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Rejoice, O Virgin Theotokos, Mary full of grace, the Lord is with Thee.

That same night, Ilija heard the cries and the pleading of the suffering Russian people.

“If you do not speak My words, I will appear elsewhere.”

Three days had passed since Ilija began his vigil.

December 1941

January 1942

“How will we hold the military parade?”

“The parade will be held. I’ll personally see to it. If there’s an air raid during the parade, the dead and wounded must be removed quickly so the parade can continue. It will be filmed and broadcast across the country. I’ll deliver a speech... What do you say?”

“Though I admit, the political impact... would be tremendous.” | “Then it’s decided.”

“not even me—until the very last moment.”

“If they want a war of extermination—then that is what they will get.”

“How will we hold the military parade?”

“The parade will be held. I’ll personally see to it. If there’s an air raid during the parade, the dead and wounded must be removed quickly so the parade can continue. It will be filmed and broadcast across the country. I’ll deliver a speech... What do you say?”

“Though I admit, the political impact... would be tremendous.” | “Then it’s decided.”

“not even me—until the very last moment.”

“If they want a war of extermination—then that is what they will get.” | At the table sat Metropolitan Ilija, Petja, and Petja’s uncle, Mikhail Vladimirovich Strelnikov.

“And nothing stood in the way of the Germans entering Moscow.”

“The Germans fled in panic, driven by terror. They abandoned their equipment along the road. A miracle occurred.”

“Since you are nonbelievers, none of your generals—nor the German ones—could understand why it happened.”

ChatGPT је рекао: | July 1942

“Stalingrad.”

“For that, all means are fair. All! All! All! When danger threatens from every side, we must use every weapon. Poison the wells! Hide the food! Dig traps! May the devil break their legs—or their wheels!” | “The Red Army doesn’t have time to defend every village, every house. The enemy is heading for Stalingrad. It’s surrounded. We’re sending all our forces there.” | “What?”

“Stalingrad?”

“Be quiet.”

“They’ve attacked the whole world. Only we remain.” | “Moscow is about to fall.” | “Leningrad too.” | “They’re killing everyone—old men, women, children.”

“She’s not a spy. She’s an innocent soul.”

“You’ll die. You’ll be raped and shot again.” | “I must go to Stalingrad. My child is there! My husband is dead. He died near Moscow. I was at the funeral, and now I’m returning home. I’m not crazy. I’m a mother. I’m not a thief. I don’t even know exactly where I came from. I left Moscow by train, but it was bombed. I continued on foot. I don’t even know where I was shot. You see I’m telling the truth. I need help to reach my son.”

“Listen, comrade. In wartime, don’t speak in riddles. They could arrest you.”

“I must go to Stalingrad! Please, tell me the way to Stalingrad?”

“I don’t know. And if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. It’s dangerous there. People don’t go there.”

The Train

Stalingrad

“Is anyone here?”

“I am.”

Stalingrad in flames.

That scream only a mother can give.

The Kazan Icon Arrives in Stalingrad

That the Mother of God would drive out the enemy.

Victory. | Petya’s Diary | July 17, 1942

My God, do You exist?

July 22 – February 2

Nothing will ever be the same again.

Petya’s Diary | July 17, 1942

My God, do You exist?

July 22 – February 2

Nothing will ever be the same again.

The Last Days of May, 1944

Thousands of Germans died, and thousands surrendered.

“Just before your attack, the Madonna appeared in the sky”—

“and the entire German army saw her. | Suddenly, none of our weapons would fire. Not a single bullet. | Our guns refused to obey.”

and Who was helping us.

Even Joseph Stalin was praying. | When Stalin Turned Toward Berlin

the largest concentrated firepower in history.

Stalin didn’t call him for three days.

April 25:

While the Monks Walked Across Russia with the Icon of the Mother of God...

Patriarch Sergius declared:

Metropolitan Ilija addressed the Council:

The Council Continues – A Nation Reawakens

“Come forth. It is time. The darkness has passed. We begin again.”

The People Hear the Bells Again

The Return

“Fire in an abandoned house. Cause: unknown.”

