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Introduction

The question of what happens to the soul immediately
following death has never been dogmatically defined in the
Orthodox Church. In general, the Church has stated that
upon death the soul is subject to a partial judgment whereby
it is assigned to an intermediate state where it experiences a
foretaste of either paradise or hades while it awaits the
Resurrection and the Final Judgment that will determine its
fate for eternity. Over the centuries, despite advice from
various Church Fathers and Councils against conjecture
involving such things, there has been speculation as to the
details involved in the process of how the partial  judgment
operates, and to what extent the state of the soul can be altered
by the efforts of those still alive.

Since the publication of Fr. Seraphim Rose’s The Soul
After Death in 1980 there has been a growing debate in the
Orthodox Church over the issue of aerial toll houses, where
it is claimed that the souls of the departed are tested or judged,
depending on the version of the theory. While the concept has
existed in some quarters of the Church in the past, the
popularity of Fr. Seraphim’s book and lesser-known works by
other writers, has brought the subject to the attention of a
wider audience and resulting in an increasingly contentious
polemic between those who support the teaching as patristic,
and those who consider it un-Orthodox, with its roots in
Ancient Egyptian and Gnostic doctrines.
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CHAPTER ONE: BACKGROUND TO THE LEGEND 

Opponents of the toll house theory have perceived
influences from Gnosticism in the tales associated with it,
Gnosticism having been a movement that coexisted alongside
the Church since Apostolic times. One of the major Gnostic
sects—the Bogomils—arose in Bulgaria in the tenth century.
The Bogomils were known later in the west as the Cathari,
and while the Latin Church suppressed the movement during
the Albigensian Crusade of 1209-1229, Bogomil Gnosticism
survived in the east in areas under Ottoman control, with
remnants remaining in the Serbian and Bulgarian Banat
region. The “Tale of Theodora and the Aerial Toll-houses” can
be seen as a result of Gnostic influence on Orthodox thought,
one that is reaching a wider audience today through the
writings of Fr. Seraphim Rose and other toll-house supporters. 

The debate in the Church over these gnostic influences has
become a serious problem, with a number of writers engaging
in heated polemics. A result of this debate—and a growing
problem for the Church—is that the partisans involved in the
dispute have frequently aligned themselves with what have
become known as Modernist and Fundamentalist factions in
the Church, a tendency that is proving increasingly divisive.
This has resulted in much confusion among the laity, as well
as among inquirers into the Orthodox faith, and has served to
heighten divisions that already exist in the Church between
fundamentalists -- many of whom have migrated to schismatic
bodies -- and those in the canonical bodies. 

This dispute among Orthodox Christians has invariably
resulted in an appeal to the writings of the Church Fathers,
and each side cites the scriptures and portions of the Church’s
liturgical works to support their positions. One problem is
that there is no agreement as to who is a Church Father when
dealing with recent writers. As a result, the writings of
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numerous saints, clergy, elders, and monastics are referenced
by each side in the debate, though the words and writings of
these men have no universal or dogmatic authority in the eyes
of the Church. There has been little effort to address the issues
in an unbiased manner; each side having a tendency to accuse
the other of betraying the Orthodox Faith, rather than
engaging in a reasoned debate.
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CHAPTER TWO: EXAMINING THE SOURCES

In examining thorny issues of doctrine in the past, the
Church has relied on a consensus patrum approach; if a
majority of the Fathers agree on something, it is considered
reasonable to accept their consensus regarding the truth of the
matter. Unfortunately, the way in which Gnostic influences
in the Church have been addressed has failed to result in any
such consensus on the part of the parties involved regarding
the toll houses. The most extreme among the fundamentalist
faction dismiss any attempt at utilizing logic or reason,
preferring to look at the issue from an esoteric perspective,
while those relying on a reasoned approach frequently dismiss
their opponents’ arguments as being superstitious and
irrational.

Because the toll house debate has been so contentious,
with each group attempting to portray the other as misguided
at best—or even heretical, few unbiased and objective analyses
of the source material exist. This has resulted in taking an issue
that should be capable of scholarly and patristic examination
and turning it instead into a critical exegesis of materials on
the one hand, and an appeal to emotionalism and mysticism
on the other. The laity are the victims of this contest of wills;
needing guidance from the Church on doctrinal matters, they
find themselves caught in the crossfire of two warring camps.

The sources cited by each side in the debate should be
subjected to an objective examination, one which takes into
account the historical Orthodox appeal to revelation and
divine inspiration regarding the acquisition of knowledge,
while still employing reasonable methods of exegesis and
hermeneutical interpretation—particularly as it relates to
religious symbolism. Orthodoxy has historically been
suspicious of attempts to understand the spiritual solely
through human reason, but the Church has never completely
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discounted its use in achieving a fuller understanding of the
scriptures and the writings of its theologians. At some level
the two approaches—the rational and the inspired—must be
reconciled.   
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CHAPTER THREE: THE ISSUES INVOLVED

The toll-house controversy has served to polarize
members into opposite camps and the uniqueness of the
theory has the potential to effect ecumenical relations with
other Christian confessions. Additionally, the toll house
teaching has been seen to discourage potential converts from
entering the Church due to its contentious nature and many
in the clergy—in an effort to be tactful—have avoided taking
a clear position on the issue publicly. This has left the laity in
the position of determining for themselves where to stand in
the debate without effective guidance from Church leaders.
The purpose of this study is to determine whether or not the
teaching of the toll house theory is consistent with the
tradition of the Orthodox Church, i.e., is the teaching of the
toll houses truly Orthodox in light of the evidence? Toll house
proponents—when faced with any logic-based criti-
cism—attempt to defend their position by emphasizing the
metaphorical and symbolic nature of the toll-houses. 

Regarding such symbolism, according to phenomenolo-
gist Paul Ricoeur, at an early date man began to symbolize his
world, in the process projecting his emotions and feelings into
these symbols. The individual, being conscious of sin (evil in
the world), grows conscious of being himself a sinner (collec-
tive responsibility), and this engenders feelings of guilt. He
recognizes that he is part of the problem of this “collective of
sin,” and he seeks a method whereby he might remove or
expiate his guilt. The Church has always offered such a
method (repentance and absolution), however the psychologi-
cal appeal of the toll house theory for those who embrace it is
twofold; it provides assurance that the wicked will not make
it to paradise, and fear of the toll houses serves to maintain a
state of perpetual penitence in hopes of passing through them
successfully at the time of death.
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In the legend of Theodora it can be seen that sin becomes
embodied in the toll houses, each of which represents a
particular sin. This objectification of sins, personified by
demons manning toll houses, allows the individual to deal
with each sin independently in a methodical process of
transcendence. Central to this process is the internalization of
guilt; the soul, which is ascending through the toll-houses, is
conscious of its objective guilt regarding all the sins repre-
sented therein, and this individual sin—which apparently
cannot be dealt with adequately either by Christ’s death on
the cross or the intervention of the Church—requires the toll
house believer to adopt a process by which he can prove his
innocence at each stage of the ascent, either by a weighing of
his sins against his good deeds, by the intervention of angelic
powers, or by the application of works of supererogation done
by others.

Orthodox theology is indebted to Greek philosophy,
which is evident in its early development, and the competing
schools of Gnosticism grew from the same soil. It can be
argued that the latter was more influenced by Hellenistic
concepts than Orthodoxy, which at its core remained faithful
to its Jewish origins, and while the Church adapted Greek
philosophical terms to assist in explaining its theology, the
Gnostics readily incorporated themes from Hellenistic
pagan—as well as Egyptian—mythology into their writings.

 The language and symbolism in the text of the Theodora
legend owes more to Gnostic sources than it does to either the
Holy Scriptures or the writings of the Church Fathers.
Apocryphal literature of this sort did influence the Church at
times—an example being the writings of pseudo-Macarius—and
works such as The Apocalypse of the Virgin, and The Infancy
Gospel of Thomas also found their admirers, yet these texts
never achieved dogmatic recognition by the Church. 
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In looking at the proclamation of the Christian Kerygma,
Ricoeur notes that it consists of the teaching that “Christ
died..., was buried..., was raised..., and appeared to Cephas and
others,”  and he states that this historical narrative must1

include both Christ’s past as well as his present, “for if not, it
runs the risk of interpreting the latter in the gnostic sense or
in that of a Hellenistic myth.”  Divorced from the historical2

Jesus, the Christian message allows for interpretations that
ultimately make the historicity of Jesus irrelevant; instead of
a real person, his only theological value becomes that of a
mythic figure. 

Referencing theologian Rudolf Bultmann, Ricoeur explains
that any attempt to separate the historical Jesus from the
“kerygmatic framework,” is “both useless and dangerous,” and
would involve “seeking salvation in some human work rather
than in faith understood as pure grace.”  In exegetical terms,3

to remain grounded in historical fact allows us to understand
the Gospel correctly and— by extension—the teachings of the
Church. Without this mooring, there is no limit to the flights
of metaphysical fancy one could attach to the redemptive
message of Christianity. That this has occurred can clearly be
seen in the Theodora legend of her ascent through the aerial
toll houses, in which demons are substituted for Gnostic
Archons who judge the soul before it can reach Heaven.  

 

 Paul Ricoeur, “Proclamation,” 501.1

 Ibid., 502.2

 Ibid.3
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Chapter Four: An Examination of the Toll Houses

Fr. Seraphim Rose’s The Soul After Death has popularized
the theory of aerial toll houses, a concept that previously
found its strongest advocates in the Russian Orthodox Church
of the nineteenth century. The ongoing debate over the toll
houses has pitted Fr. Rose’s supporters against a growing
number of Orthodox theologians, of whom the most promi-
nent has been Archbishop Lazar Puhalo of Ottawa. The
theory of the toll houses states that upon death the soul must
pass through testing stations in the air controlled by demons
who are capable of preventing it from ascending to paradise—a
theory considered by its opponents to be heretical. 

A serious difficulty in sorting through the polemics is that
both sides make frequent use of liturgical and patristic cita-
tions. These are often claimed by the opponents of the toll
house theory as being out of context, lacking patristic author-
ity, or being of spurious origin. Toll house advocates on the
other hand typically denounce any attempt to apply principles
of logic or reason to the debate, claiming that such methods
lack an “Orthodox mindset,” while their opponents accuse
them of an uncritical acceptance of apocryphal material and
questionable sources. All too often the discourse ends up being
emotionally charged and unscholarly in methodology.

The back cover of Fr. Seraphim’s The Soul After Death,
states that the book is “a presentation of the 2000-year-old
teaching and experience of the Orthodox Church,” and Fr.
Seraphim claims that the toll house theory can be found in
both the liturgical works of the Church and the writings of
the fathers. Archbishop Lazar and other scholars such as Fr.
Michael Azkoul are adamant that this is not the case. Fr.
Seraphim’s primary inspiration—and the source of much of his
material—are the teachings of Bishop Ignatius Brianchaninov
(1831-1867) who was canonized by the Russian Patriarchate in
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1988, eight years after the publication of The Soul After Death.
Fr. Seraphim acknowledged that the teaching regarding the
toll-houses was “little understood today...because these texts
(of Brianchaninov’s) have been so neglected.”  4

With few exceptions the majority of individuals cited by
toll house advocates in support of the theory were heirs of the
theology of the nineteenth-century Russian Church. These
include Bishop John Maximovitch of the Russian Orthodox
Church outside of Russia (ROCOR) born in 1896; Bishop
Theophan Zatvornik, of the Russian Church, born in 1815;
Fr. Barsanuphius of Optina, born in 1845; and Metropolitan
Macarius of Moscow, born in 1816. Bishop Theophan was
canonized by Moscow in 1988 (the same year as Ignatius
Brianchaninov), while Bishop John Maximovitch and Fr.
Barsanuphius were canonized by ROCOR in 1994 and1990
respectively. Metropolitan Macarius was canonized by the
Russian Orthodox Church in 2000. 

