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When I shared the sad news of Bishop 
Seraphim’s death with my wife, Olga, 
she replied, “Our Seraphim flew away 
from us.” I was struck by how aptly 
the expression described his move-
ments during his life with us and 
now his departure. It dawned on me: 
surely, he was a seraph, cast on earth 
among us for a mysterious mission. 
Standing close to his coffin, with his 
big body vested, his head mitered, 
and his face covered, I remembered 
his clumsy movements, his mumbling 
speech, and his eyes with their inner 
look directed toward some Presence 
invisible to me but discernible to him. 
What would a seraph do, and what 
would he look like, tossed among our 
humans’ midst with our assembly line 
of endless, mostly meaningless er-
rands? On the one hand, his six wings 
would barely help him navigate our 
busy city crowd; on the other hand, 
hurled away from the ineffable divine 
presence, he would badly miss it and 
look for it everywhere. And that is ex-
actly what he did. I never met anyone 
so nostalgic for heaven as Seraphim 
was. Here is his own testimony, as 
he refers to one of his most revered 
thinkers, Simeon Frank. “I have not 
posted anything of Frank for a while 
so. . . here is something. From an ear-
ly work “Man’s Soul.”(1917): “‘The 
head of the soul,’ says Plotinus, ‘is 
in heaven while its feet are on earth.’ 
And precisely this unity, linking un-
embraceable infinity, fullness, actual 

There Was a Seraphim In Our Midst 

Michael Meerson

IN MEMORIAM

transparence, and the unity of abso-
lute being, with the limitedness, dark-
ness, disunity, and changeability of 
empirical being—constitutes the es-
sence of the human soul.”1

But finding himself on earth with his 
head in heaven, Seraphim tried to re-
cover the Eternal Presence, looking 
for it around with some embarrass-
ment and joyful recognition. To us, 
the Orthodox, it seems natural that he 
might find his way to the Orthodox 
Church. And that he did, being re-
ceived into it in a humble Russian 
Metropolia in America, and eventual-
ly becoming a bishop for Japan, where 
he labored for nineteen years as a 
missionary. There, he got forever en-
chanted by its culture, rapt by the in-
visible Presence that permeated every 
corner, though Buddhists could not 
name it. Returning to the US, where 
I used to see him rather regularly for 
almost half a century, he continued 
to seek this Presence and to point it 
out to those who would hearken. It 
was obvious to him that the Divine 
Presence cannot commit itself to only 
one quarter, even as Orthodox as this 
quarter could be. He was well famil-
iar with “The Mystical Theology” of 
the Eastern Church, Vladimir Lossky, 
Pseudo-Dionysius, etc. Yet he relent-
lessly sought this “inconceivable, ev-
er-existing and eternally the same” 
Presence elsewhere and everywhere: 
in Russian philosophy, in Heidegger, 

1 Bishop Seraphim, 
“SIMEON L 
FRANK. .   .” 
Facebook, November 
20, 2025, https://
www.facebook.com/
share/p/1Gh2JKd-
FCt/
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in science, in paintings, both non-fig-
urative and realistic, in literature, 
movies, and poetry. He scanned for it 
beneath the skin of everyday reality, 
especially in its personal layer, where 
personality emerges from a statisti-
cal crowd. He came to appreciate Jon 
Fosse, a Norwegian novelist, for his 
gift of conveying it: “Fosse’s Christian 
and Catholic faith . . . is in the back-
ground as an implicit Presence but it 
is on inner states of being and long-
ing and reaching out that this work 
focuses and apprehends as it may 
be the Divine.” And again, from the 
same author: “and the Presence says 
‘I’ am walking with you.’ I say: Who 
are you? The Presence says: ‘I am who 
I am.’ Jon Fosse. (Cursive is mine 
— MM).2

A friend of mine, Fr. Vladimir 
Zelinsky, an Orthodox priest in 
Italy, once wrote in his journal that 
he found among his papers a picture 
– Jesus with his two disciples on the 
shore of the Sea of Galilee. The pic-
ture, or a photo, was presented to him 
by his friend, a Benedictine monk. Fr. 
Vladimir asked him where he had 

found this picture by an unfamiliar 
painter. The monk, an archaeolo-
gist in the Holy Land, answered that 
it was not a picture. Once, he was 
walking along the shore of the Sea of 
Galilee. It was early morning; the lake 
was covered with mist, rosy colored 
by the rays of the rising Sun. He was 
alone on the shore. Enchanted by its 
beauty, he took a photo with an old 
camera. It was before iPhones. Later, 
when he developed this photo, there 
were three figures on it: Jesus walking 
with two apostles, whom he, a spe-
cialist in Christian art, identified as 
Philip and Nathanael. Be it as it may, 
Jesus may be walking among us, with 
our eyes shut from perceiving Him, as 
were the eyes of the two disciples on 
their way to Emmaus, while Jesus was 
walking and talking with them.

