Freedom Within

Introduction:
People often ask what Systema is all about, and how is it different from other martial arts.
Alexander Hropak went to Russia a few times, trying to discover the secrets of Systema from the Master, Michail Ryabko. The account of this personal journey was originally posted on the Russian Martial Arts Forum. Alexander posted a little each day- these posts are separated by * * *.
From my perspective, and my own conversations with Michail Ryabko, I can say that this is the best thing written about the foundation of Systema that I have seen.
Published with the kind permission of Alexander Hropak. The copyright is his.
DK 

The Freedom Within


I would like to start a new discussion thread dedicated to overcoming physical boundaries of a human being. During one of my recent visits to Russia I took part in a discussion on natural/physical limitations of a human body and obviously facing a dead end in developing your physical abilities. Yet it seems that some have succeeded in finding a way which instead of leading you to a dead end offers you a way out - a way to freedom. Apparently, developing your physical abilities is like pressing harder against the wall of natural limits. And the harder you press the farther you are from true freedom which logically thinking is the direction opposite to the wall. I came to realize that I only take what is given to me and that is light, air, time, space. What can I offer to the world so it takes it naturally from me? Life is really a fair exchange if give first and take last. I don't think the world is that interested in my physical shell - I am part of it, so I cannot even offer what's not even mine. There is something beyond the physical that I can offer. And apparently this is the place that holds the key to a better understanding of SYSTEMA.

* * *

The ability to calmly reflect what's going on in a fight is far more advantageous than being dragged into psychological power straggle contaminated with various negative emotions such as anger, despite, hate, desire to hurt. Every individual sees something different in you and his reaction to your presence is an excellent lesson to learn about what it is that causes him act the way he acts around you. The fewer negative emotions you have directed at your opponent the clearer the picture of a fight becomes. MR mentioned that conducting a fight should not be any different emotionally that making a toast in the morning. It's just another moment of your life so live it the way you live your life. Two things are very important in SYSTEMA - timing and precision. Both can be achieved only if your mind is in a calm state. It seems as there is so much more work needs to be done on the inner level to get anywhere at all in SYSTEMA.

* * *

My last trip to see Mikhail was not like any previous trip for this time I had an agenda very different from what I tried to achieve in the past. 
Then, during my previous trips, I wasn't ready to directly talk to Mikhail. And that's one of the reason why I spent most of the time training with his more advanced students. He didn't seem to have time - now I know why:). 
The only times he seemed interested talking to me was when we talked about religion. He even took time off work when he found out that I wanted to visit a monastery outside Moscow and was quite happy to offer me a ride (the whole day with Mikhail Rybko!). 
I guess I just oversaw certain things and most of the time would ask Mikhail how to hit/strike/kick and evade. I refused to realize that there is another way of thinking and as a result another way of seeing things. 
It was only during my last visit to Mikhail's house that I realized that Mikhail can actually see what's on my mind - literally through me. There was no point him asking me questions and listening to my answers - he knew it all before hand. Another human being before me yet somehow very different - different to such a point that I can't even tell how he is different and at the same time so mesmerized by his influence on my soul and mind. 
I could feel him being so much freer in terms of his mind limitations and so much richer spiritually that at some point I just made a conclusion that those things are connected. 

And that's where the real conversation started.

* * *

I certainly would like to thank Sergey Ozherel'ev for helping me understand how I should talk to Mikhail if I want to learn SYSTEMA. It was a Monday night class at Timiryazevskaya (for those who have never been to Mikhail's classes in Moscow - Timiryazevskaya is a subway station, from which you have to cross the park and find a high school, one of many Moscow schools). That night Mikhail came with some important guests and was quite busy talking to them. Most of that night I worked with Sergey and among other things he mentioned something that helped me understand what must not be done if one wants to learn SYSTEMA. Having said that Sergey smiled in a very mysterious way as he was trying to tell me that now I can approach Mikhail and start asking the right questions. 
This was the night before my first serious conversation with Mikhail.


* * *

Sergey asked me a question: 
- How long have you lived in North America? 
- Well, it's been quite a few years 
- Thought so. I'll tell you this, hopefully you will not not see it - you are trying to learn SYSTEMA with your mind by getting information with your eyes. Do you play any musical instruments? 
- No, I don't 
- Anyway, I will try to make a point here - by memorizing the notes and putting them at will on a page you cannot come up with a nice tune, but that's exactly what you are doing with SYSTEMA. Think of Mikhail as Tchaikovsky (famous Russian composer) and yourself as someone who decided to be like him for no apparent reason. What do you think his reaction would be if you asked him to teach you how to write music? 
- I don't think he would agree. 
- Exactly. And why do you think all your efforts to get Mikhail to talk to you about SYSTEMA have failed? I like you making some effort showing up in Moscow every couple of months but it's rather disappointing watching you go back empty handed. You have to realize something...but what - will be up to you. UDACHI, Sanja! (Good luck, Sasha!) 
- SPASIBO Sergey!


* * *


After the class I asked little Sasha (the one with a brown Toyota Land Cruiser with the steering wheel on the right [wrong side as Scott put it] side - exported from Japan) do give me a ride home. He usually goes that way anyway unless he feels like French (Freedom? ) fries and we drive to McDonald's first. This little Sasha is quite a character - he told me about his first encounter with Mikhail. But first thing first - we are driving in his diesel Toyota slow as a car can possible go ( a trick he learned from Mikhail I reckon ). Sasha feeds me information about SYSTEMA and Mikhail of course. Among other things he mentions the following: 

- I know Vasilyevich ( that's how some of my Russian friend from Russia call Mikhail - not to confuse you, it's not his other name, but rather a traditional addressing when showing respect call a person by his first name and his father's name - so in Mikhail's case it's Mikhail Vasilyevich, or just Vasilyevich [casual, but still with taste of respect]) for quite some time now and one thing I am certain about is - whatever Mikhail does he does this with a purpose, so when you are ready to talk to him, bear this piece of information in mind. 

Was I lucky that day? Two major pieces of the puzzle were handed over to me in one night. What about my previous trips? What about all those dances around Mikhail and his students - 'Hello, I am over here. Look at me! Pick me! I've come from places far away - I think I deserve a bit of attention!' If I walked all the way to Russia on foot via North Pole than Mikhail would see it as some effort towards showing true interest in SYSTEMA, but catching a flight ( comfortable seat, food, drinks, etc ) and then a cab and eventually showing up at the club - not a big deal. I am glad I can see this now and not think big of myself making another trip to Russia. 

I approached Mikhail the next day. Somehow I managed to invite myself over to his place [some Russian trickery on my part, what a shame]. 

We were having tea with sushki (don't mistake with Japanese sushi - sushki are Russian small dry bagels) and I was firing at Mikhail with a new round of blanks - my silly questions. 
- Alexander, it seems you want to ask me something? 
- Yes, Mikhail Vasilyevich (will use MR, ok?) 
- I am all ears 
- I want you to teach me SYSTEMA 
- HOROSHO (good) (...and than he smiles). You want to learn something and you want me to teach you just that? 
- Yes, please 
- So, you want me to teach you SYSTEMA? 
- Yes 
- Well, let me ask you something - do really understand what it is that you want me to teach you? 
- I...well, it's... when....eh....you know.....

* * *

Mikhail got up and on his way out he said: 

- Something got you thinking. Fair enough - you have to think about something, whatever it is and I have to make a call. And, can you please boil more water for tea? 

...and so he left me thinking. Just like little Sasha warned me - whatever happens around Mikhail has its own reasons beyond our comprehension. 
I knew that Mikhail was giving me another chance to come up with something that would make the conversation meaningful, in his terms of course! My last conversation with Sergey came to mind. From what I understood, it was O.k. to still ask questions, but those must be the right questions and at the right time. I had no choice but to start from the very beginning and ask the fundamental things that before in my head were based-on-assumption my own opinion and ideas about SYSTEMA. 

...Mikhail enters the room, smiling as usual (there is something about Mikhail's smile so genuine that it simply disarms all your life worries) 

- Alexander, how is our tea situation? 
- Under control! Would you like some more? 
- HOROSHO BI (that'd be good) Where were we? You were about to ask me something, no? 
- Yes. Yes, I was! Mikhail Vasilyevich, I've been studying SYSTEMA as I understand it for a couple of years new, but my SYSTEMA doesn't make much sense to me anymore. It's all anger, frustration and desire to use it on everyone who doesn't look friendly my way. I have a suspicion that what I think is SYSTEMA is actually my reflection in it. I would like to ask you tell me this: WHAT IS SYSTEMA? 

...Mikhail smiles and somehow I know that I asked the right question this time. In my head flashbacks of sequences of useless questions "how to kick, how to punch, how to escape - in other words how to win" 

I look into Mikhail's eyes ready to receive valuable information. But Mikhail waits. Waits. Waits.... And finally says:


* * *


... let me continue with my Moscow adventure story. 

- Alexander, you asked me a question and it's my turn now to provide you with an answer. Give me a call tomorrow around lunch time and we'll try to arrange a meeting later tomorrow. And now it's getting late and we both have to spend some time with God alone. You can go now and call me tomorrow. And now, let's sit down for a minute. 

...I think it was more like 5 - 7 minutes. I am pretty sure it was a bit longer. We were sitting in Mikhail's dining room looking at the drawing 'Molenie o Chashe' [ I don't think I will translate it correctly, but this drawing depicts Jesus pray - see New Testament, Luke ch22v42 ]. It looks like Mikhail is waiting for something. And now, it seems he feels that it's the right time to leave: 

-You can go now. Let your Guardian Angel be with you. Good night! 

...he closes the door. 

Rain. It's late at night and for those who have been to Mikhail's place know that without a ride it's quite a walk to the nearest highway through some warehouses, dump fields, packs of homeless dogs that feel themselves masters of the local ground once the night falls over this suburb of Moscow. I hope I am not creating an impression that Mikhail lives in a hut on a dump field. Not at all. But for those who have to manage their way on foot it's the shortest, yet the most unsafe way to the highway. Obviously, I thought about taking an alternate, more safe, route to the highway but that would take much longer and I might be late to catch the last subway train to the place where I was staying. 

