The Power of the Enemy

by S.Nilus

Even in my childhood I used to hear some terrifying stories about horrible influence of evil forces over people, who submitted themselves to serve sin and devil. My memory, which is approaching its dusk, still keeps those impressions, which got reflected in it because of my own and many other elderly nannies with their childish faith. How many secrets of the invisible world were revealed to that kind of faith; what was not visible from that other world to the eyes of those “infants”!.. Who of us, grown ups, did not get introduced in our childhood years to that mysterious, miraculous and at the same time terrifying invisible world, where evil forces were plotting and working for destruction of an Orthodox soul? Who does not remember all those satyrs, water-sprites, brownies and their helpers and supporters from the mankind – warlocks, witches and all the other kinds. Whose childish heart did not tremble from these stories in the dark of a winter night, enlightened only by a lonely vigil lamp? And how fast it was beating, ready to explode if not for a calm and triumphal reassurance from the elderly nanny that her listener had nothing to worry about because he was protected by his Guardian Angel, by her prayers and all of that countless grace from the Holy water, incense from Athos, Holy oil from relics of Holy fathers and every other shrine that her icon corner was filled with. And how could a little heart, sensitive to every truth, not to believe those stories when the nanny herself and many others believed in them even more than their little listeners, and even some of them had been scared half to death by what they were talking about?
God allowed me to accept a manuscript from one of the elders of the great Monastery of Optina, which, in the days of the blessed father Ambros of Optina, was being reviewed and corrected by him. The person who gave me this manuscript said that fr.Ambros  intended this manuscript for publishing. However due to unknown circumstances, only now, 15 years after fr.Ambros repose, it comes to see the world.

I.

Here is the manuscript. The pages tuned yellow already, due to age. And this is what is written in it with a clear handwriting:
“Among simple people you can often hear stories, which can seem strange or even unrealistic. One of such stories, written down from the words of a witness, we offer to our reader. Due to its unusualness, it is hard to believe, but can not be written off either, due to the fact that hundreds of people witnessed the event described here. We intentionally leave names of places and people, who participated in this event in any way, so that those curious ones, who can, could interview those people themselves.
The story described in here is not unique. There are a lot of similar stories, and being open minded one can find a lot of reasons to believe them.

A similar story we saw in the “Orthodox Inquirer” (1868, March issue, p.76), published by Seminary of Kazan. There, in the life of St.Hilarion, Metropolitan of Suzdal, it is said that during the reign of the Tsar Aleksey Michalovitch in Moscow by the works of some warlock, a demon possessed an alms-house and was causing a lot of trouble to those living there. Then Tsar ordered Ven.Hilarion, who happened to be in Moscow at that time, to be sent to the alms-house to cast out the demon. After bringing prayers to the Lord, during which demon was committing excess and when devil would not leave the house yet, Venerable asked him:

· What is your name?

He answered:

· My name is Ignatius, of noble family; my mother sent me to demon and they came and took me…..

That happened in Moscow, during the reign of Tsar Aleksey Michailovitch, and this is what happened in Novgorod area.

In Novgorod area, Cherepovetsk county, in the village of Mindyukino, there was a peasant Trudnikov, who had a son Michael, a healthy and joyful boy, and pretty naughty too.

In 1850 or so, when Michel turned 15, his poor parents decided to send him out to learn to become a shepherd; however the boy, who got used to play and games and for whom a light but serious work was a true torture, started to whine a lot and annoy his elderly mother, after she announced their intention to make him a shepherd. His behavior greatly upset the mother and in a gust of anger she carelessly cursed him and bit him up as hard as her angry heart desired… Willingly or unwillingly but Michael had to submit to his mother’s demands and soon he was sent to the village of Lentevo, 35 miles away, to learn his new responsibilities.
II.

One day passed, and another, a whole week. Everything was as usual, without any trouble. And one could think that Michael got used to his new responsibility.
But onece Ivan (that was the chief shepherd) had to leave the herd to take care of some business and left his little helper on his own. It was getting closer to the evening and Ivan returned to the herd but could not see Michel anywhere… He started to call his name out as loud as he can, but echo was the only one he could hear…

There was a lake by the pasture and a little boat was by it all the time. “Is he there? – thought Ivan, - the boy is a trouble, what if he decided to ride on a boat… then trouble would be inevitable!..” With those thoughts in mind, Ivan came to the shore and saw a corpse of poor Michael without any signs of life by then, floating in the lake not far from the shore. Astonished and terrified by this accident he ran 4 miles back to his village to break the news of Michel’s sad destiny. A lot of people, young and old, rushed to the lake. The corpse, hard as a rock by then, was pulled out of water.
Because there was a swampy area by the lake, they had to carry the corpse in hands  and then, after passing that area, it was put on a cart.
The corpse, by the looks of the dead, was not heavy at all, but to everyone’s surprise the horse, pulling the cart, was barely moving, as if it was pulling a great deal of weight… No one could figure that out. Meanwhile after a usual ritual of burial, the corpse was committed to the earth.