Such was exactly Seraphim’s post, 
“ON THE WAY TO EMMAUS 
TODAY”: “Today is Transfiguration 
Day. Last week was at Emmaus House 
at New Skete Monastery... You know 
the story or find it in Luke 24:13-35. 
Like Transfiguration, it stands out-
side its single time, doesn’t it? And 
it is also for today: “Who is the third 
who walks always beside you? When 
I count, there are only you and I to-
gether. But when I look ahead up the 
white road, there is always another 
one walking beside you. . . ” T.S. Eliot, 
Wasteland. And in conclusion, the 
words of Fosse, previously quoted

Seraphim returns to this Emmaus sub-
ject in his post on Astonishment as the 
springboard of science (Schrodinger) 
and philosophy (Heidegger). He illus-
trates the point with a posted picture 
of Caravaggio. From numerous paint-
ings “on the Road to Emmaus,” he 
has chosen the most fleshy and vivid 
Caravaggio-Baroque picture, proba-
bly to emphasize the highly realistic 

2 Facebook, August 
6, 2025, https://
www.facebook.com/
share/p/14adutm-
52Ji/  Cf. Ex. 3:14. 
Cursive is mine – 
M.M.
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Photo by Yuri Kir-
pach.

depiction of Jesus’ presence at the 
moment of recognition by his two 
companions, as he disappears into the 
broken bread, which becomes their 
first communion with the Risen Lord. 
What is its meaning? It is the Invisible 
in the visible before turning back to 
invisible again, as Seraphim inter-
prets Heidegger’s little prose poem 
“The Field Path”: “The knowing se-
renity is a gate to the eternal. Its doors 
swing on hinges which were once 
forged from the riddles of existence.” 
“Astonishment has answered no ques-
tion but disclosed a gate.”3

Nothing failed to show Seraphim this 
hidden Presence, even the AI proved 
helpful at his request. At his puz-
zle post “WHERE IS THE ANGEL 
IN KANDINSKY’S ANGEL OF THE 
LAST JUDGEMENT?” we read: “I 
like the answer of the AI synthesis 
of Google: ‘the angel is suggested 
through the use of color, form, and 
composition. The angel is not a cen-
tral, clearly defined figure, but rather 
an element within the overall abstract 
expressionist scene.’ This coincides 
with my own feeling. Although I see a 
form suggestive of an angel perhaps, 
but it also seems more satisfactory to 
see the angel, not only in the paint-
ing, but in life, as somehow within the 
whole rather than jumping out look-
ing like some Sunday school book 
illustration—perhaps also the Last 
Judgement is not so much a terminal 
moment of the universe as a reality 
within every moment as the goal to-
wards which all moves?” He con-
cludes his post, as many others, with 
a pastoral invitation: “Perhaps that 
can be our little meditation for this 
Sunday. . .?”4

Olga believes that the reason he was 
so open to different people, confes-
sions, and religions, or to the lack of 

any, was that he read voraciously and 
thus lived the lives of many charac-
ters, cultures, tongues, and worlds. 
At one point, he published a maga-
zine, “The Third Hour,” in which he 
detected the passing of the Lord in 
the most unsuspected quarters. Olga 
remembers how they became friends: 
a shared love of Irish literature, espe-
cially Flann O’Brien. It exemplified the 
inextricable link between the absurd 
and its ability to convey the metaphys-
ical. Seraphim’s jokes and stories also 
smacked of salty Irish humor, akin 
to Brendan Behan’s. At his funeral, 
Fr. David, our mutual friend, shared 
an anecdote that either happened to 
Seraphim or was appropriated by him. 
He was waiting for his old seminary 
classmate, standing at the corner of 
Times Square and 42nd Street. It took 
place sometime in the 80s, when this 
location was a rather seedy place. A 
girl of the oldest profession came to 
him, apparently attracted to his big, 
imposing figure, and offered her ser-
vice. Seraphim looked at her, took his 
Panaghia out of his coat, and showed 
it to her, saying, “Do you know what 
it is?” The girl retorted, “But I’ll give 
you a clergy discount.” I remember 
the laughing sparkles in his eyes as he 
used to tell stories like this one.

