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J. Urbanczyk

LAST TESTAMENT CHURCH —
THE POWER OF UNANIMITY!

Last Testament Church? (LTC) is the official name of a Russian
indigenous new religious movement more commonly known as the
community of Vissarion, Vissarionovtsy or Vissarionites. Its origins
go back to the beginning of the 1990s when 29-year old Sergei Torop
(born January 14, 1961) realised he was the reincarnation of Jesus
Christ, the Living Word of God®. He started to preach in March 1991
and then continued to spread his teachings travelling throughout
former republics of the Soviet Union [O6mmmua Buccapuona 2002: 3].
The first followers of Torop, from then on known as Vissarion, started
to gather in Siberia, in the south of Krasnoiarskii krai — initially, in
the town of Minusinsk (near Abakan, the capital of Khakassia), moving
later further east to the village of Petropavlovka (Kuraginskii raion),
to finally start the construction of an entirely new settlement, Abode of
Dawn (Obumenws Pacceema) in the taiga, near the lake Tiberkul at the
foot of the Sukhaia Mountain [Ibid.: 5]. The latter is the current
dwelling place of Vissarion and his family as well as around 250 of the
most engaged members of the community.

The total number of Vissarion’s followers in the south of
Krasnoiarskii krai, living mainly in villages of the Kuraginskii and
Karatuzskii raions, is estimated at 4 to 5 thousand people®. They come

! This research, including fieldwork in the community of Vissarion in the years
2012-2013, was funded by the National Science Centre of Poland (NCN) — decision
number: DEC-2011/01/N/HS3/06213.

2 IlepxoBsb ITocnennero 3aBera.

3 Cf. Visarion’s interview recorded on 19 August 2004: Beceda Buccapuona
¢ Apxaouem Amapux 19.08.04, DVD-16 Ilerponasnosckast Bugeoctyaus, 2011.

* This number has been repeated since the early 2000s [e.g. Panchenko 2004: 121]
and any more exact estimation is difficult. Firstly, there are no strict criteria of
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mainly from various parts of Russia and former Soviet republics;
however, there are also some representatives of Western Europe,
a relatively large community of Germans being the most prominent
among them. Attracted by Vissarion’s teaching they have moved to
what they believe to be the Siberian “Promised Land” to create an
ideal society of the future based on money-and-violence-free relation-
ships and focused on spiritual development and balanced relations
with the natural environment.

In this research report I focus on the issue of interpersonal relations
within the LTC community as it occupies a special place in Vissarion’s
teachings, and consequently — in his followers’ life. One of Vissarion’s
main messages is that it is necessary to counterbalance the current
emphasis on material, economic and technical progress and to focus
on the spiritual development. He criticizes contemporary civilisation
for its purely materialistic orientation and disintegration of social and
interpersonal bonds' and preaches about the necessity of establishing
a new quality of relationship between people. The community’s
informational ‘“Photoalbum” published in the year 2002 quotes
Vissarion saying that building houses and temples should be a matter
of secondary importance for his followers, while the main aim of the
community is an attempt to create proper personal interrelations:

«Ymobwl umo-mo cmpoums, cmpoums ooma, a mem Oonee nvi-
mamucsi OymManms 0 8036e0eHUU XPAMO8, NONPOOYiime NOCMpOUmb Om-
HouteHus opye ¢ opyeom. Eciu smo 6ydem nonyuamscs, mo xpamol

membership in the movement. Secondly, with new people coming to and some leaving
(permanently or temporarily) the community villages, the situation remains dynamic.

' «Omnowenus nodeii medxc coboll blCMpPAUSAIOMCSL 8 3AGUCUMOCTIU OM Mame-
puanvHo2o onazococmosnus. JIoou 3akmouaom coi3vl 8 NOUCKAX IKOHOMUYECKOU U
NOAUMUUECKOT 86120061, NPOOOINCAS HYECMEO8AMb CeOsl UyHCUMU. Veenuuueuuiics
Ha 3emnsax Poccuu xaoc, é1ekywuti pacnpocmpanenue 6eiuKo2o Xonodd u paseaid,
BBIHYHCOAC NPUSHAIOWUX UL CEOU JHCUBOMbL UOMU K PA30POOIEHHOCMU, A 3HA-
yum, u Kk ewje 6onvutemy omuydcoenuro medc cobouy [Last Testament (LT), vol. 1,
Book of Appeal 16: 53-56]. All quotations from the Last Testament (containing Vis-
sarion’s teachings) come from its electronic version available within the browsing
programme Bible Quote 5.0 Bibliologia Edition. The Last Testament is also available
at the community’s official website: www.vissarion.ru (vol. 1-4 and 7-13 out of 14
that have been printed so far).
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ecmanym Ha smou 3emie. Eciu ne 6yoem — dasatime pazotioemcsi»
[O6mumHa Buccapnona 2002: 5].

