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Dear Reader,

The primary purpose of this book is to show you how you can become more assertive, both physically and spiritually. The most important power you possess doesn’t need to be acquired—you already have it; you need to recognize it and learn how to use it. Everyone has this power; it’s their birthright. It is the strength accumulated over the centuries of your clan’s existence, the strength of life itself. It flows in your veins. To own it, you need to maintain a connection with your nature and understand how energy works between people, both in your clan and your family. How life comes into this world, how it develops, how it finds a mate and gives birth to its progeny, how it encounters death, and what can remain after life has ended is all influenced by the accumulation of your clan’s strength.

Usually, to make the right choices, you need to understand who you are and where you came from. I’m convinced that, in many ways, this understanding comes from the knowledge of your ancestors and the history of your family. The strength that passed from one generation to the next for centuries to become embedded in your body and mind, like a map, all come together into specific patterns that affect your life; you need to learn how to read this map. If you learn how to read this map and see changes in these patterns, you will learn to change your destiny.

In the first part of this book, I will explain the meaning of the ancestors in Slavic Paganism and the magical tradition, as well as how important ancestors are to the Russian people and Slavs in general. I will talk about how our ancestors continue to influence our lives and answer the most important question: Is it possible to change our destiny? I convey that the ability to learn from the mistakes of previous generations is the basis of spiritual evolution and a person’s life transformation. Your ancestors influence you directly; however, to change your life, you must first understand it. The influence of the ancestors and the help they can give us is almost impossible to receive without knowledge and understanding of who they were. If you respect your ancestors and learn who they were, you will learn about yourself. You will be able to direct your destiny in any direction you desire.

In line with the above, in the first part of the book I describe the nature of Slavic Paganism and its relation to the Christian tradition (the so-called dual faith), in addition to describing the Pagan mythological image of the Slavic world, including the symbolic nature of the calendar and its relation to our ancestors.

In the second part of this book, I describe the Slavic burial traditions and beliefs that have been passed down by generations. Although many of the customs have almost disappeared, they are still practiced today by a very small population in Southern and Western Russia. I will give a brief explanation of how rural witches use burial rites to perform their crafts. I will examine the material of the traditional Slavic culture associated with archaic ideas about death, the dead and their posthumous existence, the soul and the afterlife, funeral and memorial rituals, folklore, and beliefs of rural Russia as well as those found in Haiti. Part of the book is devoted to a discussion on the Christian Orthodox tradition and the church as a source of occult power, and the power of the enchanted word (prayers and spells). I propose the concept of a burial ceremony as a nonverbal message with its laws of construction and distinctive poetics.

In addition to practicing my ancestral Slavic traditions, I am also a priestess in Haitian Vodou, another important influence on my life and research. Throughout the book I will point out the connection and similarities between Haitian Vodou and the Slavic tradition of healing (folk magic), including honoring one’s ancestors as a foundation for life, the existence of supernatural forces, life after death, funeral traditions, and much more. I will describe the Haitian syncretism and Catholic influence on African-based tradition and Christian influence on Slavic Paganism and how it blends with folk magic and customs. Many other religions and cultures throughout the world have beliefs that are related to veneration of the ancestors and magic; in some cases, I will briefly discuss these as well.

This information is intended as a tribute to our ancestors’ culture. It is an effective tool and a source of information on primitive doctrine and dogma. Upon reading, please keep in mind the following: In everything that concerns the invisible realm, Slavic material communicates only a wide range of opinions and hypotheses. The “official” canonical picture of the invisible has never been established by tradition.

I anticipate some of you will love this book—and some will hate it. Like everything in life, it is all about balance. Without it, nothing can exist in this world.

In this book, I express my own point of view and personal reasoning, which are sometimes difficult to prove, and I do not strive to do so. However, I am confident in them on one basis or another; for example, they are informed by comparative research or some of my personal experiences. Where I have drawn on other written sources, I mention this in the text, and I have placed those references in the bibliography. The insights and knowledge I share are not for approval but reflection and, maybe, discussion. After all, only through this approach can we move forward instead of simply rewriting what has been written many times before.

A lot of the information presented in this book was passed down to me by my family in the form of ancestral knowledge. This is the most important, and only, source I have trusted since the early days of my life. Perhaps the approach I have taken to share my insights may not appeal to everyone because it is not based on proven research or primary literature sources that have survived the passage of time. However, such a discourse would simply serve to rewrite existing material and understanding, which is not my objective. I am seeking to add to current knowledge, not replicate it.