“You will be the president of all Russians! You will be the president of all Russians!”

A battle between good and evil.

It was a victory of humanity over a man.

Edinburgh, Scotland

“Peace of God.”

“I have to go.”

London, England

“Stalin.”

Moscow, 1948

Petya continued softly, alone.

“Once everything is in place, it’ll be your move. How long it will take—I don’t know. There’s only one problem.”

“Well, maybe not a problem exactly. Let’s say... a condition. A pact.”

“So, where are we then, comrades? Come on, let’s take one more look at the plans and begin construction!”

On March 5th, 1953, the heart of Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin ceased to beat. A strange death—just like that. A stillness, an irresistible peace, descended upon the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.

After Stalin's death, the process of exposing his repressions began—his tortures, the horrific GULAG system, the culture of denunciation, terror, and even genocide. Only a small circle of people knew the full extent of it. Petya was one of them. Through persistent work, he uncovered more and more facts about that era. He received praise for his efforts and steadily rose within the ranks.

Moscow, a March afternoon.

First Mission in Paris

“There are no enemies in that church—only witnesses. And I am one of them.” | Return to Moscow: A Letter Without an Address

“Lord, I don’t know whom I’m writing to. I no longer dare address either You or them. I write because silence is becoming a sin. In Paris, I saw the face of a people we have lost. People who never stopped believing, even while fleeing. And I—I was the voice that recorded. And now I understand: | The notes are testimony, not evidence. | This is not a report. | This is a confession.”

One of Petya’s first assignments was to interrogate Isaac Shmidt, an old Jewish smuggler from Krakow who had been caught trafficking. | Prison Cell, Kazan, 1953

A few months later – a long walk through Sokolniki Park

“Truth is not forged by power, but by memory.”

“So will mine, little one. So will mine.” | Pilgrimage to Jerusalem

“You are not the first to come from the dark. But you are the first to carry testimony, not judgment. Leave a note—not a report. And go in peace.”

“Here I wept. Not from weakness, but because I found what was lost—myself.”

Present Day, Year 2025

“You see, my son... They say it saved the people.”

“Mama, does it still help us?”

“If you believe – yes.”

“And that’s why we won?”

“There is no peace without prayer. No past without memory. No Russia without the Mother of God.” | The End.
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Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name.
Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread,
And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors,
And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.
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December 1941
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Monk Petja did not move. He didn’t even think. Sweat slowly dripped from his forehead. Around him, everything was urgency and secrecy. Outside, it was still daylight, but inside Stalin’s underground bunker in the center of Moscow, a deep, quiet darkness reigned. Petja imagined the moon rising in the East and a few stars piercing the pale blue sky.

Though his mind was torn by countless thoughts, Monk Petja was immersed in the harsh gentleness of the infinite. He felt within him the dawning of that dark morning — hope, if that word hope could even be applied to the roar of German cannons echoing through Moscow.

At the moment, it seemed to him that he had escaped all danger, since he was 150 meters below the surface of the earth. What gave this tormented monk an odd sense of peace in this moment of stillness was the deep silence — both on earth and in the heavens. Only the sound of the ventilation system could be heard, pumping fresh air from above. It was a constant noise, a kind of humming that became invisible over time, blending into habit.

He straightened up. The package in his hands was growing heavier and heavier. His gaze became strange and fixed. He stared at the large white doors adorned with a glowing red star — the five-pointed Soviet symbol. Behind those doors, something unusual was happening...

***
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Winter 1941
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It was the winter of 1941. The Germans were approaching Moscow. Russia was on the brink of collapse. In those days, almost no one believed in victory. The citizens saw only ruin around them. Panic and chaos reigned everywhere — fear and despair. Stalin had brought in divisions to defend Moscow, recalling many of them by memory and then directly phoning their commanders. NKVD agents stormed the streets, shooting deserters — even janitors who tried to flee. A decision had been made to stay and fight. Stalin’s presence in Moscow, said Comintern leader Dimitrov, “was worth an entire strong army.” Stalin found clarity in the end of doubt. When one commissar phoned to discuss evacuation to the East, Stalin interrupted him:

“Find out if your comrades have shovels.”