What it exactly means to create “proper” relations with each other
is a common topic of Vissarion’s preaching — systematically
published in successive volumes of the Last Testament (14" volume
published in 2013) considered within the movement as “the source
of the only Truth” — and quite often discussed by Vissarion’s
followers, especially with the newcomers whom they want to
acquaint with the everyday life of the community. As it was often
explained to me by the community members they aim at the
establishing of relations that are free of aggression, selfless and full
of love and understanding for each other’s imperfections and errors.
One of the regularly recurring topics was the struggle with one’s
egoism as a necessary effort that should be undertaken by every
individual. Both in Vissarion’s teachings as well as in the everyday
conversations of his followers a lot of attention is also paid to the
avoidance of negative thoughts — much more difficult to control
and eliminate than negative actions or words, but equally hindering
for the spiritual development of the individual, the community and,
eventually, the whole of mankind.

It is hardly surprising that in the community thus focused on the
quality of interpersonal relations one may find a vast array of diverse
ways in which people seek to both maintain day-to-day order and
pursue their ideal concept of society. The Last Testament is a rich
source in this respect as it offers an elaborate set of directions for
proper behaviour of every believer (sepyrowuii). In spite of the book
being multi-volume and describing thousands of highly nuanced
situations, there are some general rules known to all LTC members
which constitute commonly accepted principles of proper day-to-day
conduct and which are supposed to ensure a smooth everyday
cooperation within the community. One of such fundamental rules is
that one should restrain from criticizing others and from giving them
advice when not asked to do so. Vissarion explanation to this rule is
that too often an overt motivation to help others covers the deeper
motivation to criticize, to express one’s discontent, to show one’s
expertise or to make others behave in accordance to what the person
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giving advice believes to be “the right way”. In fact, there is a whole
separate area of teaching and analysis within the community con-
cerning when and how to give advice (nodckaska) and when definitely
not to, general rule now being to refrain from giving any suggestions
or tips without being asked for them and, first, to change oneself before
trying to change others.

Another principle behind the community’s struggle for the
establishing of a new, better society is the focus on the agreement, and
consequently — avoidance of conflict. Agreement between all
members of the community was often presented by them as the highest
priority. One of the examples I was given was the decision on what
kind of seeds to sow — the issue which may prove crucial for the
survival of the community. Consensus is considered as most
important — it was explained to me — even when it is possible that
a common decision will result in choosing seeds that give poorer
harvest than those recommended by any single member of the group.
If the choice of the best seeds would entail disagreement and divisions
within the community it is seen as better to reap a less abundant har-
vest and have less to eat but remain unanimous and united.

All the principles of proper conduct — that is how to properly act
and react to actions of others — can be found in the Last Testament.
However, while it is considered within the community to be a com-
prehensive source of answers to any kind of existential questions that
“along with the global truths considers the particular, everyday
situations in an incomparable amount™ (if there is no answer yet,
a new question is presented to Vissarion), there is still the problem of
diverse interpretations leading to the corruption of ideals preached by
the leader which, in turn, poses a threat of disagreement within the
community®. In order to limit this possibility all the followers of
Vissarion are engaged in pursuing the ideal goal of the “common

! See the community’s official website in English: www.vissarion.eu/en.