As a mindful practitioner of my family tradition and of Haitian Vodou, I strive to practice full awareness of everything I think, say, and do. I’m consciously able to mold and shape how my practice will develop. I want to point out that our spiritual realization’s profundity steadily grows by infusing our actions with gentleness and awareness. Eventually, we become skilled at facing even the most challenging problems that arise in the present moment. We begin to see that every issue is a challenge, and every challenge is an experience—nothing more.
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During my childhood, I had a distinct recurring dream that forever haunts my memory. The dream would consistently commence in the same manner—a vision of myself stood in a darkened room next to a window. The room is dark, dismal, and filled with a continual drizzle. The only source of meager light comes from outside the room, a limited shaft of sunlight that falls across the floor. In the distance, I can hear a vivid whistle of a strong wind that is weirdly juxtaposed against the sound of someone softly playing the piano. As the wind blows, wet leaves cascade into the room via the open window, dancing through the air in time with the piano keystrokes like a rush of souls seeking sanctuary from the inclement weather.

The shaft of sunlight casts shadows from the tree branches outside the window, forming curious patterns on my skin and clothing. Then, without warning, a foreboding cloud covers the sun, and the room descends into darkness. A new sound fills the room, that of torrential rain beating against the glass panes. But the distinct echo of the howling wind remains as menacing as before.

The leaves that once danced along the floor sweep into a tidal wave that finds sanctuary in the folds of my dress. The intense, blackened sky continues to loom farther into the room, leaving a host of trembling trees in its wake. Branches scour the walls, edging forward, looking for shelter like the ghosts of children lost in the depths of a mysterious dark forest during the storm. It feels like I am forever trapped in this endless night. It felt like eternity. The trees outside take the form of a hunched-over old hag. Her long bony fingers reach out and tap an endless rhythm on my window. I can sense that the house surrounding me is beginning to fall apart. My mind urges me to run away and seek shelter from the torrential rain. I am standing there at the window, shaken by the freezing rain. I feel like the darkness is trying to swallow me up . . .

Suddenly, everything falls silent . . . the sound of the storm and the accompanying piano chords are replaced by a distant call of circling ravens. I smell the damp scent of the earth after heavy rain and feel moist grass beneath my feet. I find myself meandering along a twisting lane through the dark forest. Behind me, I can see the lonely silhouette of the house I previously thought was inescapable. As a child, I loved to run free along this same path. My loose flowing hair gently brushes my back as the wind ruffles it into tousles of curls. I feel compelled to continue to venture deeper and deeper into the forest by some mysterious force. Before long, I am completely consumed by the darkness. Now and again, the moon’s dim light successfully pierces through the gaps in the dense branches to offer me a glimpse of the way ahead. I am being called forward by the shadowy cries of women who once drowned in the lake that lies ahead. They urge me to join them, destined to be their sister. I sense that my fate awaits. The murky waters of the lake will soon consume me as I join my new family.

I dreamed the same dream for several years repeatedly, and I always wake up in a cold sweat at the same moment I felt water on my skin in my dream. I dreamed it over and over again until I accepted my calling in this world—my destination. Spirits come to me. I see and hear them and, as their messenger, I transfer those messages to people. These spirits are your ancestors. And they need only one thing that only the living can give them—remembrance.

People study nature and gods, natural sciences, and history; they comprehend the past and strive to see the future. We know this world as the flow of information processes and energy connections. We learn to foresee patterns and uncertainties and manipulate the energy around us. But we forget about our ancestors. Remembrance is the tribute we all must pay to those who brought us into this life—a commemoration of those who passed on our personalities, talents, actions, and destiny. I want to remind people of what they often forget—that people have the strength to solve anything, even the most terrible and seemingly unsolvable problems. Your strength, magic, and wisdom are in your blood, passed down through many generations—the gift you received from your ancestors, your family, and your clan. When we finally understand that life is a long learning process and it all comes to “the beginning,” everything we encounter becomes small and simple. Honoring your ancestors and carrying and preserving your lineage is the most effective form of mysticism, spirituality, and magic practice.

Although an awareness of the practitioner within will gradually develop as you continue to practice, there are certain things you can do to help yourself grow. Practicing with the full knowledge and understanding that enlightenment is a real possibility within this lifetime adds an entirely new dimension and meaning to your practice. It provides you with tremendous spiritual and magical energy. You simply need to know how to find these powers and draw them out. You can only draw real strength from within yourself. Recognize and appreciate the incredible ability you already have. Recognition, acceptance, and clarity expand your mind, and the problems that cross your path no longer seem intractable.

In this book, I have paid great attention to the little things that we often miss in the hustle and bustle of everyday life. I reveal the secrets of a happy and healthy life based on the example our ancestors set for us by fulfilling natural and ancestral laws. These laws are laid down in folk traditions and customs, rituals, and amulets. The symbolism of each of them is filled with sacred meaning that makes our lives easier and fills us with the family’s power.

