Press Release
On the Pilgrimage of Tsesarevich George of Russia to Mount Athos
April 22-26, 2015

On April 22-26, 2015 (April 9-13 according to the Julian Calendar, which is used by the monks on the Holy Mountain), His Imperial Highness The Grand Duke George of Russia, with the blessing of His Holiness Patriarch Kirill of Moscow and All Russia, went on pilgrimage to Mount Athos. This pilgrimage represents the first ever visit to the Holy Mountain by an heir of the House of Romanoff.  Russian monarchs and their heirs were constant supporters of the monasteries on Mount Athos, but none had ever gone on pilgrimage to Athos.  The planned trip of the Heir, Tsesarevich, and Grand Duke Nikolai Alexandrovich (the future Emperor Nicholas II the Holy Royal Passion-Bearer) to Athos in October 1890 never took place because of poor weather conditions.  Nor could the Emperor-in-Exile Kirill visit Athos in March 1931, when he passed through Greece on his return from a pilgrimage to Jerusalem.  The only members of the Russian Imperial House to have visited Athos were Grand Dukes Konstantin Nikolaevich, Aleksei Alexandrovich, and Konstantin Konstantinovich, and the former husband of Grand Duchess Maria of Russia, Grand Duke Mikhail Pavlovich (born Prince Franz-Wilhelm of Prussia), the father of Tsesarevich George of Russia.

On April 9/22, His Imperial Highness arrived in Thessaloniki from Brussels.  Throughout his stay in Greece and on Mount Athos, the Grand Duke was accompanied by members of the organizing committee for the pilgrimage:  the Director of the Chancellery of H.I.H. The Grand Duchess Maria of Russia, Alexander Zakatov; the Chairman of the Office of Inter-regional and International Relations in H.I.H.’s Chancellery, Prince Vadim Lopukhin; the Director of the Imperial Foundation for Cancer Research, Archpriest Alexander Tkachenko; Fr. Mikhail Asmus; the Chair of the Office for Relations with Government and Public Organizations of H.I.H.’s Chancellery, Kirill Nemirovich-Danchenko; and A. V. Abrosimov.
On April 10/23, Tsesarevich George of Russia departed Thessaloniki for Ouranoupoli, where he boarded a boat for the Holy Mountain of Athos.
His Imperial Highness’s boat was met at the pier by the father-confessor of St. Panteleimon Monastery, Hieromonk Makarii (Makienko), the monk Zosima, and by the elders and brethren of the monastery.  Hieromonk Makarii greeted the heir to the House of Romanoff and offered his blessing for the Grand Duke’s visit to the sacred shrines on Athos and to attend the Divine services.
Tsesarevich George of Russia began his visit to St. Panteleimon Monastery by attending a service in the Cathedral of the Holy Great Martyr and Healer Panteleimon and venerating the head of the Heavenly Patron of the monastery, St. Panteleimon, a fragment of the Honourable and Life-Creating Cross of our Lord, and other relics preserved in this church.  At the end of the service, the hymn “Many Years” was sung for the Tsarevich and Grand Duke George of Russia and for the entire Imperial House of Romanoff.
Then the Grand Duke returned to the Arhondaric (the monastery’s guesthouse), where, accompanied by Fr. Zosima, he visited the Church of the Holy Russian Sovereigns and prayed before the icon of the Synaxis of All the Holy Russian Sovereigns.  Fr. Zosima explained to His Imperial Highness that in the St. Panteleimon Monastery there are continuous prayers offered to the sainted rulers of Russia and commemorative prayers for all the departed Russian grand princes, tsars, and emperors, as well as all other departed members of the Riurikovich, Godunov, and Romanoff dynasties.
Afterward, Tsesarevich George of Russia went to the monastery’s library.  There he spoke with the head librarian, the monk Ermolai, who described his work with the library’s collections and its publication projects.  The Grand Duke presented a number of books on the history of the Russian Imperial House as a gift to the library, including the anniversary volume By the Grace of God:  The 400th Anniversary of the Ending of the Time of Troubles, the Reestablishment of the Russian State, and the Founding of the House of Romanoff (1613-2013), and the three-volume work Mount Athos, the Russian Orthodox Church, and the House of Romanoff in Exile.  Historical Sources, 1921-2013, which contains the correspondence between Athonite monks and Emperor Kirill I, Grand Duke Wladimir Kirillovich, and the Chancellery of the Imperial House, as well as other archival documents which shed light on relations between the Church and the dynasty after the 1917 Revolution.
Accompanied by Fr. Ermolai, the Grand Duke visited the monastery’s archives, the library’s book stacks, and its museum, where, among other things, are preserved a number of decrees pertaining to the Holy Mountain that were issued by the Grand Duke’s Imperial ancestors.
After his visit to the library and museum, H.I.H. The Heir, Tsesarevich, and Grand Duke George of Russia returned to the Church of the Holy Great Martyr and Healer Panteleimon, where he was greeted by the abbot of St. Panteleimon Monastery, Schema-Archimandrite Jeremiah (Alëkhin).  The Grand Duke presented to the monastery an icon of St. John of Shanghai and San Francisco, containing a fragment of his holy relics; The fragment of the holy relics of St. John of Shanghai and San Francisco was brought to Moscow by Archbishop Kirill (Dmitriev) of San Francisco and Western America and conveyed to the Director of H.I.H.’s Chancellery on January 16/20, 2015.  The icon of St. John was written between March and April 2015 in the icon studio “Sofia” (in the city of Yaroslavl), which is under the direction of A. N. Shumikhin.   and awarded the abbot the Imperial “Commemorative Medal of the 400th Anniversary of the House of Romanoff, 1613-2013,” The Bronze Imperial “Commemorative Medal of the 400th Anniversary of the House of Romanoff, 1613-2013” is presented to Church hierarchs, abbots of important monasteries, to provincial and city leaders, high-ranking military commanders, ambassadors, and to others who have performed extraordinary services to the nation and the Russian Imperial House.  and an Imperial Rescript from the Head of the Russian Imperial House, H.I.H. The Grand Duchess Maria of Russia.  Here is the text of the Imperial Rescript:

From the Head of the Russian Imperial House


To Schema-Archimandrite Jeremiah
Abbot of St. Panteleimon Monastery on Mount Athos
	
Dear Reverend Father!

I would like to extend to you my heartfelt congratulations on your approaching 100th birthday.  
The Lord ordained that you should endure all the trials and tribulations that were sent down upon our people in the 20th century.  
You were born during the reign of the Holy Royal Passion-Bearer Emperor Nicholas II, when Russia had already plunged into the First World War.  Your childhood coincided with the Revolution and the Civil War.  The brutal repression of the atheistic totalitarian regime took the lives of your entire family.  When you finally managed to escape from the prison camp to which you had been confined, your life remained under constant threat because of your confession of the Orthodox Faith.  During World War II, you, like millions of others, were tortured and tormented in a Nazi concentration camp.  After your liberation and return to Russia, you were again persecuted for your religious beliefs.  But all the many sufferings you bore only served to strengthen in your heart your abiding faith, love, and hope.
In 1957, you embarked on the path of monasticism and devoted yourself wholeheartedly to service to the Church of God.  The Holy and Venerable St. Kuksha of Odessa and the Holy Confessor and Schema-Archimandrite Pimen became your spiritual mentors.  After many years of waiting, you finally were granted permission to go to the Holy Mountain and to enter the community of monastics at the St. Panteleimon Monastery, of which you were elected abbot in 1979.  Over the course of more than 35 years, you have led this holy community, providing for all an example of selfless devotion, kindness, and wisdom.
I pray for your health, length of days, and God’s blessing in all your endeavors.
This letter will be presented to you by my son and heir, the Grand Duke George of Russia, who is departing tomorrow on a pilgrimage to Mount Athos.  He will also be presenting as a gift from our House to St. Panteleimon Monastery an icon of St. John of Shanghai and San Francisco with a fragment of his holy relics, which was given to me by Archbishop Kirill of San Francisco and Western American.
St. John of Shanghai and San Francisco was a loyal friend and spiritual mentor of my grandfather and father.  Through the prayers of this great miracle-worker, my mother was once healed of a serious illness.  I was only 12 years old when St. John departed this life, but I remember how my parents loved him and I continue to feel his intercessions on our behalf every day.
Asking your holy prayers and blessing, be assured of our sincere affection and deepest respect.