In his book Fr. Seraphim extensively quotes Bishop
Ignatius Brianchaninov’s Collected Works, published in St.
Petersburg in 1883. The Bishop writes that:

In the layers of the under-heaven, from earth to heaven
itself, stand guarding legions of fallen spirits. Each
division is in charge of a special form of sin and tests the
soul in it when the soul reaches this division. The aerial
demonic guards and judgment places are called in the
Patristic writings the toll houses, and the spirits who
serve in them are called the tax-collectors.  5

 Seraphim Rose, The Soul After Death (Platina: St. Herman’s Press, 1998),4

xiii.
 Ibid., 66.5
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Bishop Ignatius claimed that, “the teaching of the toll
houses is the teaching of the Church,”  and stressed their6

physical reality. Fr. Rose asserts on the one hand “of course,
there are no visible “houses” or “booths” in the air,” yet on
the same page he writes, “What is certain is that there is a
testing by demons…and all this occurs in the air above us and
can be seen by those whose eyes are open to spiritual reality.”7

By contrast, Fr. Michael Pomazansky, in his work Ortho-
dox Dogmatic Theology, informs us that, “One must picture the
toll-houses as far as possible in a spiritual sense,”  and he8

appears to give no credence to their physical existence, instead
ascribing to the theory an image of a “path of the soul after its
separation from the body …where the dark powers seek to
devour those who are weak spiritually.”  Fr. Pomazansky does9

state that, “In Sacred Scripture it is not given us to know how
the Particular Judgment occurs after a man’s death.”  10

In The Soul After Death Fr. Seraphim states that “it is not
only Christian strugglers who have to face the testing by
demons at the hour of death,”  a position shared by a Reader11

in the Orthodox Church by the name of Seraphim who—post-
ing on an online Orthodox forum—states: “These toll-houses
are not just for Orthodox, they are the process by which souls
leave our world—all souls.”  In the foundational toll house12

document we will be examining, “The Journey of St. Theo-

 Ibid., 70.6

 Seraphim Rose, The Soul After Death (Platina: St. Herman’s Press, 1998),7

69.
 Michael Pomazansky, Orthodox Dogmatic Theology, Trans. Seraphim Rose.8

(Platina: St Herman of Alaska Brotherhood, 2005), 334-335.   
 Ibid.9

 Ibid., 333.10

 Seraphim Rose, The Soul After Death (Platina: St. Herman’s Press, 1998),11

34.
 Reader Seraphim. “More from `reader Seraphim’”. Theophilus Forum.12

Religion and Ethics. 19 (Mar. 2012). 
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dora through the Aerial Toll-Houses,” these statements are
contradicted:

...only those who are enlightened by the faith and by
holy baptism can rise and be tested in the stations of
torment. The unbelievers do not come here. Their souls
belong to hell even before they part from their bodies.
When they die the devils take their souls with no need
to test them. Such souls are their proper prey, and they
take them down to the abyss.  13

Bishop Ignatius concurs with the Theodora legend, stating
that the souls of unbelievers go directly to hell while only the
souls of the righteous ascend to heaven via the toll houses.  14

What of those Christians who are not counted righteous at
the time of death? According to Bishop Ignatius, “Christians
who are inclined to sin are…unworthy of being immediately
translated…to blessed eternity. Justice…demands that these
inclinations to sin, these betrayals of the Redeemer should be
weighed and evaluated.”  Brianchaninov teaches that a15

weighing of the soul’s inclination towards sin by the demons
determines whether the soul attains eternal life or not.

This follows closely what Archimandrite Panteleimon
teaches in his Eternal Mysteries Beyond the Grave, where he
cites St. Cyril of Alexandria as writing, “These trials are like
custom-houses or toll-gates, where travelers are stopped and
required to pay fees,” where “impure spirits…will denounce
the sins of each soul,” while the “good spirits will bring up the

 Panteleimon. Eternal Mysteries Beyond the Grave. (Jordanville: Holy13

Trinity Monastery, 1996), 78. 
 Seraphim Rose, The Soul After Death (Platina: St. Herman’s Press, 1998),14

75.
 Ibid., 65. 15
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virtues of that soul.”  The soul will be in anguish and fear16

until it is either condemned or “found worthy…justified, and
made free,” a statement that also agrees with Bishop Ignatius’
belief in a weighing of good and bad thoughts and deeds to
determine the fate of the departed.

A different standard seems to apply when Metropolitan
Hierotheos, in his book Life After Death, cites St. Macarius of
Egypt as saying that if the departed souls are “not completely
purified … they are driven down by the demons of the air.”17

The Metropolitan states, “it is a fact that during the soul’s
departure from the body a great battle goes on…in people who
have insufficient purification.”  In the same vein he continues,18

“The righteous people, who during their lives have purified
their souls and bodies from passions of the soul and body…
escape the power of the customs houses, since the demons
have no power over them.”  There does not appear to be any19

weighing of sins in his version of the theory; if the soul is not
purified of the passions at death, then it will not successfully
pass through the toll houses in the air. 

Hierotheos, in continuing his discussion on the toll
houses remarks, “So the whole problem is not to be afraid of
the customs demons, but…to cure our soul and our whole
being of passions,”  but more in keeping with the statements20

of Brianchaninov and Panteleimon is his citation from Abba
Isaiah, who states that after death angels will, “wall the person
round with the good deeds that he has done,” and will rejoice,
“When the person has conquered the demons because of the

 Panteleimon. Eternal Mysteries Beyond the Grave. (Jordanville: Holy16

Trinity Monastery, 1996), 63.
 Hierotheos, Life after Death (Levadia: Birth of the Theotokos Monastery,17

2005), 64.  
 Ibid., 72.18

 Hierotheos, Life after Death (Levadia: Birth of the Theotokos Monastery,19

2005), 77.
 Ibid.  20
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good deeds he has done in his life.”  Metropolitan Hierotheos21

also cites Bishop Theophilos of Antioch as saying, “…at the
time of departure a court case takes place between the angels
and the demons,” at which each side presents the good and bad
deeds of the soul. The soul, if it “comes out the victor…, is
given freedom.”  22

 There is only one definitively known work in existence
by Theophilos of Antioch, his Apology to Autolycus, though
numerous others have been lost, and many sayings have been
attributed to him whose authenticity cannot be determined,
as is the case with the quotation presented here by Metropoli-
tan Hierotheos. According to Fr. Michael Azkoul, the citation
mentioned by Archimandrite Panteleimon is “among a
number of fake homilies,” attributed to Church fathers by toll
house supporters,  and the consensus of textual authorities is23

that many of the writings attributed to certain fathers are
spurious—a notable example being certain works attributed to
St. Macarius, which in actuality are the work of a writer
known to scholars as pseudo-Macarius. 

Dom Aelred Baker, in his article, “Pseudo-Macarius and
the Gospel of Thomas,” states that: “The homilies that pass
under the name of Macarius continue to perplex scholars as to
their true author, place of origin, and sources,”  and many24

scholars believe that the author was an adherent of the
Messalanian heresy who lived in either Syria or Asia Minor
and displayed Egyptian influences in his work.   

From this selection of writings can be seen two proposed
scenarios: a trial and weighing of good and bad deeds, or the
need to completely overcome the passions as a condition for

 Ibid., 69.21

 Ibid.22

 Azkoul, Michael. The Mystery of Christ: Theological Ramifications of the23

Toll-House Myth. (Dewdney: Synaxis Press, 2011), 42.   
 Aelred Baker, “Pseudo-Macarius and the Gospel of Thomas.” Vigiliae24

Christianae 18 (1964): 215.  
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passing through the toll houses. Against accusations that many
of these tales are apocryphal in nature, the defense put forward
by toll house advocates is that: 

The holy Fathers teach all these things not from their
imagination, but from enlightening experiences. Sometimes
other holy men have revealed these things to them, and at
other times they themselves, illumined by God, have had such
frightening experiences.  25

In a statement issued by the Holy Synod of Bishops of
ROCOR in 1980 convened to deal with the controversy
occasioned by Fr. Seraphim’s The Soul After Death, the Bishops
stated:

No one can dogmatically establish the existence of the
toll-houses precisely in accordance with the form
described in the dream (of Gregory recounted in the life)
of Basil the New, insofar as no direct indication thereto
is to be found in the Scriptures. However, this tradition
has been preserved, with varying details, from profound
antiquity and contains nothing that is contrary to
piety.  26

Opponents of the toll house theory however, have argued
that the Legend of Theodora is contrary to piety, and in The
Toll House Myth: The Neo-Gnosticism of Fr. Seraphim Rose, Fr.
Azkoul and Presbytera Irene Matta attempt to show that the
toll house theory is not the tradition of the Church as Fr.
Rose and toll house advocates claim. Fr. Azkoul writes, “We
must call Seraphim Rose’s error ‘neo-Gnostic’ on account of

 Hierotheos, Life after Death (Levadia: Birth of the Theotokos Monastery,25

2005), 70.  
 Gregory Grabbe, “Extract from the Minutes of the Session of the Synod of26

Bishops of the Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia.” Orthodox Life.
31.1 (1981): 23-37.  
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his idea about the ‘ascent of the soul’ to God after death, an
idea whose source is Gnosticism, even if it came indirectly
through Russian writers of the last century.”  Fr. Azkoul27

further claims that Fr. Seraphim’s, “vision of the spiritual
world was the result of an undisciplined reading of nineteenth
century ‘Russian mystics’ and his interest in Oriental reli-
gions.”  28

Fr. Azkoul’s efforts at debunking the toll house theory
have been closely linked to those of Archbishop Lazar Puhalo
who, in his The Soul, the Body and Death, notes that Bishop
Theophan—whom toll house advocates frequently cite in
support of the theory—was highly critical of Ignatius
Brianchaninov’s works on the subject, with the Archbishop
stating that Brianchaninov’s Homily about Death was an
“attempt to explore matters which the holy fathers had not
only refused to explore, but even forbidden the exploration
of.”  29

Writing that, “The soul does not experience any sort of
adventure, such as purgatories or any other contrivances of
man’s imagination, about which the Scripture knows
nothing,” Archbishop Lazar writes:
 

We are not saved by having more ‘good points’ than
‘bad points,’ and we certainly do not enter the Heavenly
Kingdom by becoming ‘sinless,’ since then, no one, not
even the saints, would enter…It is our struggle against
temptations and passions, in order to acquire the Holy
Spirit, which saves us.”  30

 Michael Azkoul and Irene Matta. The Toll House Myth: The Neo-27

Gnosticism of Fr. Seraphim Rose (Dewdney: Synaxis Press, 2005), 1-2.  
 Ibid.  28

 Lazar Puhalo, The Soul, the Body and Death. (Dewdney: Synaxis Press,29

2007) 191. 
 Ibid., 33.30
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In his article “’To Sleep, Perchance to Dream’: The Middle
State of Souls in Patristic and Byzantine Literature,” Fr.
Nicholas Constas, former Associate Professor of Theology at
Harvard University, a monk at the Simonopetra Monastery
on Mount Athos, and currently a member of the Pappas
Patristic Institute at Holy Cross Greek Orthodox Seminary,
mentions two Byzantine themes on the subject of the soul -
after death, one concerning confrontations that involve a
“prosecution by demons in the charged setting of a
courtroom, with angels acting as counsels for the defense,” and
the alternate theme where “the scene shifts to an aerial tollgate
where souls ascending to heaven are detained by passport
control and have their moral baggage inspected by demonic
customs officials.”  31

According to Fr. Constas:

Despite the accretions of Christian morality and Byzan-
tine Bureaucracy, these narratives are little changed from
ancient beliefs in the planetary spheres as the seats of
vicious astral rulers who…hindered the soul’s flight to
heaven after death. Safe passage was obtained only by
imitating the gnostic savior, whose own successful
escape became the referential paradigm for the post-
mortem experiences of his initiates.  32

Fr. Constas references several stories that utilize the
imagery of the toll houses and notes several examples that
describe “the soul’s progress through an infernal revenue
service.”  Fr. Constas makes the observation that the toll33

house theory received “typically Byzantine elaboration” in the

 Nicholas Constas, “’To Sleep, Perchance to Dream’: The Middle State of31

Souls in Patristic and Byzantine Literature.” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 55.
(2001): 105.