In the contemporary world, people are cut off from their “roots” in the literal and figurative sense of the word, which causes irreparable damage to their health, personal relationships, material well-being, and social status. Many folk traditions have been improperly forgotten. Ancestral magic is the most powerful; ancestral protection is the most robust. If you have your clan standing behind you, you will be well protected and successful. Ancestral tradition is one of the oldest forms of magic; it places an emphasis on communicating with your ancestors and receiving help from them. Initially, ancestral tradition involved people worshipping their departed relatives as real gods. They sought protection from their dead relatives and turned to them for advice.

Real success in the field of magic, or manipulation of the energies as I prefer to say, can only be achieved by those who know how to think, work hard to improve, find a creative approach to everything, listen to their inner voice, read between the lines, and finally, set a goal and strive to achieve it. Put simply: you can forget about magic wands and spells working on the first try.

The harsh truth is that in magic, as with anything else, you first need to acquire at least a basic knowledge and develop your ability to work with subtle energies. Many people understand magic as the art of fulfilling their desires, but this is far from the truth. The secret of magic is not to subdue circumstances and people, but to resonate with the world and oneself. Then, instead of overcoming, let’s say, illnesses and obstacles, you can avoid them, and the things you desire will present themselves to you without much effort on your part.

Magic is knowledge of the fundamental laws by which the universe operates—an understanding of how your inner world is connected with the external world, and the power of thoughts, words, and deeds. It’s the ability to take responsibility for your life. Finally, it is the wisdom to live how you want. Magic is the unique view of the world and of yourself that manifests itself in all your actions. It’s not an occupation but a way of life.

Among the Slavs, as with many other people throughout the world, it was customary to install a small symbolical shrine in a particular part of the house or yard. In Benin, Africa, and Haiti, practitioners construct a memorial shrine to honor (and work with) their ancestors.

Man is not purely a biological being. People do not rely on instincts alone. Culture is incredibly important for humanity—it is the main system by which we pass on our experiences to our descendants. This relationship exists at the level of universal human culture and at the individual and family level. And the culture of reverence for ancestors is what connects all people. After all, whatever faith you profess, you are someone’s descendant and, if you’re lucky, someone’s ancestor.

When you know about your ancestors, you can hold memorial rites. Symbolic meetings are intended to pay tribute to the ancestors and strengthen the family. Introducing children to their ancestors will help to preserve lineage and help teach your children and grandchildren what can take them a lifetime to learn, if at all. Memorial ceremonies can either be family events that are closed to strangers or public affairs celebrated as festivals. Ancestral tradition itself is based on the idea that what you have is not only because of you. Many generations of your ancestors lived and accumulated power so you could possess it in your life today. You can express your respect for your ancestors by helping people around you and those who will come after you.

In Rus, the tradition of honoring dead ancestors has always been of great importance. For example, in ancient times, there was a rite in the villages that involved deliberately spilling some of the drinks on the table—this was symbolic of pouring a separate glass for the deceased as we do today. And on Maslenitsa, a hot pancake was put aside on the window for the dead. (We’ll discuss holidays in detail in chapter 6.)

In my family, and that of many Russians, we had what is called a “red corner” in which wooden figurines of bearded “grandfathers” (ancestors) and pictures were displayed on a shelf that represented the symbolical clan’s ancestor altar. After the implementation of Christianity, wooden figurines were replaced with Christian saint icons. The analogous concept in Western Christianity is the home altar. This tradition of installing a “house church” continues to this day in Eastern Christianity. The home is considered to be a microcosm of the church.
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Fig. 1.1. The red corner after implementation of Christianity

Symbolically, the husband and wife are the clergy of this church, and the children are the laity. In Pagan homes, particular rituals may be performed in the red corner when people who possessed sacred knowledge—sorcerers, witches—die in the local village, since long torments accompany their deaths.
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Paganism is the oldest and most natural tradition in the world, and I am fully convinced that it is eternal. Paganism preceded Christianity and will survive it in the hearts of Slavs. There are three main concepts in Paganism: (1) the connection of generations and bond with their land, (2) the full immersion in nature and its eternal cycles, and (3) the ongoing “search,” both in the realm of the spirit and in seeking out spontaneous experiences with no predetermined outcome. In contrast to monotheism, Paganism binds people of the same community with the physical world in which they live—and does not follow a codified set of rules set between an individual and an almighty god. See “An Interview with Guillaume Faye,” Antaios XVI (Spring Equinox 2001) for more on this topic.

