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The Two Brothers
By Leo Tolstoy

1886

Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910) was a Russian writer who is widely regarded as one of the greatest authors of all
time. He is best known for his novels War and Peace (1869) and Anna Karenina (1877), although he also
wrote many short stories, novellas, plays, and philosophical essays. Throughout his life, Tolstoy became
increasingly spiritually and politically radical, eventually coming to reject the institution of marriage and the
idea of private property in land ownership. As you read, take notes on the way the events of the narrative
hint at the ending.

Once upon a time, in the days long since gone by,
there dwelt1 at Jerusalem two brothers; the name
of the elder was Athanasius,2 the name of the
younger John. They dwelt on a hill not far from
the town, and lived upon what people gave to
them. Every day the brothers went out to work.
They worked not for themselves, but for the poor.
Wherever the overworked, the sick were to be
found—wherever there were widows and
orphans, thither3 went the brothers, and there
they worked and spent their time, taking no
payment. Thus the brothers went about
separately the whole week, and only met
together in the evening of the Sabbath4 at their
own dwelling. Only on Sunday did they remain at home, praying and conversing together. And the
Angel of the Lord came down to them and blessed them. On the Monday they separated again, each
going his own way. Thus did the brothers live for many years, and every week the Angel of the Lord
came down to them and blessed them.

One Monday, when the brothers had gone forth to work, and had parted their several ways, the elder
brother, Athanasius, felt sorry at having had to part from his beloved brother, and he stood still and
glanced after him. John was walking with bent head, and he did not look back. But suddenly John also
stopped as if he perceived something and continued to gaze fixedly at it. Presently he drew near to
that which he had been looking upon, and then suddenly leaped aside, and, not stopping for another
instant, ran towards the mountain and up the mountain, right away from the place, just as if some
savage beast were pursuing him. Athanasius was astonished, and turned back to the place to find out
what his brother had been so afraid of. At last he approached the spot, and then he saw something
glistening in the sun. He drew nearer—on the grass, as if poured out from a measure, lay a heap of
gold. And Athanasius was still more astonished, both at the sight of the gold and at the leaping aside of
his brother.

[1]

1. Dwell (verb): to live in or at a specified place
2. This character seems to be named after Athanasius, a renowned Christian theologian who is often considered one of

the greatest champions of the Catholic faith.
3. To or toward that place.
4. A day of religious observance and abstinence from work, kept by Jews from Friday evening to Saturday evening, and

by most Christians on Sunday.
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“What was he afraid of, and what did he run away from?” thought Athanasius. “There is no sin in gold,
sin is in man. You may do ill with gold, but you may also do good. How many widows and orphans
might not be fed therewith,5 how many naked ones might not be clothed, how many poor and sick
might not be cared for and cured by means of this gold? Now, indeed, we minister6 to people, but our
ministration is but little, because our power is small, and with this gold we might minister to people
much more than we do now.” Thus thought Athanasius, and would have said so to his brother, but
John was by this time out of hearing, and looked no bigger than a cockchafer7 on the further mountain.

And Athanasius took off his garment, shovelled as much gold into it as he was able to carry, threw it
over his shoulder, and went into the town. He went to an inn, gave the gold to the innkeeper, and then
went off to fetch the rest of it. And when he had brought in all the gold he went to the merchants,
bought land in that town, bought stones, wood, hired labourers, and set about building three houses.
And Athanasius abode8 in the town three months, and built the three houses in that town; one of the
houses was an asylum9 for widows and orphans, the second house was a hospital for the sick, the third
house was a hospice for the poor and for pilgrims. And Athanasius sought him out three God-fearing
elders, and the first elder he placed over the refuge, the second over the hospital, and the third over
the hospice for pilgrims. And Athanasius had three thousand gold pieces still left. And he gave a
thousand to each of the elders that they might have wherewith10 to distribute among the poor. And all
three houses began to be filled with people, and the people began to praise Athanasius for all that he
had done. And Athanasius rejoiced thereat,11 so that he had no desire to depart from the town. But
Athanasius loved his brother, and, taking leave of the people, and not keeping for himself a single coin
of all this money, he went back to his dwelling in the selfsame12 old garment in which he had come to
town.

Athanasius was drawing near to his mountain, and he thought to himself: “My brother judged wrongly
when he leaped aside from the gold and ran away from it. Haven’t I done much better?"

And Athanasius had no sooner thought this than suddenly he beheld standing in his path the Angel
who had been sent to bless them, but now looked threateningly upon him. And Athanasius was
aghast13 and could only say:

“Wherefore,14 my Lord?”