I started walking. Almost immediately, from who knows where, a car appears. I hail and the car stops. I open the door and even before I ask I hear: 

- It's late and people are not advised to wander around here on foot around this time. But anyway, hop in - I'll take you to the highway. 
-Thank you. But how do you know I need to go that way? 
- That's the only way (he smiles) 
- How much will you charge me? ( I am ready to haggle because that's the only way to handle business in Russia ) 
- How about a nice conversation? I am on my way to the store right on the intersection with the highway. 
- Sold! Let's go. 

I noticed that the guy speaks with an accent. Caucasian accent (people from the Caucasus mountains including Chechen, Abkhaz, Georgian) 
'I hope he is not Chechen' - runs in my head. 

- Are you from Moscow? - as politely as I can I ask my question trying to approach the subject 
- No, far from it! But you already guessed - I am from Chechnya. 

'...how wonderful! it's going to be one heck of a ride' - another cheerful thought pops up in my head. But .... I must admit it - I was wrong! I judged the person before I even knew him. To begin with - this person offered me a ride. Whatever his intentions were I didn't know, but I was tired and allowed myself think that his intentions were good. On the other hand if it was a sunny summer day, warm and I had an ice-cream in my hand I'd probably think bad about his intentions and would have declined his offer. Strange analogy with life - when I am strong and can rely on myself I allow myself to think in a derogatory way about others. But when I am weak and need help - what a difference, I perceive people as hope, help, support. Is it my mind that plays these tricks on my and reality has nothing to do with evil? Life is a great teacher! 

Did I mention that it was the last week of October? - and it was pouring cats and dogs and all other domestic and wild animals all at once. And those stories you hear about Russian roads - they are only half true, because people take the worst, the best, divide by 2 and then present the average. This night I had to walk on the road, if discovered by those guys, would bring the road quality rating down by another 100 points. 

So, basically walking in mud, puddles and other forms of nature wonders worn out my spirit by much (basically melted it to a state similar to that of a jelly fish) and I was ready to take a ride regardless of price I would have to pay. Another interesting observation on my part - if I were a bird I'd probably plunge to the ground during the very first storm I'd encounter. Something to think about - why between living in pain and dying most people prefer dying? In other words - giving up too soon, maybe a step away from salvation. We need faith to be able to make that extra step. 

- What would you like to talk about? - was my next question.

* * *


- Let's talk about God! 

...I wish I could see my own face that moment 

Mikhail, oh Mikhail - is that what we were awaiting in the dining room? Perfect timing for a perfect stranger to come by and accompany me safely to where I had to be? 

- Ok...we can. I am just afraid that I won't be much useful in this type of discussion. 
- Why not? 
- You are Muslim and I am Christian. At least I think I am. Anyway, that's as much as I know. And I don't know anything at all about Muslim religion. As you can see - I am useless. 
- Oh, that! You think you are useless because you tend to exaggerate and overcomplicate things in your own mind. Have you ever used other Godly gifts to explore God's creation? 
- What do you mean? ... 
- Have you ever been in love? 
- I see, you meant heart, right? 
- Something like that 
- No, I think I tend to neglect my heart feelings. I prefer relying on my mind instead 
- At least you are aware you have a heart. What you are unaware of is - you can use it instead of your mind 
- What? How is that possible? Can heart crack logic riddles of life? 
- You think life is logical? 
- Oh, yes. It's all logic. 
- What's logical about us meeting? 
- I can't explain 
- If something happens but cannot be explained - where does it take us? 
- Where? 
- Here we are - it's my store and your highway. Have a safe trip. Bye now 
- Bye, stranger!

* * *

I safely made it home. 

The next morning I got up with my mind tasting anticipation of training with Mikhail. Around lunch time I gave Mikhail a call. 

- Dah, dah? (for some reason Mikhail always answers the phone like that) 
- Good day, it's Alexander disturbing you again. 
- Oh yes, Alexander - KAK DELAH? (how are things?) 
- HORORSHO, SPASIBAH! Can we meet tonight? 
- Let me think....hm, can you make it around 6pm? I will be free by then. 
- Dah, I can. Where? 
- Near restaurant 'Pushkin'. Do you need directions? 
- No, thanks - I know where that is. 
- Ok. Wait for me outside. Now I have a meeting and have to go. Bye. 
- Have a good day. Bye. 

Quarter to six I was standing outside of the restaurant hoping that now any minute Mikhail would show up. I picked a position where I would be very visible. At this hour it was already dark outside. It's 6 o'clock now with Mikhail nowhere in sight. 'He is probably stuck in traffic or had a late meeting and should show up any minute now' - runs through my head. 
Wind starts to pick up - cold late-fall wind. I realize that I wasn't properly dressed if I had to wait another half-hour or so. Very light - enough to get out of subway and quickly jump into a car and repeat the same procedure on the the way home. 'It's Russia, not Canada - I have to abandon my habits of putting on running shoes, jeans and leather jacket. It may work if you drive not walk all day long' - another advice I give myself while waiting. 'Is it snowing now?' - I look up in the sky. The light from the light poles reflects off snow flakes and I can clearly see two things - it's getting late and it's getting even colder. 'What time is it now?' - I look at my watch. '6.30pm - great! What if Mikhail forgot?' - the first traitor thought crosses my mind. 'Eh, it's possible - Mikhail is a busy man, and it's quite possible that he cannot make. Maybe I should wait for another 15 minutes and than with clean conscience can go home.' And I wait... 

'How do I look like from aside? Must be a huge popsicle with a tourist stuck inside it. It's really cold now. Those Reebok Classic shoes go straight to garbage!' I am afraid to look at my watch now. Ok, one more effort - 7pm. 'Ok, he is definitely not coming and I should go now' - this little creature inside me keeps repeating. At times I am not even sure who is the real boss. I am trying to calm this beast down and convince him to stay a bit longer - 'Come on, life is full of surprised. He may still come. I believe him' - 'Since when are you a believer?'...and so another fight with myself begins. 


* * *


...If you wait long enough the waiting starts to shape up a meaning of its own. 

My mind, having seen enough around this place, begins to recognize certain patterns of local life, unnoticed before. Now I could recognize who was a by-passer on his way home or someone with a purpose to be here. 

At the traffic lights some guy was begging for money while younger boys and girls where selling cigarettes, flowers and who knows what else to the drivers waiting for the green light to come on. There was an undercover police car with two armed offices inside - security personnel for some big government shot dining in the restaurant. Street life has it's own rules and people who follow them. Hookers, cops, junks, beggars - those who spend most of their time on the streets of a big city. 

Discovering this new life form keeps me entertained for another half-hour. But it's getting really cold and helping myself just with my mind doesn't seem to work anymore. I decide to take a tour around the neighborhood. 

'If it was meant to meet Mikhail tonight sooner or later it would happen' - I comfort myself with this thought and set off on a brief tour with the main purpose - keep myself, and especially my feet, warm. 

I am back in 20 minutes. No Mikhail in sight still. 

'It doesn't look right. Besides, I feel cold and if I fall sick this trip will all go to waste' - here it starts again. 'Maybe I should go home. There is nothing wrong with asking Misha for another meeting. And at home I will drink hot tea and that cake some girl brought over the other night. Yep, it's definitely time to go' - 'What about another round before you go?' - the stronger side interferes again. 'Nope, can't do. It's all pointless. Let's just go home, ah?' - the weaker side deposits another argument against staying. 'Let's reach a consensus here - we go for a short tour for the last time and then if Misha is not there we go home. Fair deal?' - the stronger side defends the stay plan. 'Oh....ok. But just this time is the best I can do. Don't you lie to me! Let's go. Move your feet'. 

Another round of walking eases up pain in my toes and I am ready to fight time once again. And I wait again. 

'9.10pm - is it actually Mikhail or a mirage?' - I can't trust myself anymore because so many things are all happening at once in my head. Forces on both sides of me are growing strong and I realize that the inner world is not quite under my control but rather I am under its control. It's not right and I have to fix it in myself. Another discovery of a loose screw. 

'It's definitely Mikhail! - Yahoo dot com!!!!' - wow, I am back to life again. 
- Alexander, I'd like to apologize - I am 10 minutes late. 

And Mikhail smiles 

- It's no problem, I used those minutes to realize something. So, my wait was actually quite productive 
- It's good you think this way. Are you ready? 
- I am 
- Let's get into my car 

Somehow I feel that Mikhail made me wait on purpose so I would realize what is more important to me - my will to learn Systema or my will to love myself (my ego). I guess Mikhail taught me something. This was my first lesson taught by Mikhail that lasted a bit over 3 hours - a fight against myself. And I didn't even notice it because I wanted to get visual and verbal material and there was none. I think I won the first round and that's why Mikhail will give me round two. I'm looking forward to it. 

* * *


That trip to Mikhail's house turned out to be as useful as everything else which happens around this mysterious man. As the saying goes 'practice what you preach' I witnessed Mikhail's patience and calmness throughout the whole ride. 

For those who have been to Moscow lately have probably spotted unusually high volume of traffic in Moscow downtown core. The city in the first place was not supposed to handle such high volumes of traffic. Yet times change and we change along. No matter where I looked it was all jammed, jammed and once again jammed intersections with cars facing each and every way. Drivers cursing drivers. Pedestrians cursing drivers. Everyone cursing traffic cops and traffic cops cursing everyone and everything. And in the middle of this all - Mikhail with his smile and kind eyes. You refuse to believe all that horror outside the car by just looking into Mikhail's eyes. He sees it all yet his reaction is different. And so he says: 

- It looks as we are stuck here for some time. HOROSHO! (...and a big smile) 
- Why HOROSHO? 
- Because now we will talk (...another smile) 
- Talk! 
- But before we start I will tell you what I see - I see an anxious man eager to learn. Do you realize what that means? 
- I will learn fast? 
- No, you won't learn fast. As a matter of fact - you won't learn at all. I thought giving you one lesson on patience was enough. Pace yourself. Realize what your limitations are - it will be easier to overcome them. And for that you have to be honest with yourself. And please, don't think of yourself as someone special. 