H.I.H. The Grand Duchess Maria of Russia

Madrid, April 8/21, 2015

The Bronze “Commemorative Medal of the 400th Anniversary of the House of Romanoff, 1613-2013,” was also awarded by His Imperial Highness to the father-confessor of the monastery, Hieromonk Makarii. 
Schema-Archimandrite Jeremiah thanked and blessed His Imperial Highness and those traveling with him, extended his paschal greeting to them all, and asked the Grand Duke to convey his thanks and blessing likewise to his mother, the Grand Duchess Maria of Russia.  He then presented the Grand Duke with a photo album featuring views of St. Panteleimon Monastery.
After lunch with the brethren and other pilgrims, Grand Duke George of Russia venerated the icons and relics in the Church of Ss. Eubula and Hermolaus (Ermolai), climbed the bell tower, and venerated the memory of the monks of the St. Panteleimon Monastery buried in the “ossuary”—the Church of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul.
The Tsesarevich attended Vespers, and after the evening meal visited the Church of St. Elijah, which adjoins the Mill of St. Silouan the Athonite.
On the night of April 10-11/23-24, H.I.H. The Heir, Tsesarevich, and Grand Duke George of Russia attended Matins and the Divine Liturgy.  At Liturgy, the Grand Duke’s name was commemorated during the litanies and at the Great Entrance, right after the commemoration of Patriarchs Bartholomew of Constantinople and Kirill of Moscow and All Russia.  During the service His Imperial Highness was, in accordance with ancient custom, given the right to read aloud at the appropriate moments the Creed and the “Our Father”; and the Grand Duke took Confession and Holy Communion.  The brethren of the monastery presented to the Grand Duke an icon of his Heavenly patron, the Holy Great Martyr and Victory-Bearer George as a gift for his approaching name day on April 23/May 6. On the back of the icon appears the following inscription:  “To His Imperial Highness, Tsesarevich and Grand Duke George of Russia.  A blessing to you from Mount Athos on your name day, April 23, 2015  The Tsesarevich venerated the icon of St. Alexander Nevsky, which once was kept in the office of his ancestor, Emperor Alexander II the Tsar-Liberator.  The abbot of St. Panteleimon Monastery, Schema-Archimandrite Jeremiah, gave his blessing to the Heir of the House of Romanoff for the remainder of his journey on Mount Athos, and gave him a prosphora loaf for his mother, the Head of the Dynasty, H.I.H. The Grand Duchess Maria of Russia.  Before his departure, the Grand Duke awarded the Imperial “Commemorative Medal of the 400th Anniversary of the House of Romanoff, 1613-2013” to the monks Zosima and Ermolai.  The Silver Imperial “Commemorative Medal of the 400th Anniversary of the House of Romanoff, 1613-2013” is awarded to clergy and members of the armed forces for their service to the nation and to the Russian Imperial House. 
The Grand Duke then continued his pilgrimage on the Holy Mountain, being led by the father-confessor of the monastery, Hieromonk Makarii, and by the monk Zosima to the town of Daphne, where he boarded a boat for the capital of Mount Athos—Kareya.  In the building that houses the Holy Kinot (or Protat), The Holy Kinot is the executive ecclesial body of the Holy Mountain.   His Imperial Highness was greeted by Hieromonk Kyrion (Olkhovik), a member of the Holy Epistasy The Holy Epistasy is the executive administrative body for the Holy Mountain.   and the Antiprosop The Antiprosop is title given to the representative of each of the 20 Athonite monasteries in the Holy Kinot.  of the St. Panteleimon Monastery. Then the Tsesarevich met formally with the Protoepistat (the Protom), The Protoepistat is the chair of the Holy Kinot and the head of the Holy Epistasy.   the monk Simeon of Dionysiou Monastery; and with the Epistats:  Hieromonk Euthymios of Zografou Monastery, Hieromonk Kyrion of St. Panteleimon Monastery, and the monk Ephraim of Kostamonitou Monastery.
During their meeting, the Grand Duke presented to the Holy Kinot’s library the anniversary album House of Romanoff:  400 Years, which was published by ROOSSA, and the book By the Grace of God:  The 400th Anniversary of the Ending of the Time of Troubles, the Reestablishment of the Russian State, and the Founding of the House of Romanoff (1613-2013).  He also awarded the Bronze Imperial “Commemorative Medal of the 400th Anniversary of the House of Romanoff, 1613-2013” to Protoepistat Simeon and to Epistat Kyrion.