2 «Kakoswl 01 Hu ObLIU O1Ia2UE YCMPEMTIeHUs, 8CAKOE PACHPOCMPAHEHUEe PA30po-
bnennocmu ecmbv 8o30eticmaue cun momol. [lovnume! Kax 6v1 ysasicumenvHo vl Hu
OMHOCUNUCH OpYe K OpYeY, — UMEsL pazHble 83211510bl HA UCIUHHOE PA36Umue, HUKo20d
He notioeme no wemy. Tax 6yoeme eounvt! Mup sam u cuacmve. Amunovy [LT, vol. 1,
Book of Appeal 16: 64—66].
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understanding” (edunoe noumumanue) — that is a situation when all
will share a common perception of the world around and develop
a shared disposition towards life with all its diversity and nuances:

«Edicenu sepyrowue pazoenenvl Medxic coo600 pasHuiMu ROHAMUAMU
06 edunoti Mcmune, mo oHU NOOOOHbBL PAZHOA3LIKUM 8 CEPOYAX CEBOUX.
Pasnoszvikux coopams emecme modcrno. Ho umobwl cozoame 00Hy
CemMblo CnOCOOHBIX 8eCmU 2aPMOHUYHOE COBMECHHOE NPOXCUBAHUE
U COBMECmHOE CO3UOaHUe BeIUKUX MBOPEHUL, HeOOX0OUM OOUH SA3bIK,
eoun oyx u edunoe nonumanuey [LT, Vol. 1: Vadim’s Narrative Part 5,
23:27-29].

Vissarion links the goal of achieving common understanding with
the one of establishing one “united family”. He often uses the latter
term to describe the future ideal society, which his followers are
supposed to create through their everyday pursuit of self-improvement
and spiritual development. “The United Family” (it is the community’s
official translation of Eoumas Cemss) is also the name for the
organisations within the movement to which belong, on a voluntary
basis, its most active members. While the aim to seek “common
understanding” refers to all followers of Vissarion, the United Family
provides a more institutionalized (and also more demanding) path for
those who feel ready to engage more deeply into the endeavor of
building a new society founded on a new quality of interpersonal
relations'.

Implementing the strategy of small steps, the followers of Vissarion
have established several smaller communities of this kind. Therefore,
presently, there are many United Families within the movement —
one for every village inhabited by the LTC members, each with its
own individual structure, slightly distinct rules and its own daily and
weekly routine. Becoming a member of the United Family is an
individual decision (it requires the consent of current members) and in
every village there are many people who consider themselves followers

! «Coszoanue edunoii uenoeeueckoli cemvu — om 2naenas 3adaua OOwunbl.
Baoicuwiti npunyun cemovu: 20100HbIX U HEYX0NCCHHBIX Obimb He dondicro. Ho camoe
21aeHoe — Ha base coeMecmHo20 mpyoa Cmposimcst HOGble 83aUMOOMHOULCHUS, OCHO-
eannvle Ha 10O6U U mepnumocmu Opye K opyey, c60000Hbie 0Mm HCAOHOCMU, CMPaxa,
sasucmu u kopvicmuy [O6munHa Buccaprona 2002: 5].
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of Vissarion but, for different reasons', decided not to join the local
Family. The Abode of Dawn is an exception in this respect as each of
its permanent inhabitants has to belong to the “Mountain” Family.

While the anticipated ideal society is supposed to be entirely equal
without any kind of hierarchy, supervision or leadership, for the sake
of current needs — as it was explained to me by one of the community
members — all working groups within the United Families (responsible
for such issues as education, children affairs, common work or
gardening) have a person in charge, chosen by members themselves,
whose decision is binding on others. Vissarion states they will be no
longer necessary in the future when humankind reaches a higher level
of development. Currently, however, they are indispensable for the
smooth progress towards the common goal of creating the model
community:

«H nepevie Mou noockaszku: eounas Cembs — 9mo 6ce mo, 4mo
0bveduHsem, NpUeOOUM K eOUHCmM8Y, a He npocmo oeiaem 06veou-
HeHue eOUHONUYHBIX NPOosieeHUll uHousudyanvHocmei. OHa éedem K
Oonee cepbe3HoMy 00beOUHEHUID, COCOUHEHUID 8HYMPEHHe20 MUpda
saute2o 00 moil cmenetu, Ko20a 8 odibHelluem saule 0ouUecmeo Mo-
JHrcem ecmecmeenHo Cyuecmeosams 0e3 KaKux-mo ynpaeieH4ecKux,
OpP2aHU3AMOPCKUX NPoAGIeHUll cpedu ceoux Onudxcuux... Onu 6yoym
abcontomuo beccmuiciieHHbl. Bul 6yoeme osueamvcsa makum odpa-
30M, Koeoa eo8pems 6ce20a bydeme Oeiams Mo, YMoO HYIHCHO 8CEM,
oaoice He 3Has IMo2o niaana. Bei camu smo coenaeme. M nuxaxo-
20 xaoca Huxoeoa He byoem» [LT, Vol. 2, Vadim’s Narrative Part 8,
55: 88].