...Mikhail just gave away the key to unlock one of the drawers! 

- Thank you! I will bear this in mind. 
- What about your trip log? 
- What about it? 
- Do you keep track of things in it? 
- Well, I kind of do...selectively 
- Write. Things about SYSTEMA that I will tell you - write them or you will forget 
- Yes, I will 
- Good. Now about your question...

- Russian worriers who fought enemies were first of all Christians and only then worriers. How they fought was the reflection of their soul and spirit. SYSTEMA was a way of staying Christians while surviving throughout difficult times. In other words the postulates of Christianity remain the same for SYSTEMA worriers 

...and Mikhail lists the following: 

- 1. Faith 
- 2. Love 
- 3. God 

...sweet, broad and kind smile re-appears on Mikhail's face. After a short pause, to let it all sink into my head, he continues: 

- Now hear this - SYSTEMA is a way in which LOVE absorbs EVIL and transforms it into GOOD 
- Wow. It's totally not what I expected to hear. So, all these years I could not see what was right under my own nose? People talk about spirituality and its connection with martial arts and all, but I always was under impression that it's some special form of spirituality. 
- You are right about that. Some martial arts are founded on the grounds of evil and their spirituality has different roots. But, enough of that. Remember your own question - you came to me to learn about SYSTEMA. 
- Oh, yes. And thank you very much for defining it. It's starting to shape up in my head. 
- Now that you know what SYSTEMA is I would like to ask you a question 
- Please, I am all ears! 
- Do you feel this is something you want to learn? 
- You mean how to fight? 
- How to love, Alexander - how to love, give and forgive! 
- But what about fighting? 
- Alexander, Alexander - do you think people fight because they have nothing better to do? 
- I honestly don't know. 
- Aggression is a cry for help. Person's mind may not know this but his soul does. 
- Stop seeing aggression and start seeing wounded soul 
- It makes sense 
- I am glad it makes sense to you. So, are you ready for some training? 
- Yes, I am 
- Good, because we are almost home now

* * *


After we arrived at Mikhail's house, it was way past 10 o'clock at night, arrangements were made to have supper. At dinner I told Mikhail what brought me to SYSTEMA. 

- And that's how you have come to SYSTEMA? 
- I think that was the case. But at times I wonder... 
- What about? 
- Well, at times I think that some things choose us and not the other way around 
- Continue, please 
- Based on what I've seen it is in fact the case that some people choose SYSTEMA, while there are those who have been hand picked by SYSTEMA. That's my impression. 
- Why do you think that? 
- Because SYSTEMA is not just some art. There is much more to it. Even though I cannot see it, but something tells me that it is very much alive with its own consciousness 
- Well, for beginners - you think too much and as a result fail to experience. What needs to come to your heart and your mind if they are so inseparable in your case, believe me - it will come. It will. When you are ready. If you don't quit. 
- I won't 
- At times it's not just our decision to make (...and here comes his famous smile again) 
- But....I thought... 
- How about some tea before we start? 
- Sure


Over tea we talked more about SYSTEMA, religion, psychology, war, life, etc. 
Finally Mikhail says: 

- Go downstairs and change. We'll work for a little while. 
- Yes, sir! 

...on the way to Mikhail's basement I looked at my watch - it was 00:50 Moscow time, or 4:50pm Toronto time - which makes it O.k. to train at this hour, I guess. In other words it's not what you see that affects you, but rather how you interpret it. Interpretations are flexable and your mind set is the one that sets the course. A lot of walls on the inside must be brought down to start seeing a bit farther. Walls must go! 

There was something different about Mikhail's gym this time. It's the far wall! It used to be wood covered and now I am looking at a brand new wall with new bricks and chunks of concrete sticking out in between the layers. No wonder I got obsessed with walls. 'Some renovation was needed' - was my silly guess. I quickly changed into my training clothes. 

Mikhail enters the gym ... 

- Alexander, I want you to do very slowly 50 push-ups with proper breathing. Do quality and breathing over speed and strength. Once you finish, 50 squats - in the same manner. I will be with you shortly. 

....I did what I was told. Strange feeling - with nobody in sight watching over me I was left to fight my weaker self. 'That's enough, you don't have to go any lower. Spare yourself, you may need this strength for something really important and now what? you are going to use it all up and be useless when asked to do cool stuff, you know' - this little miserable man inside me was working on lowering my commitment level. Interesting observation - 

"If a tree falls in the forest and no one is there, does it make a sound?" or, in my case "...why make a sound?". 

It is not as easy to obey your own commands on the slave side and to be your own master on your master side. So, my personal guess would be - we are weaker when no one is there to observe. Something to think about - SYSTEMA does use such techniques. I wonder why they work so effectively 

Oh, Mikhail - one could tell that this person was carefully observing my reaction to the information received. I think he studied it for some time and then saw what was the best next step for me on my journey to SYSTEMA introduction. 

- Alexander, see this wall? (...and Mikhail points at the brick wall) 
- Sure (...somehow I did not like the look of that wall) 
- Stand against it, facing me (Mikhail smiles ) 
- How far? 
- This far is good 

...and Mikhail pushes me against the wall. I try to buffer my landing with my own back. Funny blunt sound spreads on the surface of the wall. Mikhail smiles again and says: 

- Just how many backs do you think you have? 
- One, as far as I know - I reply 
- Ok. So you know that too. I thought it was just myself who noticed that you have only one back to live with. How come you decided to sacrifice your back? 
- I don't know. I was trying to protect myself so I... 
- ...decided to protect yourself with what needed protection? 
- I don't know. It came naturally I think 
- Self destruction does not come naturally 
- Than how ... what.... I don't understand 
- We talked about it before. Love is constructive and evil is destructive. And yes - you are destroying yourself. Try to change the way you think. In other words you have to be love and good and see what happens. 
- Can I think about it for some time 
- Sure, you can think about it 

...and Mikhail pushes me again 

- But I thought I could think about it? 
- Yes, it's just that love is not thought of with your head. It's heart's prerogative to experience love and good. That's why your thinking about love doesn't really help your situation. 

...big smile appears on Mikhail's face, and he continues to explain basic things to me: 

- Love needs to be experienced. It's not academic knowledge so your mental construct of love is useless to you. Look here, Alexander - you have two choices here 
1 Experience good while living 
2 Experience evil while living 
and for now you have been constantly choosing the latter option while I have been giving you clues to choose the former instead. Now, try again... 

...and Mikhail pushes again with his strong hands 

This time things were different. I can't explain what exactly changed but instead of rejecting the wall as my enemy I saw it as part of my life for the moment - in other words the wall and I were one life thing. We worked together in our best interests. 

I know that Mikhail's presence made the difference so I could actually taste this unique experience. Mikhail showed me the way. And it was up to me to choose which way I should actually go. 

My late night class started with the thought on the wall and when the class was over this very thought was the last thought to leave my head before I fall asleep - the wall. 

And my conclusion for the night was - I will keep hitting the wall for as long as I try to fight it.

* * *


By the time we finished it was already past 2.00am. 

- Alexander, it's late and I want you to stay at my place tonight 

...and Mikhail shows me to the smaller living room on the first floor of his house. 

- Here, make your bed, help yourself to anything you need. And, I will see you in the morning. Good night, Alexander 
- Good night, Mikhail Vasilyevich. And thank you very much for spending time with me 
- I will see you in the morning 

...and Mikhail closes the door just to open it again 5 and a half hours later. 


* * *

- Good morning, Alexander. Another beautiful day has arrived. So, wake up and thank God for doing this for us. I will do the same. We'll meet in the dining room at 8.00am 

... over breakfast Mikhail asked me what my thoughts were on SYSTEMA after last night. I honestly didn't know what to say since my understanding of SYSTEMA before I came was very different. I obviously needed time to put my thoughts together before I could express myself clearly enough. One thing I actually managed to say: 

- I am confused and lost. What you show is hard to see yet it's constantly present in you and around you - your spiritual force. I don't have that and I don't even know how to deal with it yet it affects me in a major way. I paid too much attention to the physical aspect of SYSTEMA but physical is just the outer reflection of the inner. 
- You are right, but it's time to go now. I don't want to be late for my work. Get ready - we are leaving in 5 minutes. Leave your stuff here. We'll continue with SYSTEMA tonight. 

... and soon we left. I still had to think of how to plan and spend my day but the solution was already awaiting. It came from Mikhail: 

- I am taking you to a monastery. It's not far from where my work is and I want you to spend some time there. Attend their services, talk to monks, go to their library - in other words get familiar with people who try to live spiritually as fully as we sinners try to live physically. And....give me a call around 6 o'clock. I'll pick you up and we'll go to my place. 
- Thank you very much. I can't describe how much all this means to me 
- This is no problem. Just try to give some attention to your soul today - something, that you indulge your body in on a daily basis 

...Mikhail drops me off at the monastery gate and I enter the monastery's ground

* * *


I crossed myself and bowed three times and entered the holy premises 
Right away a conversation from the recent past popped up in my head: 

Quote:- I know Vasilyevich for quite some time now and one thing I am certain about is - whatever Mikhail does he does with a purpose...


- Indeed, why did Mikhail bring me here? - was the most logical question I could muster at the time. If there is a reason, I am to find out soon, but I have to show some effort on my part first. 

'Ask and thou shalt receive' - was it the right time and the right place to ask this question? - I think it was. 

...An older couple was on their way to the morning service 
- We are later than usual this morning. Let's pick up some pace - Davay, davay! 
- Horosho, horosho 

...that's a start - I can follow them and see where it all takes me next 

I am pretty sure I was right behind them a moment before they turned around one of the church's corners. I turned and ... there was nobody anywhere near. 

'I don't know. What am I supposed to think? It's either some mysticism or I missed an entrance which the older couple took' ...and so I went back 

'Here it is - a door! Fool me, things are much simpler than I think they are!' - and I pulled the door. 