The conversation during their meeting turned to the monastic life on Mount Athos and to the links between the Holy Mountain and the House of Romanoff.  Protoepistat Simeon noted that not long before Grand Duke George’s arrival, he had begun to restore the icon of the Holy Great Martyr and Victory-Bearer George, which had been originally intended as a gift from the Athonite monks to Tsesarevich Nicholas Alexandrovich (the future Holy Royal Passion-Bearer Emperor Nicholas II) during his planned visit to Athos in October 1890.  Unfortunately, his pilgrimage had to be called off due to inclement weather.  But now, 125 years later, Emperor Nicholas II’s legal heir has had the opportunity to venerate reverently this miraculous icon of his Heavenly patron.  All of those present at this meeting deeply felt the Will of God in this profound spiritual connection between the House of Romanoff and the monastic communities on Athos being played out before their eyes.
After the conclusion of this official meeting with Protoepistat Simeon and the members of the Holy Epistasy, Grand Duke George of Russia went to the Dormition Cathedral The main cathedral in Kareya and all Athos.  and venerated the miracle-working icon of the Mother of God “It is meet to bless thee,” as well as other holy icons and relics in Kareya.
From Kareya the Tsesarevich traveled to Simonos Petras Monastery.  His Imperial Highness attended a service in the Church of the Nativity of Christ, venerated several small chests containing a fragment of the Honourable and Life-Creating Cross of the Lord, the right hand of the Holy Equal-to-the-Apostles Mary Magdalene (the Heavenly patroness of the Grand Duke’s mother), and other holy relics in the monastery.
Then the Grand Duke met with the abbot of the Simonos Petras Monastery, Archimandrite Elisha.  His Imperial Highness thanked the abbot for his kindness and awarded him the Bronze Imperial “Commemorative Medal of the 400th Anniversary of the House of Romanoff, 1613-2013.”  The Tsesarevich presented the same medal for conveyance to Schema-Archimandrite Emelian, the former abbot—the great man of prayer and author who made an invaluable contribution to the life of the monastery.  Archimandrite Elisha blessed the Grand Duke and gave him an icon of the Mother of God, an engraving of the Simonos Petras Monastery, a book on the history of the monastery, and an audio CD with hymns performed by the world-famous choir of the Simonos Petras Monastery.
After lunch with the abbot and the monastic elders, the Tsesarevich prayed in the cave of St. Gregory Palamas, then went to the Vatopedi Monastery.
At the Vatopedi Monastery His Imperial Highness, accompanied by Hierodeacon Theodochus, went to the Church of the Annunciation of the Most Pure Mother of God, where he attended Vespers.
At Vatopedi Monastery, the Grand Duke venerated small chests containing a fragment of the Honourable and Life-Creating Cross of the Lord, a spear from the Lord’s Passion, the Cincture belonging to the Most Pure Mother of God, the finger of St. John the Forerunner and Baptist, the right hand of the Holy Apostle Andrew the First-Called, the foot of the Holy Apostle Bartholomew, the Heads of St. Gregory the Theologian and St. John Chrysostom, and other relics at the monastery.
That evening, after dinner with the monks, the Tsesarevich met with the abbot of Vatopedi Monastery, Archimandrite Ephraim.  His Imperial Highness awarded the abbot the Bronze Imperial “Commemorative Medal of the 400th Anniversary of the House of Romanoff, 1613-2013,” and presented the commemorative book By the Grace of God:  The 400th Anniversary of the Ending of the Time of Troubles, the Reestablishment of the Russian State, and the Founding of the House of Romanoff (1613-2013) and the three-volume work Mount Athos, the Russian Orthodox Church, and the House of Romanoff in Exile.  Historical Sources, 1921-2013.  Archimandrite Ephraim spoke with the Grand Duke and with those accompanying him, offering spiritual advice and instruction to each individually.  Addressing the entire group, the abbot noted that many people today are often predisposed against monarchy and the very notion of legitimate dynasties, not because of any ill will but out of ignorance.  Therefore the members of the House of Romanoff and all those loyal to it must make every effort to explain to their countrymen, with patience and love, the spiritual and legal basis of Orthodox monarchy.  Archimandrite Ephraim also said that the Grand Duke and his most august mother must come to Russia as often as they possibly can, so that their interactions with their countrymen can grow and expand.