Joining the Family involves, on the one hand, an access to the
community meetings, where all the decision-making takes place,
but also implies many obligations and responsibilities — including
those on the spiritual level. As I was often told — the more one

! Some reasons I was given were: a spouse who does not want to join the Family,
the need to earn money outside the community and resulting lack of time to take ac-
tive part in the Family undertakings, husband’s love for fishing (both hunting and
fishing as well as eating meat or fish are forbidden within the Family) or dislike for
the Family meetings — their frequency (too often), discussed topics and their organi-
zation.
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knows about “the Truth” the highest his/her responsibility for
obeying its laws (ucnonnenue saxonos Hcemunwl), improving
relations with others and pursuing inner growth. Therefore,
becoming a member of the Family ensues gaining access to more
“insider” knowledge (e.g., possibility to listen to the recorded
meetings with Vissarion without the necessity to travel to the Abode
of Dawn), but it also requires a more strict adherence to the Last
Testament. According to its teachings, the members of the United
Family are those who are more than others ready to analyze their
“inner life”! and, as one young member of the Family in the village
of Petropavlovka explained to me emphatically, “when you join the
Family you cannot even think about any other person negatively!” —
the responsibility is extended from one’s actions towards others to
include the level of thoughts as well.

The membership in the United Family involves also an access to
a well-organized system of solving any existential dilemmas or
disagreements that may arise, concerning both the more mundane
problems of everyday life as well as issues of a spiritual nature. The
procedure begins at the level of a particular village Family as members
can present their doubts and ask questions during regular meetings
(there are several every week)?. If it is impossible to provide a satis-
fying answer or solve the problem at this level, the question goes
under the consideration of the United Family in the Abode of Dawn,
which holds special meetings for the purpose of the selection of

' «Omo ece 3aunmepecosannvie bonee, uem opyeue, 80m MaxK MAcco8o paccma-
mpusams mo, umo y Hux enympu nHaxooumcs» [LT, Vol. 2, Vadim’s Narrative Part 8,
57:51].

2 The organization of each United Family is based upon “Family meetings” —
divided into separate meetings for men and women as well as “general assemblies”
for all the members — which are the main space for thought-exchange, discussion and
decision-making. These are supposed to secure consensus on any question or problem
that may arise within the particular “Family” and help to reach agreement upon com-
mon goals and direction of further endeavours. If there are any new recordings of
Vissarion teachings they are played at such meetings twice a week, exclusively for the
Family members (while others have either to take part in the meeting with Vissarion
in the Abode of Dawn or wait a year or two for the particular meeting to be printed in
the next volume of the Last Testament).
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questions that should be asked to “the Teacher”, as Vissarion is usually
called within the community. If it is decided that the question was not
asked before and no answer can be found in the existing volumes of
the Last Testament, the one who asked is allowed to personally present
the question to Vissarion at one of the Sunday meetings “on the
Mountain” (i.e. in the Abode of Dawn). In more urgent situations the
question may be passed to Vissarion before the meeting for the more
immediate answer.

Apart from regular Family meetings, the community offers as well
separate meetings for the study of Last Testament — called eduroe
nonumanue — where those who choose to attend look for the answers
it provides to their current questions and problems. There are also
meetings for the study of the Last Testament specially dedicated to
school children. In the village of Petropavlovka they start each working
day with a special “worldview lesson” (mupononumarnue) during
which, divided into two age groups (12—14 and 15-18 years old), they
deepen their knowledge of Vissarion’s teachings and learn to analyze
everyday life situations from its perspective looking for directions for
proper reactions and behaviour.