“Excuse me, Comrade Stalin?”

“Do they have shovels?” The commissar asked someone nearby whether they had shovels.

“What kind of shovels, Comrade Stalin — regular ones or something else?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, we have shovels. What should we do with them?”

“Tell your comrades,” Stalin replied calmly, “to take the shovels and dig their own graves. We are not leaving Moscow. And neither will they...”

German tanks continued advancing over the frozen snow, and Moscow faced the threat of encirclement. Zhukov had no reserves left. Since June, Stalin had lost three million soldiers. His infamous little leather notebook was literally empty. Like a despotic shopkeeper, aided by his pudgy bookkeeper son, Stalin jealously guarded his secret reserves, while Malenkov sat beside him and counted. When Stalin asked one general what could save Moscow, the man answered: “Reserves.”

“Any idiot,” Stalin snapped, “could defend a city with reserves.” He generously granted him fifteen tanks, to which Malenkov remarked that this was all that remained. It is staggering that the vast army of this enormous empire had, in just a few months, been reduced to fifteen tanks.

The Third Reich’s intelligence service in Berlin declared that Russia was “finished,” but Stalin’s iron and frugal handling of reserves, combined with Zhukov’s brilliant and brutal warfare, was taking its toll on the Germans. Their vehicles broke down in the ice and mud, and their troops became exhausted and frostbitten. They began once more to prepare for the final blow, convinced Stalin had depleted every last resource. But there was one page in Stalin’s leather notebook they had forgotten.

Stalin’s Far Eastern army of 700,000 men had been guarding the border with Japan, but in late September, Richard Sorge — the spy Stalin once called a “pimp” — reported that Japan would not attack Russia. On October 12, Stalin consulted with his Far Eastern associates, and they confirmed, based on their intelligence, that Tokyo had no hostile intentions.

Kaganovich organized a continuous flow of trains that, in a short period, transported 400,000 fresh troops, 1,000 tanks, and 1,000 aircraft across the Eurasian expanse — one of the most decisive logistical feats of World War II. The last train departed on October 17, and these secret legions began to gather behind Moscow.

***
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When the Great Patriotic War began, the Patriarch of Antioch, Alexander III, addressed a message to Christians around the world, calling for prayer and material support for Russia. At that time, only a very small number of true friends remained loyal to the Russian land. Yet, there were great intercessors even within Russia, such as Hieroschemamonk Seraphim of Vyritsa. For a thousand days and nights, he prayed for the salvation of the Russian land and people during those most difficult years when the country was under siege by enemies.

But just as in 1612, by Divine Providence, for the revelation of God's will and the fate of the Russian land and its people, a friend and intercessor was chosen from a brotherly Church — Metropolitan Elijah of the Mountains of Lebanon (of the Antiochian Patriarchate). He understood what Russia meant to the world. He knew, and therefore he always prayed for the salvation of Russia, for the enlightenment of its people.

After the appeal of Alexander III, Metropolitan Elijah began to pray with fiery zeal and all his heart for Russia’s deliverance from destruction and from the enemy invasion. He resolved to withdraw in solitude and ask the Mother of God to reveal to him how he might help Russia.

***
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November 1941

[image: ]


At the Ipatiev Monastery, life was miserable in those days. Meals were eaten at bare tables — broth made of water, a few potatoes, and that was all. The Germans were at the gates; there were even rumors that Hitler had reserved a box seat at the Bolshoi Theatre. Everything was dire, yet no one was afraid. People gathered on the church steps, and the courtyards had become workshops for manufacturing rifles. It seemed as if no one had time to spare.

At the doors of the church stood Metropolitan Elijah of the Mountains of Lebanon. His dark gaze swept over the crowd. The air reeked of gunpowder, burning his nostrils. He was a pure, but shadowed conscience. By nature, he was absolute. He was a priest, a metropolitan — a serious calling. A man, like the sky, can be darkly clear — all it takes is something to cast a shadow within him. In Elijah, it was the priesthood itself that created that shadow, shaped by life under communism, under Stalin.

What creates night within us can also summon stars. Elijah was full of virtues and truths, but they shone in darkness, stifled by Stalin’s rule.

