality of human freedom yet recognizing
human limitation, Bishop Feofan agreed that humans have the capacity to act
in ways that do not conform to goals of salvation. For this reason, miracles
were indeed “natural” and “necessary” in the Orthodox world viewsince they
enabled humans individually and collectively to stay “on course” with respect
to the economy of salvation, while insuring the integrity of human freedom and
the free path of personal self-determination.® In contrast to modern enlight-
ened rationalists and Deists who denied miracles and revelatory acts of God in
the name of freedom of spirit and independence of thought, Orthodox thinkers
argued that those who embrace the notion of divine revelation “know that they
do not lose freedom but discover it’¥

MIRACLE AND SIGHT

While Orthodox thinkers maintained that the reality of miracles was depen-
dent on the existence of a God that was both wholly transcendent and wholly
immanent, faith in that God was not necessary for miracles to occur. God was
not bound by unbelief or lack of faith. As the prolific writer, bishop of Kostroma,
and graduate of Moscow Spiritual Academy Vissarion (Nechaev) noted, “Mir-
acles take place entirely by the grace of God,” a grace that not even all believers
enjoyed.* Examining the miracles of Jesus as reported in the Gospel texts, the
graduate of Moscow Spiritual Academy and professor of theology at the Uni-
versity of Kiev Pavel Svetlov noted that people who were healed by Jesus were
not always people of faith.* Faith, however, did matter in the process of iden-
tifying a phenomenon or event as miraculous. The miraculous, in this sense,
lay in the eye and spiritual disposition of the beholder.*® Miracle was to a large
extent a rhatter of perception.’!

The notions of discernment and perception were intrinsic to Orthodox
discourse about miracles, although the tenor of that discussion depended to a
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large extent on the faith orientation of a given audience. As indicated in the
1912 case regarding believers from the church of Saint Nicholas in the Siberian
diocese of Eniseisk at the outset of this essay, many church officials were excep-
tionally cautious when it came to the proclamation of miracles among Ortho-
dox believers, often marginalizing the significance of such supposed “signs”
with regard to salvation. In his essay, “Thoughts about Miracles;” the priest
Stefan Ostroumov acknowledged, along with his modern detractors, that not
every event or phenomenon that might initially appear miraculous to believers
truly is s0.2 Similarly, Sergei Glagolev admitted that historically Christians
had often deemed occurrences miraculous that, in fact, were not. Sight, in the
Orthodox understanding, was a subtle notion. Authors noted that the lack of
its proper cultivation and conditioning among believers often precluded the
quality of vision necessary to discern genuine miracles. Consequently, while
academic theologians wholeheartedly defended the reality of miracles in the
face of modern philosophical skepticism, they also drew on an Orthodox intel-
lectual and spiritual heritage that was nuanced when it came to the proclama-
tion and recognition of miracles.

Perhaps the most detailed consideration of this complex heritage belonged to
the bishop and well-known spiritual guide Ignatii (Brianchaninov), who in the
mid-nineteenth century articulated what might be deemed a modern Ortho-
dox apology for skepticism. Drawing on a detailed reading of New Testament
texts, along with writings of such Eastern Christian luminaries as Macarius of
Egypt, Ephrem the Syrian, and John Chrysostom, Bishop Ignatii distinguished
between sight conditioned by “a mind that is set on the flesh” (plotskoe mudro-
vanie) and sight enlightened by spiritual reason (dukhovnyi razum).>* A “mind
set on the flesh,” in his view, reflected a false consciousness of life, guided as it
was by a sense of self-sufficiency.and self-importance.’ It oriented itself pri-
marily to the human condition and to worldly concerns. Such a mindset was
little moved by longer-term moral or spiritual considerations.>* Since the body
was the barometer of life in this world view, those guided by a “mind set on the
flesh” usually considered bodily illness as a calamity and healing a marker of
unqualified well-being, Ironically, although those conditioned by such a mind-
set usually had little sense of the holy or an awareness of the divine, in Ignatii’s
estimation they nevertheless were among those who most desired and sought
signs and miracles. Such people, in his view, tended to understand miracles
in terms of demonstrations of power and were captivated by the performative
aspect of what might appear to them as miraculous. According to Ignatii, their
search for signs and miracles often resulted only in mishap and ruin.
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The sight of those who were enlightened by spiritual reason, in contrast,
was more restrained with respect to “seeing” miracles. Oriented in life to both
body and.soul, those'guided by spiritual reason saw beyond the mere physi-
cal aspects of life. In Ignatii’s view, such people embraced virtues—especially
patience and humility—that “a mind set on the flesh” usually could not recog-
nize or appreciate. Accordingly, those who were enlightened by spiritual reason
did not react to bodily illness as a tragedy, but were aware of the virtues that
illness might cultivate. Hence, a miracle would not necessarily be sought in or
perceived as an unexpected or unexplainable cure—in the marvel or in the dis-
play of wondrous power. Instead, the miracle, in the eyes of those enlightened
by spiritual reason, would be found in the salvific consequence of an act, event,
or phenomenon. For Ignatii, genuinely miraculous events or phenomena were
replete with meaning; their primary purpose was to guide a person toward
the Word of God as communicated in Scripture—a function they served, in his
estimation, even in the Gospel narratives. Never an end in themselves, miracles
were above all meant to be contemplated, and for this reason were sometimes
referred to as “signs.” Since those guided by spiritual reason were acutely aware
of the power of a living God, maintained Ignatii, they resisted seeking “signs,”
since they understood the risks of deception involved in doing so. Indeed, as
Ostroumov and other Orthodox thinkers maintained before their fellow believ-
ers, the seeking of miracles was a sign of a misguided religious consciousness
and suggested unbelief rather than belief.*®