III.

Not too much time has passed since the burial when the drowned son came to his mother in a dream and said that something both horrifying and unrealistic happened to him. and it would’ve made it hard to believe if people’s memory did not know similar stories.
This is what happened.

It was late and the mother went to bed. And in a deep dream she saw her Michael, who came to her as if alive and said:

· Mother! Don’t think I am dead, I am alive and under the power of demons because you cursed me. If you want me to come back to you, repent your sin, pray to God a lot for me and give alms on my behalf.

She saw this dream three nights in a row.

Great grief because of the loss of her only son due to the mother’s curse, and a slight, but a hope, to see him alive again made her seek an advise from a very pious peasant, who had a great trust among all in that area.

· Do not believe that your son alive, - said that man, - but it is your responsibility to repent your sin and give alms. No matter if your son dead or alive, your prayers and alms will do good both to him and you.
That man had a reason to say that because he remembered a story, which happened in the same area. There were two brothers-merchants, one of them was of good nature and another one total opposite.  This difference in characters made them split. The good one was getting wealthier, where the other one went broke… Once that latter brother witnessed his brother shared quite a large profit with one of the peasants. He waited for that man in the woods, killed him, took the money and went straight to a bar. However the man was not killed to death! He managed to come to his village and tell police what happened. The crime was uncovered and the criminal was put behind bars…
That criminal had a wife. When this happened, the poor woman was crying days and nights… But suddenly, to her consolation, her husband started to come to see her at nights. To the question of an astonished woman – how could it be, if he was in prison, how could he come to see her, the husband answered:
· A friendship with a prison guard gave me a complete freedom. And the reason I come at nights is because I don’t want people to see me. The less they see the less the gossip.

After some time the wife decided to visit her husband herself. And during the visit she asked him about his nightly visitations. The husband immediately realized that something was wrong, did not say anything to her, but wrote a letter to his brother and told her to take it to him right away. Having returned home, she decided to postpone her visit to her brother-in-law until the next day. In the morning, the screaming of the little daughter woke up the neighbors and they found the poor woman dead. When asked the girl, she said that some strange man came at night and strangled her mother. They also found a letter to the brother in the icon corner, and it proved the word of the little girl about night visitations by someone, who took the image of her husband upon itself. 
This was the story that was told to Michael’s mother. The man told her not to trust any night visions, but said to pray and give alms for the sake of her son’s soul.

The mother followed the advise and started to pray a lot for her son’s soul and give alms as much as she possibly could.

A year and another passed. She still sees those dreams but not as clear as before. The mother sincerely repents her sin and prays unceasingly to God and gives alms.

Twelve years passed since the death. There was no news from her son, neither had she any dreams, that used to give her a lot of hope…

IV.

In the meantime, about seventy miles away from the village of Mindyukino, not far from the town of Cherepovets, a very strange young man appeared from out of nowhere.

He was of a medium height, very light completion, in other words – a sack of bones. He was dressed in rags. But his most surprising feature was his wildness: as if he saw a creature of some other world.

He was scared of everyone, was trying to hide from everybody and only an extreme need, in order not to die from starvation, was making him come to some people’s houses. “He’d come, - said one of the witnesses, - and stand by the door, not saying a word, and stay there for several minutes. If they give him something to eat – he’d eat; if not – he’d just leave, again without saying a word…”

That mysterious young man was headed to the village of Mindyukino.

