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Today the Russian Orthodox Church keeps the memory of two great saints. They lived in
different times, they traversed different paths, but each revealed by their spiritual struggles the
ideal of Christian sanctity, following the path of the commandments of Christ.

Ven Sergius of Radonezh struggled in the monastic life more than 600 years ago. In his
twenties he left the secular world in order to live as a hermit in a dense forest, to live a solitary
life alone with God. Withdrawing into solitude, he never imagined that eventually disciples
would join him, and in time his humble hut would grow and become a monastery, and then a
great Lavra, the spiritual center of the Russian Orthodox Church. The Lord says: “..unless a
grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit”
(John 12:24). Ven. Sergius was a man, who in his youth died to the world. His love for Christ
and the Holy Trinity was so great, that he only wanted to abide with God. However, God did
not permit this light to remain hidden, and it shone forth throughout the entire Russian land.

He did not flee from people, but from the vanity of this world, because his soul burned with
desire to spend all his days in prayer and in the presence of God. Later, when his struggles
became known, people were drawn to him, and that spiritual world, which the saint acquired
within himself, began to spread to others. Ven. Sergius is an example to us that before a man
can be a role model and receive the right to teach others, he must first acquire within himself
that treasure which enters into the heart through prayer, contemplation of God, and tranquility.
If we do not have internal tranquility and peace, then we cannot spread it to others. If our
entire life is not an example of following Christ and fulfilling the commandments of Christ, then
we can’t teach anything to others.

The Grand Duchess Elizabeth, [whose memory is kept today on the Julian Calendar (0.S.)],
followed a different path. She came from a wealthy aristocratic family, was the sister of
Alexandra Fyodorovna, the Empress of Russia, and the wife of the General-Governor of
Moscow. But one day a horror occurred: her husband was murdered by the bomb of a
terrorist. After this Elizabeth Fyodorovna took upon herself the podvig (spiritual struggle) of
serving others. She built in Moscow the Convent of Martha and Mary, whose inhabitants
practiced charity and good works, such as taking care of the sick and helping orphans. Along
with practicing works of charity they lived the monastic life of prayer and contemplation of
God. The Holy Grand Duchess Elizabeth ended her days in martyrdom. On the day we
remember Ven. Sergius, 82 years ago [108 years ago], she was thrown into a mine shaft in
Alapayevsk [a historic town in the Ural Mountains].

Before us are two examples of holiness. Ven. Sergius chose the path of Mary, that is to say,
he left the world in order to abide with God. Ven. New-martyr Elizabeth chose the path of
Martha, that is, she dedicated her life to serving her neighbor, actively practicing charity and
good works. However, in a sense, their paths merged. Standing on the path of Mary, Ven.
Sergius also took the path of Martha for many people, because the internal peace which he
acquired he later gifted to thousands of others. And the Holy Grand Duchess Elizabeth, who
followed the path of Martha, through her sacrificial service, through the dedication of her entire
life and all her labors for God, became Mary, because having listened with her heart to the
voice of God, she perceived the presence of the living Christ. The podvig of these people
shows us that in different epochs and times and in different circumstances a person can at the
same time follow the path of Martha and of Mary, i.e., the path of the interior life and the path
of service to others. Never only be Mary — think only of God and run away from people. But
one shouldn’t turn into Martha either — worrying and thinking about many things, but
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forgetting about “the one thing needful.” The podvig of the Christian life consists of
possessing both what Martha and also what Mary had.

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your
mind.” That is the first commandment. And the second is: “You shall love your neighbor as
yourself” (Matthew 22:37,39). It is impossible to love God and not to love your neighbor; it is
impossible to love your neighbor, and to not love God. The Holy Apostle John says: “If any
one says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother
whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen” (1 John 4:20). The example of
these two great saints teach us that there are various paths that a person may follow, but they
must unite into the one Christian path of life, based on the keeping of the commandments of
Christ and love for God and one’s neighbor.

Translated by Archpriest Peter Olsen, July 4, 2026
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