No luck. So, I pushed it. The door did not submit to my efforts. Not willing to make any more noise I surrendered. 
I spotted a small porch. 'Let's see if this door opens' - and with all my strength I pulled the door. I think the level of noise I made was beyond excessive level since the heavy metal door banged against the wall. I was about to discover two things: 

1. It was a wrong entrance because I ended up standing between the priest and and the parish 
2. I actually interrupted the service with the noise and my sudden appearance 

I felt like 'Alice in Wonderland' - if you don't know what to say, speak French 

I don't want to revive the memories of that embarrassing moment of my life 

...I tried to disappear among the crowd to no success for my plan - I was the center of attention 

The service ended. Some comments, kind words and best wishes started to fly my way once I left the church. 
- Of course it's my fault. I am terribly, terribly sorry. What else can I say - was my excuse on duty for what I've done 

Only later I realized that I actually had to make a fool of myself with my entrance to get attention of a monk. After the parish went their way he approached me: 

- That was some entrance. I usually try not to talk to people but ... I think it was sign. You look Russian but you are not from around here. 
- Yes, you are right - I am visiting from Canada. It's a long story. But I can tell you why I am here 
- You know why you are here? 
- Yes, I think I am beginning to understand something 
- I can tell - you just might know the answer. But, anyway, why do you think you are here? 
- To talk to you - I was probably crazy to boldly say that and under any other circumstances I would never ever say it, but it was Mikhail's world and I tried to play by his rules 
- Well, let's talk. 
- I am trying to find a connection between what I am trying to learn, RMA, and this place. Do you think you could tell me a little bit about this place? 
- I think I could - the monk replied 

...and this is what he said:

* * *


- I think it would be worthwhile telling you about the history of this holy place. This could be your key. 
- Please, tell me. I think this is an important piece of information that I need to know 
- Ok, so listen 

According to the living chronicles in the summer of 1395 Russian field patrols informed the Grand Duke of Moscow about hostile military preparations on the south-eastern borders of the Muscovite Land. Khan Timor-Tamerlane crossed into the Russian territories. Horror and fear lived in the souls of Russians in anticipation of the destiny awaiting them. 

...there is no need to say who was khan Timor-Tamerlane and how powerful were his troops. Just a brief military profile for the curious minds: in 1391 Khan Timor-Tamerlane met and defeated Khan Takhtamish of Gold Horde (not quite sure about translation of historical names, sorry) and in 1395, in the final battle, completely destroyed his troops. This was the year Khan Timor-Tamerlane crossed into the Muscovite Land. 

With numerous, well prepared, trained in battles, and well equipped troops Khan Timor-Tamerlane advanced into the Slavic grounds and set up a camp on the left bank of Oka river. The Grand Duke of Moscow, Vasiliy Dimitrievich, made a decision to fight Khan Timor-Tamerlane. And here is another brief history piece: in 1380 Russian troops fought Mongolian Khan Mamay, defeated him but were largely weakened as a result. Known fact that the total losses on both sides exceeded 200 thousand soldiers. And this was the time for another major battle with the odds on the enemy side. Realizing the reality, the last resort for Christians was to pray and ask for Godly protection from barbarian invaders. 

This was the time for Uspenie lent and the Grand Duke Vasiliy Dimitrievich and Metropolitan Cyprian (Metropolitan in Eastern Orthodox Church - a bishop who is head of an ecclesiastical province and ranks next below the patriarch) addressed the nation and asked to penance and to heartily pray. The decision was made to bring The Icon Of The Mother Of The Lord of Vladimir (again, I apologize if the translation is incorrect) from Vladimir (a city in Russia) to Moscow. The Icon of the Mother of the Lord of Vladimir to Russian Christians symbolized The Protectress of the Russian Land. 

The Muscovite clergy was dispatched to bring the Icon from Vladimir to Moscow. The holy day of the Assumption of the Mother of the Lord was the day when the Muscovite clergy accepted the Icon and with traditional religious procession delivered the Icon to Muscovites. 

Muscovites, heartily praying, met the procession with the prayer - "The Mother of the Lord, save the Russian Land!" 

According to the legend, at the time when Muscovites were meeting the religious procession from Vladimir, Khan Timor-Tamerlane was asleep in his emir marquee. What he saw in his dream petrified him - Majestic Woman in effulgent aureole descended from the Sky Hills and ordered him to leave the Russian Land. Awoken in horror, Khan called upon his advisors and told them about his dream. The advisors interpreted the dream as follows: Majestic Woman is the Grand Protectress of Christians and what She said was a Heavenly message that cannot be ignored. Covered with fear Khan Timor-Tamerlane decided to flee the Russian Land. In hurry Khan Timor's troops left the Muscovite Land. 

- There are numerous explanation and speculations by historians why Khan Timor-Timerlane fled, - continued the monk - but we know that the Mother of the Lord, The Grand Protectress of our Land, saved us. To commemorate the event, the place where the Icon was met a monastery was founded and named - The Monastery of Sretenie (meeting ground). If you ask me if there was a battle, I would have to say - Yes, there was. That was a battle indeed, a great battle between good and evil, but forces involved were above our powers or understanding. I have to go now. The time to commence my obedience has arrived. May God be with you. Let your Guardian Angel protect you on your journey. Ask for your prayer. 

....and the monk quickly walked away. 

The battle that never took place was the battle won, because it was fought and won on a spiritual level. 

* * *


I wanted to take an extended tour of the monastery but instead after discovering their book store spent in it the most part of the day. 

Once again I chose food for the mind over food for the soul. 

The book selection was excellent and quite affordable I must admit. I picked a couple of volumes of religious literature and on the way out stopped at the gift shop. I had to get something for Mikhail as a token of my appreciation for doing this for me. And shortly after I was on my way to visit a few places in the city. 

Time flew by fast. After having taken care of my daily agenda I called Mikhial's cell phone. 

- Dah, dah? 
- Zdravstvuyte. It's Sasha from Toronto calling. 
- Oh, yes! Alexander, how was your day? 
- Very interesting. I would like to talk about it tonight. 
- Gladly. Let's meet in 20 minutes at Turgenyevskaya subway station. Outside. Will you be able to make it? 
- Sure. I am on my way than. See you soon. 
- Davay San'ka. 

(Davay literally translates as give, but quite often [in informal speech] is used as the word of acknowledgement or approval) 

...this time Mikhail was punctual and without any delay we departed for his house. On the way home we stroke another interesting conversation: 

- So, what did you see? Who did you talk to? What did you find out? And, how was your day, anyway? 

... I told Mikhail about my morning adventure. 

- Yes, such battles do take place and we have to know about them 
- But how can we know about such things if we cannot sense them? 
- Who said that we cannot? We simply choose to ignore and not see the God's creation in its fullness. 
- Can you tell me how to awake my senses so I can see it? 
- Pace yourself on your quest. Before I tell you if your senses can be awoken so you can perceive the beauty of the God's world in full color I want you to know this... 
...than by the time you are ready you will not want to know it. 
- How is this possible? 
- Do you know what guards the truth from you? 
- Honestly, I don't even have a clue 
- Yes, you do. It's just that you prefer size over substance, quantity over quality, visible over invisible. I can continue this list but the fact of the matter is you try to judge what is important and what is not without truly knowing anything. 

....Mikhail knows and loves the Bible. Among other things he mentions this 

19For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in God's sight. 
(from St.Paul's Letter to Corinthians 1:3) 

I am truly speechless after hearing this. It has such a deep effect on my mind that I can't recover for a while. I remain speechless for the rest of the ride. 

...Mikhail looks at me, smiles and says: 

- Let's stay silent for some time. At times more is said when nothing is said

* * *

After parking the car Mikhail and I enter the house. 

- Alexander, please take care of some tea. I have to place a couple of calls. We'll continue our discussion over the tea 
- Will be done 

Mikhails leaves me in the living room to battle the kitchen duties and by the time Mikhail is back, tea, sandwiches and cookies are on the table. 

- Looks good and it didn't take you long to arrange things. Good. Let's say a prayer now 

We face Mikhail's small chapel and say prayers before partaking of our quickly made light supper. 

Mikhail starts the prayer with traditional - 
'In the name of The Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen' 
- and continues with the rest of the prayer passage. 

....and shortly after - we are back to our conversation: 

- I am dying from curiosity. So, what exactly guards us from the true knowledge? 
- Ourselves! 
- Ourselves? 
- What surprises you so much? Something doesn't seem to make sense to you, now, does it? 
- Yeh, it doesn't. 
- See, even now you refuse to see something that is handed over to you at your own request 
- I give up. Please explain it to me. 
- HOROSHO. Here is how it works: Knowledge could be dangerous in the hands of an evil person and lead to destruction. Your own pride is the cork that stops the flow of knowledge into your heart. Notice that it is not your mind that receives the true knowledge. Now, the best guard is the one who is the most difficult to fight. You probably know this by now that the battle against yourself is the hardest battle of all. So, that's why you are the one who holds the key to the next level up (spiritual) but in order to get there you have to defeat your other sinful self. 
- How? 
- Fast, pray and penance. And by the time you get to the next level you will be free of desire to know because you will not need to desire and the knowledge will be with you. The freedom is within. 

....I am shocked by the simplicity of the most significant discovery of my life. Indeed, if you want to hide something make it as visible as possible. The truth is behind the locked door and you are the one who holds the key. 
Quote:The first step to learn SYSTEMA is the battle with yourself


- And meanwhile, bear this in mind - were Mikhail's words: 

Quote:(22)Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands, nor take part in the sins of others; keep yourself pure. (1 Timothy 5 )


....Mikhail's smile radiates love and care: 
- Get changed, we will work on something interesting tonight. 

* * *

- Before we begin: is there anything in particular you would like to learn? 
- Yes, there is a number of things that I find fascinating. 
- Such as? 
- Non-contact work, for example, or psychic work as Vlad calls it. 
- I see. Why do you want to learn it? 
- Mysterious. Impressive. Neat. Effortless. 
- Let me understand you correctly: you choose psychic work because it has the looks and you are not required to do much? And who exactly do you plan to impress? 

