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“Piety, piety, but where is love that 
moves mountains? More and more I 
realize and accept that it is the only 
measure of all things,”2 wrote Mother 
Maria Skobtsova in her notebook af-
ter a discussion with nuns who were 
advocating a vision of Christian life 
as a set of pious practices. The essence 
of her juxtaposition becomes clear 
soon; “piety” as “drinking tea with 
prosphora,” as she called it in con-
versation with her friend Konstantin 
Mochulski,3 versus “love,” abundant, 
self-forgetting, always unconvention-
al. The attentive reader will recog-
nize an allusion to Mt 17:20, but here, 
the word “faith” is substituted with 
“love.” It was a conscious, purposeful 
usage: in Mother Maria’s vocabulary 
faith and love are fully synonymous, 
moreover, love is the most profound 
and ultimate expression of faith.
 
An unconventional nun, she be-
came an unconventional saint. 
Unconventional in both meanings: 
she lived outside of the “white mon-
astery walls,” her convent, as she 
said, was the whole world, and her 
theology and praxis challenged mul-
tiple well-established “comfortable” 
conventions of piety, religious life, 
and theological thinking. It is evident 
for anyone who reads Mother Maria 
that for her Christianity means never 
conforming either to the Zeitgeist or 
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to cultural habits and abstract mus-
ing on religious themes. It is always 
transforming, a flame that purifies, 
transfigures, ignites, and reveals 
the inexhaustive novelty of creation 
and God’s deeds in history. In other 
words, Christian identity for her is al-
ways new and provocative.

Numerous opponents of Mother 
Maria’s canonization angrily la-
beled her a “saint with a cigarette.” 
“She wears a monastic robe just to 
get into the prefecture!”—raged 
Archimandrite Cyprian Kern. The 
conflict between them can serve 
as a telling illustration of the dis-
tinction between the evangelical 
view of Christianity character-
ized “by the desire to ‘Christify’ 
all of life,”4 and all other images 
of Christianity, marked by the 
dualistic opposition of “sacred” 
and “profane,” “spiritual”, and 
“material.” In “Types of Religious 
Life,” she describes them as “syn-
odal,” “ritual,” “aesthetic”, and 
“ascetic”. While she allows that 
all those types had their place in 
religious history, they are, in fact, 
nothing but forms of self-satisfac-
tion, either by belonging to the 
Church as “a reliable and recog-
nized political and patriotic sym-
bol,”5 or by the splendid stability 
of the “absolute spiritual order”6 
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and selfish enjoyment of the great 
aesthetic and ascetic treasures of 
the past. For the Evangelical spir-
itual life—love that gives—as-
ceticism, self-denial, exist intrin-
sically at its core, revealing the 
authentic identity of the human 
being as “the image of God, icon 
of Christ. . . . which is within me.”7

1.“Self-denying love for God and for 
one’s fellow man”

This identity finds its most complete 
expression in the experience of un-
conditional love. For Mother Maria 
all Christianity “fits” into two com-
mandments: “to love God and to love 
our fellow man.” Neglect of the first 
commandment leads to a “horizontal” 
philanthropy. Neglect of the second, 
loveless faith, inevitably degenerates 
into spiritual egocentrism, drawing 
away from the flaming reality of the 
Incarnation into the domain of the 
secure religious abstractions. Love 
understood as the unreserved spend-
ing of oneself for the other is above all 
virtues, it is the “gospel maxima,” the 
very foundation of Christian theolo-
gy, liturgy, social ministry, and iden-
tity. For Mother Maria the divinity of 
Christ was revealed, first and foremost 
in his kenotic love, the cross becoming 
its ultimate revelation. This “madness 
of the Cross,” understood as the mad-
ness of total, self-emptying love, is the 
only logic by which a Christian and 
the Church are called to live. It doesn’t 
leave any earthly props, any guaran-
tees, except for one—if we want to be 
with God, we need to be where he is 
staying, at the extreme point of human 
vulnerability, and, in the imitation of 
the Mother of God, to co-participate, 
co-suffer, co-feel, co-experience: 