Archimandrite Ephraim presented to Tsesarevich George of Russia an icon of the Mother of God, and also gave him a second icon of the Mother of God for his mother, the Head of the Russian Imperial House, H.I.H. The Grand Duchess Maria of Russia.  Those accompanying the Grand Duke were presented other gifts, including calendars, books, and copies of the miracle-working icons of Vatopedi Monastery.
Then everyone else departed, leaving Grand Duke George and Abbot Ephraim to talk privately. 
On the night of April 11-12/24-25, H.I.H. The Heir, Tsesarevich, and Grand Duke George of Russia attended Matins and the Divine Liturgy in the Church of the Cincture of the Mother of God.  As before, when he attended services at St. Panteleimon Monastery, His Imperial Highness was given the honour of reading aloud the Creed and the “Our Father,” and His Imperial Highness again took Confession and Holy Communion.
After taking a meal with the monks, the Grand Duke toured the library and museum of the Vatopedi Monastery.
Then the Grand Duke took tea with Abbot Ephraim before his departure.  Fr. Ephraim warmly bid the Tsesarevich farewell and spoke with each of those accompanying him on this pilgrimage.
Just before departing, the Grand Duke awarded the Silver Imperial “Commemorative Medal of the 400th Anniversary of the House of Romanoff, 1613-2013” to Hierodeacon Theodochus and to Fr. Mikhail Asmus.
From the Vatopedi Monastery, the Grand Duke went to the Iviron Monastery, which was once quite closely linked to the Russian Imperial House of Romanoff and the Georgian Royal House of Bagration.  The Tsesarevich was greeted by the monastery’s abbot, Archimandrite Nathaniel, who presented His Imperial Highness and those with him several books and icons as gifts.  Grand Duke George of Russia awarded the abbot the Bronze Imperial Commemorative Medal of the 400th Anniversary of the House of Romanoff, 1613-2013.”  The Grand Duke also presented a second medal to be given to the former abbot, Archimandrite Vasilii—a well-known theologian and author.
His Imperial Highness venerated the icon of the Mother of God “Portaitissa,” prayed in the Church of the Mother of God, and toured the grounds of the monastery.
That same day, Tsesarevich George visited the St. Andrew Skete.  The skete, which is situated in the district of the Vatopedi Monastery, was once a Russian community.  The Grand Duke prayed in the Church of St. Andrew, which includes side chapels to St. Alexander Nevsky and the Holy Equal-to-the-Apostles Mary Magdalene, and which was dedicated in 1897, in the presence of H.I.H. Grand Duke Aleksei Alexandrovich.
And with this visit to St. Andrew’s Skete, the pilgrimage of H.I.H. The Heir, Tsesarevich, and Grand Duke George of Russia came to an end.  The Grand Duke boarded a boat for Ouranoupoli.  On the way, the boat stopped at the pier of the St. Panteleimon Monastery, where it was met by the monk Viktorin, who gave the Grand Duke a collection of photographs he took of His Imperial Highness’s visit to the monastery, and the Grand Duke awarded Fr. Viktorin the Imperial Medal “Anniversary of the Nation’s Victory, 1613-2013.”
After a short walk about the city of Ouranoupoli and dinner, the Grand Duke left for Thessaloniki.
On April 26, the Tsesarevich met with members of H.I.H.’s Chancellery to discuss and recount the many wonderful events that transpired during the pilgrimage and to offer his profound thanks to the organizers of the trip.  He also gave instructions to the members of the Chancellery on a number of ongoing projects.  Finally, the Grand Duke heard a report from Archpriest Alexander Tkachenko about the work of the Imperial Foundation for Cancer Research, and signed a number of documents relevant to its work.
When the meeting concluded, the Grand Duke departed Thessaloniki for Brussels.