To my own embarrassment I hear myself admit this - SYSTEMA to me is 'Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon'. 
Mikhail has this unique gift of helping us see the true side of ourselves. 

- I owe you an explanation. Things that look neat and sharp, effective and effortless are things with a lot of work, energy and experience to back them up and hold them together so that the reality does not obliterate them without a trace. And the last thing the non-contact work is - effortless. A lot of effort and hard work is put into psychic work. What you cannot see does not necessarily mean absence of substance. 
- So, with psychic work the battle gets shifted to a different level? 
- Yes. But - lay down a foundation first: Liberate your mind from prejudice and superstition, so you can see your true self. Defeat your worst enemy - yourself. 
- So, freedom is a must? 
- Psychic work requires from your mind to be free. And the answer is - yes. 
- So, by asking you to teach me psychic work I am jumping ahead of myself? 
- Correct. 
- Psychic work resides on a different level, though. Very interesting. How many levels are there? 
- Let's just say - more than one. 
- Are some levels more powerful than others? 
- Alexander, what is it with you and your hunger for power? 
- I am afraid I don't know the answer. What is it? 
- It looks like you may be undergoing a cultural shift. 
- Is it a bad thing? 
- If it helps you to see the right path in life than it is a good thing. But if you remain blind then it is a bad thing. 
- So simple! 
- Simplicity is the Angels' favorable ground. 

Quote:Simplicity is the Angels' favorable ground 
- is one of Mikhail's favorite sayings 

After my conversations with Mikhail I come to realize that I am everything which SYSTEMA is not. And I am anxious to ask my next logical question: 

- It seems that I represent everything one must lose to become a true SYSTEMA fighter. What am I doing wrong? 
- Nothing is wrong. You need this experience to figure out where to go next. 
- I came to you. 
- Let's get started than.

* * *


The training session commenced. 

The grand master was standing in the middle of the gym looking at me, smiling: 

- Feel free to attack. 
- Anything? 
- Is your list long?! 

....again, I am caught in my own ignorance - how ambarrassing 

- No, it's not. I am sorry. I meant to ask - how hard and fast do you want me to go? 
- As hard and as fast as you want provided you do not sacrifice your learning. Makes sense? 
- Yes. It always makes sense. Sooner or later. More often later than sooner. Sorry. I am just a slow thinker. 
- A learning tip for the future: Learn from your heart, and not with your mind. Enjoy and cherish the feeling inside your heart, not the thought in your head. 
- Wow! I have always been tought to learn with my mind. 
- Now try to live by your heart and learn from it. 
- Learn with it or from it? 
- Heart is filled with Love. And Love is there to give. Mind is hungry and empty. And it is there to take. Do you see the difference? Give impulse comes from your heart and Take impulse comes from your mind. What does the Holy Bible teach us? 

Quote:38Give, and it will be given to you. ( Luke 6:38 )


- Jesus Christ wants us to give! 
- If I am not mistaken: If I give Love I will be given something back? Since my receiving organ is my mind I will receive knowledge. Is it the correct assumption? It seems to me that I can only give from my heart and only take with my mind. 
- The Omniscient God cannot be fooled. Always Give, but not because you want to receive. 
- It's all very deep and spiritual. Is SYSTEMA really all about this: God, love, give? 
- You have no idea. 
- So, how does it wok in real life? 

...and Mikhail showed me how it works. But ... I didn't see it. I tried to analyze it with my mind but failed. I tried to listen to what he had to say but couldn't hear him. My frastration grew bigger. 

- I have no idea how it all works. It works, alright! It works based on the number of times I fell, stalled, colupsed, got scared, lost motivation, etc. 
- Is it me not seeing it? 
- It is you not learning from your experiences. You continue to think. I can only give you what to think about, but I cannot give you what to think with. For the last time - your heart knows it all but your mind does not know this (that your heart knows it all.) In fact, mind does not know much at all. Live by your mind and you will know nothing at all, because you will only take. Take and you will not receive. Give and you will not need to take. Do you see how many problems in life can be fixed by simply hearing the words of the Bible? 
- Yes. Indeed. 
- Good. At least you agree with me. 
- I am having a feeling that you worked against, or rather with me, based on the give and you will be given principle. 
- Heart never lies. Keep feeling, stop thinking. 
- Thank you very much. It feels right to know something with my heart. 
- Next time you work with people, bear these words of Jesus Christ in your heart: 

Quote:38Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. 
( Luke 6:38 )


* * *
After the class Mikhail suggests to continue our conversation in the sauna. I must admit that most of Mikhail's teaching is done in non-physical manner - through conversations. 

Quote:The Outer is a mere reflection of The Inner


While the sauna was heating up Mikhail was preparing some herbal potion. 

- Let's drink some of this before entering the sauna. It will help your body cleanse itself through sweating more effectively. Unfortunately, there is no such herb that would help you cleanse your soul, ill with sins. Do you know anything about the Deadly Sins? 
- There are Seven Deadly Sins. Correct? 
- Correct. Name them. 
- Let's see: 1.Anger 2.Envy 3.Gluttony 4.Greed 5.Lust 6.Pride & Vanity 7.Sloth 
- That's it. Do you know by any chance which sin is the father of all other sins? 
- I thought they were all equal. 
- Not quite. There is one from which all others derive. It is Pride. 
- Pride? But how? 
- The history of Satan's fall. 
- Satan? 
- Satan was an archangel who decided to usurp God's power. Do you know why? 
- No, I don't know. 
- It's time for a break. Enough for the first time. Let's go drink some more of that tea. 
- Sure. 

Mikhail asks me to pour tea while he slowly goes upstairs and brings back an old print of the Bible. 

- Alexander, in order to understand what holds you back you have to look at the root of the problem. The Truth and Pride don't get along too well. It's either one or the other. Since you do not have the awareness of the Truth you know what that means, don't you? 
- I have Pride? 
- Why does it surprise you? 
- I don't know. I always thought I was... 
- Perfect and special? 
- Well, not quite, but close. 
- I see. Before we discuss other things you need to understand why Satan was kicked out of heaven. 
- I would like to know that. 
- Here, read this: 

And Mikhail offers me to read the Bible opened on Isaiah passages: 


12 How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! how art thou cut down to the ground, which didst weaken the nations! 
13 For thou hast said in thine heart, I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God: I will sit also upon the mount of the congregation, in the sides of the north: 
14 I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will be like the most High. 
15 Yet thou shalt be brought down to hell, to the sides of the pit. 
16 They that see thee shall narrowly look upon thee, and consider thee, saying, Is this the man that made the earth to tremble, that did shake kingdoms; 
17 That made the world as a wilderness, and destroyed the cities thereof; that opened not the house of his prisoners? 
18 All the kings of the nations, even all of them, lie in glory, every one in his own house. 
19 But thou art cast out of thy grave like an abominable branch, and as the raiment of those that are slain, thrust through with a sword, that go down to the stones of the pit; as a carcase trodden under feet. 
20 Thou shalt not be joined with them in burial, because thou hast destroyed thy land, and slain thy people: the seed of evildoers shall never be renowned.

After all of my conversations with Mikhail so far it was almost impossible to notice that Christian religion (Pravoslavie/Orthodoxy) and Systema are closed related and tied. Unfortunately, true religion and faith are practices beyond my earthly abilities: 

Quote:And when Jesus saw that he was very sorrowful, he said, How hardly shall they that have riches enter into the kingdom of God! (Luke 18:24)


It is virtually impossible to reject my earthly possessions in the name of God so the only option left is the option of praying for more - Insanity driven by fear and lack of faith. 

With my attention going exclusively to my mind and my heart being left dusted all over with the only real duty of pumping blood to my brain and digestive system I only know how to ask one type of questions - questions coming from my head: 

- Mikhail, a lot of religious material has been used so far to explain what Systema is and how it works. 
- Yes. 
- Is it right to conclude that Systema was invented after Christianity had been introduced to the Russians? 
- From where it all came from time and timely order of things are not an issue. 
- What does it mean? 
- It means that tomorrow we will go to Troitse-Sergieva Lavra. 
- Is it where I will find the answer? 
- No. But there you will find the first hint as to where to look for the answer. 
- What time are we leaving? 
- 7.30

* * *


It was a very beautiful morning. We left at exactly 7.30am. 

- Another day has been given to us to enjoy. Let's express our gratitude to God 

...and Mikhail starts saying prayers: 

... 
Our Father which 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 tresspasses; as we forgive those who tresspass against us. 
And lead us not into temptation; but deliver us from evil. 
... 

Once finished with the prayers, Mikhail's attention focuses on the trip: 

- So, do you know where we are going? 
- Sergiev Posad. Troitse-Sergieva Lavra. 
- Do you know anything about this place? 
- A bit of its history. 
- Brief me on it. 
- Well, the Holy Cloister of The Live-Giving Trinity was founded in the XIV century. Over centuries of its existence the Holy Cloister has grown to be the spiritual center of Christian Russia. 
- Yes, good. Do you know who founded the monastery? 
- St. Sergius of Radonezh 
- What do you know about him? 
- St. Sergius was an ascetic and a devotee of Christianity who was a spiritual guide to a number of Christian followers including St. Seraphim of Sarov. 
- Do you know anything about Byzantine Hesychasm? 
- Nothing, I am afraid. 
- To begin with, St. Sergius of Radonezh was a Saints of The Orthodox Church who practiced Hesychasm. 
- I didn't know that. And I still don't know much about Hesychasm. 
- Hesychasm is a mystical breathing practice of the Orthodox monks from the Isle of Athonos 
- What does the word itself mean? 
- Hesychasm in Greek means silence or calm in spiritual contest, of course. 
- Interesting. Please, carry on. I am all ears. 
- Hesychasm was made known to The Russian Orthodox Church at around XIV century and since then has been a very important part of The Russian Orthodox mystique. 
- I can see a time connection between Hesychasm, its appearance in Russia and St. Sergius, who also practiced Hesychasm. 
- And founded this very monastery we are about to visit! 
- Exactly! History, suddenly, doesn't look as boring as it looked when I was attending school. I should do my own research on this subject. I am very curious to find out some of the pieces of this puzzle. 
- Now, let's see what the Hesychasm practice consists of. 
- Oh, yes. I am ready to take notes. 
- Very good. The very first element of this practice is Jesus prayer. 
- "Lord Jesus, Son of God - be merciful to me"? 
- Correct. But, keep in mind that just saying the words doesn't work! 
- You mean that mind's effort alone is not enough? 
- Precisely! For It's a heart prayer. 
- It looks like I have a very long road to walk before I am ready to appreciate the knowledge I am receiving. 
- Take notes for now. Besides, there is a very good book - "Pilgrim's revelations to his spiritual father". Read it. This book may assist you in understanding what I am trying to explain. 
- Thanks, I will. 
- Next step is to be able to sink your mind into your heart - attention and awareness joined. 
- Fascinating. Unfortunately, I cannot even picture this scenario. 
- You are right, it is not for everyone to experience. Try anyway, who knows. 
- I am writing it down. Hopefully, one day it will become possible. 
- Now, the most important thing - respiratory techniques. 
- Not another show stopper. Do you mean - just breathing is not an option? 
- Not, if you want to practice Hesychasm. 
- Can they be explained at least? 
- Remind me when we come home - there is something that needs to be shown. 
- Will do. Anything else? 
- Well, actually yes. But, it's up to you now. 