Every man is not only the image 
of God, . . . not only the brother in 

the flesh of the God-man, deified 
by Him. . . Every man is also the 
image of the Mother of God, who 
bears Christ in herself through 
the Holy Spirit. . . If a man be not 
only the image of God, but also 
the image of the Mother of God, 
then he should also be able to see 
the image of God and the image of 
the Mother of God in every other 
man.8 

2. Mysticism of Human Communion 

The statement about the human 
ability to see the image of God and 
the Theotokos in “every other man” 
was in no way a pious declaration. 
Any abstract speculation is alien to 
Mother Maria’s thinking. Her theolo-
gy is practical, her praxis is theologi-
cally rooted. Ideas came as a part of 
her triple—theological, poetical, and 
practical—response to concrete sit-
uations in which, as she wrote, God 
calls out to men. From her clear con-
viction that a human soul is capable 
of perceiving the incarnate God in 
every person grew her vision of the 
“sacrament of the brother and sister” 
(Michael Plekon)9 as a constitutive el-
ement of the radical concept of mys-
ticism of human communion. She in-
troduced this idea in the eponymous 
article, first published in 1936 in the 
almanac Krug (The Circle), and later 
included it in the more extensive es-
say “On Monasticism.” However, the 
most distinctive description of her 
distinctive sacramental theology was 
given three years later in “The Second 
Gospel Commandment”:

In turning his spiritual world to-
ward the spiritual world of an-
other, a man encounters a terrible, 
inspiring mystery of the authentic 
knowledge of God because what 
he encounters is not flesh and 
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Vladimir’s Theological 
Quarterly 49: 3 (2005): 
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blood, not feelings and moods, 
but the authentic image of God 
in man, the very incarnate icon of 
God in the world, a glimmer of 
the mystery of the Incarnation and 
Goodmanhood. And, man must 
unconditionally and unreserved-
ly accept this terrible revelation of 
God, must bow down before the 
image of God in his brother. And 
only when he feels it, sees it, and 
understands it, will yet another 
mystery be revealed to him…He 
will see how this image is distort-
ed by an evil power. . . And in the 
name of the image of God, dark-
ened by the devil. . . he will want to 
begin the struggle with the devil.10

In fact, it was a rationale for her prax-
is. Father Sergey Hackel rightly men-
tioned that her “code of practice” sig-
nificantly differed from mere charity: 
rather than offering “a mechanic solu-
tion”11 to social issues, it was rooted 
in the theology of incarnation, an un-
ceasing effort to restore the image and 
dignity of the incarnate God in every 
human being. This battle demands an 

exit from “cozy piety,” for the unpro-
tected, “endless space of eternity, in 
which there is only one firm and un-
questionable thing, and (that) firm and 
unquestionable thing is the cross.”12 

As Mother Maria told Mochulski af-
ter visiting Russian emigrants at the 
factory in Knutange, “Each of them 
demands your whole life, no more, 
no less. To give your whole life to a 
drunkard or a cripple, how hard it 
is. But I know what it means: in an 
instant to be inflamed with love and 
inwardly throw yourself under the 
feet of another person. . . ”13 Thus, the 
mysticism of human communion is 
realized in the unreserved giving of 
oneself to the world. It explains why 
the verb “to give” carries such signif-
icance in Mother Maria’s language. 
It is the marker of Christian identity; 
Сhristianity isn’t a “religion,” but a 
way of giving, understood radically 
as a genuine self-emptying: “we must 
empty ourselves completely, becom-
ing incarnate, so to speak, in anoth-
er human soul, offering to it the full 
strength of the divine image which is 
contained in ourselves.”14

10 Skobstova, “The 
Second Gospel 
Commandment,” in 
Essential Writings, 57.

11 See Sergei Hackel, 
Pearl of Great Price: 
The Life of Mother 
Maria Skobtsova, 1891 
—1945 (Crestwood, 
NY: St. Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 
1981), 13-14. 