In Europe, Paganism, which was the ancient religion of the region, is present in various spheres: in the form of “folklore” (without the dismissive connotation of fairy tales), traditionalism, and ethnic pantheism without belief in personified gods. Paganism also represents a massive departure from Catholicism and Orthodoxy, in ways that I will discuss in later chapters. Just some aspects of Paganism that have experienced a resurgence in more recent times include the celebration of the end of the seasonal cycles and the solstices. Celebrations that were originally Pagan but had been co-opted by the church have recently started to take on their Pagan character once again; for example, at Christmas, we see it becoming more common to use a tree (instead of a manger) to represent the winter solstice.

THE BAPTISM OF RUS

The story of Slavic Pagan Christianity begins with Prince Vladimir. Vladimir Sviatoslavich (also called Vladimir the Great) was Prince of Novgorod, Grand Prince of Kyiv, and the ruler of Kievan Rus’ (modern-day Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine) from 980 to 1015. In 988, he decided to change his faith and that of his country and people. Born and living as Pagan, he initially responded to all appeals to accept Christianity with a persistent refusal, explaining that his supporters would ridicule him. Eventually, after learning about different religions, he became a sincere believer in the Christian faith, and Christianization arose. It didn’t happen overnight; it was a process that stretched out over two centuries. But eventually “the light” of the Christian faith shone down on Kievan Rus’ and its people. On Vladimir’s orders, Kyiv underwent a baptism, followed by all the people of Rus.

Rather than being for personal enlightenment alone, the baptism of Rus was undoubtedly a step forward in the development of a feudal government. It brought Kievan Rus’ closer to the rest of Europe, strengthened its cultural ties to Byzantium, and maintained it as a political entity in itself. The Pagan religion that arose during the era of the tribal system was not class-based. It did not require one person to show subservience to another. Therefore, the Pagan religion was inconsistent with the developing feudal class system of the ancient Slavic government. In pre-Christian times, Slavs did not belong to one nationality or tribe; they were members of many different tribes, each of which had its own language, culture, territory, and traditional system. While all these tribes were relatively similar, they were also heterogeneous. It was apparent to any Slavic man that the gods were related only to him, his tribe, and the people born from the people of his tribe. On foreign territory, you were obliged to worship the gods of another land, or at least those natural phenomena and objects that represented the gods of that land. Each region worshipped the respective gods differently, even if they were referred to using the same names. In addition to the common and main gods of the tribe, there were always local gods.

Prince Vladimir first attempted to adapt the old, Pagan religion he practiced earlier in his reign to the new system of government. To accomplish this, he wanted to combine the gods that the different Slavic tribes worshipped and establish a unified pantheon for all of Rus. The Slavic Pagan tradition for most of its history didn’t represent a harmonious system, but was composed of regional religious beliefs, groups, and individual sects. The most famous is the cult of Perun (one of the highest gods of the pantheon, God of the Sky), which in the ninth through tenth centuries was the main competitor of Christianity in Russia. Prince Vladimir tried to create a nationwide organized religion around this cult to consolidate his own political and ideological power; but it failed, which subsequently led to the Christianization of Rus.

The Christian religion, which sanctified the exploitation and oppression of others in the name of God and could turn a slave by compulsion into a slave by conviction, was the religion most in line with the interests of the feudal military elite of the ancient Slavic state. Prince Vladimir undoubtedly took the close economic ties between Kievan Rus’ and the West into account when he carried out these religious reforms in his state. Furthermore, Christianity of the Byzantine type offered another indisputable advantage from the point of view of those in power in Kievan Rus’. The Byzantine Church claimed less control over the secular government of a state than other religions or types of Christianity. This was in sharp contrast to the Western Catholic Church, which demanded political power. In this way, it was not the “true light” of the Orthodox faith, but primarily political and economic reasons that led to the Baptism of Rus and the decision to make Christianity its official religion.

Notably, the mentality of people has undergone a significant shift since Prince Vladimir’s era. There are very few similarities between people of the pre-baptism era and the present generation. For centuries, the church taught people to read and write using biblical texts, instilling into a person’s consciousness from infancy no resistance to evil, but only “patience” and “obedience”—that is, to be passive and suffer. The result is the current mentality. We, as a generation, have progressively deteriorated into a decrepit state characterized by banality, stupidity, debauchery, dependence, drunkenness, and cowardice. This can be primarily attributed to the fact that people no longer raise their children in accordance with ancestral traditions.