About four miles away from Mindyukino he stopped for rest in the house of one pious peasant Vasiliy, where he was accepted like a dear guest, a pilgrim, a man of God. A very compassionate Christian heart of Vasily offered him a meal and since banya was ready, they offered that young man to go to banya too…
And there, at banya, Vasiliy got astonished and even scared by a strange behavior of his guest: he’d either start laughing wildly and scarily, or start as if hiding from someone… Finally having barely washed himself, he dressed us, went out of banya and took off running. And during his run he was making such strong jumps, that he seemed to be flying in the air instead… At each of his jumps he’d rise up to three sazhens [1 sazhen is approx.7 feet – TR]…”
And here, my dear reader, I will put aside the manuscript and turn to my personal memories.
While copying this entrusted to me document, I can not but sense that the story described here is so unusual and so scary that it might seem confusing and, God forbid, suspicious to an unprepared heart of some readers. Please rest assured, my dear reader, I personally not only believe this story is truthful, but also remember that I heard a similar story from my mother, when she was talking to her sister in my early childhood years.
Both of them were raised in a foremost spirit of Nobility of 1840s, tasted the materialism of 1860s and, of course, did not believe in anything supernatural or wondrous. 
Nevertheless, I heard and remembered them talking between each other about one little boy, about 6 or 7 y.o., who was somewhat my mother’s brother, and my uncle, who was getting into some weird stages, during which he had the strangest things happen to him. Not ever having learned to play any musical instrument, he’d grab a violin from one of the musicians of my grandpa’s orchestra and start playing the most wondrous and incredible music on it; he’d be speaking different languages, which he never even heard before; would jump over the river, which was several sazhens wide. He’d be doing something so extraordinary that everyone around him would be completely puzzled.

Simple servants were terrified in their simple hearts by seeing this kind of manifestation of demon possession in that little boy; however the educated ones were of different opinion, which they did not talk much about, and even if they did, they did not make sense to themselves in their speeches. Later on, when spiritism became quite popular, “smart” people came up with the “forth dimension”, but they seem to break their necks  there too…
This is what I heard in my childhood.

V.

“It was Sunday, before the Apostles Fast in 1863. Kids were playing in front of Feodot Grishin’s house. Feodot himself was outside as well, talking to some of his neighbors. So that mysterious and quiet stranger came up right to them.
· Where are you from? – asked Feodot.

· I am from here, - he answered, - I know you too.

· So who are you then? – continued Feodot.

· Have you ever known Michel Trudnikov? – asked the stranger.

· Of course I did!

· Well, I am that very Michael.

· How so? Michael drowned and buried long time ago.

· Nope, I did not drowned, - replied the stranger…

They started to look in the face of that stranger and did surely recognize the features of the drowned boy. The difference was that that boy grew into a grown up man and had a mark on the bridge of his nose…

The news spread around the village very quickly and there was a large crowd of people around him. Not believing their own eyes the peasants, especially kids, were bugging him with their own questions.

· What is my name?.. And mine?.. Mine?.. – was heard in the crowd. Michael was answering those questions very correctly… The amazement of the crowd reached its peak..
One of the peasant women asked:

· Do you know me?

· Of course I do, - replied Michael, - you also have a blind old woman in your family, who does nothing but grumble at everyone, therefore “we” used to often come to you and do a lot of pranks.

· And what kind of mark is it on your nose?

· Well, I got this mark when “dedka” [diminutive from “ded”, i.e. “grandpa”/”old man” - TR] and I were walking somewhere through the woods and I remembered about God; to punish me for this he grabbed me by my feet and smacked me across a tree so hard that I still have a scar…

· But how did everything happen to you? Tell us!

· Here is what happened, - started Michael, - after my mother cursed me, what was exactly the cause of my misfortune, I went to Lentevo to pasture cattle. And, as you know, only for  one week God had put up with my sins. One week passed. Suddenly some old man with a long white beard comes up to me and says: “Your own mother cursed you and this gave me complete power over you”..” He immediately started to take off all of my clothes and soon I was standing there naked. I had only a cross over my neck and the old mad did not dare to touch it and told me to take it off. I had to obey him… Then he grabbed a log of an aspen tree, which was laying right there and put all of my clothes on it; and drew a face on the place where it should have been, and it looked exactly like mine; and then he tossed all of it in the water. I saw people come to look at me, I saw my mother. I also saw everyone surprised why the horse had such a hard time pulling the cart… Do you know, by the way, why?
· Why?