 Ibid., 106.32

 Ibid., 107.33
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tale of Theodora’s ascent through the toll houses, and he
informs us that Ecumenical Patriarch Gennadius II,

…in one of his grand gestures to the West, stated that the
trial of the “tollgates” was, in fact, the Byzantine
equivalent of purgatory, minus the fireworks. Indeed,
the soul of Theodora was, in the end, spared the ordeal
of the tollgates after her spiritual director, St. Basil the
Younger, indulged her with a gold coin taken from the
coffers of his own merits.34

Despite Patriarchate Gennadius’ attempt at equating the
toll houses with the Latin purgatory, the Orthodox Church
never subscribed to such an analogy and St. Mark of Ephesus
condemned the Latin dogma of Purgatory at the Council of
Florence in 1439. 

Fr. Constas argues that, “the narratives of angels and
demons struggling at the celestial tollgates,” paralleled the
“systematic interrogations of the monastic confessional, as
well as the divided inclination of divine mercy and justice,”35

and further referencing monastic communities, Fr. Constas
notes how such tales as the aerial toll houses operate in the
monastic milieu, whereby the monk, “at the moment of
death…perceived the horror behind the possibility that even
after a lifetime of struggle and the pursuit of purity, rescue was
not assured.”  36

Historian Shawn Daniel McAvoy, in his Whispers of Sin,
Wisps of Demons, notes that the Theodora tale was hardly
unique to its time: “The mid-tenth century witnessed the
production of several such works. The Vision of Kosmas the
Monk, the Apocalypse of Anastasia, and the Vision of Daniel

 Ibid., 109.34

 Nicholas Constas, “’To Sleep, Perchance to Dream’: The Middle State of35

Souls in Patristic and Byzantine Literature.” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 55.
(2001): 121.

 Ibid.36
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represent only three more examples from this genre.”  In the37

first tale, the monk Kosmas escapes the aerial demons with the
assistance of Apostles Andrew and John before being given a
tour of heaven, while in the second, the heroine Anastasia dies
and for three days she visits the Throne of God and also
receives a heavenly tour before being revived. 

A much later example of the genre is the Cretan Apocalypse
of the Theotokos, composed in the mid-1600s, in which an angel
details an ascent up a ladder with demons at each step accusing
the soul of particular sins.  The imagery from all these tales is38

reminiscent of the Tenth-Century Life of St. Basil the New
which contains the “Legend of Theodora and the Aerial Toll-
Houses” which we are examining. 

McAvoy attributes a number of factors to explain the rise
in apocalyptic literature in tenth century Byzantium including
the influence of Bogomilism, the threat of invasion by the
Bulgars, and a severe famine in Constantinople that began in
934 A.D. He concludes that the theme of toll house stories can
be traced as far back as the third century Coptic Apocalypse of
Paul,  and from his research, McAvoy surmises that these39

after-death tales originated in Egypt, making the case that
many such pseudepigraphical works are an inheritance from
Ancient Egyptian and other pagan sources:

The Telõnia (toll houses) have never received official
sanction from any of the seven ecumenical councils, or from
any modern synod…but evolved slowly from three major
constructs: the heavenly ascent from Greece, the aerial

 Shawn Daniel McAvoy, Whispers of Sin, Wisps of Demons: The Origins37

of the Logismoi and Teloðnia. MA Thesis. Arizona State University, 2011,
119.

 Ibid., 126.38
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demons from Canaan, and the Gatekeepers, who extend in
time back to the earliest days of Egyptian civilization.  40

In a homily attributed to Coptic Patriarch Theodosius of
Alexandria, the Virgin Mary is quoted as saying that upon
death if a soul be that of a sinner: “the powers of light
withdraw, and the powers of darkness draw near in
anger...grinding their teeth and sending out flames of fire from
their mouths into the dying face,” while the souls of the
righteous will escape the clutches of the devil, and “fly above
him on wings of light, which are their good deeds.”  As41

George Every notes in his article, “Toll Gates on the Air
Way,” “much of this imagery is in the Egyptian tradition of
Origen, St. Anthony and St. Cyril.”  42

Critics of the toll house tales are often met with the
objection that such stories are being taken too literally and
must be seen as metaphor, yet the theory is specifically based
on purported visions that are to be accepted as true, and any
attempt to critique them on specifics is discounted. Opponents
of the toll house theory frequently utilize a qualitative
approach which employs historical and textual analysis
alongside patristic and scriptural evidence when dealing with
such purported revelations. 

The toll house defenders attempt to overwhelm their
detractors with a plethora of citations which their opponents
then attempt to counter with historical and textual criticism,
the result being a classic example of claimed supernatural
revelation defending i tsel f  against  scholarly
examination—keeping in mind however that the Orthodox
opponents of the theory accept the validity of revelation in
the Church. Any claimed revelations though must be judged

 Ibid., 129.40

 George Every, “Toll Gates on the Air Way.” Eastern Churches Review 8.241

(1976): 141. 
 Ibid.42
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in light of Church Tradition and scripture, as well as patristic
and liturgical sources. 

The proposition has been made that the very construct of
the toll house theory is flawed, and this can be demonstrated
using the words of toll house supporters to highlight the
inconsistencies in their arguments. Without resorting to an
arsenal of citations, the inherent contradictions in the theory
are easily demonstrable using reasoning which still takes into
account the history of divine revelation in the Orthodox
tradition. The arguments of the toll house advocates can be
demonstrated to be logically indefensible and ultimately
invalid by taking such an approach.   

Writings attributed to St. Macarius of Egypt (C. AD 300-
391) are frequently cited by toll house advocates to establish
that the teaching existed as far back as the fourth century, yet
in Metropolitan Hierotheos’ analysis of these same writings it
is difficult to discern support for a fully developed toll house
theory. Hierotheos states that, “St. Macarius of Egypt teaches
that if someone is unrepentant at the time of his departure,
bands of demons and fallen angels approach, along with the
powers of darkness which capture that soul and drag it as a
captive to their place,”  and he mentions the parable of the43

angels carrying the Rich Man to Hades and Lazarus to the
Bosom of Abraham. In neither instance is there any mention
of aerial toll houses.

The issue of being repentant at the time of death is utilized
by toll house advocates to claim that one must have formally
confessed all sins and received sacramental absolution before
dying, yet it can just as easily be inferred that any devout
Christian exists in such a state through their practice of the
faith and participation in the sacramental life of the Church.
The Metropolitan writes— citing St. Macarius—that: 

 Hierotheos, Life after Death (Levadia: Birth of the Theotokos Monastery,43

2005), 59-60.  
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By contrast, the servants of God, who even now have
angels alongside them and are surrounded by good
spirits, are granted at the time of their departure to have
‘choirs of angels receiving their souls and carrying them
to their own place into the pure eternity. And thus they
lead them to the Lord’…Consequently, those who have
the seal of the Holy Spirit (baptism) and are real
Christians do not feel frightened, but rejoice.”44

Again we see no mention of toll houses or of the need to
have all sins sacramentally absolved at the moment of death,
and there is no mention of having to purify the soul
completely of all passions prior to departing this world. 

The necessity of such total purification is claimed in the
writings of toll house supporter Archimandrite Panteleimon,
who writes that, “The dark spirits accuse it (the soul) of those
sins which have not been atoned for by proper penitence,”45

and this position owes more to Latin concepts such as “Acts
of Reparation” than to Orthodox theology. This Latin
theological construct was addressed by Pope Pius XI in his
encyclical Miserentissimus Redemptor:

The creature's love should be given in return for the
love of the Creator…if so be it has been neglected by
forgetfulness or violated by offense, some sort of
compensation must be rendered for the injury, and this
debt is commonly called by the name of reparation.”  46

 Ibid.44

 Panteleimon. Eternal Mysteries Beyond the Grave. (Jordanville: Holy45
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Reparations feature prominently in many of the toll house
tales, with the theme of payment of debts conjuring up an
image of celestial courtrooms where demons take on the role
of prosecuting attorneys, and the angels operate as spectral
public defenders. Toll house supporter Constantine Carvanos,
in his The Future Life According to the Orthodox Teaching -
writes, “What agony and terror…before such an examination,
facing such a frightening and unbribable tribunal…until the
verdict of the tribunal be given.”  Interestingly enough, the47

toll house stories do not mention who renders the final
verdict.

Due to heterodox elements in the legend, supporters of
the toll house theory do not rely solely on the legend of
Theodora to prove their position, though Fr. Seraphim states,
“it teaches nothing different from similar accounts,” which he
and others such as Archimandrite Panteleimon and Constan-
tine Cavarnos, cite in their works.  48

Supporting the claim of toll-house advocates as to the
antiquity of the belief--though not its Orthodoxy -- Fr.
Constas states, “The tradition of the tollgates was firmly
established throughout the east long before the end of late
antiquity, although it received typically Byzantine elaboration
in the tenth-century Life of Basil the Younger,” and he
mentions in his footnotes that “The vita...has a complicated
textual tradition” with several recensions appearing over the
course of its history.  In comparing the tale of Theodora to49

similar stories, Fr. Constas observes that: 

 Constantine Cavarnos, The Future Life According to Orthodox Teaching.47

Trans. Auxentios and Chrysostomos. (Etna: Center for Traditionalist
Orthodox Studies, 1985), 30. 

 Seraphim Rose, The Soul After Death (Platina: St. Herman’s Press, 1998),48
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(2001): 108.
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...these narratives were valued more for their power to
catalyze religious conversion...prompting in viewers the
fear of punishment and damnation. The mere thought of
rapacious tax collectors and grasping lawyers created
great anxiety among the Byzantine populace and, as
symbolic devices, were judged effective in fostering a
sense of final reckoning and ultimate accountability. The
salutary utility of these terrible little tales was not lost
on their authors.  50

Equally pertinent is Fr. Constas’ observation that:

It is probably no coincidence that later...redactions of
these narratives occur primarily in works by monastic
writers, and in the lives of monastic saints, who
understood themselves to be “living like angels” and thus
locked in spiritual combat with demons.51

An early reference to something akin to the toll houses can
be discerned in the writings of Origen, who was
anathematized by the Fifth Ecumenical Council
(Constantinople II, 553) for his views on universal salvation,
and therefore is not considered a saint by either the Western
or Eastern Churches. In his Homily on Luke 23, Origen
writes when “our life is changed for another, we shall find
some sitting at the ends of the world to do the business of a
toll collector, looking us through with the greatest diligence
lest something belonging to him should be found in us.”  52

 Nicholas Constas, “’To Sleep, Perchance to Dream’: The Middle State of50

Souls in Patristic and Byzantine Literature.” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 55.
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Some have seen in the toll houses an Orthodox equivalent
to the Roman Catholic doctrine of Purgatory. Why this is so
is not readily apparent, since there appears to be no
purification involved in the passing through the toll houses -
either one makes it through and continues his ascent, or he is
stopped and carried off to hell. Latin influence however, has
a long history in the Orthodox Church, particularly in the
Churches of Russia and the Ukraine. According to Bishop
Kallistos, Metropolitan Peter Moghila’s Orthodox Confession
(1645) and Patriarch Dositheos of Jerusalem’s Confession of
Faith (1629) contain what could be interpreted as teachings
approximating the Roman purgatory. His Grace notes
however that, “in later life Dositheos specifically retracted
what he had written on the subject in his confession.”  53

According to Bishop Kallistos, Moghila’s Confession, even
in its currently revised form, is, “still the most Latin document
ever to be adopted by an official council (the Council of Jassy,
1642) of the Orthodox Church.”  Moghila had been educated54

in Latin theology at schools in Poland and France and he
introduced a number of Roman influences into the Orthodox
Church (as did Bishop Dimitri of Rostov around the same
period). This included a new prayer of absolution in which the
priest, who previously acted as a witness to the penitent’s
forgiveness, now claimed to forgive the confessed sins
personally. 