12 Skobtsova, “Insight 
in Wartime,” in 
Essential Writings, 
128. 

13 Mochulski, 
“Монахиня Мария,” 
68. 

14 Skobtsova, “Types 
of Religious Life,” 
in Essential Writings, 
183. 
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S. B. Pilenko, Yuri 
Skobtsov, A. Babad-
jan, Mother Maria, 
Georgii Fedotov, Fr. 
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ki. 1939, Paris. 
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In other words, the only way to com-
mune with God is to give oneself 
to a fellow man, reserving nothing 
for oneself, and moreover, awaiting 
nothing in return. That is the paradox 
of the incarnation, the inverse logic of 
the Cross. Only by denying ourselves, 
by being ready to reject, for the sake 
of others, not only visible comforts 
and goods but even our very souls, 
we enter into the mystery of God’s 
unceasing giving of himself and par-
take in his eternal being: “those who 
give away their human souls, receive 
in return eternal bliss, the Kingdom of 
Heaven. . . . If this self-renunciation is 
genuine, then they meet Christ him-
self face to face in one, to whom they 
offer themselves. . . Thus the mystery 
of union with man becomes the mys-
tery of union with God. That from 
which they absented themselves they 
obtain anew, in love, and in a true 
communion with God.”15

The word “true” must be noted here. 
It is obvious that, Mother Maria, 
cares about personal piety, and the 
prosperity of “our own communi-
ty” provides primarily egocentric 
pleasure. Although being religiously 
colored, this is life in the horizontal 
dimension, worshiping the same pa-
gan god by other names, while the 
true God, emptying himself, can be 
met only in a human act of the Divine 
nature, that is total and uncondition-
al self-giving. 

3. Liturgy outside the church walls

Thus, through self-renunciation in 
solidarity and unconditional com-
passion, the mystery of human com-
munion grows into the mystery of 
communion with God. Every event 
of such sacrificial, eucharistic rela-
tionship with others Mother Maria 
describes as the “Liturgy outside 

the church walls.” This concept is 
extremely important for her theol-
ogy as this is how she defines the 
very essence of Christianity: “It is 
possible to speak of the whole of 
Christianity as an eternal offering of 
the Divine Liturgy beyond church 
walls.”16 It does not oppose Liturgy 
inside church walls but points to its 
real, all-embracing cosmic dimen-
sion. In the words of Anna Shmaina-
Velikanova, “The same communion 
with Christ, the unity into His Body, 
can happen both in the church and 
in the open market if humans are 
able through their relationship with 
each other to turn the market into the 
place where the Church is becoming 
true.”17 Church “becomes true” not 
in religious rhetoric, and surely, not 
in institutional structures, but only 
in the common act of self-giving 
and thanking. In other words, if the 
concept of the Divine Liturgy beyond 
church walls implies any opposition, 
it opposes an inclusive, liturgical vi-
sion of the world to pragmatic, sec-
ular ones. In fact, as it refers to the 
sacrifice that is being offered “by all 
and for all,” this offering itself ex-
tends beyond the church walls, thus 
revealing the Eucharistic dimension 
of all, including the “non-church” 
connections between people: 

The whole world becomes the 
single altar of a single temple, 
and for this universal Liturgy we 
must offer our hearts, like bread 
and wine, in order that they may 
be transformed into Christ’s love, 
that he may be born in them, that 
they may become “God-manly” 
hearts, and that he may give these 
hearts of ours as food for the 
world (. . .), so that in this way we 
may be one with him, not so that 
we should live anew but so that 
Christ should live in us, becoming 

15 Ibid, 184.

16 Ibid, 185.

17 Anna Shmaina-
Velikanova, 
“Внехрамовая 
литургия Матери 
Марии,” http://ar-
chive.sfi.ru/lib.as-
p?rubr_id=303&art_
id=2619&print=1, 
accessed December 
6, 2024. 
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incarnate in our flesh, offering our 
flesh upon the Cross of Golgotha, 
resurrecting our flesh, offering it 
as a sacrifice of love for the sins of 
the world . . . 18