While Ignatii’s observations were addressed primarily to fellow monastics
and Orthodox Christians at large, the discussion of perception and discern-
ment with regard to miracles was somewhat different when addressed to non-
believers. According to Glagolev, divine causality and activity within the world
could be perceived only if a person was open to its existence. If a person
remained deaf and mute to God’s “good callings,” he maintained, such divine
activity, though objectively present, would remain beyond a person’s field of
vision. In other words, to an untrained eye, a miracle appears as an “ordinary”
natural phenomenon. It remains “hidden” and “inaccessible™ A “trained eye’—
cultivated in part by faith—however, sees the world in qualitatively different
terms. In an attempt to articulate for the modern mindset the sensibilities asso-
ciated with the experience of a miracle,Bishop Feofan of Kronstadt compared
these sensibilities with those that inspired artists and composers in their work,
where an enigmatic “special gift” accounted for a special “Sight” or “percep-
tion.” No less of “genius” was at work, in Bishop Feofan's estimation, when the
matter came to genuine religious experience.®* In other efforts to explain the
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character of perception that lent itself to discernment of miracles, Orthodox
authors spoke about the “moral-psychological sensibility” and the “disposition
of the soul” that conditioned and allowed a person to see the miraculous.®*

The well-known theologian, philosopher, priest, and graduate of Moscow

Spiritual Academy Pavel Florenskii addressed the issues of perception, faith,
and miracles in an essay entitled “About Superstition and Miracle” penned in
1903, the year before he enrolled at the Academy and during his final year as
a mathematics student at Moscow State University. Writing in reaction to the
popularity of spiritualism and occultism in Russian society at that time, Flo-
renskii maintained that neither superstition nor miracle lay in the “fact” of a
phenomenon or event, but in the mode of their apprehension, in a person’ rela-
tion to the fact.®? Florenskii identified three such modes or “world views” (miro-
vozrenii)—religious, scientific, and superstitious. A person with a religious world
view, Florenskii argued, often perceived things and events as “transparent” to
divine activity. A person envisaged a thing as a “transparent membrane” through
which he or she would claim to behold the working power of God. Such a reli-
gious mode of perception, he maintained, resulted in the assertion of miracle.
Miracles are dependent on faith, in Florenskii’s estimation, insofar as “faith”
was understood to relate to the working power of the Good (Blagoi Sily).5?

According to Bishop Ignatii, the ability to perceive genuine miracles was
linked not merely to faith, but also to a particular level of spiritual develop-
ment. He considered the notions of “true” and “false” miracles in terms of the
development of a “spiritual” in contrast to a “fleshly” sight. Florenskii was no
less interested than Ignatii in matters of inner development and human consti-
tution that accounted for different modes of apprehension of the world. Instead
of characterizing sight in terms of “spiritual” and “fleshly;, however, Florenskii
distinguished between “religious” and “superstitious” world views. In his esti-
mation, miracles were inherent to the religious world view, while “anti-miracles”
(otritsatelnye chudesa) characterized the superstitious world view. The distinc-
tion between the two—miracle and anti-miracle—lies in a person’s inclination
to discern the power of good or the power of evil.

According to Florenskii, a person who held a religious world view “saw” a
miracle when he or she discerned the will of “Him through whom all things
came into being” within a seemingly arbitrary event or phenomenon.5 Address-
ing primarily those involved:in spiritualism, Florenskii maintained that those
who held a “superstitious” world view, in contrast, operated with a different
vision, and saw things in terms of evil or impure forces. Whereas a person’with
a religious world view perceived a “divine moment” in the miracle, a person
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with a superstitious world view experienced a heightened perception of “an
evil moment.” with a resulting: sense of dread, aversion, and disgust once the
“moment” has passed. Other authors, such as the priest Petr Smirnov, con-
ceived of false miracles as those “unusual” and “supernatural” events or acts
whose results were destructive, false, and impure.®