I'had an opportunity to participate in several classes for the younger
group (grades 6-8). Every week was devoted to one particular topic,
for instance: “how to behave as a guest and how to receive guests”,
“the art of being helpful”, “thankfulness towards other people” or
“responsibilities within the United Family”. In order to make his
classes interesting for young pupils, often very sleepy and far from
focused in the early hours of the morning, the teacher creatively
designed lessons to introduce some diversity. Despite the general
avoidance of rivalry within the community, every Monday he divided
students into two teams, each with a leader, and organized a quiz-like
competition. The teacher presented to students fragments of the Last
Testament with questions that had been posed by the followers during
meetings with Vissarion and the two teams had one minute to
brainstorm and choose one person to give an answer, desirably as
close to the real answer given by Vissarion as possible. When both
teams proposed their solutions, the teacher read out Vissarion’s real
answer from the Last Testament and assigned points (from 0 to 2) to
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the teams depending on the accuracy of given answers. The teacher
often consulted his decisions with the students or another teacher
(if any was present) so that nobody would feel assessed unfairly.

Unsurprisingly, children (majority had spent at least several years
in the community, some were born in it) were quite accurate in
proposing their solutions to given problems, and they visibly enjoyed
the competition aspect of the activity. As well “trained” as they seemed
to be in the Last Testament teachings, it was clear that they often
distanced themselves from the answers they so skilfully produced.
They sometimes adopted a rather ironic tone of voice or joked between
themselves when asked to elaborate on the answer. The general
atmosphere was always rather playful with no particular attempts on
the part of the teacher to make it more serious as he did not criticize
laughter or comment on jokes as inappropriate. Only sometimes he
reminded his students that the answer to a particular question might
prove crucial for them sometime in their future life.

This short overview covering some of the most important
institutionalized practices offered within the structure of the Last
Testament Church for the analysis, discussion and improvement of
interpersonal relations' gives an insight into the role this subject plays
in everyday life of the movement’s members. While the presence of
directions concerning the proper attitude and behaviour towards others
in the teachings of any religious movement’s leader is hardly surprising,
in the case of the community of Vissarion these are supplemented by
an exceptionally elaborate set of more and less formalized strategies
and practices which are supposed to support their realization in
everyday life. Every single week the LTC members attend various
kinds of meetings in order to make what they believe to be another
step towards the far-reaching goal of perfecting their relations and
establishing the ideal society. Moreover, their shared concern for this
aim does not limit to those most institutionalized strategies and their
everyday life outside of numerous community meetings also abounds

! See a very interesting analysis by Alexander Panchenko [2011] who points to
the cultural and social continuity of some of the LTC members’ practices with the
collectivist practices of the Soviet period.
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in moments of self-reflection and less formalized attempts at working
on the self! and their relations with relatives and neighbours?.

This seemingly unceasing effort becomes easier to understand
when we look closer at what is actually at stake in this struggle for the
members of the movement:

«Bvl — mo peanvHoe Havano, o0 KOmopom 6yOym yice 2080pums
U Ha Komopoe cmompems npedgicoe oyoym. M nosmomy vl neceme nHa
cebe 0meemcmeeHHOCMb YPe368bIYAliHO ENUKYIO, NPOCINO HEMbICIU-
MO 8eNUKYIO, DONbULYIO OMBEMCMBEHHOCb 3d 6CE YEN08EYECmEO.
Omo He npocmo ymo-mo, umodbl NOMewums auty 2opoviHio. Mo
0on2iIcHO, Haobopom, ewe bonee 00eCNOKOUMb 8ac O MOM, YMO Jice
8bl Oellaeme 8 3mom ciyiae. Bedwv kaswcovlil éaw wiae no-ceoemy om-
3bl6aemcs U 6 cpede 3Hep2ULHOU, OKpYJcaloulell 8ac, a 3Hayum,
u enusiowetl Ha ece uenoseuecmsoy» [LT, Vol. 3, Vadim’s Narrative
Part 9, 7: 227-228].

The practical realisation of the ideal of harmonious and conflict-
free society is believed by the LTC members to be vital not only for
the spiritual well-being of every individual but, above all, as a ne-
cessary condition for the survival of mankind on Earth endangered by
the uncontrollable development of modern civilization founded on
violence and greed?. According to Vissarion, the crisis is imminent and

! See the very thorough analysis of the Soviet, as well as Orthodox (and more
generally Christian) origins of the practices of self-examination and self-perfection in
Chapter 6 of Oleg Kharkhordin’s “The collective and the individual in Russia”
[Kharkhordin 1999].