As Bishop Kallistos states, this innovation was “originally
introduced into Orthodox service books under Latin influence
by Peter of Moghila in the Ukraine, and was adopted by the
Russian Church in the eighteenth century.”  His comments55

on Moghila’s Confession include the following: “The Orthodox

 Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church. (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1981),53

259.
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25



Confession by Peter of Moghila is, as one might expect,
strongly Augustinian.”  56

The best-known Orthodox position regarding the Roman
purgatory was articulated by St. Mark of Ephesus at the
Council of Florence (1438-1439), a council convened for the
purpose of resolving the schism that existed between the Latin
and Orthodox Churches. Fr. Seraphim Rose himself quotes St.
Mark of Ephesus, stating that,

The Orthodox teaching on the state of souls after death
is one that is often not fully understood, even by
Orthodox Christians themselves; and the comparatively
late Latin teaching of "purgatory" has caused further
confusion in people's minds. The Orthodox doctrine
itself, however, is not at all ambiguous or imprecise.
Perhaps the most concise Orthodox exposition of it is to
be found in the writings of St. Mark of Ephesus at the
Council of Florence in 1439, composed precisely in
order to answer the Latin teaching on "purgatory.”57

It is interesting to note that Fr. Seraphim seems to be
implying that a validation of the toll house theory is to be
found in the writings of St. Mark of Ephesus while at the same
time admitting that most Orthodox are unaware of the toll
house theory. St. Mark of Ephesus never mentions toll houses
in any of his writings and Fr. Constas states, “It is worthy of
note that Mark...who was undoubtedly familiar with the
tradition of the demonic tollgates, failed to mention it in his
polemics against purgatory at the council of Florence.”  58
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Still attempts have been made to associate the Latin
purgatory with the toll houses, normally by those seeking
doctrinal reconciliation between the Western and Eastern
Churches. Purgatory is understood to be a temporary
appointment for the purpose of purification, but there is
nothing in the theory of the toll houses that would suggest a
transitory aspect to the process. At Florence the Roman
position, enunciated by Cardinal Julian Cesarini, was that
since the apostolic period,

...the Church of Rome has taught that...The souls of
those who after their baptism have sinned, but have
afterwards [sic] sincerely repented and confessed their
sins, though unable to perform the penance laid upon
them by their spiritual father, or bring forth fruits of
repentance sufficient to atone for their sins, these souls
are purified by the fire of purgatory, some sooner,
others slower, according, to their sins; and then, after
their purification, depart for the land of eternal bliss.  59

St. Mark of Ephesus responded to such statements with the
question, “What has forgiveness of sins to do with punishment
by fire and torture?” According to St. Mark:

Your doctrine...would perhaps have had some
foundation if he (the Apostle) had divided bad works
into two kinds, and had said that one kind is purified by
God, and the other worthy of eternal punishment. But
he made no such division; simply naming the works
entitling

 J.M. Neale, The History of the Council of Florence. (London: Joseph59

Masters & Co., 1861), 47. 
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 man to eternal bliss...and those meriting eternal punishment.  60

 St. Mark’s views notwithstanding, Gennadius Scholarius
(Patriarch of Constantinople on three separate occasions,
resigning his first patriarchate in 1456), “in one of his grand
gestures to the West, stated that the trial of the “tollgates” was,
in fact, the Byzantine equivalent of purgatory, minus the
fireworks.  61
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE LEGEND

Fr. Pomazansky, in his Orthodox Dogmatic Theology
notes that, “The most detailed development of these ideas,” is
the Theodora legend, “where the departed blessed Theodora,
in a vision during sleep communicated…what she has seen and
experienced after the separation of the soul from the body
…”  Though the Legend of Theodora is a foundational62

document of the toll house theory, supporters—when faced
with the heretical elements of the legend—attempt to avoid
using it to support their arguments, as when Fr. Seraphim
notes that the details are not worth recounting in his The Soul
After Death.  63

   That this vision has proven to be problematic for toll
house advocates is recognized by their opponents. Presbytera
Irene Matta—among other scholars—claims that the Latin
belief in supererogatory works is contained in the Life of St.
Basil the New from which the Theodora legend is drawn,  and64

the saint is portrayed as offering some of the merits from his
“good works” to pay Theodora’s debts to the “black
Ethiopians,” as the demons are referred to in the story.65

Regarding St. Basil the New, Archbishop Lazar states that the
historical St. Basil the New “was the brother of St. Paul of Mt.
Latros,” and was “abbot of the Monastery of St. Elias the
Prophet.”  The existence of the Basil of the Theodora legend66
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is questionable, being based entirely on the Life itself and not
on any historical evidence.

According to the legend, a certain Gregory—described as a
disciple of St. Basil the New—learns in a dream “about the
hour of death and the passing through torments of a woman
known as blessed Theodora,”  who is accused of various sins67

at demonic stations, known as toll houses. Near the beginning
of Theodora’s recounting of her journey, the figure of Death
arrives bearing multiple instruments of torture which he
employs at the behest of angels to separate Theodora from her
body. After a painful wrenching of her soul from her body,
she proceeds to the toll houses accompanied by the angels. 

Following demands from the demons, the angels, “gathered
together everything that was good” (Theodora’s good deeds in
life) as a defense, yet despite this, “The Ethiopians gnashed
their teeth…They wanted to…carry me down to the bottom
of hell.”  At this very moment Theodora’s rescuer appears in68

the person of Basil the New (still alive on earth at the time)
who intervenes, stating that,

This soul did great service to ease my old age, and
therefore I prayed for her to God, and God has given
her to me. Having said this, he took something out that
appeared like a little bag of gold and gave it to the angels
with the words: ‘Here is the treasure of prayers before
the Lord for this soul! As you pass through the torments
of the air and the evil spirits begin to torment her, pay
her debts with this.  69
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Conspicuous by her absence from the narrative is the
Theotokos. In traditional Orthodox prayers, the Mother of
God is frequently asked to intercede, so that the believer “may
pass the rest of my life without blemish, and, with thine aid,
attain heaven.”  Another well-known prayer is a petition that70

the Theotokos will, “help my poor soul at the hour of my
death, and drive far from it all the dark forms of the evil
one.”  Neither the Theotokos nor Christ play any significant71

role in the mythology of toll house stories. 
Commenting on the tale of Theodora in the Life of St. Basil

the New, Hieromonk Ambrose Mooney, a priest of the
Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia states , “the text
has been bowdlerized by the English translators…The original
text does not say ‘the treasure of holy Basil’s prayers.’ It says
‘the treasury of Saint Basil's ‘good works.’”  Fr. Ambrose also72

comments that The Life of St. Basil the New “entered
Orthodoxy through the Russian Church -- which has listed
Basil and Theodora among the Saints -- only after two-thirds
of the narrative was deleted and the rest reworked in order to
make it less objectionable.”   73

Theodora passes through the “stations of torment” (twenty
in total) where any deficiencies in good deeds or virtue are
compensated for by Basil’s merits, as in the case of the Fourth
Station, where the sin of gluttony is punished. Theodora’s past
actions, which included eating “without need,” and eating in
the morning before saying her prayers, are used to condemn
her, though she is saved when “the holy angels took out
enough from what was given to us by the holy man Basil,

 Mateja Matejic, ed. Prayer Book for Orthodox Christians. (Columbus: The70
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balanced my sins with this and set me free.”  Regarding her74

testing at the Fourth Station, the angels inform Theodora,
“you would not have escaped here your evil lot, were it not
that you have received the treasure of holy Basil’s prayers.”  75

As can be seen, the Theodora story involves the prayers, or
works, of her spiritual father “adjusting the scale,” so to speak,
as her sins are weighed against her virtues by the demons at
the toll houses. As Theodora is informed by one of the angels
that accompany her through the toll houses, “he who does not
strive to cleanse his sins by good deeds cannot escape the dark
tormenters who lead the sinners down to hell.”  76

If the soul has done more good deeds than evil, they (the
demons) cannot keep it; but if the sins outweigh the good
deeds, they keep the soul…and torment it as much as God’s
power allows them, until that soul, by means of prayers by
the Church and good deeds done for its sake by those who are
still on earth, should be granted forgiveness.  77

This depicts the prayers of the Church—along with prayers
and alms done by the living—as assisting the soul to pass
through the toll houses, though toll house supporter Constan-
tine Cavarnos, in his The Future Life According to Orthodox
Teaching, claims that St. Ephraim the Syrian stated:

No one will help us in that day - neither friend nor
relation. Only our repentance in this world, with its
accompanying virtues…will help us. These accompany

 Panteleimon. Eternal Mysteries Beyond the Grave. (Jordanville: Holy74
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us when we set off from this ephemeral world. They
resist those opposing powers which wish to seize us.  78

It is the position of most Orthodox theologians that
prayers for the dead, memorial services, commemoration at
the Liturgy, and almsgiving in the name of the departed are
beneficial to the departed; there is no consensus however that
these efforts involve assistance in passing through aerial toll
houses. Exactly how such activities benefit the departed evoke
different responses from different individuals.

 According to Bishop John Maximovitch (1896-1966),
whom Fr. Seraphim cites extensively, “panikhidas (memorial
services) and prayer at home for the dead are beneficial for
them, as are good deeds done in their memory, such as alms or
contributions to the church.”  According to Bishop John, a79

daily commemoration at the Liturgy for forty days is
especially important, stating that, “the forty-day memorial
must be begun immediately after death, when the soul is
especially in need of help in prayer, and therefore one should
begin commemoration in the nearest place where there are
daily services.”  80

Bishop Kallistos Ware of Diokleia, commenting on prayer
for the dead, writes in The Orthodox Church, “Precisely in
what way do our prayers help the dead? What exactly is the
condition of souls in the period between death and the
Resurrection of the body at the Last Day? Here Orthodox
teaching is not entirely clear, and has varied somewhat at

 Constantine Cavarnos, The Future Life According to Orthodox Teaching.78
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different times,”  while according to Fr. Michael Pomazan-81

sky, “…the Church prays for all its children who have died
with true repentance. Those, however, who have died in
unrepented sins, outside the communion of the Church, are
not even vouchsafed the Church’s prayers.”  82

Discussing the Theodora Legend on an Orthodox forum,
Fr. George Aquaro, a priest of the Antiochian Orthodox
Christian Archdiocese of North America, writes:
 

The prayers of the living, and alms offered on behalf of
the departed, are very helpful. However, these are
always offered to God.  They are prayers for His mercy
and forgiveness, in essence we are repenting for the
person who has died and now wishes to repent.  We are
not, however, praying that demons will not detain
souls.  This is not present in our services, and so St.
Basil's actions are, in light of the usual customs we have,
highly irregular.  It is one of the troubling aspects of this
story.  83

Metropolitan Hilarion Alfeyev, Chairman of the
Department of External Church Relations for the Russian
Orthodox Church, addressed the issue by stating that prayer
for the dead, “is based on an understanding that the fate of the
soul after death is not clear before the final, universal
resurrection,

 Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church. (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1981),81
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and that the situation of the departed might be changed for the
better by the prayers of the living.”  84

In examining how such prayers benefit the dead, a position
contrary to that of Fr. Pomazansky, Bishop Kallistos, and
Metropolitan Hilarion, has been taken by Archimandrite
Cleopa, more commonly referred to as Elder Cleopa, a monk
in the Romanian Orthodox Church who passed away in 1998.
Fr. Cleopa stated that “God forbid – even if a man goes to hell
for his sins, the Church can still take him out through the
holy Liturgy, commemorations, almsgiving, and sacrifice.”85

This position though is at odds with the view of the Greek
Orthodox Archdiocese of America:
 

The moral progress of the soul, either for better or for
worse, ends at the very moment of the separation of the
body and soul; at that very moment the definite destiny
of the soul in the everlasting life is decided. (see
Androutsos Dogmatics p. 409). It will be judged not
according to its deeds one by one, but according to the
entire total results of its deeds and thoughts…There is no
way of repentance, no way of escape, no reincarnation
and no help from the outside world.86

From the aforementioned statements it can be seen that the
opinion of the Church is that prayer is beneficial to the
departed in some way, yet there is no consensus as to how
these prayers benefit the departed and there is certainly no
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agreement on the need for prayers and alms to pass through
any aerial toll houses.