The meaning of the term religion comes from Latin and refers to a conscientious attitude toward someone or something; in modern times it is also defined as “a system of beliefs held to with ardor and faith” (Merriam-Webster, “religion”). There was no religion per se among the ancient Slavs; there was a faith based on knowledge and experience. For example, the belief that the sun would rise in the morning is based on the observation that it has done so many times before. Therefore, the problem of faith is a problem in the reliability of information about the source of faith and the possibilities of its objectivity or falsity. The conscience of our ancestors was based on universal moral and ethical values and an objective reflection on reality, which gave true faith in the reflected reality and the sequence of phenomena and events. In contrast, Judaism (and later Christianity) are based on actions and experiences caused by so-called supernatural interventions from the monotheistic God of the ancient Israelites; I have often wondered how relevant this religion is for Russians and Slavs in general. If the religion of our ancestors was based on a dialectical-materialistic reflection on reality, then monotheism was a subjective-idealistic view, which, in my opinion, leaves it open to lies, manipulation, and perversion. I ask, Why have we allowed this perspective to overcome the truth our ancestors passed down to us?

A poignant example of this is the creation of public property, which Christian liberals refer to as “no man’s property,” a view that is based on the assumption of a form of a coup by privatizing and claiming rights to the property of others, thereby dooming the workers to poverty, debauchery, and extinction. Ironically, Christian liberals accuse us, Pagans, of this wrongdoing and of renouncing God and fighting against him.

I want to note that the essence of Paganism lies in polytheism and entails a surprising absence of worship. Paganism involves revering gods as opposed to worshipping them. Worship, such as falling on your knees and banging your forehead on the floor with screams of “God forgive me for I have sinned,” is a glorified form of self-humiliation, whereas reverence involves deep-rooted mutual respect.

In essence, in comparison to the Christian mentality, the Pagan mentality corresponds with the attitude ancient Pagans had toward their gods: One cannot seek consolation from the gods. The gods only respect pride and strength, not pleading. A person can become happy and healthy only thanks to the power of her spirit and will. Pagans do not prostrate themselves before their gods; they challenge them or thank them and try to earn their favor. Christianity has developed the theology of castration, declaring us all inferior and guilty by virtue of our birth. While Pagans seduce their gods or argue with them, the monotheist pleads with God and humiliates himself before him.

For Pagans, there is an element of flexibility in choosing the mode of worshipping gods. For example, when a couple is intimate, they both show sufficient respect to the God (or Gods) of Love. When a man meets the enemy who arrives bearing arms to drive him out, he honors the God of War, and so on. Creators of a new Christian religion in Rus brazenly appropriated biblical motives about the creation of the world and the main holidays of the Slavs, replacing them with new meanings. Paganism became a serious obstacle to the spread of bloody Christianity, mainly since it affected all levels of society, especially the poor. At the same time, the followers of Christ came from a higher class of society due to particular circumstances.

The adoption of Christianity as a state religion in Rus did not mean a complete and rapid change in the way of thinking and way of life. Cities became the centers of the new religion. Dioceses were established, churches were built, public services in Pagan sanctuaries were forcibly replaced with divine services in Christian churches. Yet, there were no changes in people’s worldview; there was no rejection of the beliefs of great-grandfathers. Dual faith resulted from a simple concession of the people to the new government and “true faith.” The Slavs wanted to save their lives, so they put on the mask of a “Christian” while remaining faithful to their ancestors, the gods. Christian saints personified the Pagan gods: for example, Perun as Elijah the Prophet; and Veles (god of earth, waters, livestock, and the underworld) as Vlasiy, the patron saint of cattle. The belief in house and forest spirits, the elemental power of water and air, and so on, also persevered.

The official religion ousted Paganism into the realm of folk culture: the observance of Christian rituals (church services, fasts, etc.) was combined with the communal observance of agrarian cults, participation in feasts and merrymaking, with which medieval clergy. The church did incorporate the main Pagan holidays into the Christian celebrations to subordinate communal cults to its influence. Dual faith and the struggle against it persisted until the beginning of the twentieth century. Despite the millennial domination of the state Orthodox Church, Pagan views remained popular until that time, manifesting themselves in rituals, group dance games, songs, fairy tales, and folk art. Church sermons that insisted that Pagan gods did not exist would seem inconsistent and futile to the people of Rus, so the Orthodox Church made a concession: it declared that the Christian God was the only true god, and the countless gods of the Slavs were demons.

With the help of the tsarist* bayonets, the separation of the Russian Orthodox Church from the state in February 1917 not only deprived the church of its monopoly on religion in Russia, it also made it possible to recall the traditions of the free Slavs and their true Pagan faith. This faith, unlike Christianity, does not enslave the soul of a person by religion but is a special way of thinking aimed at improving a person and raising her to the level of God.