· Because there were about twelve of those, like me, on the cart, plus “dedka”, - continued Michael.
· Since the moment the old man stripped me I became like bodiless. Until  the burial of my fake body I was there all the time. I saw everybody there and heard all the conversations but no one could see me… Since then I did not feel hunger or thirst any more and even though I ate and drank a lot sometimes it was due to a habit only. But I ate and drank there, where people were eating and drinking without prayer and a sign of a cross. That would allow us to defile dishes, where the food was in; people would wonder why the food and drinks were not delicious any longer. But there was nothing to wonder about if you only knew that dished and food were defiled by us.
I could cross large distances within a moment; nothing was an obstacle for me. And I must tell you that there are a lot of people like me. I remember seeing about a thousand of us in one place. Our favorite places to gather together were all sorts of parties and shameless shows as well as there where people were fighting and arguing. In other words there, where people were committing sins without fear… During those kind of gatherings I used to see a lot of one blind girl from a nearby village. She used to participate in all of our pranks. [The locals were saying about that blind girl, that after being cursed by her parents as well, she got under the power of evil spirits and suddenly disappeared. But enforced prayer of her parents did not let her stay under that dread power for too long. About two months after she disappeared they found her abandoned on a field. And since it was winter, she got a severe frost bite on both of her legs. And when they asked her where she was all of that time, she was telling similar to Michael’s stories] 
In all of our pranks and wrong doings there was always a certain order. “Dedka” would split us into several detachments and every one of those had a certain task assigned. We have always been zealous executors and assistance to fulfilling all sorts of peoples passions and lusts as well as great helpers in all evil deeds and calamities. For instance, if someone would be thinking of hanging himself, we will be right there to help. Remember farrier Ivan – he hung himself because his supervisor Peter Bechter wanted to reprimand him a little for a small fraud. We helped him to execute his intention. Here’s another one – remember Akulina Potapova – fell into despondency because of some minor stuff and hung herself in her new house. And her children, wanting to avoid all of investigation and suspicions, took her body into the woods and hung it there instead….
We were also at fires, doing our best to increase the disasters. However if a fire happened to pious people and was not a punishment for their sins, we could not do anything. Otherwise we would be really effective. Remember village Zimnino – one peasant woman was bringing food to her sheep at dark, she lost a sparkle and because she was at odds with her father-in-law, it gave us permission to blow it into one big fire right away. And all of their property burned. Same way Voroshilovo burned: it was a quiet summer afternoon, but when the fire started, the wind started to blow so hard that it was throwing logs around. That was our work.

In other words we had access everywhere where people were negligent to call upon God’s Name and make a sign of a cross. Especially blasphemy and clear despise to everything holy were allowing us to get into interaction with those people and torture them the way we could possibly imagine. However, a prayer and a sign of a cross were getting a real power from people with a good Christian morale; but a sinner, who does not want to give up his sins, would not get rid of us neither buy prayer, nor by a sign of a cross. It happens sometimes that even a pious man would forget his prayer, but we weren’t allowed to access him, and we were not even allowed to know those people period. For example, we could never come to the Village of Venskoye, why? Because one pious old lady had a habit to circle the village with a prayer every night.

· So, you all must have never prayed to God, didn’t you? – someone asked Michael.

· No, we did pray, - said Michael, - we had morning and evening prayers every day. But the prayers we were reading were a blasphemous perversion of your prayers. For example the Lord’s prayer we were saying this way: “Not our father! Not hollowed be Thy name…” and same way the other prayers. 

God punished me for my self-will and disobedience to my parents. I had such a terrible life for 12 years and thought I’d never see the white world as a Christian again, if not for the prayers and alms of my poor mother.
When the time of my liberation from the devil’s power was coming close, “dedka”, not willing to loose his prey, decided to ruin me completely: made me a noose and told me to run my head into it. But no matter how bad my life was I did not want to die. “Well, - I though, - if they hang me by force, so be it, but I won’t do it myself”. I don’t know how this would have ended if a kind-looking old man with a cross on his pointy hat did not appear to protect me from “dedka”. “His mother’s strings pulled him from under your power”, - said the old man to “dedka” [Michel’s mother, being poor, was giving alms mainly by giving away thread from her yarn, which she made] and pushed him away from me. “Dedka” disappeared.
Then my benefactor turned to me and said: “You mother cursed you, and your mother begged you out” – and with these words he put a cross on me… I did not see that old man any more and found myself in a field… I did not have any clothing on me and I started to feel cold, which I have not experienced for 12 years. To my luck some women were passing by me.They had pity on me, thought I was insane, brought me to their village and dressed me up… And now Lord helped me to get here.

· Why don’t you go home then? – asked amazed listeners.

· I am afraid! – said poor man.

VI.