Quote:A learning tip - Mikhail only shows you the path, but he leaves it up to you to walk it.

* * *


Some corroboration from independent sources/related links 

http://www.geocities.com/evangelical_orthodox/Hesychasm.html 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hesychasm 

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/hesychasm1.html 

http://www.dur.ac.uk/~dml0www/orthodox.html 

Quote:St. Sergius' spiritual legacy had consequences for the building up of the Church in Russia that are felt to this very day. Sergius did not leave to the Church any spiritual writings. His spirituality is embodied in his Vita written by Epiphanius the Wise, and it was a spirituality centred on prayer and contemplation serving as the bedrock for service to one's brother or sister in Christ. Sergius gained fame as an exponent of an interior, ascetic style of monastic life, what the Byzantine spiritual masters termed 'hesychasm', the silent prayer of the heart of the recluse. Debate had raged in thirteenth-century Byzantium over whether God could be contemplated and whether the human person was capable of being united with Him. Yes, was the answer to both questions, the hesychasts claimed conditionally: God can be contemplated not in His essence but in His energies and the human person can become united, or deified in Him, but only through the way of the Cross and only by grace: he cannot become a god by nature. St. Sergius' life embodied this teaching by combining a reclusive life with compassion for those whom encountered in the northern forests. 


http://www.geocities.com/frgeorgek/russchurchhistory.html
_________________


* * *


- Mikhail, I am confused. 
- About? 
- About the role or rather place of Systema in Orthodox Christianity. It seems that Systema somehow contradicts the main principles of Christianity. 
- I see. First of all let me remind you that Systema is a way of staying a Christian throughout difficult times. 
- How? 
- Remember what I told you not long ago - In Systema one should not try to win. 
- Lose? 
- It does not mean that either. 
- Then what does it mean? 
- In Sytema one should try not to lose. 

Quote:In Systema one should not try to win. In Systema one should try not to lose


- Try not to lose? Hm.....Vague. 
- Vague for your mind or for your heart? 
- For my mind. 
- Ok. I will explain one more time - just for your mind! 
- Please. I would like to know this key aspect to understanding Systema. 
- During one of our conversations we talked about 'All being One'. 
- Yes, I remember. 
- Good. Now, having a desire to win will lead you to destroying you opponent. 
- Not necessarily. 
- It is not necessarily so if you are talking about a sparring with your friend in the gym on soft mats. But, if you know that the person you are facing is trying to kill you, believe me, you will think otherwise. 
- I guess if you put it this way than yes, I will exercise my right to defend myself. 
- To what extend? 
- As far as I have to. 
- Do you ever question why you are being attacked? 
- No. One should not be attacked. Period. That's the law. 

- Remember one thing, if you both think alike and by that I mean - violence can resolve something - you, and your attacker, will fall into the same trap. And then there will be no difference between the two of you. 
- Than how do I act upon such a situation? 
- You don't act. You reflect. 
- With anger and violence? 
- There is no anger and violence except in your head. Remember - we are all one. We are all connected. Anger and violence are cries for help. Weak spirits tend to fall into the anger spin. If you act - you choose to interpret the truth in your own way and it becomes an opinion. If you reflect - you don't touch the truth, but rather experience it. 
- What is the truth? 
- By hurting others you hurt yourself. 
- But they are hurting me! 
- And you don't want to be hurt? 
- No! 

- Then don't hurt anyone. If you do, you hurt yourself. And your choice is not be hurt. 
- Is it a circle without an end? 
- It is a spiral without an end. 
- Then how do I levitate this circle so it doesn't look like a circle over and over again? 
- By purifying your soul and awaking your spirit for union with God. 
- The way of Christ? 
- Yes, Christian way. 
- How do I apply 'try not to lose' principle in Systema? 
- Reflect the truth. Do what feels right to do. Stay in harmony with what is happening. Don't play gods with your opinionated vision of life. Harmony when broken surfaces immediately and the one who has broken it knows it right away via physical experiences. In other words - who does not stay in harmony cannot win, but the one who stays in harmony has no need to win, for it's already a victory. 
- I see a long way to go before I have a clue about what Systema is. 
- When we arrive at the monastery I will introduce you to a monk. Talk to him. You will find this encounter fruitful for your soul.


* * *


After arriving at the monastery, Mikhail took me to the chapel where St.Sergius of Radonezh, the founder and spiritual father of the monastery, was buried. 

The chapel, well renovated on the outside, with golden domes and blue and white walls, on the inside somehow managed to keep time still creating the atmosphere of the early XV century. 

We entered the main quarters of the chapel. Lit candles cast dim light over the icons, works of Andrey Rublev. Imperishable relics of the saint are in a glass casket in the far right corner. A monk reads acathistus. A long line of people awaits their turn to approach the casket and show their personal respect to the saint. 

On this trip I actually met a person who experienced miraculous healing after getting in contact with the relics of the saint. I must share this story as I find it very edifying. 

In the early 90's a Christian monk from the Caucasian region of Russia, when praying was visited and instructed by the ghost of St. Sergius of Radonezh to leave his present cloister and go to Troitse-Servieva Lavra. Long was his journey, but with God's help the monk safely completed the march. 

Having diligent desires to pray to St.Sergius he would always ask older monks to let him read the St.Sergius acathistus at the chapel. Since he hardly spoke any Russian (fyi: people of the Caucasian region speak various dialects and none of them resembles any slav languages) when people heard him read they would always leave complaining about him. He would cry but nevertheless continued to read. Among people who couldn't stand this monk was the person who told me this story. 

Since the monk was accepted to this cloister a couple of years went by. Meanwhile, the person, who told me the story, became a grandmother. Unfortunately, the grandchild developed a tumor on the forehead. The tumor would spread and grow. Doctors left no hope to the parents. 

When there is nothing else to hope for we turn our heads to God. 

This older woman decided to take the child to one of the services. With the child in her arms, she enters the chapel. The same monk, with a very thick accent, reads the St.Sergius acathistus. 

- Not again! Why, when I need help from God most he send the one who can help least? Where is justice? 

This very moment the monk stops reading, turns his head and asks the woman to approach the casket. Everyone in the chapel remains silent for something very unusual is taking place. The woman stands at the casket and the monk opens the top lid. 

- Here, your child can touch the relics, - says the monk in broken Russian - and I will pray for your child . Don't worry, the child will be well soon. 

A week later the child completely recovered. 

While telling me the story the woman kept crying. At the end she asked me this question: 

- We tend to judge people before we even know them. We judge them with our mind, but can only know them with our heart. Instead of opening our hearts to one another we exercise our minds in front of each other. Why? 

Quote:This is my commandment, That ye love one another, as I have loved you. (John 15:12)

* * *


We left the chapel. At the porch Mikhail and I crossed ourselves and bowed three times - Orthodox Christian tradition to cross and bow before entering and leaving the church. 

On the way to monks cell quarters Mikhail coached me on the Orthodox Church etiquette: 

- 'Asking for your blessing, father' is a common way to greet a priest or a monk. 
- And what is the proper way to say 'bye'? 
- 'Asking for your blessing, father' 
- How do I address this monk if, let's say, I want to ask him a question? 
- You address him as 'Father Phiagnostos' 
- Would it be wise to ask him questions? 
- Please do. I think that's him. He already awaits us at the entrance. 

At the cell quarters porch an old gray bearded monk in a long black habit was waving at us. 
We came close. Mikhail greeted him first: 
- Asking for your blessing, father. 
- In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit - and the monk crossed Mikhail 

Mikhail introduces me to the monk: 
- Father Phiagnostos, this is Alexander 

... now it was my turn: 
- Asking for your blessing, father 
- In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

Mikhail tells us that he has to meet with some priest and leaves us alone. 

- Mikhail asked me to meet with you. 
- I am so honored. If it is possible I would like to talk to you. 
- Follow me, than. 
- What about Mikhail? Will he be able to find us? 
- Let it be, Alexander. 

The way this monk said 'Let it be' somehow made a very different impression on me. Somehow it was compressed with some higher meaning and made a deeper impact on my consciousness. 'Let it be!', for nothing is going to change because of my worries. 

We entered the building and started walking through the maze of passages. Finally we came to a very short ( three quarters of my height) painted black metal door. Father Phiagnostos retrieved a key. The key wasn't the everyday kind of key we all are accustomed to seeing. This key, apparently very old, was long, heavy and decorated with patterns. The key went into the key hole. Rotating the key in the lock made this very distinctive clanging noise throughout the hall. The monk grabbed the door by the metal ring handle and pulled it. Very quietly the door surrendered. Father Phiagnostos lit two candles and gave me one of them. 