Although the church officially forbade Pagan practices, people continued to organize festivities, folk dances, singing, dressing up, fortune-telling, and so on. They kept building snowmen, dancing around bonfires, and burning scarecrows (symbols of winter). On holidays, you can still hear the cheerful sounds of flutes, pipes, balalaikas, and harmonicas coming from each house, despite the church’s prohibition of these celebrations. The joy and liveliness of these celebrations are a stark contrast to religious holidays, with their monotonous services, dim flickering of candles and lamps, endless repetition of “Forgive me, Lord,” and a strong smell of incense.

Orthodox churches understood this all perfectly—so they incorporated many elements of folk customs and rituals into their holidays. As Christianity began to spread throughout Rus, it became clear that it would be impossible to introduce a single new holiday without including elements of the Pagan holiday. Failure to do so would mean that the holiday would not be accepted. For the majority of the population of Rus, the conversion to Christianity was formal and superficial. To stamp out the Pagan cult peacefully and unite as many Slavs as possible under the common religion, the church began to “adjust” the calendar to match people’s day-to-day lives while also replacing old customs with Christian holidays (see the box for more about the calendar). This practice confused people, who began celebrating church holidays and honoring Orthodox saints but continued observing the traditions of the ancient religions of their ancestors.

Let’s look at the transition from the ancient Slavic holiday of Kupayla to the Orthodox holiday of Ivan Kupala (John the Baptist). During Kupayla, which was originally celebrated June 21, people glorify the God of the Summer Sun, who took control after spring. The celebration of the summer solstice and the full bloom of nature is an ancient Pagan tradition. Nowadays, after the installation of a Gregorian calendar—or new calendar as we call it—the night of Ivan Kupala is celebrated on July 6 through July 7. Unlike the Slavic holiday Kupayla, the day of Ivan Kupala has nothing to do with the God of the Sun. Instead, it is supposed to be celebrated with prayers in the church. But even after the official ban of the day of Kupayla and the introduction of the new holiday, the centuries-old Slavic traditions have remained until today. Though the church condemns them for doing so, people still hold massive festivals, leap over bonfires, release candles and wreaths in the river, and perform other symbolic Pagan rituals.

Changes to the Calendar

World cultures have kept calendars based on astronomical phenomena since time immemorial. The problem arises when they attempt to match up these natural annual phenomena to years that have standard lengths. In 46 CE, the Julian calendar was first developed: it is based on the observation that the Earth completes one circuit around the sun in 365¼ days. Because it is not a whole number of days, one additional day (leap day) is added to the year every four years. This is close—but not exactly—accurate to the astronomical year. If the length of the year is not adjusted, over time the calendar dates will become less and less matched with the natural events they originally were based on.

In the tenth century, with the adoption of Christianity, the Julian calendar was incorporated by the Russian Orthodox Church, and in church institutions—which at that time were considered centers of culture and education—a total rewriting of history began. The mythical date of the creation of the world (the birth of Adam) was used as a “starting point.” And only in 1700, by the decree of Peter the Great, Russia and the territories it occupied switched to the chronology system from the birth of Christ. In the same year, the traditional New Year’s celebration was moved from September to January.

The next reforms were brought by the victory of the communists. In 1918, the Bolsheviks raised the issue of switching to the Gregorian calendar. The Gregorian calendar accounted for the drift that had been caused by the Julian calendar (because the year is not actually 365¼ days but 11 minutes less than that, which means that in 400 years of the Julian calendar, approximately 3 extra days would accumulate). To address this issue, in the Gregorian calendar certain leap years are skipped, keeping the calendar more accurate. By 1918, the Julian calendar had accumulated thirteen extra days. To “correct” it in the Gregorian calendar, immediately after January 31, 1918, came . . . February 14, 1918.

In 1923, representatives of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) also decided to switch to the Gregorian calendar, but Patriarch Tikhon of Moscow (11th Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia; he was canonized as a confessor in 1989) could not attend the meeting in Constantinople, and the ROC continued to live according to the Julian calendar. When Tikhon nevertheless tried to introduce a new chronology system, the believers were very skeptical about the initiative, and the decree had to be annulled.

For another example of a holiday that has Pagan roots, September 22 was when the Slavs traditionally celebrated the day of the autumnal equinox (Ovse) and thanked the God of the Autumn Sun for a generous harvest. As Christianity grew and spread throughout Rus, more and more people began to celebrate a church holiday—the day of the birth of the Most Holy Theotokos, which fell on September 21. Theotokos (Greek: Θεοτόκος, meaning “God-bearer”) is a title of Mary, mother of Jesus, used especially in Eastern Christianity. This title is commonly translated into English as “the Mother of God.” On this holiday, it was believed that the Mother of God protected farmers, blessed families with prosperity, and helped mothers. Among the Eastern Slavs, this day was also dedicated to the celebration of the end of the harvest. In this case, the Mother of God was simply honored and thanked for the harvest rather than the God of the Autumn Sun.

