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Myrrh-streaming icon of Tsar Nicholas II

Saints Alive! 
(or “The Bits the Hagiographers Left Out”)
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There are only a few Orthodox saints to whom the church has granted the 

title, “the Great”: Athanasius of Alexandria, Anthony, Macarius and Euthymius 
of the Egyptian Thebaid, and Basil of Cappadocia. As both the founder of 
organized cenobitic monasticism in the West, and the ascetic warrior-bishop 
who threw his tempered intellect into battle against the Arians, Basil’s title fi ts 
him well. His name fi ts him even better. He stands in Orthodox tradition as 
a king: noble, principled and imperious. 

It was in his retreat at Ibora, near Cappadocia (in modern-day Turkey) that 
the young Basil forged his famous monastic rule. Even today there are distinct 
traces of the Basilian rule threaded through Greek and Slavic monasticism, and 
Basil inscribed his legacy in two versions: the Shorter Rule, and the Longer. 
Ibora was a wild and mountainous spot on the edge of Asia Minor and Basil 
lived there, fi rst with Gregory Nazianzen (St. Gregory the Theologian) and then 
with a growing number of disciples, including, for a time, his own brothers 
Peter and Gregory (of Nyssa). In the Rule he recommended nothing he had 
not done himself. Physical labor included hauling manure, chopping fi rewood, 
and dressing the rough stones to be used for building. Worship services were 
long and fervent, food was poor, discipline exact—and Basil, with his iron 
temperament, gloried in it.

Years later, in a letter warm with affection and good humor, Gregory 
Nazianzen reminded Basil of their sojourn at Ibora, and we read with delight 
his account of an early rescue of the young ascetics:

Your roofl ess and doorless hut, your fi reless and smokeless hearth, your 
walls dried by fi re, that we may not be hit by the drops of mud, condemned like 
Tantalus thirsting in the midst of waters, and that pitiable feast with nothing 
to eat, to which we were invited from Cappadocia, not as to a Lotus-eater’s 
poverty, but to a table of Alcinous—we young and miserable survivors of a 
wreck. For I remember those loaves and the broth (so it was called), yes, and 
I shall remember them too, and my poor teeth that slipped on your hunks of 
bread, and then braced themselves up, and pulled themselves as it were out of 
mud. You yourself will raise these things to a higher strain of tragedy, having 
learnt to talk big through your own sufferings...for if we had not been quickly 

With great thanks to Ija Schmit and Alla Dyakova for their assistance in 
researching this article.



TALKS WITH ORTHODOX CHRISTIANS:
My Road to Emmaus

There are times in our lives when – like the two disciples on the Road to Em-
maus - we fi nd ourselves in situations where our eyes are opened to Christ’s presence. 
We asked  Orthodox believers to share with us some instances that affected their 
lives and helped to set them on their spiritual search.
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There were three children in my family–myself, a younger sister and a 

younger brother. Our father died early on and our mother, who still lives with 

me, is totally blind. I never married. I guess I had too many worries helping 

my mother and just trying to survive. My sister was married young and had 

a daughter, but later she divorced and became very sad. We tried our best to 

help her through this period, but she fell into deeper and deeper depression. 

She worked as a waitress in a hotel restaurant, but the pay never seemed to be 

enough. Several years ago she jumped off her balcony and fell seven stories to 

her death. We were all in shock.

We never heard about God when we were growing up. We only heard 

about some kind of socialist-style paradise that was always just around the 

corner. I met an Orthodox believer once who asked me how I could deal 

with all these things in my life without faith in God…. there had to be more 

meaning to life than just living and dying. I had never given it any thought. 

We just weren’t brought up with religion and it was all so foreign to me. But 

after my sister’s death something happened inside me. I experienced a terrible 

urgency to make sense of everything that had occurred. That’s the moment 

my spiritual life began. I now go to church and thank God for the little light 

I do see in my life.
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delivered by that great supporter of the poor—I mean your mother—who ap-
peared opportunely like a harbour to men tossed by a storm, we should long ago 
have been dead, rather pitied than admired for our faith in Pontus... *

 * Letters of  St. Gregory Nazianzen, Division II, Letter 5, Eerdman’s Post-Nicene Fa-

thers.