Fr. Cleopa’s statements are in keeping with the legend’s
teaching that those outside the Orthodox Church are damned
even before thy pass from this world to the next:

There is no salvation outside the Church. Whoever has
left the Church no longer has Christ, because the
Church is the body of Christ. Whoever has left the
Church is no longer a son of God through the Gift of
chrismation, but a son of Satan, for having broken off
with his spiritual mother and followed his own mind
and got lost.  87

 A closer examination of the Life of Elder Basil the New is
important to gaining a clearer picture of the legend of Theodo-
ra contained in it. The Life is preceded by tales concerning a
certain Gregory of Thrace, who in the tale experiences a
number of visions in which Basil (still living at the time) and
St. Stephen appear to him. Basil chastises him regarding an
item Gregory has stolen and not returned, while in another
vision, St. Stephen the Proto-martyr shows him jars of oil
with which elder Basil “anoints sinners and cleanses them of
their sins.”  After several more mystical experiences, Gregory88

is transported to St. Stephen’s Church in Constantinople
where he engages in singing psalms with the choir prior to
waking. There are minor variations of these visions in the two
versions of the Life, one in the Acta Sanctorum, and the other
in the Russian Sbornik recension.  89
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Regarding the heroine of the tale, blessed Theodora is
described as the housekeeper of Basil—possibly a nun—who in
the Sbornik recension is praised for her kindness and gentle
manner. Basil himself tells Gregory of how she took care of
his needs and shared in his woes. Theodora has died in the tale
shortly before Gregory arrives at Basil’s home, and he
implores the elder to tell him of Theodora’s fate. This is where
the narrative introduces the toll house dream in which a
young man instructs Gregory to venture to the Blachernae
church in the city. While on his way there, Gregory finds
himself before a locked gate, where two ladies inform him that
the house behind the gate belongs to the elder Basil.

Informed that only Theodora can open the gate to
strangers, she suddenly appears and grants entrance to
Gregory, who proceeds to inquire as to what transpired at the
time of her death. After much badgering on his part,
Theodora finally agrees to tell him, and thus begins the tale of
her ascent through the aerial toll houses which will be
summarized here, as the complete story is rather lengthy.
According to the legend, Gregory is informed by Theodora
that,

When the hour of my death came, I saw faces such as I
had never seen before, and heard words such as I had
never heard. What shall I say? Cruel and hard to endure
evils, of which I formerly had no idea, encountered me
then because of my evil deeds. However, through the
prayers and the assistance of our common spiritual
father Basil I was saved from these hardships.”  90

Theodora continues her tale by describing to Gregory the
demons she encountered: 
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I saw a great multitude of Ethiopians who had
surrounded my couch. Their faces were dark like soot
and pitch, their eyes were like glowing coals...They
began to grow indignant and to make noise like dogs;
others howled like wolves...they threatened me, kept
rushing at me and gnashing their teeth, and appeared
ready to devour me...they were making ready charts and
unrolling scrolls on which were written all my evil
deeds...Not only the bitterness of death tormented me
but even more the terrible appearance and the cruel
demeanor of the frightening Ethiopians...I kept turning
away my eyes in all directions so as not to see their
terrible faces...but I was unable to be rid of them. They
turned everywhere and there was no one to help me.”91

Help though, is on the way in the form of two angels, who
Theodora describes as “youths of inexpressible beauty,” with
shining faces and hair white as snow. Dressed in garments
“girded with gold,” they stop near Theodora and talk quietly
among themselves.  Meanwhile,92

The black Ethiopians shuddered and retreated some
distance. One of the radiant youths, angrily addressing
the black ones, said: 'O shameless, cursed, dark, and evil
enemies of the human race! Why do you always come
first to the dying and frighten and confuse every parting
soul by your words? You have no reason to rejoice, for
here you will find nothing. God is merciful to this soul,
and you have no part and no allotment in her.  93
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The demonic Ethiopians are outraged and they address the
angels and according to Theodora, they point out all the, “evil
deeds, committed from my youth on. They exclaimed: 'We
have no part in her, you say! Whose sins then are these? Did
she not do such and such? Then Death arrives, “roaring like a
lion...It looked like a human being but had no body; instead
it consisted of human bones.”  Death begins the process of94

separating Theodora’s soul from her body:

Death brought various instruments of torture, such
as swords, arrows, javelins, sickles, saws, and others
unknown to me. When I saw these, my humble soul
trembled with fear. The holy angels said to death: 'Do
not tarry, free this soul from its bodily ties, and do it fast
and quietly, for she has but a small burden of sins.'
Death stepped up to me, took a small axe and separated
my legs, then my arms; then with its other instruments
it weakened all the rest of my limbs, separating them
joint by joint. I lost the use of my arms and legs, my
whole body grew numb, and I no longer was able to
move.”95

At this point according to Theodora, “death cut off my
head, and I no longer could move it...Lastly, death dissolved
in a cup some kind of mixture, and putting the cup to my lips,
made me drink. The potion was so bitter that my soul was
unable to endure it. It shuddered and went out of my body.”  96

Theodora’s soul is borne by the angels while the demons
surround and accuse her, and she informs Gregory that
“although the holy angels were holding me, the demons, in
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their Ethiopian guise, surrounded us and cried: 'This soul has
a multitude of sins—let her answer for them!” Fortunately for
Theodora, “the holy angels sought out my good deeds; and
indeed, with God's help they found all that, by God's grace,
I ever did of good.”  The angels, in her defence, gathered97

together everything that was good: all those instances when I
gave alms to the needy, or fed the hungry, or gave the thirsty
to drink, or clothed the naked, or brought into my house and
rested there the homeless, or served the servants of God, or
visited the sick, and comforted them or those who were
imprisoned; and also when I went with diligence to God's
house and prayed with all my heart and shed tears, or when I
attentively listened to what was read and sung in church, or
brought to church incense and candles, or filled with oil the
church lamps before the icons, or kissed the icons with awe
and reverence; or when I fasted and abstained on Wednesdays,
Fridays, or during other fasts, or when I prostrated myself
before God and spent nights awake in prayer.  98

Theodora continues to enumerate all the good deeds the
angels reveal that she performed while she was alive, including
how she,

sighed to God and wept for my sins, or confessed my
sins before my spiritual father with great regret for what
I had done, and then tried with all my strength to
balance my sins with good deeds; or when I did anything
good to my neighbors, when I bore no anger to my
enemies, bore no grudges and meekly endured hurts and
reproaches, did good in return for evil, humbled myself,
felt sorry for those who suffered and commiserated with
those to whom anything bad happened, comforted those
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who were weeping and rendered them assistance,
supported any good beginning...and all my other good
deeds, even the least important ones, did the holy angels
gather and make ready to put on the scale in order to
balance my evil deeds.  99

The demonic Ethiopians are not pleased however, and
seeing this, they “gnashed their teeth at me. They wanted to
tear me instantly from the angels' arms and to carry me down
to the bottom of hell.”  When all hope seems lost,100

... holy Basil himself appeared unexpectedly and said to
the holy angels...This soul did great service to ease my
old age, and therefore I prayed for her to God, and God
has given her to me.' Having said this, he took
something out that appeared like a little bag of gold and
gave it to the angels with the words: 'Here is the treasure
of prayers before the Lord for this soul! As you pass
through the torments of the air and the evil spirits begin
to torment her, pay her debts with this.101

 
As mentioned previously, in the original version of the tale,

it is Basil’s “merits,” not prayers that are contained in the bag:
“The original text does not say ‘the treasure of holy Basil's
 prayers,’ It says ‘the treasury of Saint Basil's good works,’”102

and in the opinion of toll house opponents, this introduces
into the legend the idea of supererogatory works, whereby the
merits of Basil are transferred to Theodora.

At this point in the tale Basil disappears and the “evil
spirits, when they saw the gift of holy Basil, at first stood
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dumbfounded. Then they raised plaintive cries and became
invisible,” at which point, “Basil, the man who had pleased
God,” appears again:

He bore many vessels of pure oil and precious myrrh,
and all these, one after the other, he poured on me. I was
filled with spiritual fragrance and felt that I had changed
and become very light. Once more the holy man said to
the angels: 'When, holy angels, you will have done for
this soul all that is needed, lead her to the dwelling that
the Lord has prepared for me, and let her remain there.'
Then he once more became invisible. The holy angels
took me up, and we went eastward through the air.103

It should be remembered that while all of this is
transpiring, Basil is still alive and on earth. Apparently the
elder is capable of out-of-body travel, since he appears a
number of times in the vision, and after he awakes, Gregory
is able to speak with the Basil in detail about his vision. 

Theodora is then escorted to the first of what will be
twenty toll houses, also referred to as “stations of torment.” A
summary of these follows, though in the version of the tale
cited by George Every, he references twenty-two stations that
Theodora must pass through. The number varies as well in
other toll house stories. The first Station of Torment deals
with the sin of “idle speech”:

Here the souls are tormented for the sins of idle speech;
this is, for speaking without thinking, or speaking what
is vile and shameless, or speaking without need or
order...many scrolls were brought out on which there
were recorded all the words that I had uttered from my
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youth on...the holy angels offered some of my good
deeds and, since these were not enough, they added
something from the treasure given me by the holy man
Basil; and thus they paid my debts at this station.104

The second Station of Torment addresses the sin of lying: 

Here is tested every lying word: failure to keep oaths,
vain use of God's name, failure to keep vows given to
God, insincere or false confession of sins, and the like...I
was accused of two things only: first, that I occasionally
lied in matters of small importance—something that I
did not even consider sinful; second, that, because of a
false sense of shame, I sometimes insincerely confessed
my sins to my spiritual father...the holy angels put down
for my sins some of my good deeds, but the prayers of
my spiritual father did even more to save me.105

The third Station of Torment deals with “speaking evil of
others and spreading rumors about them.” Fortunately for
Theodora, through the grace of Christ, they did not find
much of these sins...occasionally, when I heard how other
people condemn, malign, or laugh, did I too happen to agree
with them to some extent in thought, or even, in my
carelessness, add my word to what they were saying; but even
then I instantly caught myself and stopped. But here I was
held responsible even for the inclination. Here also the angels
freed me by means of the prayers of the holy man Basil, and
we continued to ascend.  106
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The fourth Station of Torment involves the sin of gluttony.
According to Theodora, the “evil spirits immediately rushed
out to meet us, for they hoped to find a victim.”

 They walked around us like dogs and...showed their
count of all the instances when I ate secretly from
others, or without need, or when I ate in the morning
before I had even prayed and put on myself the sign of
the cross...They also revealed all the instances when I
was drunk...the demons already rejoiced, as if they had
put their hands on me...But the holy angels took out
enough from what was given to us by the holy man
Basil, balanced my sins with this and set me free.  107

While proceeding to the next station Theodora converses
with the angels escorting her, who at one point pronounce,
“he who does not strive to cleanse his sins by good deeds
cannot escape the dark tormentors who lead the sinners down
to hell...You too would not have escaped here your evil lot,
were it not that you have received the treasure of holy Basil's
prayers.”  108

 The fifth Station of Torment deals with the sin of sloth
and according to Theodora,

...sinners are accused of all those days and hours which
they spent in idleness. Here too are detained those who
did not work themselves but lived by the labor of
others; and those who were hired to work, took their
wages, but did not fulfill the duties which they had
taken upon themselves. And also are stopped here those
who do not care to praise God and are too lazy to go to
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church on holidays and Sundays, either in the morning
or to the Divine Liturgy, or to other church services...I
too was accused there of much and could not have freed
myself if the holy angels had not balanced my
deficiencies by the gifts of the holy man Basil.109

The sixth Station of Torment deals with theft and is one
that Theodora passes through without much difficulty for,
“...although we were briefly stopped there, we went on after
we had given a small ransom only, for no stealing was found
on my record, except some very unimportant occurrences in
my childhood, and those stemmed from lack of reason.”110

 
The seventh Station of Torment concerns greed and

Theodora has no difficulty passing through this station
because, “By God's grace I never loved riches. I was content
with what God gave me and never was avaricious; on the
contrary, I diligently gave to the needy that which I had.” 111

The eighth Station of Torment dealt with the sin of usury,
“where those are accused who lend money for illegal interest;
and here too are stopped those who gain riches by exploiting
their neighbors; and those who take bribes, or by some other
way stealing indirectly, acquire what really belongs to
others.”  The demons can find no such sin in Theodora and112

they, “gnashed their teeth with annoyance, but we went on,
praising God in the meanwhile.”  113