This liturgical space is spread 
throughout the world, in which and 
for which the sacrifice is offered, 
while human life obtains the poten-
tial to become a liturgical offering. 
Misleading oppositions of the pro-
fane and the sacred, of church and 
secular are sublated here; the quality 
of any act is determined not by its 
form but by the vector of self-giving. 
It was this exceptionally important 
inner motive of Mother Maria that 
wasn’t understood by those who ac-
cused her of wearing a monastic robe 
just to gain access to the prefecture. 
She saw the world on the thresh-
old of a great catastrophe and the 
Church unable to prevent it. In such 
circumstances, Christian identity is 
challenged by the courage to co-par-
ticipate in the Divine Liturgy beyond 
church walls in the world that isn’t an 
antonym to the Church, but a new 
Golgotha where God is crucified. 
When the concentration of mean-
inglessness, evil, and indifference is 
so high that it seems God has aban-
doned this world, the face of the oth-
er asking for compassion becomes 
God’s icon. As soon as this encounter 
with God in a fellow man is possible 
under any circumstances, any human 
act of sharing, partaking, openness, 
and compassion can be a liturgical 
offering uniting with the other in 
Christ’s sacrifice and love. This is the 
theology that shaped Mother Maria’s 
attitude toward Jews. Helping them 
and sharing in their suffering was for 
her Divine Liturgy beyond church walls 
par excellence, bringing the New 
Testament Church back to its initial 
calling. 

4. Calling to outcastness

Before 1940 Mother Maria wasn’t 
interested in the Jewish question so 
much, most likely because it was too 
abstract for her. Her embroidery and 
iconography of King David, as well 
as her earlier poetical book “Ruth,” 
reflected a personal admiration of 
these biblical figures rather than 
an attempt to theologize the Jewish 
question. However, as soon as Jewish 
people were endangered, she imme-
diately recognized in their persecu-
tion not only the suffering that should 
be responded to by self-renunciation 
but a new crucifixion, a challenge for 
the whole Church. This period marks 
a new development in her think-
ing—the Jewish question becomes 
a significant part of her theology of 
co-participation; for Mother Maria, 
it is clear that Christian identity de-
mands identification with the Jews: 
“There is no such thing as a Jewish 
question. There is a Christian ques-
tion. Don’t you realize that the battle 
is being waged against Christianity? 
If we were true Christians we would 
all wear the Star. The age of confes-
sors has arrived.”19

18 Skobtsova, “Types 
of Religious Life,” 
in Essential Writings, 
185. 

19 Mochulski, 
“Монахиня Мария,” 
75. 

Guests of the rue 
Lourmel House of 
Hospitality. Mother 
Maria is on the right.
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Why the “age of confessors”? On the 
one hand, it is a time of personal con-
fession of Christ in solidarity with 
this persecuted nation, while, on the 
other, this is a time for the Church to 
confess, through kenosis, faithfulness 
to the Covenant, sharing vulnerabili-
ty and outcastness of its “older Sister 
Synagogue.” If the Church were to 
accept this challenge of confession, 
it would emerge “perhaps weak-
ened, humiliated, bloody and perse-
cuted, but inwardly free.”20 In other 
words, it would come back to itself. 
However, for this return to happen, it 
must restore itself through the meet-
ing with the Old Testament Church 
on the path of outcastness.

On June 7, 1942, a day, when Paris 
Jews were ordered to wear the Star 
of David, she wrote the poem Two 
triangles—a Star21. Though not a po-
etical masterpiece, especially com-
pared with her other poems, it came 
out as an immediate response to the 
“non-poetical” situation. This poem is 
constructed as an extended paradox: 

“evil” becomes “the great path,” and the 
“sign of bondage” turns into a call for 
the “unbounded spirit.” The symbolism 
of the shield, “the shield of King David, 
our forefather,” functions on multiple 
levels, becoming the visible sign, the 
stigma of victimhood, while maintain-
ing its primary function of separating 
people. This star-shield points to the 
Jewish election as the people of the 
covenant, but also, in the tragic reali-
ty of the Shoah, their election to death. 
She also plays upon the image of a 
seal, as both a symbol of slavery, the 
curse of Cain, and eschatological im-
printing, the sealing by God. Finally, a 
new wave of the age-long persecutions 
turns out to be a new Exodus. 