Florenskii acknowledged that not all people conceived of the world in such
enchanted terms. Between the religious and the superstitious world views,
therefore, he proposed a third, more neutral mode of comprehending the
world—the scientific. According to a scientific mode of perception, as Floren-
skii defined it, thirigs are distinguished from their causality and are considered
in and of themselves, in value-free terms. In such a world view, insofar as they
are attributed to a divine cause, miracles lay beyond the scope of interest and
perceptual range.® Indeed, as the anonymous priest P:skii maintained, inas-
much as miracles might be a part of nature but did not belong to nature, they
remained outside the bounds of strictly scientific explanation.” On the other
hand, Florenskii agreéd with other Orthodox thinkers that just because a per-
son deemed an occurrence a miracle did not mean that it necessarily defied
rational, scientific explanation. The two were not mutually exclusive. Faith and
reason and faith and knowledge, insisted Florenskii, were not antithetical cate-
gories.®® As Pavel Svetlov maintained, it was neither science nor knowledge
that was at odds with the faith, but “bad philosophy that cloaks itself in the
namé of science”® Not only did phenomena deemed miraculous not detract
from the sciences, but, as Glagolev maintained,"in some cases they helped to
further scientific inquiry.” Indeed, according to Florenskii, even the resurrec-
tion was a natural phenomenon since all eventually would be subject to its law;
as yet, however, it was a lone example thereof. In Florenskii’s estimation, sim-
ply because something may not be rationally demonstrated or ever rationally
explained does not lead to the conclusion that it was impossible and held no
place in the scientific world view.

CONCLUSION

Frustrated by the continued efforts on the part of diocesan officials to convince
them of the “ordinary” (obyknovennaia) nature of their newly found icon of
the Mother of God named “The Joy of All Who Sorrow” and to thwart their
veneration of it, peasant parishioners froni:the Saint Nicholas church in the
diocese of Eniseisk'in 1912 penned a letter to the ober-procurator of the Holy
Synod calling for what can be read as 2 philosophical truce with their detrac-
tors: “Let the icon for some be ordinary,” they wrote, “but we cherish it as a
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blessing””" It is impossible to know with which group Orthodox academic
thinkers who wrote about miracles and modernity in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century would have sympathized in this particular case or in
numerous other cases like it. Conditioned by the Orthodox spiritual heritage
to avoid “rumors of miracles;” as expounded by Ignatii (Brianchaninov), and
aware of the Christian responsibility to “dispel superstition and false beliefs and
to explain the seemingly miraculous quality of natural phenomena,” Russia’s
academic theologians were potentially no less critical than their modern Euro-
pean counterparts of claims about the miraculous.”

At the same time, by defending the notion and possibility of miracles against
modern detractors, Russia’s academic theologians pushed the boundaries of the
debates surrounding them. In addition to political issues of authority, power,
and control already embedded in institutional discourse about miracles, aca-
demic theologians shed light on the other, more foundational epistemological,
anthropological, and historical issues at stake. In doing so, they offered intel-
lectual and conceptual credibility to a host of sensibilities found among the
Orthodox faithful that otherwise could easily be dismissed by modern standards
as obscurantist and steeped in “the murk of ignorance””® In particular, since
miracles begged the definition of knowledge as much as uinderstandings of God
and nature, and since, as the priest and graduate of the Kiev Spiritual Academy
Petr Linitskii recognized, knowledge is power, the subject of miracles—and the
experiences reportedly associated with them—remained tenaciously relevant
in the modern world,™

Insofar as they have considered Russian religious thought in terms of “con-
temporary philosophical expression of the ideals of the culture of Russian
Orthodoxy,” most twentieth-century historians and intellectual historians of
Russia have tended to focus on the rich intellectual heritage left by such lumi-
naries of Russian society as Sergei Askoldov, Sergei Bulgakov, Vladimir Solovev,
and Sergei Trubetskoi.” Russian religious thought has tended to be identified
primarily with thinkers who received their primary education in secular insti-
tutions of higher learning. Despite the fact that many such religious thinkers
were active Orthodox believers, students of Russian history often conceived of
their thought as part of an intellectual community distinct from the Orthodox
Church both as an institution and as a community of faith. Consequently, in the
past two decades, in order to understand the culture of Russian Orthodoxy as
it was lived and practiced, historians of Russia have broadened their concep-
tualization of what constitutes “thought” and have sought the voices of those,
such as the parishioners from the Saint Nicholas parish in the Eniseisk diocese,
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whose beliefs and rituals defined lived Orthodox culture at any given time.
Conspicuously absent for the most part from both lines of investigation has
been in-depth consideration of the voices from the theological academies and
their graduates. As the subject of miracles indicates, many Orthodox academi-
cally trained thinkers were deeply steeped in tradition yet actively engaging the
modern cultural and philosophical trends influencing all levels of Russian soci-
ety. Their voices, no less than those of their university-trained counterparts,
seminary-trained consistory bureaucrats, and parish priests, monastic guides,
and ordinary laymen and women, belong to the rich legacy of modern Russian

religious thought.
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