3 Facebook, June 
23, 2025, https://
www.facebook.com/
share/p/184Pp5X-
dGd/
4 Facebook, July 
6,2025, https://
www.facebook.
com/share/p/1E3x-
1W3E4i/
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When he came to our church, which 
was conveniently located and hospi-
table to strangers, he usually invited 
some people he intended to meet. 
Once, after the service, as he was 
talking with his guests, I passed by 
and saw them laughing, and I said: 
“Well, Your Grace, these are your 
funny Irish jokes!” He cut me short: 
“Fr. Michael, I am not Irish, I am not 
Jewish, and I am not Russian. Just an 
American bishop.” And an American 
he was, knowing almost by heart 
some of its treasures, now forgotten 
by many. Let us look at his other post 
“WHITE CLOTH AND WHALE,” 
about a leisurely lunch with some 
friends at Sapori Restaurant, which 
was Seraphim’s idea of a high-class 
establishment because it had white 
tablecloths. He writes, “Our wait-
er was named Zacheriah. . . sounds 
like a name from a character in Moby 
Dick, doesn’t it?. .  We spoke, in fact, 
of Moby Dick. What is a key moment 
for you?” Each one of those present 
names their favorite moments, and 
Seraphim names his own, concluding: 
“If I were to add one more, it would 

be the crow’s nest on watch, where 
Ishmael sees the water calm far be-
low but, in fact, turbulent in its real-
ity below. . . and a good lunch. . . and 
talk also with Zachariah, whose reli-
gious background in family includes 
Muslim, Jewish and Christian, and 
who is now on his own journey into 
an infinite sea as are we all.”5

I do not know why, but religious Jews 
were particularly attracted to him. 
As venerators of Moses, who was 
“a slow speaker” and “the meekest 
man on earth,” they probably recog-
nized something similar in Seraphim. 
Maybe they also saw in him the fool-
ishness-for-God’s-sake which was co-
piously presented in Bashevis-Singer’s 
stories, so appreciated by Seraphim 
himself that he offered one of them 
for our meditation in his Facebook 
posts: “FROM GIMPEL THE FOOL.” 
Seraphim seconds Gimpel’s wisdom 
by quoting it: “No doubt the world 
is entirely an imaginary world, but it 
is only once removed from the true 
world...When the time comes, I will 
go joyfully. Whatever may be there, 
it will be real, without complication, 
without ridicule, without deception. 
God be praised: There, even Gimpel 
cannot be deceived.”6

Once, around the time of a Jewish 
holiday, he strolled through Lower 
Manhattan. A group of Lubavitch 
young people approached Seraphim, 
with his red beard, long, worn-out 
overcoat, and the absent air of one 
lost in thoughts, like a cabbalist of 
old. Taking him for a Jew, they asked 
whether he was a Lubavitch Hasid. 
“No,” he answered, “we are Hasidim 
of another Rabbi.” For Seraphim, 
however, as for his Rabbi Jesus, whom 
he followed, all people were those to 
whom he felt he was sent. Like Philip 
of old, when Jesus said to him, “Follow 

5 Facebook, October 
29, 2025, https://
www.facebook.com/
share/p/1S9K815n-
VD/
6 Facebook, 
June 26, 2025, https://
www.facebook.
com/share/p/
1J7L3ZMxdS/
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Me,” Seraphim did just that, in that un-
predictable manner of our Lord, com-
ing from town to town, from country 
to country, from one home to another, 
wherever they agreed to receive him 
and converse with him. He would 
also accept everyone according to his 
seraphic rule: “The one I am facing 
here and now, who needs me where 
he or she is, not who or where I think 
they ought to be.” He told me about 
one episode. He was visiting one of 
his acquaintances in the hospital, a 
Jewish Rabbi with whom he used to 
discuss theology. The man was alone 
in his room, and it was lunchtime. The 
personnel brought a tray of food and 
set it before him. But he was too weak 
to reach it or eat by himself. No one 
responded to his calls; apparently, the 
ward was understaffed. Seraphim, ar-
riving and seeing him abandoned and 
in his helpless state, started feeding 
him with a plastic spoon and did so 
for almost an hour, for the patient was 
so feeble that he could swallow with 
difficulty. This picture of an Orthodox 
bishop feeding a sick rabbi with a 
spoon reminds me of the parable of 
the good Samaritan.