For Mother Maria, “outcastness,” is 
associated with the fate of the Jewish 
nation (in the mystery drama Soldiers 
it is personified in the figure of the 
old man Ahasver). Is neither a cultur-
al constant that shapes its destiny nor 
evil circumstances that can be correct-
ed by clinging to something safe and 
stable. Rather, it is a call addressed to 
the nation, a visible sign of election, 
and a witness that the New Testament 
Church needs so much. Finally, it is a 
challenge addressed to the Jewish na-
tion, “a thunder from Sinai.” For Israel, 
(and for the Church as a new Israel), 
this is, Mother Maria believes, a uni-
versal situation, transcending history 
and its circumstances. God asks even 
when he is silent—his people have to 
respond even when they are unable to 
find words: What can the answer be 
when Jews are, in fact, between two 
questions—one is of God, about the 
faithfulness of his people, and the sec-
ond is of history, about their survival? 
For Mother Maria, it is evident: 

to respond with a free, unbounded 
spirit 
To the sign of bondage. 22

20 Mochulski, 
“Монахиня Мария,” 
75.

21 Mother Maria 
(Skobtsova), “Два 
треугольника—
звезда,”https://
mere-marie.com/
creation/stihi-iz-raz-
nyih-knig/, accessed 
December, 2, 2024. 

22 Ibid. 

23 Ibid.

24 Mother Maria 
(Skobtsova), 
“Размышления о 
судьбах Европы и 
Азии,” in Жатва 
Духа (Санкт-
Петербург: 
Искусство, 2004), 
496. Translation mine.
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The source of this “unbounded spir-
it” is rooted in the very fact of elec-
tion, (“This is election, not offense”),23 
a situation that carries outcastness 
at its very essence—a strangeness to 
this world. This reminder about this 
foundational character, the shared 
“root” is addressed also to the New 
Testament Church: exodus and out-
castness is the common vocation of 
solidarity with Christ, crucified with 
his people: “All Israel carries the 
Golgotha Cross now.”24

Elena Arzhakoskaya in her analysis of 
the mystery drama Soldiers25 consid-
ers that for Mother Maria the path of 
Jewish outcastness will end with the 
“re-unification of two sisters, Christ’s 
Church and the Old Testament one. . .  
in the name of crucified love and she 
is ready to participate in this mir-
acle, sharing the fate of the chosen 
people.”26 

Twice, in “Thoughts on the Destinies 
of Europe and Asia” and in “Soldiers,” 
this prophesized reunification is indi-
cated by the allusion to the famous 
statues in Strasbourg Cathedral, 

symbolizing the Synagogue and 
the Church. If the New Testament 
Church witnesses that “the Cross is 
both a friend and guard, the source 
of living springs, the source of 
strength,”27 the Old Testament, by its 
very fate, symbolically reminds us 
what this “friendship with the Cross” 
means. If the New Testament Church 
has to “remove a blindfold from her 
sister’s eyes,”28 the calling of the Old 
Testament Church is to liberate her 
sister from the bondages of earthly 
comforts, to remind her that she is not 
a structure, but a stranger, called to the 
same great path, the only place that 
opens the space of freedom in which 
neither political nor religious, but es-
chatological encounter can take place 
between the sisters, each recogniz-
ing in the other the persecuted God. 
Thus, in the words of Mother Maria, 
the New Testament Church, liberat-
ed, “can now see her erstwhile sister, 
the Old Testament Church, also per-
secuted, but continuing to be a living 
personality. They are together now, 
staring in the face of the same tormen-
tors.  .  .  a new, mysterious union is 
born between them now.”29  
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