Above all, he was persistent. He used reasoning like a pair of pliers — he believed he couldn’t let go of a thought until he had brought it to its end. He knew many languages and was always studying them. Stalin had murdered his faith; dogma had died within him. Examining himself, he felt mutilated. Since he couldn’t rid himself of the priesthood, he strove to become a man again — but in a harsh way. Since the Church had been taken from him, he adopted the Fatherland. Since the Church was forbidden to him, he embraced humanity.

His parents had wanted him to become a priest to elevate him from the people, but he had returned to the people — and returned fiercely. He watched suffering with a terrible fascination. From priest, he became a philosopher; from philosopher, a fighter.

He had been forbidden to love God, Jesus Christ, to preach — and so he began to hate. He hated Stalin, hated communism, hated the present. With powerful cries he summoned the future — he sensed it beforehand, he foresaw it, he intuited it would be magnificent, and that the Church would return to Russia through wide open doors. He knew that the pitiful human misery must be ended by something that would, at once, mean the liberation of Russia and the return of the Church to the stage. From afar, he revered catastrophe.

That catastrophe came in 1941, and it found him prepared. Elijah dedicated himself wholeheartedly to that great mission. Reason knows no sentiment. He had lived through the glorious revolutionary years and felt the tremors of all those upheavals. He had seen the revolution rise, the October days of 1917, the fall of the Romanovs, and the end of feudalism. And though he was already quite old — he was sixty, and priests age faster than other men — he began to grow.

The arrival of a new enemy on his homeland, one who killed and destroyed mercilessly, ignited in him a flame to help his people in their fight for freedom. Month by month he watched the events unfold, and with them, he too grew stronger.

At first, he feared the Germans might retreat. He studied their tactics, and the more dreadful they seemed, the calmer he became. He wanted the Church — crowned with the stars of the future — and the Icons of the saints, especially the Icon of the Mother of God of Kazan, to become a shield that would save Russia from ruin. He wished to strike evil spirits with divine lightning and return terror for terror.

Metropolitan Elijah was one of those people who both possess and heed their inner voice. He knew everything and nothing. He was blindly certain, like an arrow that sees only the target and flies toward it. In war, nothing is more terrifying than a straight line. Elijah walked straight.

***
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He took a deep breath once more and stepped inside the church. Descending into the catacombs beneath, with a candle in hand, he followed a winding corridor. Strangely, the corridor was dry and smelled of freshly cut hay. At the end of the hallway, he opened a door and found himself in a bare stone chamber, in whose left corner the Kazan Icon of the Mother of God shone with a radiant light.

He crossed himself at the entrance, approached the icon, crossed himself three more times, kissed it, and knelt before it, his hands clasped in prayer. The silence was tomb-like—no sound from the world above could reach there. Only his quiet voice echoed through the stone:
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Rejoice, O Virgin Theotokos, Mary full of grace, the Lord is with Thee.
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Blessed art Thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of Thy womb, for Thou hast borne the Savior of our souls.
Rejoice, O Virgin Theotokos, Mary full of grace, the Lord is with Thee.
Blessed art Thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of Thy womb, for Thou hast borne the Savior of our souls.
Virgin Theotokos, strength of our salvation, O You who alone work miracles, look graciously and mercifully upon your humble servants, hear us in your love for mankind, and have mercy.
Behold, our enemies have gathered against us to destroy us and to desecrate our holy places. And You, who know all things, know that they have risen against us unjustly, and that we cannot withstand their multitude without Your help.
And so, sinful and unworthy though we are, repentant and tearful, we pray to You:
O Virgin Theotokos, help us, our Deliverer, and save us for the glory of Your name,
so that our enemies may not say: “Look, God has abandoned them, and there is no one to deliver or save them.”
But let all nations know that You are our Mother, and we are Your children, always protected by Your power.
Amen.