And the Angel opened his mouth and said:

“Depart from hence!15 Thou art not worthy to dwell with thy brother. That one leap aside of thy
brother’s was worth more than all that thou hast done with thy gold.”

[5]

5. With or in the thing mentioned.
6. Minister (verb): attend to the needs of
7. A large brown European beetle that flies at dusk.
8. Resided.
9. Asylum (noun): an institution offering shelter and support to people in need

10. With or by which.
11. On account of or after that.
12. Exactly the same.
13. Aghast (adjective): filled with horror or shock
14. For what reason.
15. Here.
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Athanasius began to talk of how many poor and how many pilgrims he had fed, and of how many
orphans he had cared for.

And the Angel said to him: ;

“That same Devil who placed the gold there in order to corrupt thee, hath also put these big words into
thy mouth.

And then the conscience of Athanasius upbraided16 him, and he understood that what he had done
was not done for God, and he wept and began to repent.17

Then the Angel stepped aside from the road, and left free for him the path in which John was already
standing awaiting his brother. And from thenceforth18 Athanasius yielded no more to the wiles19 of the
Devil who had strewn the gold in his path, and he understood that not by gold, but by good works only,
could he render service to God and his fellow-man.

And the brethren dwelt together as before. ;

[10]

[15]

16. Upbraid (verb): to find fault with; to scold
17. Repent (verb): to act regretful for doing something wrong
18. From that time or point onward.
19. Wiles (noun): tricks played on someone to try and make them believe something
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[RL.2]

[RL.1]

[RL.5]

[RL.3]

Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which of the following statements best summarizes a theme of this story?
A. The only way to be forgiven for your sins is to leave your loved ones behind.
B. People can do more good with simple, kind actions than they can with money.
C. It is best to live a structured life in order to avoid the temptations of the world.
D. People should be forgiven for their sins once they recognize their mistakes.

2. PART B: Which TWO phrases from the story best support the answer to Part A?
A. “Thus did the brothers live for many years, and every week the Angel of the Lord

came down to them and blessed them.” (Paragraph 1)
B. “…and not keeping for himself a single coin of all this money, he went back to his

dwelling in the selfsame old garment in which he had come to town.” (Paragraph
4)

C. “And all three houses began to be filled with people, and the people began to
praise Athanasius for all that he had done.” (Paragraph 4)

D. “Thou art not worthy to dwell with thy brother. That one leap aside of thy
brother’s was worth more than all that thou hast done with thy gold.”
(Paragraph 9)

E. “…and he understood that not by gold, but by good works only, could he render
service to God and his fellow-man.” (Paragraph 14)

F. “And the brethren dwelt together as before.” (Paragraph 15)

3. How does the repetition of the following phrase in Paragraph 1 help develop the plot
of the story: “the Angel of the Lord came down to them and blessed them?”

A. It illustrates the brothers’ strong beliefs in God, even though Athanasius had
been behaving greedily.

B. It demonstrates that the Angel led a simple, repetitive life, which sets an
example for how Athanasius should live.

C. It proves that all that is necessary to get special attention from God is to live
humbly and pray.

D. It illustrates that the Angel blessed the brothers for their kind actions, in
contrast to the later events of the story.

4. Which statement best explains how Athanasius responds to the Angel’s scolding?
A. He believes that he has done good deeds with the money and does not deserve

to be scolded.
B. At first he is surprised and defensive, but later he recognizes his mistakes.
C. He had predicted the confrontation, so he quickly accepts the Angel’s scolding.
D. He realizes that he has missed his brother and decides to live with him once

more.
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[RL.6]5. What do Athanasius and John’s different responses to seeing the gold reveal about
their contrasting points of view in the beginning of the story? Cite evidence from the
text in your response.

5



Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. In deciding to take the gold he finds, Athanasius reasons that “There is no sin in gold, sin is
in man.” Is this true? If so, why are his actions still so shameful that the Angel considers him
unworthy to share the same living space as John? Do you agree or disagree with the Angel’s
judgment?

2. Why do you think Tolstoy composed this story so that the older brother behaved in a way
that the reader is intended to see as foolish? Does it help to dispel the notion that younger
people should show deference to their elders, as everyone is imperfect? Why or why not?

3. Do you think John’s initial response to his sighting of the gold was reasonable, or was he
overreacting? If the Angel of the Lord had not intervened at the end of the story, do you
think Athanasius would still have wished that he had responded in the same way that his
brother did?

4. In the context of the story, does money buy happiness? Cite evidence from this text, your
own experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer.

5. In the context of this story, how do people create change? Is it better to have good
intentions and simple actions, or money, to create change? Cite evidence from this text,
your own experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer.
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