Many researchers of the spiritual development of Russia have agreed and continue to agree that Russian people are highly polarized. They combine incompatible opposites: Natural, Pagan, and Dionysian elements with ascetic-monastic Orthodoxy. They are constantly at odds with each other, tearing apart our entire reality and leaving deep wounds on our history. Unparalleled searches for God are interspersed with unprecedented examples of schism, anarchy, and sectarianism.

Russia is home to numerous ethnic groups, each with its own distinct culture, language, and traditions. Ethnic minorities and Indigenous peoples maintain their unique identities, including traditional forms of music, dance, art, clothing, cuisine, and religious practices, and have contributed to the country’s cultural richness. Russia is home to a variety of religious groups, including Russian Orthodoxy, Islam, Buddhism, and various Indigenous and folk beliefs. Different ethnic and cultural groups may practice different religions or variations of these faiths.

While Russia is indeed home to a variety of religious groups and diverse religious traditions, there have been periods in its history when centralization efforts aimed to promote a dominant religious and cultural identity. During some historical periods, non-Orthodox religious groups, including minority religions and Indigenous beliefs, faced restrictions and discrimination. The state often promoted the dominance of the Russian Orthodox faith over other religions.

Centralization of Russian Orthodoxy has long been closely associated with the Russian state and its rulers. The Russian Orthodox Church has historically played a significant role in promoting a sense of cultural and religious unity among the population. The Russian Orthodox Church has often been used to legitimize the authority of the state, with the church teaching that the monarchy was divinely ordained. This relationship between church and state has been integral to the promotion of centralized authority.

There have been periods in Russian history when the state, in conjunction with the Russian Orthodox Church, sought to suppress alternative religious beliefs, indigenous beliefs, and minority religions. This has led to tensions and, at times, religious persecution. Two centuries of violent procedure led to the formation of a conglomerate of small principalities that were always at war with each other.

Paganism very easily became a victim of expansion, both from the West and the East. History has preserved that concept for us with the unequivocal mandate of Prince Sviatoslav, “the Christian faith is ugliness.” Prince Sviatoslav (lived 943–972) was a grand prince of Kyiv famous for his persistent campaigns in the east and south, which precipitated the collapse of two great powers of Eastern Europe: Khazaria (occupying the southeastern section of modern-day Russia, southern Ukraine, Crimea, and Kazakhstan) and the First Bulgarian Empire. His decade-long reign over the Kievan Rus’ was marked by its rapid expansion, and by the end of his short life, Sviatoslav carved out for himself the largest state in Europe. Though his mother had converted to Christianity, Prince Sviatoslav remained a staunch pagan all of his life. However, due to his abrupt death in ambush, his conquests, for the most part, were not consolidated into a functioning empire.

Christian expansion continued: the temples of the ancient gods were desecrated, and one of the first Christian saints, Gleb (“Holy Passionate Gleb,” Prince Gleb Vladimirovich of Murom, who was canonized together with his brother Boris) took part in the Pagan massacres, killing followers with his hands. Therefore, the thesis about the divinely revealed acceptance of a new religion does not stand up to any criticism; this grandiose rhetoric arises wherever people want to hide the facts. It is known, for example, that Russian epics were not written down until the eighteenth century purely for ideological reasons. Literature that expressed criticism of the Orthodox principles of the Christian religion was utterly absent in prerevolutionary Russia. It is shameless and absurd to assert that Orthodoxy has always been organically inherent in the Russian people.

HISTORICAL HERESIES

Starting from that first baptism, from one century to the next, Russia was filled with heresy after heresy, resisting the official state church with all its might. Strigolniki, Nontrinitarianismists, Judaizers, and many other movements that have sunk into oblivion, as well as formalized consistent teachings, were brought to life. And what is remarkable is that each land, each region, brought its own unique local flavor into this thousand-year struggle based on the ancient Slavic views on nature, morality, and the afterlife. So, for example, iconoclasm, one of the most stable freedom-loving trends, took the form of numerous practical manifestations, which consisted of the desecration of icons, creation of so-called Hell icons, and mockery of crosses. However, it was also reflected in detail in theoretical works: the dogma of the Trinity of God, the supernatural origin of Christ, the Mother of God, and miracle workers.

