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THE THREE HERMITS

Music by Paul Stetsenko
Libretto by Tandy Martin based on the story by Leo Tolstoy

SYNOPSIS

Prologue

In a summer garden, a teacher and children play. The Teacher gathers the children, and asks if there is anything
they want to learn today. They reply, “We want to dance, play, read...” They also ask serious questions, “Where
do we go when we sleep? How long is time? How do we dream?” One child says, “I want to learn how to pray,”
to which the Teacher replies, “You already know how: open your heart, and God will listen.” The child persists,
“But I want to know how to do it right.” The Teacher turns to the whole group and asks them if there is anything
they are thankful for. The children offer their prayer of thanksgiving. The same child again says that she does not
know any “real” prayers and wants to do it just like grownups do. The children second that request, so the
Teacher tells a story.

OPERA

A group of pilgrims travel by a large boat to a remote shrine, lead by their Bishop. As they approach a
particularly treacherous river bend, one sailor asks the other about three strange characters who live in complete
isolation on the island. They are called hermits, and they have only been seen when they helped the drowning
sailors or boatmen in predicament. The other sailor replies that little is known about them. The Bishop overhears
the conversation and is interested in meeting these hermits. The first sailor tells the Bishop his story. A few years
ago, he was saved from a shipwreck by these hermits. They were weird, old, their clothes were tattered, and they
didn’t speak a word except for “Have mercy on us, Lord...” This captures the Bishop’s imagination. He would
like to meet these three hermits, and he asks to be taken to the island. The sailors reluctantly agree.

The first words that the Bishop hears from the hermits are indeed “Have mercy on us, Lord.” The hermits bow to
the Bishop, asking for blessing. The Bishop immediately inquires about their spiritual life and of their rule of
prayer. The hermits’ simple answer is “We only know one prayer: Three are Ye, three are we, have mercy on us,
Lord.” The Bishop is taken aback by this strange prayer. He recognizes the doctrine of the Holy Trinity, but it
sounds vaguely heretical. Without further inquiries, he declares their prayer wrong and teaches them how to pray
properly the Lord’s Prayers. However, the Hermits seem to be incapable of remembering or even making sense
of the lines; nevertheless, they proceed earnestly. The Bishop is proud of his accomplishment and instructs them
to keep the new rule of prayer. He sails back to the ship, but the Hermits can be heard singing “Three are Ye,
three are we...”

Upon the Bishop’s return to the ship, one of the sailors points to the horizon and calls everybody’s attention to a
strange sight. Everybody looks to where the sailor points and to their astonishment they see the three Hermits
running on water towards the ship. The hermits reach the ship and bow to the Bishop. Everyone is shocked and
humbled. The hermits tell the Bishop that as soon as he left, they began to forget the words and after a while
could remember nothing, but that they want the Bishop to teach what goes after “Our Father...” The Bishop
recognizes the Holy Presence in the Hermits, and tells them that it is not his place to teach them how to pray, and
he only asks them instead to pray for all of them, the sinners. The Bishop is profoundly changed by the
experience, for he realizes that until now he didn’t know what “prayer of the heart” meant, and that what he had
felt towards God was not love but merely a duty. The pilgrims and the Bishop join the hermits in singing their
prayer “Three are Ye, three are we, have mercy on upon us, Lord.” They part.



What is the point of Tolstoy’s story?

Is this an anti-clerical, anti-ecclesiastic fable, aiming at the very structure of the Church, the body of Christ? Is
this a heresy to say that all of the prayers accumulated by the two thousand years of the experience of the Church
amount to nothing?

The story illustrates a central aspect of the Eastern Orthodox tradition — that of the prayer of the heart, which is
beyond words. This is a prayer which does not come from the theological discourse but comes as a response to
direct encounter with the Holy Trinity, God Himself in three persons. This is the same tradition that gave birth to
Hesychasm and the Jesus Prayer, a prayer which is non-liturgical, non-hierarchical, yet is quintessentially
Orthodox, for if all of the Gospel, all of the Fathers, all of the 2000 years of Christianity were to be distilled into
one short phrase, this would be so: Lord Jesus Chris, Son of God, have mercy on my, a sinner.

So, what does Tolstoy condemn in this story? Does he condemn the rule of prayer, which thousands of the
faithful followed for millennia? Does he condemn the prayers written by the Church Fathers along with the
unceasing prayers of thousands of monastics? Not in the slightest. Tolstoy condemns empty religiosity, and it
indeed deserves every condemnation. This is what Christ Himself condemned when he told His disciples the
story of the Pharisee and the Publican. Condemning others for their overt religiosity, however, is easy. Can we
find courage and honesty to see ourselves in this Bishop and condemn ourselves of the same superfluous
religiosity, whichever form it takes? Christ did not come to give us new religion; he in fact is the end of all
religions. And the beginning of this end starts with “Have mercy on us, sinners.”

CAST

Prologue:
The teacher
One Child (solo)
Children’s chors

Opera:
The Bishop (can be sung by the same singer who sings
the part of The Teacher in the Prologue)
Sailor 1
Sailor 2
Hermit 1
Hermit 2
Hermit 3
Pilgrims’ chorus
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Through the prayers of our Holy Fathers, Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on us and save us. Amen.
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