2 Apart from formal meetings or lessons that constitute a regular element of daily
and weekly routine of the members of the community (mainly those most engaged
who decided to join the United Family) there are also less institutionalized prac-
tices — recommended by Vissarion — that are supposed to support people’s everyday
struggle for unity, conflict resolution and harmonious everyday interaction with each
other. For instance, one of Vissarion’s recommendations (given to his followers in the
end of the year 2012) was to make an effort to clarify any current misunderstandings
or conflicts on the very day when they arose.

3 «Ecau amu d20ucmuyecKkue Kkavecmea He 0epicams nod NPAsUIbHbIM KOHMPO-
JIeM, Mo YusUIU3AYUU HeNb351 NO3GOISMb PA3EUBANBCS HAYYHO-MEXHUYECKUM NPO2-
peccom. Dmo 6yoem 0bsi3amenbHo CamMOyHUUmoiceHue, U oueHs 2nobanvHoe, ubo Yymo
maxoe 00udesuulics Yenoeex, cnocobnvill memamo moanuu? Ymo maxoe on obu-
oencsl, ceco0ms nacmpoenusi y neco nem? Tocoa u 6cem oCmanbHIM HACMPOEHUs.
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inevitable and the only hope for avoiding the ultimate catastrophe is
not an accumulation of goods and wealth, nor any sublime knowledge,
modern technology or power; the only guarantee of survival is
supposed to be the ability to live together peacefully and reach
common decisions without coming into conflict or creating divisions.
Hence the members of his Siberian community believe in one power
to secure their safe future — the power of unanimity.

Primary sources
Last Testament (/{ocreonuti 3asem). Digital version available at: http://
vissarion.ru/studies/index.htm
Visarion’s interview recorded on 19 August 2004: beceoa Buccapuona
¢ Apxaduem Amapux 19.08.04, DVD-16 IlerponasioBckas BUICOCTYIHS,
2011.

Bibliography

Oo6umnaa Buccapuona B Cubupu: ¢oroamsdbom [The Community of
Vissarion in Siberia. Photoalbum] / 1. Komaesa (ed.). Kyparuuo, 2002.

Kharkhordin O. The collective and the individual in Russia. University of
California Press, 1999.

Panchenko A. New Religious Movements and the Study of Folklore: The
Russian Case // Folklore. 2004. 28. P. 111-128.

Panchenko A. Morality, Utopia, Discipline. New Religious Movements
and Soviet Culture // Multiple Moralities and Religions in Post-Soviet Russia
/ed. J. Zigon. Berghahn Books, 2011. P. 119-145.

Abstract
This research report is based on a long-term ethnographic field-
work conducted in the years 2012-2013 in the Siberian community
of Vissarion (Last Testament Church) — a Russian indigenous new

He 6yoem Ha Opyeoil OeHb, nomomy umo oH e3opeem >my nianemy» [LT, Vol. 3,
Vadim’s Narrative Part 9, 42: 133].

«Ceitluac nayuno-mexHu4ecKkuii npoepecc u MHO2UE MOMEHMbL, KOMOPbLE C6A3AHbL
¢ pazeumuem obwjecmsa, Cmagsamcs 6 maKylo akmueHylo (pazy 6UOOUIMEHEeHUs, Yo
9MO NOOOPEEM NCUXUKY Yel06eKd, COeNaem ee HeYPAGHOBCULCHHOT U OYeHb Claboll.
Ho ecnu vl npu smom umeeme 02pommbie mexHu4eckue nomeHyudbl, mo 6ol J1e2Ko
Modiceme yHuumodcums ceoro yusunuzayuio» [LT, Vol. 8, Vadim’s Narrative Part 14,
19: 260].
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religious movement whose origins go back to the beginning of 1990s.
I focus on the LTC members’ everyday struggle to establish a new
quality of interpersonal relations in their attempt to create a model
society of the future. I discuss some of Vissarion's teachings, as well as
practices of the movement members that are supposed to support their
self-improvement and ensure a smooth everyday cooperation within
the community.
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