Strigolniki are a heretical movement that arose in the middle of the fourteenth century in Novgorod and Pskov, Russia. They rejected the church hierarchy and monasticism, calling the clergy corrupt and ignorant; they believed that the sacraments of communion, penance, and baptism could not be accompanied by extortions in favor of the church; and they demanded that the laity have the right to preach the religion. Supporters of heresy were townspeople and small clergy. In the middle of the fifteenth century, Strigolniki disappeared.

Nontrinitarianism is a broader term that refers to monotheistic belief systems, primarily within Christianity, which reject the mainstream Christian doctrine of the Trinity; namely, that God is made up of three: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and yet is also indivisibly one essence.

Judaizers (Russian: Zhidovstvuyuschiye) may be loosely translated as “those who follow Jewish traditions” or “those who think like Jews.” Judaizers appeared in the fourteenth century. This sect received its name from ideological opponents, representatives of the Orthodox Church, who believed that the teachings of the Judaizers continued the traditions of secret Jewish sects and implanted Judaism in Russia. Members of this sect rejected church authority, the sacrament, icons, and priests. Supporters of heresy rejected the outward manifestations of the Christian cult; denied the church hierarchy, fasts, holidays, temples, veneration of icons, all sacred objects, services and rituals; denied the dogma of the Holy Trinity, the deity of Jesus Christ and his resurrection from the dead. They insisted that Jesus is not God, but a simple man. The Judaizers kept their faith in secret; therefore, no written original texts and testimonies explaining their teachings have survived. By the verdict of the church council, the members of this sect were declared heretics and were severely oppressed. But these beliefs spread rapidly, and fans appeared all over Russia (including some high church officials).

Even back then, our ancestors, who are now commonly called “illiterate savages,” were able to conduct a detailed philological analysis of sacred texts, analyzing the contradictions between the Old Testament and the New Testament. The religious opposition was at one time so strong that Ivan III Vasilyevitch, also known as Ivan the Great, personally provided his support. Ivan III, Grand Prince of Moscow and Grand Prince of all Rus, first served as the coruler and regent for his blind father Vasily II; Ivan ascended the throne in 1462. His rule is marked by vastly expanding the territory of Moscow. His first enterprise was a war with the Republic of Novgorod, with which Moscow (as a northern district of Golden Horde) had fought a series of wars stretching back at least a hundred years, and he used the people’s heresy as one of the most powerful tools in the political struggle.

CHRISTIAN BY BAPTISM AND A PAGAN BY WORLDVIEW

Death gives rise to natural fear and frightens those of little faith. It is everywhere, “waiting in the wings.” It is shrouded in a veil of secrecy. Still, it seems to show its nearness through hints (signs in folklore, wisdom of the old faith believers). A person who is unstable in faith and religion is shallow and lives a life shrouded in fear. He is both a Christian by baptism and a Pagan by outlook. He lives on the borderline between church teachings and the primitive elements of mythological ideas, borrowing from the church and remembering old beliefs, worshipping the saints, and fearing house spirits (Domovoy) or forest spirits (Leshy).

“A woodpecker pecks at moss in a cottage—death will follow.”

“The garden blooms late—its owner will die.”

“A raven caws in the church—there will be death in the village; a raven caws in a hut—there will be a death in the yard.”

“If the house spirit chokes you at night,” an old believer would say, “ask this: Is it for better or for worse?”

“If a dog howls down (into the ground), someone will die.”

“Mice gnaw clothes—death is coming.”

“Flies in the hut in winter, someone will die.”

“If crumbs fall out of someone’s mouth, death is coming.”

“If straw gets stuck to the tail of a hen, someone will die.”

“If you misidentify someone on the street, someone will die.”

“If a saint icon falls—someone will die.”

There is a long list of folklore superstitions that old believers prescribed to—many people continue to do so to this day.

With the first forced baptism of Kievan Rus’, Orthodoxy acted, as it does today, as an integral part of the tradition. That “tradition” in folk culture is where custom replaces belief itself. Over time, religious traditions, rituals, and practices become deeply ingrained in the culture, even if the original religious beliefs and meanings behind those traditions fade or evolve. This concept can be applied to the Christianization of Kievan Rus’ and its cultural impact.

Integration of Orthodox Christianity. The forced baptism of Kievan Rus’ led to the integration of Orthodox Christianity into the daily lives and culture of the population. Christian practices, rituals, and symbols became integral parts of the tradition and customs of the people.

Cultural Adaptation. Over time, the religious beliefs and practices may have evolved and adapted to the cultural and social context of the region. People incorporated Christian elements into their existing customs and beliefs, creating a unique blend of folk culture and Christianity.

Customs and Rituals. As generations passed, certain customs and rituals associated with Christianity may have become disconnected from their original religious significance. These customs persisted and evolved, and people may have continued to observe them without necessarily adhering to the original religious doctrines.
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