The ninth Station of Torment dealt with those guilty of the
sin of injustice: 
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Here are punished the unjust judges who acquit the
guilty and condemn the innocent, all for the sake of
gain; and also those who do not give the appointed
wages to those whom they have hired, and the
merchants who use false weights and measures; and all
the others who are in some way or other unjust. We,
however, by God's grace, passed this station without
incurring any grief after we had given only a little bit for
my sins in this regard.114

The tenth Station of Torment concerned the sin of envy,
and according to Theodora, “I never had been envious. Here
also people have to face the accusations of lack of love, hatred
toward their brethren, unfriendliness, and other
manifestations of hatred. Through the mercy of Christ our
God, I was found innocent of all these sins.” 115

Theodora moves on to the eleventh Station of Torment,
the one which deals with the sin of pride:

We passed then the station of pride, where arrogant spirits
make accusations of vanity, absolute reliance on oneself rather
than on God, disdain of others, and bragging; and here too the
souls are tormented for their failure to give proper honor to
their parents, their government, or their other superiors
appointed by God, and for failure to obey them. Here we put
down very little for my sins, and I was free.  116

At the twelfth Station of Torment, Theodora is confronted
with accusations of the sin of anger:

The eldest of the evil spirits was sitting here on a throne,
and he was full of anger, ruthlessness, and pride.
Ruthlessly and angrily he ordered his servants to
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torment and accuse me. They licked their chops like
dogs and began to point out not only all those occasions
when I actually said something angry or unfeeling to
anyone, or harmed anyone by my words, but even those
instances when I merely looked angrily at my children
or punished them severely. The angels replied to all this
by offering part of the treasure (of holy Basil), and we
went on.117

 
The thirteenth Station of Torment dealt with grudges, and

Theodora mentions how she forgave those who offended her
and how she overcame the evil she encountered in others by
her goodness and charity. She informs Gregory that, “God's
mercy saved me here too, for I did not tend to have such
wicked designs and did not use to keep in mind offences of
others toward me...Here we paid nothing. Joyful in the Lord,
we went on.”  118

At this stage of her journey Theodora’s conversation with
the angels continues—they inform her that all of the deeds of
men are recorded by a guardian angel as well as by a demon
assigned to each person to record every bad deed they commit.
This demon reports these sins to the various toll houses,
where a record is kept. The angels inform Theodora that,

If the soul has done more good deeds than evil, they
cannot keep it; but if the sins outweigh the good deeds,
they keep the soul for some time, shut it up in the
prison ...and torment it as much as God's power allows
them, until that soul, by means of prayers of the Church
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and good deeds done for its sake by those who are still
on earth, should be granted forgiveness.  119

This of course only applies to those that are baptized
Christians according to the tale, and does seem to share some
similarities with the Latin purgatory. However—unlike
purgatory—where eventual salvation is assured and the soul is
only punished for temporal sins, in the toll house theory the
only hope the soul has for deliverance is the assistance of those
still alive. According to the angels,

Those who believe in the Holy Trinity and take as
frequently as possible the Holy Communion of the
Holy Mysteries of Christ...such people can rise to
heaven directly, with no hindrances, and the holy angels
defend them, and the holy saints of God pray for their
salvation...No one, however, takes care of the wicked
and depraved heretics, who do nothing useful during
their lives, and live in disbelief and heresy.”  120

The angels also inform Theodora that,

When a soul proves to be so sinful and impure before
God that it has no hope of salvation, the evil spirits
immediately bring it down into the abyss, where their
own place of eternal torment is also. There the lost souls
are kept until the time of the Lord's Second Coming.
Then they will unite with their bodies and will incur
torment in the fiery hell together with the devils.  121
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It would appear that the toll houses are only for those who
have the potential to be delivered from hell by the efforts of
the living: 

...only those who are enlightened by the faith and by
holy baptism can rise and be tested in the stations of
torment. The unbelievers do not come here. Their souls
belong to hell even before they part from their bodies.
When they die the devils take their souls with no need
to test them. Such souls are their proper prey, and they
take them down to the abyss.122

The fourteenth Station of Torment—where physical
violence is dealt with—is the next station approached by
Theodora, who tells Gregory that, “we reached the torment
of murder, where are accused not only men such as robbers,
but even those who have in some way wounded another man,
or given him a blow, or pushed him angrily, or shoved him.
We gave a little and went on.”  123

The fifteenth Station of Torment is where the sin of
practicing magic is addressed. As with many of the previous
stations, Theodora passes through with little effort, however
she is threatened by the demons with the stations which are to
come later: “We passed the torment of magic, sorcery,
poisoning, and incantations,” where the demons “resemble
serpents, snakes, and toads. They are frightening and
repulsive.”  Theodora states to Gregory, “By the grace of124

God they found nothing of the kind in me, and we went on,
accompanied by the shouts of the demons who cried out,
“Soon you will come to the torment of fornication; let us see
how you will free yourself from it!”  Theodora questions the125
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angels between stations as to whether or not all Orthodox
Christians go through the toll houses, to which they respond, 

There is no other way for the souls that rise toward
heaven. Everyone goes this way, but not everyone is
tormented like you; only sinners like you incur the
torments, for they have not confessed their sins fully,
and moved by a false sense of shame, have kept their
really shameful deeds secret from their spiritual
fathers.  126

The angels tell Theodora that those who have confessed
their sins sacramentally and have received absolution will have
nothing written in the demon’s books at the stations, so we
must conclude that—to some degree—Theodora was a sinful
woman, or at least concealed sins from her spiritual father.
The angels inform her that the sacrament of confession saves
a man from:

many misfortunes and much unhappiness and gives
(him)...the opportunity to pass all the torments with no
hindrance and to approach God. Some people do not
confess their sins because they hope to have time for
salvation and for a remittance of their sins; others are
simply ashamed of telling their spiritual father about
their sins. They will, however, be severely tested when
they pass the stations of torment.”  127

Though Christians regularly ask God to forgive their sins
during the course of their daily prayers, it can be inferred
from the angels account that without sacramental absolution
one’s sins are not forgiven and therefore not removed from
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the toll house record books. This is substantiated by the
following statement from the angels to Theodora: 

If you too had made a complete confession of your sins
and had been granted remission of them, and had then
done all you could to make up for them by good
deeds—if you had done all this, you would not have
been subjected to such terrible torments in the stations.
You were, however, greatly helped...by the prayers of
God's holy man Basil, whom you have served much,
and diligently.” 128

The sixteenth Station of Torment is where fornication is
dealt with and where souls “are accused not of actual
fornication only but also of amorous daydreaming, of finding
such thoughts sweet, of impure glances, lustful touches and
passionate stroking...I kept silent and was trembling with
shame and fear.”  Despite her apprehension, the angels129

address the demons, “Long ago has she left her deeds of
fornication and has spent the remainder of her life in purity,
abstinence, and fasting.” The demons however reply:

We too know that she has long ago ceased sinning, but
she has not sincerely confessed to her spiritual father and
has not received from him proper directions for the
satisfaction which she should do for her sins. Therefore
she is ours! Either leave her to us or ransom her with
good deeds.' The angels put down many of my good
deeds but even more did they take from the gift given us
by the holy man Basil; barely did I save myself from
great grief.  130
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As mentioned previously, the term “satisfaction,” so often
found in toll house tales, is strikingly reminiscent of Latin
“satisfaction theology,” whereby one must make satisfaction
to God for sins, whether absolved or not. In the Latin Church
these “Acts of Reparation” usually involve offenses committed
towards Christ or the Virgin Mary for which satisfaction must
be rendered even after repentance on the part of the sinner. 

The seventeenth Station of Torment is where adultery and
rape are addressed, as well as those who have dedicated
themselves to God but have not maintained their purity or
kept their vows. According to Theodora, “I too had a great
debt here; the evil spirits already had accused me and were
about to tear me from the arms of the angels, but the angels
began to argue with them and show them all my later labors
and good deeds.”  The angels succeed in rescuing Theodora131

again with the help of, “the treasure of my father Basil, from
which they also took very much to put on the scale to balance
my iniquities.”  132

The eighteenth Station of Torment dealt with unnatural
sins of a sexual nature, “the station of the Sodomic sins,”
where:

...souls are accused of all unnatural sins, incest, and
others revolting deeds performed in secret, shameful and
frightening even to think about. The prince of this
torment was more disgusting than any other devil; he
was befouled by pus and full of stench. His servants
were similar to him. The stench that came from them
was not to be endured, their ugliness was unimaginable,
their cruelty and ruthlessness not to be expressed. They

 Panteleimon. Eternal Mysteries Beyond the Grave. (Jordanville: Holy131

Trinity Monastery, 1996), 80.
 Ibid., 80-81.132

52



surrounded us but by the grace of God found nothing in
me and ran away from us in their shame.  133

According to the angels escorting her, very few souls make
it past the stations assigned to deal with sexual sins, and “few
are the souls that pass them without stopping and paying their
ransom.”  They claim that many souls proceed no farther at134

this point, and that “The rulers of the torments of fornication
boast that they more than any of the others fill the fiery abyss
of hell with the souls of men...you, Theodora, must thank
God that you have already passed the torments of fornication
by the prayers of the holy man Basil, your father.” 135

The nineteenth Station of Torment concerns itself with the
sin of heresy, where those who have turned away “from the
Orthodox confession of faith,” those who have “doubts about
it, and those who deny “holy things or (have) a negative
attitude toward them” are judged. Theodora states, “I passed
this torment without being tested; we were no longer far from
the gates of Heaven.”136

Theodora finally approaches the twentieth and final station,
where cruelty is addressed:

Here the souls of the unmerciful are tormented without
mercy. Even if a man performs the most outstanding
deeds, mortifies himself by fasting, prays ceaselessly, and
guards and keeps the purity of his body, but is
merciless...he is cast down into the abyss of hell and will
receive no mercy in all eternity. We, however, by the
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grace of Christ, passed this place without trouble, for we
were helped by the prayers of the holy man Basil.  137

Following this last encounter with the toll houses, Theodo-
ra is escorted to Heaven, and in the final part of Gregory’s
dream, Theodora tells him of her visit to the throne of God
where a voice instructs the angels to “show her all the souls of
the blessed and of the sinners, all the dwellings of the saints
that are in Paradise, and the dwellings in the nether regions of
hell; then grant her rest wherever my follower Basil will
indicate,” after which Theodora is given a tour of the various
houses of the Apostles, prophets, and “holy Bishops, holy
Monks.”  138

Theodora is shown “the nether reaches of hell,” where the
Lord has bound and imprisoned Satan: “There I saw
frightening torments...horrible torments, ready for sinners. As
the angels showed all this to me, they said, 'Do you see from
what misfortunes you have been saved by the prayers of the
holy man?” In hell Theodora tells Gregory that she has seen,
“The sinners in their horrible torments ...shrieking and
begging for mercy. I saw torments of such a kind that it is
excruciating even to tell about them.”  139

While the Church does engage in prayer for the departed,
the works of Basil that are used to get her through the toll
houses have clearly been accumulated by the elder over the
course of his lifetime and are not simply prayers or works
done on Theodora’s behalf after her repose. This is where the
criticism that supererogatory works are involved in the
Theodora legend comes into play. It is clear throughout the
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tale that without the elder’s prayers and good works on her
behalf, Theodora would have ended up in hell.  140

Theodora acknowledges her debt to the elder, informing
Gregory in the dream that, “You are still in the world, and so
is holy Basil, but he shows the way of truth to all who come
to him, and by compelling them to repent he makes many
turn to the Lord.”  She then takes Gregory to see the still141

living Basil who is visiting heaven where he is seated on a
throne at a banquet. There, he and others are served by
“beautiful youths” wearing golden belts and crowns of
precious stones. Theodora tells Gregory, “Because you
thought about me humbly, the merciful Lord has fulfilled
your wish through the prayer of our father, the holy man
Basil."  Basil then instructs her to show Gregory his garden,142

a place God awards to:

...those who have led a life full of labors and sweat, such
as the life of our holy father Basil...from his youth to his
deep old age. Such dwellings are granted to those who
pray zealously and deny their desires, as he has done
when he slept on bare ground, endured intense heat and
frost, ate on occasion nothing except grass...This kind of
life, and prayers of holy men like Basil, enable the
departed to enter the abodes of the blessed.  143

His dream reaching its conclusion, Gregory recounts:
 

I bowed to Theodora and returned home; and at that
very moment I awoke and thought to myself: where
have I been and what was all that which I have seen and
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heard? I rose from my bed and went to the holy Basil in
order to learn from him whether my vision was from
God or from the devils...The holy man said...”Your
body actually was asleep on your bed, but your spirit
was elsewhere, and you still know everything that was
revealed to you this night. You have seen Theodora...
she told you about her death and about all the torments
that she had passed.”  144

In the tale Gregory is convinced in the truth of the vision
that he experienced, and he exclaims to himself “how great
must this holy man be before God! He himself was there in
both his body and his soul, and now he knows all that I have
seen and heard there.”  At the conclusion of his conversation145

on earth with Basil, he is instructed to:

...keep the secret of your father. I wish to die before
you, and you will follow me after a long time, when you
will have perfected yourself in good works. This has
been revealed to me by the Lord. Keep secret all that I
have told you, while I am alive; let no one find out
anything of what you have heard.  146

Here ends the section of the Life of Elder Basil the New
containing Theodora’s passing through the aerial toll houses. 
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CHAPTER SIX: THE CURRENT SITUATION 

Current toll house teachings often deviate from the
Theodora legend, with Metropolitan Hierotheos claiming that
the passions have to be completely overcome in this life to
pass through the toll houses; he writes: “the holy fathers
advise us to cleanse our souls from the passions while we are
in the present life, so that the soul may be released and freed
after its departure.”  147

What happens then to those Christians who have not
succeeded in cleansing themselves of the passions before death?
Theodora only makes it through the toll houses by the merits
of her spiritual father, the elder Basil, but there seems to be
little agreement as to the process involved other than that the
toll houses are encountered after death. Fr. Cleopa states that
when,

a person dies and his soul is about to depart, there are as
many devils that show up before him as the number of
sins he has had; in the same way, a number of saints
appear, according to the number of good deeds he did in
his life.  148

According to Fr. Cleopa, one of these angels is assigned to
a person at the time of his or her baptism. This angel “travels
with us through the aerial toll-houses, until 40 days pass...If it
weren’t for him, the devil would do with us whatever he
would want.”  149

This guardian angel informs the departed person of all the
good and bad things he or she has done in life: “Look, this is

 Hierotheos. Life after Death. (Levadia: Birth of the Theotokos Monastery,147
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what you did when you were in your first grade, in the second
grade, in the third grade...he reminds the soul everything he
did from early childhood until the moment of his death, on
every day and in every minute of his life.”  This occurs on150

the first day of death. After this the guardian angel informs the
soul of the man or woman:

...you danced, you got drunk, you indulged in
debauchery with so many women or men; you swore,
you smoked, here you aborted that many children, here
you insulted, here you stole, here you sang, here you
were lazy, here you took revenge on someone. You have
mocked, cursed, beaten. You have not confessed, you
have not fasted, and you have taken the Eucharist while
being unworthy of it.  151

After elaborating on the life-long sins of the person, the
guardian angel then shows the soul its good deeds:

...here you went to Church; here you listened to the
word of God, here you gave alms to the poor; here you
taught the children about the fear of God; here you read
the holy books, here you bore your troubles with joy;
here you shared a useful piece of advice with another
person; here you dressed the naked, here you gave water
to the thirsty, here you received the strangers.  152

All this occurs on the second day of death. On the third
day according to Fr. Cleopa, six more angels join the departed
and his or her guardian angel. They escort the soul through

 Cleopa Iile, “The Soul’s Journey after Death.” Orthodox Words. Valahia.150
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the “terrifying toll houses that are in the air,”153

which—according to Fr. Cleopa—are twenty-four in number.
Services done by the Church at this time help the soul in its
ascent through the toll houses with Fr. Cleopa stating that,

A person must confess four times a year all his life...but
especially when you see that he’s fallen seriously ill.
When you see such a thing, have the priest come with
no delay, to confess the person. Not when he is not able
to speak any more or has become unconscious, but
early, when their mind is clear and their memory is still
working. And tell the priest everything you have
done...because if you’ve managed a successful confession,
you will have “won” that person’s soul for
redemption...Even if one has mortal sins, if he dies
confessed, the Church will take him out [of the ensuing
punishments]. The soul will then sit in hell only until it
will clean off its sins.  154

The soul in Fr. Cleopa’s version of the tale sees snow-white
pigeons ascending through the air, which are described as, “the
souls of the righteous people who had been purified through
their canons while sitting in hell and had paid up everything
they had to pay...the Church intervenes on earth the most
through the Holy Liturgy.”  Without the assistance of the155

living through alms, prayers, and services the fate of the soul
is in peril:

If he dies unconfessed and if he has heavy sins and has
not done his canon...it is only the Church that will take

 Ibid.153
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him out of there, through the Holy Liturgy, through
forgiveness services and almsgiving and as a result of
that, he will go to heaven.  156

Unlike other versions of the toll houses, Fr. Cleopa offers
an explanation of why the demons seek to seize the souls of
the departed. He claims that, “The devils have set up the toll-
houses so that, if possible, no Christian will go to heaven,”
and this is because, “the souls of the righteous are completing
their numbers – the numbers of the fallen angels. This is as
long as God will keep this world...until the numbers of the
fallen angels shall be completed by the souls of the
righteous.”  157

Fr. Cleopa states that the demons in the air claim that,
“God threw us down from the sky, but these souls down here
want to pass through to God and take our places.”  Because158

of this:
 

God allows the devils to stand in the souls’ way and
rightfully so, because God is not only merciful, but also
just and has made these...toll-houses between heaven and
earth in order to cast the souls of those who died
unconfessed and who carry heavy sins, into hell.  159

At this point in his narration, Fr. Cleopa then references
the legend of Theodora, enumerating the different sins
represented by each toll house, stating that the demons know
all the sins committed by each person throughout his life
because:

 Ibid.156
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...ever since our chrismation, besides our good angel,
who stands to our right, we also have a servant of the
hell masters, a devil that sits on our left shoulder. That
devil will write down every bad thing you have done
and said and all the sins that you have done all
throughout your life...the good angel will write
down both the good and the bad deeds, and if...the soul
has led a bad, sinful life, without having repented, they
take him to the bad places, and if he is good...they take
him to Heaven. So it is all up to his good or bad deeds.  160

Here it is stated unambiguously that salvation in the toll
house theory depends on good works, and as previously
described in another version of the toll houses, the sins of the
departed were weighed against his good deeds on a scale. All
is not hopeless however for a member of the Church; Fr.
Cleopa claims that the actions of the Church on earth can still
deliver the soul after the forty-day period has passed:

If the soul has lived in the true Orthodox faith and has
been a true son of the Church...and...has not fallen prey
to some sect...other heresies or heavy sins and if he
confessed and took the Eucharist, the Church can take
him out of...hell punishment through its holy services
and almsgiving. Stay within the Church...even if a man
goes to hell for his sins, the Church can still take him
out through the holy Liturgy, commemorations,
almsgiving, and sacrifice.  161

As mentioned earlier, supporters of the toll house theory
claim that evidence for it exists in the liturgical works of the
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Church. The weakness of this argument is that there are
numerous recensions of these works, and many versions exist
in the different Orthodox jurisdictions. 

An example is the “Canon to the Guardian Angel”
which can be found in both the Jordanville Prayerbook
produced by Holy Trinity Monastery (Russian recension) and
A Prayer Book for Orthodox Christians, produced by Holy
Transfiguration Monastery (Greek recension). The Jordanville
Prayerbook once contained what is known as “The Tale of the
Five Prayers,” a section that has been removed in later editions
of the book. These prayers originated with Bishop Dimitry of
Rostov and betray the Latin influence that existed in the
Ukrainian and Russian Churches during that period of
history. In the older version of the prayerbook the story is
told that:

One of the holy fathers, standing in prayer and being in
ecstasy, heard the voice of our Lord Jesus Christ
speaking to the Immaculate and Holy Mother of God,
His Mother, saying to her: "Tell me, My Mother, which
were the greatest of your sufferings, when you lived in
the world, which you suffered for My sake?" The
Immaculate One replied: "My Son and God, five times
I have endured my greatest suffering for you: First,
when I heard from the Prophet Simeon that you were to
be killed; Second, when I looked for you in Jerusalem,
and did not see you for three days; Third, when I heard
that you were seized and bound by the Jews; Fourth,
when I saw you on the Cross crucified between the
robbers; Fifth, when I saw you placed in the Tomb."
And the Lord said to her: "I tell you. My Mother,
whoever reads every day each of your sufferings with
My prayer, i.e. 'Our Father,' for the first suffering I will
give the knowledge of his sins and sorrow for them; for
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the second, I will give the forgiveness of all his sins; for
the third, I will restore to him the virtues lost through
sin; for the fourth, I will refresh him at death with my
Divine Body and Blood; for the fifth, I will appear to
him Myself at his death, and receive his soul into eternal
life.  162

This entire section was removed from subsequent editions,
and regarding the toll houses, it is interesting to note the
differences between the Jordanville and Holy Transfiguration
prayer books as they exist today.

 The 2003 edition of the Jordanville Prayerbook, in its
version of the “Canon to the  Guardian Angel,” contains a
“Prayer to the Guardian Angel,” which concludes with the
words:

And in the terrible hour of death, be not far from me,
my good guardian, driving away the demons of
darkness, who have the power to terrify my trembling
soul; defend me from their net, when I shall pass
through the aerial tollhouses, in order that, being
guarded by thee, I may attain the desired paradise...163

 The Holy Transfiguration Monastery Prayer Book for
Orthodox Christians on the other hand, in its version of the
“Prayer to the Guardian Angel,” from the same canon reads:

Yea, O holy angel of God, the guardian and protector of
my hapless soul and body, forgive me all things
whatsoever wherewith I have troubled thee, all the days

 “Jordanville Prayerbook, 1960 edition.” Myriobiblos.n.d. Web. 3 Mar.162
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of my life, and if I have sinned in anything this day.
Shelter me in this present night, and keep me from every
affront of the enemy, lest I anger God by any sin; and
intercede with the Lord in my behalf, that He might
strengthen me in the fear of Him, and make me a
worthy servant of His goodness. Amen.  164

There are no references in the Greek recension to any toll
houses as there is in the Russian recension of the same prayer. 

What is of even greater interest is that in the 1960 edition
of the Jordanville Prayerbook, the version which contains the
“Tale of the Five Prayers,” there are no references to the toll
houses in the “Prayer to the Guardian Angel”:

How canst thou look at me or approach me who am
like a stinking dog? With what eyes, O Angel of Christ,
wilt thou look at me so badly snared in evil deeds? How
can I ask forgiveness for my bitter, evil and wicked
deeds, into which I fall every day and night, and every
hour? But I fall down and pray, O my holy Guardian:
pity me, thy sinful and unworthy servant (Name). Be my
helper and protector against my wicked enemy, by thy
holy prayers, and make me a partaker of the Kingdom
of God with all the Saints, always, now and ever, and to
the ages of ages. Amen.  165

Apparently the toll houses have been added to the current
edition of the Jordanville Prayerbook and never existed in the
Greek recension to begin with. How could the same prayer
change so completely from the 1960 edition to the 2003

 A Prayer Book for Orthodox Christians. (Boston: Holy Transfiguration164
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edition of the Jordanville Prayerbook? A careful examination
of the claim by toll house advocates that belief in the toll
houses has always represented the teaching of the Orthodox
Church shows this is not the case. 