Meanwhile his mother found out about her son’s return and ran to see him. Michael, when saw his mother, trembled with fear, as if some invisible force was shaking him, as it happens with possessed.
After Michael got over his fear, he asked people to bring the local priest, fr.Alexey. His wish was granted.

Having learned what happened, the priest was astonished. “Isn’t it a devil, appeared in a human body, who is fooling people?” – thought the priest and hurried to the village. The priest read the prayers for exorcism but could not see any presence of evil spirits in Michael. The strange thing was that since Michael saw his mother he was kind of timid all the time… To make sure that there was no devil in Michael, and that it was Michel himself and not a demon in his image, priest brought Michel into the church; served moleben to the Savior, to the Mother of God and to St.Nicholas the Wonderworker and made Michael confess all of his sins in the altar before the Lord in accordance with the rite of the Orthodox Church. Michael wholeheartedly confessed everything he could remember from his life under his mother’s curse. The prayer of absolution was read over him as well. The priest was expecting any moment that the spirit would disappear, but Michael still remained Michael. Nevertheless the priest still had his doubts and did not let Michel to receive the Holy Communion.

Soon after that Michel was brought to the nearby Monastery and there, having confessed his sins twice, first to the Abbott and then to the monastery’s spiritual father, he was allowed to approach the Holy Mysteries of Christ.
VII.

The curiosity of Michael’s mother, and even greater desire to confirm the truthfulness of her son’s appearance, as she did not trust her own eyes that much, made her go back to the village of Lentevo, to the tomb of the one, who she buried as her son. She wanted to ask to open the tomb to see what was in there, but the time did its work: new houses were built on the place where Michael, or what they thought was Michael, was buried, and the tomb could not be found. [It used to be that self-murderers and drowned men were not allowed to be buried at cemeteries, but they had to be laid in vacant land.]
Michael had been staying home for about three weeks when he was ordered to appear before the local law office for interrogation if he was who he said he was. And Michael was firm there too. And to prove himself even more he started telling the law man all of his secret sins before everyone.
The peasants were only confirming that what Michael was saying was truth and were surprised how Michael could possibly know that. But the law man did not like that truth at all and instead ordered to flog Michael, put him into irons and throw him in jail.

After that the law man went back to Mindyukino to verify Michael’s statements.

· Is he your son? – he asked Michael’s mother.

· Mine. – She answered firmly.

· Is it your villager? – He turned to the crowd.

· Ours! – They shouted in one voice.

· You fools! – the law man started to persuade them, - it is harvest time, you’ll go in the fields and while you are gone, he’ll burn your houses. And then he’ll be yours! You will repent, but it will be too late.

The men got second thoughts, scratched their heads but no one said a word.
Aleksey Kuptsov, the wealthiest of the peasants, was the first to refuse Michael. And after him the others joined Kuptsov, and soon Michael was taken out of prison and sent to a mental institution.

The next day after his refusal, Aleksey Kuptsov got sick and died from dropsy. The villagers saw God’s hand in this punishment of Aleksey for Michael, but, of course, did nothing to save the poor man out of the institution…”
This is the end of the manuscript.

July 13th, 1906

Babaevsk Monastery of St.Nicholas

Epilogue

Right after the manuscript was prepared for publishing, a great catastrophe happened to Syzran [Small town on Volga river – TR]. Consumed with a fire, a 50-thousand-people town burned to the ground within one day, taking a lot of human lives with it. The official report by Aleksey Tolstoy says: “… a part of the town burned down but it did not seem like a huge disaster yet. Suddenly, around 5 p.m., a storm/tornado/hurricane broke out over Syzran, and was coming from North to South. In other words it was something unimaginable. Gusts of wind were so strong that they were blowing away hay stags, tearing off iron roofs off houses and throwing them as far as 15 miles away from the town.
It is difficult to say what kind of meteorological disaster it could have been, but according to the statements from panic-stricken witnesses, it was truly something unimaginable. Having picked up heat and embers from the already burned down part of town, the hurricane momentarily ignited the whole central part of town within less than 30 minutes. Therefore the whole city was consumed with fire… I assume, - writes the reporter, - this short description is enough to persuade the reading public, that this catastrophe should be announced as a natural calamity…”
What kind of calamity would you describe this punishment of Syzran, my God-loving reader, after reading the manuscript?

Lord have mercy! Lord have mercy! Lord have mercy!

(Translated by Tatiana Rozzell from “At the Shores of God’s River”(1915), author S.Nilus)
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