- Where we are going we will need some light. 
- Where are we going? 
- You'll see. Watch your step. 

The monk closed the door and locked it from the inside with the sliding bar locks. We paused for a minute or two letting our eyes to get used to changed intensity of light. 

Steep descending steps took us deep underground. Finally we reached the bottom. 

- Blow your candle for now. 
- Done. 

Father Phiagnostos did the same. 

We stand in the total darkness while listening to the total silence. 

- Strange. Quiet. Dark. 
- It is unusually hard not to notice this, isn't it? 
- Yes. Father Phiagnostos, you are absolutely right. 
- Since we are on the subject, can you describe what you feel right now? 
- We are surrounded by darkness. 

... I pause for a minute. 

- And if we don't talk we are surrounded by total silence as well. 
- Anything else? 
- Actually, there is something else but I cannot point it out. 
- Take your time. 
- That's it. Thank you very much. It's time. For some strange reason I don't think I can feel flow of time. I cannot tell if it runs faster or slower in here. In any case, this place empties my mind. No distractive factors to feed it. And... - I pause to listen to my own feelings 
- And? 
- And I feel light. This is unusual! What is this place? 
- Many centuries ago this place was built by monks-hermits in search of the truth. 
- And? Was the truth found?


* * *


- If I tell you the truth you will form an idea about it. And this idea will replace the actual truth. Sadly to say, but that is how the majority thinks. 

- That's only if I attempt to perceive the truth with my mind, father Phiagnostos. 

- If you "thought" otherwise you would not have asked this question about the truth in the first place, Alexander. 

- I see - I am using my mind to possess the truth. And what you are trying to say, father Phiagnostos, is that something else is the receiver of the truth. Or, should I say the reflector of the truth? Reflection sounds more righteous, right? 

- Reflection, correct. 

- And how did the hermits achieve the ability to reflect the truth? How did they know where the beams of the truth were coming from? Those beams are not visible - that is obvious, apparent and certain. 

- The clues are right in this very room, dear Alexander. You just have to see them. 

- But I cannot see anything - it is completely dark in here after all. 

- That's because you always try to see what IS there. 

- But how can I see what is not there? 

.... a long pause before I can continue after discovering something very important: 

- Father Phiagnostos, this is unbelievable! Nothing may be as much something as something may be as much nothing at all. Darkness just is. Silence just is. If I attempt to form an idea about them I miss on their existence and fail to simply see and appreciate them. 

- Very good. This is a very crucial moment to understand. Without reaching this milestone there would be no point in continuing our conversation. 

- So it is not an accident that this place is what it is - still, dark and silent? 

- No, not at all. 

- Is it a model? It's a model of something, isn't it? 

- Yes, it is. 

- What purpose does it serve?


* * *


...the monk paused for a second or two and then began his narration: 

- God is the purest and the most absolute Truth. Searching for The Truth is searching for God. But God cannot be seen with our eyes for He is nowhere. 

...I am trying to keep up mentally with the pace at which I am receiving the valuable pieces of information. 

- Take a look at a mechanical watch: analyzing which wheel is the creator of the watch will get us nowhere near the truth. The watch master is nowhere in particular, yet every wheel reminds us, because we know this, of him for he is everywhere at once. 

- Oh, definitely. 

- And now we, being those wheels, suddenly start looking for 'the god wheel' thinking that once we find this wheel we would understand how the watch works. That's the search for the formula of the watch. Does one exist? 

- I see what you mean, father Phiagnostos. No, I donâ€™t think it's feasible to derive such a formula. 

- Or, let's take it even further - thinking that by understanding how the watch works it would give us a chance to fully know the creator of the watch. But all we can logically conclude at this point is that he knows how to make watches. But would it be right to conclude that that is the only skill the watch master possesses? Do you understand now that it is impossible to search for God the way people try to search for Him? 

- Father Phiagnostos, this is the simplest yet the most valuable information on perception of God I have ever heard. Thank you very much. I really appreciate it. 

- In God's Glory. What have we concluded so far: 

1. God is nowhere in particular for He is invisible 

2. God is present in all through The Holy Spirit 

3. God resides beyond all for He is the God Almighty

....Father Phiagnostos takes a pause as to let the information sink into my heart. In a moment the monk continues: 

- Can you see now, that it is impossible to view God via your eyes and picture Him via your mind? 

- But, the union with God is possible, right? 

- Right 

- So there are ways, correct? 

- Correct. Let's talk about them. 

- Can't wait. 

- Be patient for patience is a virtue. 

- Forgive me father. 

- God will forgive. Keep in your mind the above given example of the watch master and his watch. And imagine yourself being that tiny tiny wheel inside the watch mechanism. We'll start from the inside and proceed outwards: God's way of doing things. You are a tiny wheel inside the watch. You have been given your destiny to fulfil - just be that wheel - The Watch Master's will for you. The Watch Master doesn't want you to be elsewhere or anything else: up, down, left or right, spring or hand, or the body. If you, at your own discretion, decide to leave your position inside the mechanism you will not get anywhere anyway. Another thing, your opinion is destructive to you and the whole mechanism. When The Watch Master finds time to deal with the stopped watch imagine what will happen to the wheel that caused the mechanism cessation. 

- Well, it gives me an idea. 

- So, can you see how important it is to understand and respect The Watch Master's will and try not to come up with a better plan for yourself. The God's way and will for you is the best possible way and will. For if you obey -you fulfil your destiny, have a meaning in your existence and keep the Watch Master happy. On the other hand if you disobey - you affect your own destiny and the destiny of others as well. The choice is yours: The former option is God's way; The latter is your own way. 

- Interesting. God still leaves me with free will. I can go either way, but one way leads me to fulfilment while the other takes me to destruction: my own and others. 

- Correct, Alexander. And it is worth mentioning that in order to be able to exercise either of the options you have been given proper equipment: heart, soul and spirit should guide you on quest to God's will; you mind and body to guide you to your destruction. 

- Fascinating! Please, continue father Phiagnostos. 

- Can you see the inevitable failure of the erroneous attempt to see the Watch Master through understanding how the watch works? 

- It is impossible. 

- Exactly. For there is no visible bridge to The Watch Master. There is only Love. And we are connected to the Watch Master by His Love for us. And the only wisdom of life for us - know how to commune with God. Communion with God is via silence of the thoughts, stillness of the mind, darkness of the eyes. 

- Beautiful! And, thank you very much for answering my question. 

- In God's Glory. Learn to see the forest behind the trees. Unfortunately, we are weak and unwise. We misuse what has been given to us. Remember for the future: Always choose first to see the Creator, not His creations. This place helped the hermits see beyond the creations, see the Creator in all His Glory. Do you find this interesting? 

- Father Phiagnostos, may God save your soul! I am so grateful. 

- Would you like to see more of this place?


* * *
Father Phiagnostos lit the candles. 

- Follow me. There is a side door to the right of the chapel. 

- It is rather small. Where does it go? 

- To a passage that will take us to monks' cells. 

- Are there any monks still living in here? 

- No, not anymore. The last living monks were tortured by communists in the 20s of the previous century. 

- Why do you think this happened to Russia? 

- The ways of God are inscrutable. I know that startsi (plural, rus, elder prophet monks; starets - singular) said that Russia had to undergo this spiritual test of time to become later on something else - Russia united by faith, love and wisdom. 

- Do you think this will ever become possible? 

- I am dust and nothing but the dust, but startsi are the ones who actually know the meaning and purpose of things. 

- Can I meet one? 

- Why? 

- To ask questions. 

- I see. Dear Alexander, there are two types of questions people ask the seers: 
1. Where to go 
2. What to do

- I would like to know what to do in one particular situation. 

- If we only knew 'where to go' we would not have to ask as many 'what to dos' 

- Which of the two types of questions people ask most? 

- 'What to do' unfortunately. 

- So, I guess I am not ready to meet a starets yet? 

- Things are not that simple. If there is a purpose for you to see a starets an opportunity somehow will surface. 

- I will give it a try. 

... Unfortunately, both my attempts have failed. Twice I tried to see a starets during my stay and both times some mystical providence would not let me see one. I guess I am missing a purpose to see a starets yet.

* * *


The passage was very short and narrow. We walked in silence without dropping a word now. The candle lights cast shadows not suitable for people with wild imagination. From what I can tell the passage was taking us even deeper underground. There were no steps and the uneven surface of the passage made it hard to detect a slight slop. The passage was quite long and wavy. The echo sound from our steps would rapidly spread across the veins of the underground world. Finally - a sharp turn and another steel door. Curiosity drove my emotions high. I broke the silence with the most obvious question on my part: 

- What is behind that door? 
- What do you mean? Behind that door is the place. 
- What place? 
- We were talking about the place where The Truth was seen, were we not? 
- Oh, yes. How does this place look like? 
- Would you like to see it? 
- I....I do not know..... 
- Something is not letting you through that doorway, is it? 
- Yes, exactly - fear of some kind. Suddenly, I feel very uncertain. 
- You are not the only one. Actually, very few people are allowed through this door. 
- Are you allowed through that door? 
- When you ask 'allowed' do you mean the legal aspect of it, some form of permission? 
- Yes. Why? Did you mean something else, father Phiagnostos? 
- Of course, Alexander. I actually meant the Guardian Angels. They decide who is ready and who is not. 
- You are trying to say that I am not welcome at that place? 
- What do you feel? Do you feel as you are welcome behind that door? 
- My curiosity drives me there, but my fear holds me back. I don't think I will be able to move my feet in that direction even if I wanted to. 
- Then you are not welcome behind that door. 
- But why? 
- Because at this point the truth may only hurt you. 
- Can the truth hurt? I know that a truth can hurt because it normally deals with the dust of our daily lives, but I didn't expect something of the divine source be hurtful as well. 
- Alexander, if a truth hurts your feelings for the first time it is only because you had unrealistic expectations from a situation. If the same truth hurts again and again it means that you have failed to learn from your previous lessons. And, it will continue to hurt until you drop the habit of having expectations. 
- I see. This is exactly what causes pain - the disagreement between the reality and my expectations of it. 
- Do you know why you expect a certain outcome or expectation as you put it? 
- Is this not natural to choose the most favorable path of the situation development? 
- It is. But let me ask you this - how do you know which path will take you there? 
- The most obvious signs will tell me. 
- Such as? Obviously, you will list the signs that match your life values. You don't have to name them - I am afraid I can see what those are. 
- To my shame - it is mainly earthly things. 
- Eh, eh... I know. A lot of people come here in search of the truth, but only very few leave with the answer. Do you know what that answer is? 
- That they searched for the truth for the wrong reasons? 
- The wrong reasons. I am glad you understand it. 
- Correct me if I am wrong - If I have false reasons to search for the truth I will never find the truth? 
- I mentioned it before - If your reasons to search for the truth are wrong then so is your way of thinking. 
- Yes, I am following. 
- And it will be hard for you to stay away from forming an opinion about what it is that you are looking for. 
- So, once the opinion is formed I will try to look form something that matches my opinion, is that right? 
- Right. And, therefore, will never find the truth. 
- I see. Then I have a question. 
- Yes? 
- Father Phiagnostos what are the right reasons? 
- Alexander, follow me - I would like to show you something.... 