Father Ambrose Mooney, writing on an Orthodox
discussion forum, states that the toll house theory is not
universally accepted in Russia, and he offers the opinion of Fr.
Rodion Sivtsev of the Theophany cathedral in Irkutsk: 

The opinion about the toll-houses among the people is
quite positive (based on popular translations of Seraphim
Rose) and they love to talk about them. But among the
clergy and theologians there are diverse opinions and
they consider them to be a uniate-catholic influence
stemming from purgatory.  166

 As Fr. Ambrose comments, “There is no consensus in
Russia,” and it is “impossible to claim that this is a "universal"
and "ancient" tradition or that they are an integral strand of
Orthodox piety. They certainly fail Saint Vincent of Lerin's
useful rule of thumb...’Extreme care must be taken that what
is held/adhered to is what has been believed everywhere,
always, by everybody.’”  167

The former Dean of Holy Cross Greek Orthodox
Seminary in Boston, the Rev. Dr. Stanley Harakas, wrote the
following answers to questions regarding the existence of toll
houses in the December 6, 1984 edition of The Hellenic
Chronicle. Fr. Harakas writes:
 

Sometimes poetic and sermonic language used in the
Church does indicate this. Again, however, most

 Irish Hermit [Ambrose Mooney]. “Re. Cult of Father Seraphim Rose.”166
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doctrinal treatments of angelology with which I am
familiar do not support this as a formal teaching of the
Orthodox Church...iconography does include the
presence of angels at the last judgment, but only
sometimes are angels depicted as present at the moment
of death. Again, there does not seem to be enough
evidence to consider this a doctrinal teaching of the
Church.  168

Regarding the toll house theory overall, Fr. Harakas states,

The idea that when we die we have to go past a number
of "toll houses," detaining the soul for testing of the sins
which it has committed and requiring payment for
them, is certainly a dramatic way of indicating our
moral and spiritual responsibility for our lives in this
world. However, the overwhelming doctrinal teaching
of the Church does not see these statements as anything
more than rhetorical devices. "Toll houses" at most,
might be called a "theologoumenon" (that is, an optional
theological opinion), but for the vast majority of
Orthodox teachers of the faith of the Church, such
views are either unknown (not mentioned),
acknowledged as having some minor elements of
tradition supporting them, but not official doctrine, or,
finally, simply erroneous misinterpretations, to be
condemned.  169

In keeping with this spirit, Father Steven Salaris, parish
priest at All Saints of North America Orthodox Church in
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Missouri, writing on the parish webpage about recommended
reading for inquirers and converts to the Orthodox Church,
warns against reading certain works, and he specifically
mentions the writings of Fr. Seraphim Rose:

Avoid the writings of Seraphim Rose and Elder Ephra-
im.  They are highly controversial figures within
mainstream canonical Orthodox Christianity.  Many of
their teachings, in particular the “Aerial Toll Houses” of
Seraphim Rose, are not representative of the dogmatic
teachings, or even the theologumena (theological
opinions), of authentic Orthodox Christianity.  170

The evidence therefore is that that the toll house teaching
is not the universal, dogmatic teaching of the Orthodox
Church, despite claims to the contrary by its supporters.

 Steven Salaris, “Orthodox Christianity: A Suggested Reading List.” All170
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSIONS

 In The Mystery of Christ: Theological Ramifications of the
Toll-House Myth, Fr. Michael Azkoul asks the following
questions:

Is the Toll-House theory a Christian truth? Is the
description of the post-mortem experience with demonic
adjudicators part of the Orthodox tradition? Strangely,
after contending so furiously or it, Fr. Seraphim Rose
concludes, “The teaching of the Toll Houses in
Orthodox sources has never been defined as a ‘dogma,’
belonging rather to the tradition of Orthodox piety”.  171

Fr. Azkoul remarks that all too often, “false piety leads to
false dogma or doctrine...if the Toll-House teaching is true it
cannot be optional; if it has any validity, it cannot be merely
a ‘pious opinion.”  172

It has been shown how the tale of Theodora and her
journey through the aerial toll houses has more in common
with Gnostic and pagan tales than with stories that Christians
and Jews are familiar with from the scriptures. The writings
of the Church Fathers are also devoid of such illustrations,
which are more often to be found in fantastic hagiographies
and apocryphal works such as the first-century Apocalypse of
Peter—one of many such texts that appear to have originated
in the early Christian era. 

In the parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus (St. Luke 16:
19-31), the beggar Lazarus sits by the gate of the rich man’s
house where the dogs lick his sores while the rich man feasts
inside. Upon his death, Lazarus is carried to the side of

 Michael Azkoul, The Mystery of Christ: Theological Ramifications of the171
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Abraham, while the rich man, after death, finds himself in
Hades (Sheol) where he suffers torment. At no time is there
any mention of either soul traveling through aerial toll
houses—which in Lazarus’ case is probably for the best—since
he does not have a spiritual father to pay any debts he may
have to the demonic toll collectors. 

Fr. Azkoul points out that prior to Christ’s incarnation and
resurrection, all souls went to Sheol,  which is translated as173

“Hades” in many Bibles. If all the departed went to Sheol,
when did the toll houses come into being? Where are the
references to toll houses in the Old Testament? Were the
righteous men and women of Israel in the dark as to their
existence? Were the toll houses only brought into being after
Christ? A well-known saying is that of St. Vincent of Lerins,
who wrote that, in establishing catholic (universal) doctrine,
“we take the greatest care to hold that which has been believed
everywhere, always and by all.” 174

When did the undivided Church teach the toll house
theory? The legend of Theodora was unknown before the
tenth century, and those churches that separated from the
Orthodox Church have no such teaching; it is unknown to
the Roman Catholics, the Copts, the Armenians, the Syriacs,
the Maronites, the Ethiopians, and the Assyrian Church of the
East. No mention of this supposedly universal and patristic
teaching is to be found in the writings of the early Church
Fathers or the Apostles.

St. Hippolytus (170-235) of Rome writing in his Contra
Plato, expounds on Hades, where:
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...the souls both of the righteous and the unrighteous are
detained... And when those who are conducted by
the angels appointed unto the souls have passed through
this gate, they do not proceed on one and the same way;
but the righteous, being conducted in the light toward
the right, and being hymned by the angels stationed at
the place, are brought to a locality full of light... And we
call it by the name  Abraham's bosom. But the
unrighteous are dragged toward the left by angels who
are  ministers of punishment... forcing them down into
the lower parts...they shudder in horror at the
expectation of the future judgment...For a deep and vast
 abyss is set there in the midst, so that neither can any of
the righteous in sympathy think to pass it, nor any of
the unrighteous dare to cross it.  175

This concurs with what has been revealed in the parable of
the Rich Man and Lazarus and following this period in either
Hades or the Bosom of Abraham, when the resurrection
occurs at the time of Christ’s Second Coming, the dead will be
reunited with their bodies and stand before the throne of God
for the Final Judgment—at which time the righteous will enter
heaven and the wicked will be cast into Hell. According to St.
Hippolytus, the souls of both the righteous and unrighteous
are escorted by angels to their respective destinations, and no
mention is made of toll houses in the process.

The Legend of Theodora and the toll house theory, while
successful in infiltrating the Church, is demonstrably lacking
the sanction of either the scriptures, the earliest Fathers of the
undivided Church, or of Holy Tradition—not to mention
common sense. There will always be those for whom the

 Hippolytus. “Contra Plato.” “Against Plato, On the Cause of the175
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mystery of our salvation is inadequate and who seek to explain
it either through discursive reasoning or through purported
visions and—in the process—open themselves to heterodox
understandings of the of the Christian faith. 

71



BIBLIOGRAPHY

A Prayer Book for Orthodox Christians. Boston: Holy
Transfiguration Monastery, 2005. 

Alfeyev, Hilarion. The Mystery of Faith: An Introduction to
the Teaching and Spirituality of the 

Orthodox Church. London: Darton Longman & Todd Ltd.,
2004. 

 Azkoul, Michael. The Mystery of Christ: Theological
Ramifications of the Toll-House Myth. Dewdney: Synaxis Press,
2011.   Azkoul, Michael and Irene Matta. The Toll House Myth:
The Neo-Gnosticism of Fr. Seraphim Rose. Dewdney: Synaxis
Press, 2005.  

Baker, Aelred. “Pseudo-Macarius and the Gospel of
Thomas.” Vigiliae Christianae 18 (1964): 215-225.  

Bettenson, Henry and Chris Maunder, eds. Documents of
the Christian Church. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2011.   

Carlen, Claudia. The Papal Encyclicals: 1903-1939. Ypsilanti:
Pierian Press, 1990. 

Cavarnos, Constantine. The Future Life According to
Orthodox Teaching. Trans. Auxentios and 

Chrysostomos. Etna: Center for Traditionalist Orthodox
Studies, 1985. 

Constas, Nicholas. “’To Sleep, Perchance to Dream’: The
Middle State of Souls in Patristic and 

Byzantine Literature.” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 55. (2001):
91-124.

 “Death, the Threshold to Eternal Life.” Our Faith. Greek
Orthodox Archdiocese of America, n.d. Web. 30 Mar. 2012. 

Every, George. “Toll Gates on the Air Way.” Eastern
Churches Review 8.2 (1976): 139-151. 

FatherGiryus [George Aquaro]. “Re. Toll Houses?” Faith
Issues. Orthodoxchristianity.net., 

72



Web. 30 Mar. 2011. 
Grabbe, Gregory. “Extract from the Minutes of the Session

of the Synod of Bishops of the Russian Orthodox Church
Outside of Russia.” Orthodox Life. 31.1 (1981): 23-37.  

Harakas, Stanley. “Questions on the Toll Houses.” new-
ostrog.org/discussiononthetollhouses. Web. n.d.  

Hierotheos. Life after Death. Levadia: Birth of the Theotok-
os Monastery, 2005.  

Hippolytus. “Contra Plato.” “Against Plato, On the Cause
of the Universe.” Fathers of the Church. Newadvent.org., Web.
n.d. 

Iile, Cleopa. “The Soul’s Journey after Death.” Orthodox
Words. Valahia. 17 Nov. 2009. Web. 31 Mar. 2012. 

Irish Hermit [Ambrose Mooney]. “Re. Toll Houses?” Faith
Issues. Orthodoxchristianity.net., Web. 30 Mar. 2011. 

Irish Hermit [Ambrose Mooney]. “Re. Cult of Father
Seraphim Rose.” Faith Issues.  Orthodoxchristianity.net., Web.
Nov. 8, 2010. 

Jordanville Prayerbook. 4th ed. Jordanville: Holy Trinity
Monastery, 2003.  

“Jordanville Prayerbook, 1960 edition.” Myriobiblos.n.d.
Web. 3 Mar. 2013. http://www.myrio
biblos.gr/texts/english/prayerbook/main. htm.   

 Matejic, Mateja., ed. Prayer Book for Orthodox Christians.
Columbus: The Kosovo Publishing Co., 1990. 

McAvoy, Shawn Daniel. Whispers of Sin, Wisps of Demons:
The Origins of the Logismoi and Teloðnia. MA Thesis. Arizona
State University, 2011.

Neale, J.M. The History of the Council of Florence. London:
Joseph Masters & Co., 1861. 

Panteleimon. Eternal Mysteries Beyond the Grave.
Jordanville: Holy Trinity Monastery, 1996. 

73



Pomazansky, Michael. Orthodox Dogmatic Theology. Trans.
Seraphim Rose. Platina: St Herman of Alaska Brotherhood,
2005.

Puhalo, Lazar. The Tale of Elder Basil “The New” and the
Theodora Myth. Dewdney: Synaxis Press, 1999.

Puhalo, Lazar. The Soul, the Body and Death. Dewdney:
Synaxis Press, 2007. 

Reader Seraphim. “More from `reader Seraphim’”.
Theophilus Forum. Religion and Ethics. 19  Mar. 2012. 

Ricoeur, Paul. “From Proclamation to Narrative.” The
Journal of Religion 64.4 (1984): 501-512. 

Rose, Seraphim. The Soul After Death: Contemporary “After
Death” Experiences in the Light of  the Orthodox Teaching on the
Afterlife. Platina: St. Herman Press, 1998.

Salaris, Steven. “Orthodox Christianity: A Suggested
Reading List.” All Saints of North America Church. Web. n.d.
http://www.allsaints-stl.org.   

Ware, Timothy. The Orthodox Church. Middlesex: Penguin
Books, 1981.

74