***
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At that time, Brother Petja had gone into the forest for firewood.
He was young and swift. He could travel far—as Metropolitan Ilija had once said, he could run around the whole land in a day without tiring. The path took him to a bare hilltop from where he could see very far, a white horizon stretching from the east to the Volga.
A certain smoke caught his attention.
There is nothing more unsettling than smoke—nothing more dreadful. There is good smoke and there is evil smoke. The density and color of smoke reveal the difference between peace and war, between brotherly love and hatred, between hospitality and the grave, between life and death. Smoke rising above the trees can mean the dearest thing in the world—a hearth—or the most terrifying—a fire. Sometimes a person’s whole happiness, or sorrow, is contained in that smoke that the wind carries away.
The smoke Petja observed gave him concern.
It was black, then suddenly turned red, as if the fire it came from was calming and dying. It rose above the Matejevski kolkhoz.
Petja hurried toward the smoke. He was already tired, but he wanted to see what was happening.
He reached a hill, at the foot of which lay the kolkhoz and a small village.
There was no more kolkhoz, no more village.
A pile of ruins burned—that had been Matejevski kolkhoz.
It is far sadder to watch a hut burn than a castle. A burning hut is heartbreak. When desolation falls upon the poor, when a vulture descends upon a worm, something inexplicable pierces the heart.

Petja remembered a biblical legend: a person can turn into a pillar when watching a fire. He did freeze in place. He stiffened before the sight that unfolded before him. The destruction was being completed in silence. No screams could be heard—no sighs mixed with that smoke. The fire devoured the village, and only the cracking of beams and the popping of roofs could be heard.

Petja descended the hill. He crept toward the ruins like a shadow. He reached the gate and looked into the yard. A horror appeared before him.

In the middle of the yard lay a black heap illuminated by the fire. It was a pile of people—and they were all dead. Around the pile was a red puddle—that was blood.

Petja crossed himself quickly, three times. Tears welled up in his eyes—he had known all of those people.

He stepped closer and began to examine them. All were barefoot, young and old alike. They wore their clothes, although he noticed a few women without any. He checked the bodies—they were all dead, riddled with bullets.

As he was about to leave, he glanced to the side and behind a wall saw a pair of feet in women’s shoes.
He approached. A girl sat slumped against the wall. She was blue and her mouth open. Her eyes were closed. There were no wounds on her head. Her dress, worn and torn from hard labor, had spread open as she fell, exposing her half-naked body.
Petja bent over her. Her bare chest was before his eyes. He gently laid his hand on her chest, checking for a heartbeat. He felt a stirring in himself. Then he felt a faint pulse—she was alive. The stirring faded.

Suddenly, the girl opened her eyes and mumbled through bluish, chapped lips:
"Water?"
Without a word, Petja knelt beside her and gently embraced her. From his canteen he gave her a sip, then another. Suddenly, everything around them went quiet.

"Are they all dead?" she asked with a hoarse voice.
Petja nodded silently.
"Who did this?" she asked.
"Germans. They had death's heads on their helmets," he growled through his teeth and began coughing from rage.
Petja jumped up, took her under the arms and began to lift her. She was coughing blood. He noticed his right hand was bloody. Looking closer, he found a deep wound on her back.
"Scum shot her from behind," he muttered angrily.

The forest was close to the kolkhoz. He quickly fashioned a stretcher from branches. He laid the girl on it and began pulling it through the snow. Luckily, the stretcher slid smoothly and he didn’t tire much. Occasionally, he stopped to melt snow into her mouth and check her pulse.

He arrived at the monastery by evening.
In the courtyard, large fires were burning and many villagers were warming themselves. He handed the girl to the doctors and ran off to find the Bishop and tell him what he had seen. He ran into Brother Inokentije, who told him the Bishop had shut himself in the stone underground vault, where no sound from the earth could reach, where there was nothing but the Icon of the Mother of God. He added that since the Bishop shut himself there, he had not eaten, drunk, nor slept—only knelt in prayer before the Icon, beneath the flickering lampada. Every morning, the Bishop had ordered, a report was to be brought to him with the number of those killed and how far the enemy had advanced.
Petja sat on the church steps.
Villagers were gathered around the wounded girl, her pale face lit by moonlight.
They grieved in fear:
"Kill them all!"
"Burn it all!"
"Lord God, help us!"

***
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