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V
isiting a monastery in 
Macedonia can be a most 
exciting and versatile 
experience. Monasteries 
are usually located in 

extraordinary, often breathtaking, 
landscapes. The architecture of 
Macedonian monasteries is a human 
response to the challenges of landscape. 
Many monasteries are centuries old and 
have been cradles of traditions, learning 
and culture. Macedonian churches have 
some of the best pieces of the Byzantine 
fresco painting with internationally 
valued style and expression. Some of 
the churches possess incredibly detailed 
skilfully made deep relief wood carvings 
created by masters who established 
schools of carving appreciated throughout 
the Balkans. In contrast with monasteries 
in many other countries, which are 

overcrowded by tourists, monasteries in 
Macedonia are not exceedingly touristic 
and visitors are usually welcomed and 
shown around by monks and nuns living 
there. The hosts are hospitable and 
willing to speak about the importance and 
mission of their monastery or convent. 
They guide visitors around the monastery 
and its surroundings, show the cultural 
and religious relics, and offer some of the 
products brothers or sisters cultivate or 
make on the property.

Modern Macedonian monasticism was 
officially revived in 1995, when two 
monks not coincidentally called Nahum 
and Clement returned from Mount Athos 
Gregoriou Monastery and renevated the 
Monastery of Velusa near Strumica. Many 
young intellectuals, artists and graduates 
of the Faculty of Theology joined them 
forming the first monastic community in 
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independent Macedonia. Nahum soon 
became Bishop, as later did three more 
disciples from the monastery, including 
Clement. Soon the male community 
moved to the renovated nearby monastery 
of Vodoca, while Velusa welcomed the first 
nuns. From there, monastic life spread 
all over Macedonia.  Today Macedonian 
Orthodox Church has more than 30 active 
monasteries where more than 200 monks 
and nuns live. Among them are Lesnovo, 
Osogovo, St. John Bigorski, Zrze and 
Treskavec. The revival has meant better 
care of the cultural heritage, preservation 
of the frescoes, icons, relics and altars, 
but also the rebuilding of the konaks, 
where monks and nuns live, libraries, 
guest rooms and other auxiliary buildings 
which make each complex unique. 
All the monasteries take care of their 
own property and survival. They feed 
themselves from their own production. 
Often monasteries specialize in some 
productive activity. Some are producing 
cheeses, others honey, jam or wine. There 
are monasteries specializing in making 

candles and clothing, icons and souvenirs. 
These activities however, are seen as 
secondary to their main purpose of religious 
service, and when visitors arrive, the main 
reason for interaction remains religion and 
spreading the glory of God.

Although only recently revived, monastic 
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tradition in Macedonia is very old. As 
Macedonian monks and nuns would be 
happy to remind you, Apostle Paul’s first 
European destination was Macedonia. 

As it is recorded in the Bible, on his first 
mission out of Asia, St. Paul arrived in 
the City of Philippi following a dream in 
which a Macedonian pleaded him to visit 
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Macedonia and its people.
Historically, the Orthodox monasticism 

in Macedonia was reinforced by the 
arrival of St. Clement and St. Nahum in 
Kutmicevica on the shores of Lake Ohrid 
in the first half of the 10th century. These 
teachers educated over 3500 people and 
revived the area, both in terms of religion, 
but also in cultural terms. Many of their 
disciples were ordained as deacons and 
hieromonks, and some became bishops. 
The records say that from Ohrid, some 
of the monks came to the area of Prilep 
and revived and built many churches and 
monasteries. Another wave of renewal 
happened at the end of the eleventh 
century when the Bishop of Tiberiopolis, 
venerable father Manuel, founded the 
monastery of the Most Holy Theotokos 
Eleusa (the Virgin of Tender Mercy) near 
the present-day Strumica. The village 
where the monastery was built got the 
name Velusa after “Eleusa”.

At the same time in the Osogovo 
Mountains St. Gabriel and St. Joachim 
established the ascetic eremitic tradition of 

monasticism, which after them flourished 
up to the 15th century. Saints Nicodemus 
of Prilep and Nectarius of Bitola, disciples 
of Gregory of Sinai and Gregory Palamas, 
established the tradition of hesychasm 
which has become the prevalent monastic 
tradition in the country. The monks Cyril 
Pejcinovic and Parthenius of Zographou, 
who published books and preached in the 
local Macedonian language, are central 
figures of the Macedonian Enlightenment 
in the 19th century.

In the 20th century monastic life declined 
in Macedonia. Several monasteries and 
convents were inhabited by monks and 
nuns from Russia who had escaped the 
1917 October Revolution. By the end of  
the Second World War, there were only few 
of them left, mostly nuns. Nevertheless 
the monastic tradition survived with 
monks Gavril and Angelarij becoming 
first bishops, and then archbishops of the 
renewed Macedonian Orthodox Church 
which became successor to the famous 
Ohrid Archbishopric in 1967.