And the monk stepped deeper into the darkness of the passage. I followed.... 


* * *


...after a minute or so of walking through the underground passages we reached the first wall gap. Father Phiagnostos paused and pointed: 

- Here is one of the hermit cells. 
- That is all? It is rather small! 
- It all depends on what you intend to use this space for. 

....even though I could barely see anything at all I felt that the monk smiled. 

- I assume the hermits lived all their lives without leaving these cells. Am I correct in my assumption? 
- Yes, Alexander. You are correct. 
- This cell is the size of a walk-in closet! I cannot believe one can survive in such a small place for ..... 

.... I paused to imagine how long a human body can live in such a limited space.... 

- How long did these monks live? 
- Even though time didn't mean much to them, but to keep your mind operating in this mistakably conventional way I will tell you that some monks lived past their hundredth birthday. 
- It is unbelievable! 
- What is? 
- The fact that these people voluntarily gave up their freedom to be here and spend a hundred year being locked up. 
- You think this way because what takes place up there, - and father Phiagnostos raised his index finger in the direction of the surface - is of some precious value to you. 
- Should anything else matter as much? 
- Alexander, most of these concepts and ideas exist only in your head. 
- Life is a mind game anyway. 
- It is not 'what it is' that really matters, but, rather, 'where it takes you'. Have you thought about this? 
- I gave it some thought. Unfortunately, I don't know what should take priority in life for I am not aware of the meaning of life. 
- Here is my question for you. 
- Yes, father Phiagnostos. 
- You train in Systema. You evening training sessions coincide time-wise with the church service. What takes priority in making a decision as to where to go? 
- Training. 
- Why? 
- Because I want to achieve something in Systema. I want to know Systema. I want to train in Systema because I am simply in love with Systema. 
- Here is your first warning sign - your triple 'I want' 
- Is that bad? 
- Dear Alexander, can you elaborate on what is bad and what is right in your understanding? 
- Briefly, 'rights' and 'wrongs' are agreements or disagreements with our set of life values. 
- I see. Well, tell me something 
- Yes, father Phiagnostos. 
- Mikhail told me that you had come from far away to learn about Systema. 
- Yes, it is true. 
- Let's finish our tour first before we can talk about the history behind Systema. 
- Are you referring to the history of Systema that is already well known? 
- You have received birthday gifts in nicely wrapped boxes. Were you able to tell what is inside those boxes by judging the quality of the wrapper? 
- No. 
- History tells us how and when Systema came into the lives of Slavs, but if read carefully - this very history does not actually tell you about where or why it was born. 
- That is a very natural question to ask, isn't it? 
- The question is very natural, indeed. Fortunately, and I mean fortunately, not many people know the answer to this question. 
- Why is it fortunate that not many people know this? 
- Because the rest is simply not ready to hear the truth. 
- How can one determine if he is ready for the truth? 
- When one stops seeking it. 
- What? You mean that is it - stop seeking? 
- Falling into the conventional trap - rushing to form an opinion. 
- I cannot just take your word for it - that would be silly on my part. I will soon come out of here and go back to my daily life style - imagine if I take everyone's word for it - I will be immediately taken advantage of. 
- I will not argue with you. You live your life as you please, but let me warn you if you let me. 
- Yes, please. 
- If you continue to think the way you do know - you are on a dangerous path to self-destruction. 
- Can you explain, please? 
- Are you willing to listen without forming an opinion about it? 
- I am. 
- Then listen....
* * *


... I made myself a promise to listen and not to interrupt the monk with my immature questions. 

Father Phiagnostos meanwhile continued: 

- Throughout history of human race various societies have always attempted to achieve the same old goals: 
- know 
- rule 
- stay 

Humans literally want at their immediate disposal knowledge, power and eternal life. Does it remind you of what has already happened once in the history of The Universe? If you carefully read 'The Laws of God' you remember what happened to the devil. Once, he was an angel, the most loved and cherished among equal. Love was the creating force in the Universe. 

The most natural quality of love - one cannot be forced to love; once can only voluntarily choose to love. This one of the key ideas to understand: free will, given to us to be with God - choose love. 

The way we interpret 'God's free will' is our biggest tragedy, for it is too too far from choosing love, unfortunately. The devil was the first one to exercise the other option available - not to choose love. And he obviously had his reasons for that - mainly pride and vanity, the mother of all deadly sins. Pride is the state of constant denial of love. For the first time one denies God's love for the first time one thinks he can be better than what God intended one to be. 

And since the devil was the closest to God angel after choosing denial of love he suddenly wanted to be better, better than God. He was a few steps down from God and being driven by pride decided that he could be better than God Himself. Suddenly the devils decides that God's omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence must be challenged. Do you see an analogy here: omniscience - knowledge; omnipotence - power; omnipresence - eternal life? We continue to do what the fallen angels have already done - choosing the path to self-annihilation. 

- Father Phiagnostos, I have a question. May I? 
- Please do, Alexander. 
- How can I even begin to grasp the truth of God? Where do I begin to look for understanding. 
- Faith. Your faith should be your understanding. For if you choose to try to understand with your mind you will be lost. True and full picture of life is far beyond things we can see with our eyes. Only through your faith the true understanding will come. This is what St.Paul wants us to know: 

Quote:3Through faith we understand that the world was made by the Word of God. Things we see were made from what could not be seen. (Hebrews 11:3)


And this is a very important piece of information to be fully aware of: Things we see were made from what could not be seen 

Now, in order to be able to see the unseen you have to understand that: 
Quote:God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth (John 4:24)


- What does it mean? 
- Let it come to you. 
- How? What if it does not? 
- 'What ifs' should not be in your vocabulary, otherwise you may fail to fully experience and understand the truth. 
- How can I discover the truth? 
- Let the truth discover you, Alexander. 
- 'Let it be', correct? 
- Correct. 
- Worshiping in spirit and in truth. Hm...interesting: Spirit+Truth=The Unseen 
- Contriving an equation of God? 
- Cannot resist it. 
- All you need to know about knowledge is well known: 
Quote:18Do not deceive yourselves. If any one of you thinks he is wise by the standards of this age, he should become a "fool" so that he may become wise. 19For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in God's sight. As it is written: "He catches the wise in their craftiness"[1] ; 20and again, "The Lord knows that the thoughts of the wise are futile."[2] 21So then, no more boasting about men! All things are yours, 22whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas[3] or the world or life or death or the present or the future--all are yours, 23and you are of Christ, and Christ is of God. (Paul, Cor 3:18-23)


....this is strange, for I am hearing this for the second time in a few days. First time it was Mikhail who mentioned this a couple of days ago and now father Phiagnostos. I should really make a note of this.


* * *


... I was very curious about the cells. There was something very unusual about them. I decided to find out a little bit more: 

- Father Phiagnostos, these cells - they all are rather small. 

- Indeed. Spiritual life is not demanding. Physical, on the other hand, is. 

- But still, body needs rest, doesn't it? 

- Yes, if it is the center of your life interests. 

- Wait, does it mean that true spiritual development encourages physical damage to the body? 

- If you continue thinking the way you do - you won't see it. 

Quote:John 3 
8The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit." 
9"How can this be?" Nicodemus asked. 
10"You are Israel's teacher," said Jesus, "and do you not understand these things? 11I tell you the truth, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony. 12I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly things?


- Father Phiagnostos, I am not anywhere near my spiritual self. Please give me some clues. 

- Gladly. Name a few deadly sins that you think are directly connected with physical body. 

- I can think of .....sloth.....lust.....and.....gluttony. Anything else I missed? 

- It doesn't matter what I think. It is far more important what you think right now. So we have three deadly sins, in your opinion, related to physical body. 

- I guess, three out of seven.....if I didn't miss anything else. 

- Even if you did, if you dedicate yourself to spiritual development, you will discover far more... 

- Wait, wait, wait.... I think I can see the answer to my own question. If I approach this matter with body being strangled by six planes from a spiritual prospective, having true and strong faith in God, I won't need to worry too much about my body in terms of food, sleep and other urges. 

- Something like that, Alexander......something like that. 

- These monks, they stayed locked, or rather walled from the outside world. One thing I don't see there is toilets. How did the monks relieve themselves? 

- That I cannot answer. 

- Fair enough. I have another question - some cells are bigger than others, while others are literally like rabbit holes. Was it done this way on purpose? 

- Everything has a meaning and a purpose. Even after monks commit themselves to be here, there is a very different world with its own concept of inner power and freedom. The more power and freedom a monk has on the inside the less he needs on the outside. 

- If all you are saying now is true - this information may set someone truly free from the crazy world up there on the surface. 

- You would be surprised, but not that many people actually want freedom. 

- What do they want then? 

The monk's response was from the Bible: 

Quote:17So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking. 18They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. 19 Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more. (Ephesians 4:17:19)


- Continual lust for more - how precise! This passage truly is about me.


* * *