Although physically he was big, heavy, 
and a little clumsy, given that he car-
ried his wings, his movements and 
voyages were swift and unpredictable, 
best described in our Lord’s words to 
Nicodemus: “The Spirit blows where 
it wishes and you hear the sound of it, 
but do not know where it comes from 
and where it is going: so is everyone 
who is born of the spirit.” (John 3:8) 
So, Seraphim travelled widely, around 
parishes and among his friends, espe-
cially artists and priests. Given his lim-
ited means, even poverty, his mobility 
was amazing. He probably lent his 
wings to others to make them transport 
him. At one point, an old Orthodox 
lady, his neighbor by the name Grace, 

drove him to our church. At these oc-
casions, they both joked that we had 
received “Grace upon Grace.” When 
she left for Florida to join her family, 
it looked as if he had been left “with-
out wings,” but other volunteers ap-
peared, endowed with his extra wings, 
to provide him with the transportation 
needed. A few times, the Talleys, his 
and mine old friends, organized his 
trips to Russia through a Protestant 
charity. He became very popular and 
loved in Russia, although he spoke no 
Russian at all. In him, they saw a mod-
el of an Orthodox bishop, almost ex-
tinct in the Russian, post-communist, 
but no less state-controlled church: un-
selfish, widely read in Russian litera-
ture and philosophy, simple and acces-
sible, ready to listen not as a spiritual 
authority but as a friend, faithful in a 
relationship. He never spoke down to 
anyone but enjoyed every thoughtful 
conversation with whoever God sent 
him to chat with.

I do not know why this image of 
him with Seraph’s wings haunts me. 
Maybe because he also moved in a 
manner of the cherubs in Ezekiel’s 
vision, “straight forward, urged by 
the spirit.” *Ez. 1:13) Once, he arrived 
at our small church when the litur-
gy was about to start. He moved to-
ward the altar through the choir, “not 
turning as he moved,” (Ez. 1:12) and 
bumped into the stand with the icon 
of Saint Innocent of Alaska, stopping 
there, lost in his thoughts and uncer-
tain of the further direction. I went 
out to meet him, and observing his ab-
sent look, said: “Vladyko, that is Saint 
Innocent,” to which he uttered, as if to 
himself: “Yes, some saints ARE inno-
cent.”  It was an enigmatic statement. 
Maybe his own experience taught 
him that ecclesiastical authorities 
could be very oppressive, and even in 
Kafkaesque way.
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But Seraphim, like “some saints,” 
was innocent. He was a rather rare 
example of a bishop who abhorred 
exercising any authority. That is why 
he did not try to get a diocese of his 
own. Once, when we gathered at our 
diocesan assembly to elect the bishop, 
someone suggested Bishop Seraphim 
as a candidate. Since he did not run 
for the office and was not even pres-
ent, the assembly had to call him, but 
he declined our invitation.

Unable to return to Japan, he stayed 
in the US without a diocese of his 
own yet developed his own unique 
ministry: an OCA bishop so-called 
extra mures, “outside the walls.” He 
became a bishop-witness, like an 
apostle of old. He never had his staff, 
but moved around easily not only 
geographically, but also culturally 
and religiously in St. Paul’s manner: 
a Jew for the Jews, a Greek for the 
Greeks, a dear friend for Russians, 
Ukrainians, Irish, for Orthodox and 
other Christians, for Buddhists, and 
atheists. He ran his “Transfiguration” 
retreats, which attracted the most un-
usual crowd of creative and knowl-
edgeable persons of various confes-
sions, or even unbelievers, drawn to 
the Orthodox Church and aware of 
its shortcomings. There exists a mu-
tual fund of “contrarians,” those who 
invest against the flow. The people 

who gathered around Seraphim were 
not moving against the flow, but 
outside it, pushed by it to the sides. 
They all called him “Your Grace.” 
Believers, or non-believers, they held 
him as their bishop. People liked to 
volunteer for him. One of our for-
mer parishioners, who was forced to 
move to Europe by his company, had 
been setting up Zoom sessions for 
Seraphim’s retreats for years at his 
own expense and inconvenience due 
to the time difference, because he felt 
spiritually empty without them.

Though he survived on odd jobs as a 
part-time librarian, he kept supporting 
others: providing financial assistance 
to a young filmmaker, running regu-
lar retreats, and funding an Orthodox 
Youth ministry in Russia for years, a 
ministry blessed by the Patriarch of 
Moscow but financed by our Seraphim 
from his mysterious treasury. In his 
lofty humility, Seraphim preferred 
to teach with the words of others. So 
let us conclude with the words of his 
favorite writer-thinker Fosse: “A per-
son comes from God and goes back 
to God. What’s I in me can never die 
for it was never born . . . for the body 
is conceived and born, it grows and 
declines, it dies and vanishes, but the 
spirit is a unity of body and soul, the 
way form and content are an invisible 
unity in a good picture . . .”7   

7 Jon Fosse, Septology, 
trans. Damion Searls 
(Transit Books, 2022), 
295.
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