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Abstract

Sergii Bulgakov (1871-1944) is one of the preeminent theologians of the 20th century
whose work is still being discovered and explored in and for the 21st century. The famous
rival of Lenin in the field of economics, was, according to Wassily Kandinsky, “one of the
deepest experts on religious life” in early twentieth-century Russian art and culture. As
economist, publicist, politician, and later Orthodox theologian and priest, he became a
significant “global player” in both the Orthodox diaspora and the Ecumenical movement
in the interwar period.

This anthology gathers the papers delivered at the international conference on the occasion
of Bulgakov’s 150th birthday at the University of Fribourg in September 2021. The chapters,
written by established Bulgakov specialists, including Rowan Williams, former Archbishop
of Canterbury (2002-2012), as well as young researchers from different theological disci-
plines and ecclesial traditions, explore Bulgakov’s way of meeting the challenges in the mod-
ern world and of building bridges between East and West. The authors bring forth a wide
range of new creative ways to constructively engage with Bulgakov’s theological worldview
and cover topics such as personhood, ecology, political theology and Trinitarian ontology.
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Building the House of Wisdom.
Editors’ Introduction

Barbara Hallensleben, Regula M. Zwahlen, Aristotle Papanikolaou,
Pantelis Kalaitzidis

Ten years ago, the Orthodox theologian Sergii Bulgakov (1871-1944) was called
an “awakening giant” to whom “much of contemporary Orthodox God-talk
can be traced” Today, the giant seems very much awake. Renewed interest in
Bulgakov appeared in the 1970s in the Soviet Union* and turned into a genuine
revival in the 1990s.? Thoroughly annotated new editions of Bulgakov’s works
sprouted everywhere and sparked a new general interest in Russian religious
thought and Orthodox theology in Europe and the USA. Above all, the publi-
cations and English translations by Catherine Evtuhov and Rowan Williams,
as well as those by Boris Jakim and Thomas Allen Smith, have triggered a real

1 Brandon Gallaher, “Antinomism, trinity and the challenge of Solov’évan pantheism in
the theology of Sergij Bulgakov,” Studies in East European Thought 64, no. 3-4 (2012),
222.

2 Of crucial importance were Elena Kazimirchak-Polonskaia’s lectures at the Spiritual
Academy in Leningrad (“Monakhinia Elena”, one of Bulgakov’s spiritual daughters).
Dimitri Sizonenko, “L’héritage du pére Serge Boulgakov dans la Russie actuelle,” Le
Messager Orthodoxe 158 (2015), 22; Dimitrii Sizonenko, “Bor’ba za istinu i retseptsiia
naslediia Bulgakova v Rossii,” Vestnik RKhD 203 (2015), 43.

3 Important international conferences on Sergii Bulgakov with the participation of sev-
eral contributors to this volume (in brackets): “S.N. Bulgakov: Economics and Culture”,
Moscow, October 11-13,1994 (B. Hallensleben); “S. N. Bulgakov’ Religious-Philosophi-
cal Journey (on the occasion of his 130th birthday)”, Moscow, March 5-7, 2001 (A. Ar-
jakovsky, C. Evtuhov, A. Kozyrev); “Russian Theology in European Context: S.N. Bul-
gakov and Western Religious-Philosophical Thought”, Moscow, September 29-October
2,2004 (B. Gallaher, R. Zwahlen); “Sergii Bulgakov’s Heritage in Contemporary Social
and Humanitarian Sciences (on the occasion of his 140th birthday)”, Kyiv, May 12-13,
2011 (B. Gallaher, R. Zwahlen); “Serge Boulgakov, un pére de Iéglise moderne”, Paris,
June 27-28, 2014 (A. Arjakovsky, B. Hallensleben, A. Mainardi, R. Zwahlen).
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boom in the study of Bulgakov in the English-speaking world in the last de-
cade, and more translations are still being published.*

Sergii Bulgakov—A Preeminent Theologian of the
Twentieth Century

A famous rival of Lenin in the field of economics, and, according to Wassily
Kandinsky, “one of the deepest experts on religious life™ in the so-called “Silver
Age” of Russian art and culture, Bulgakov, professor of national economics,
publicist, politician, and later Orthodox theologian and priest, became a sig-
nificant “global player” in both the Orthodox diaspora and the ecumenical
movement of the 1920s and 1930s. Today we discover him as one of the most
important theologians of the twentieth century: Sergii Bulgakov, Karl Barth,
and Hans Urs von Balthasar have been called “sort of [a] triumvirate over
modern systematic theology in Orthodoxy, Protestantism, and Roman Ca-
tholicism”® After him, “upon the branches of Orthodoxy young shoots” grew,’
many insights by well-known Orthodox theologians like Vladimir Lossky or
John Zizioulas trace their roots back to Bulgakov,® and he prepared the ground
for ecumenical encounters to this day.

4 For translations into other languages, mainly into French, Italian, and German, see Ser-
gei N. Bulgakov, Bibliographie. Werke, Briefwechsel und Ubersetzungen, vol. 3, ed. Bar-
bara Hallensleben and Regula Zwahlen, Werke (Miinster: Aschendorff, 2017). Updates
are published on the website of the Sergii Bulgakov Research Center at the University
of Fribourg: https://www.unifr.ch/sergij-bulgakov (access 2024/01/26).

5  Andreas Hiineke, ed., Der Blaue Reiter. Eine Geschichte in Dokumenten (Stuttgart:
Philipp Reclam jun., 2011), 48. On Kandinsky and Bulgakov, see Regula M. Zwahlen,
“Sergij Bulgakov und Vasilij Kandinskij, liber das Geistige in der Kunst,” in Veni,
Sancte Spiritus! Festschrift fiir Barbara Hallensleben zum 60. Geburtstag, ed. Guido
Vergauwen and Andreas Steingruber (Miinster: Aschendorff, 2018), Russian version:
Regula M. Zwahlen, “Blagoslovenie. O dukhovnom v iskusstve. Pereklichka idei pro-
toiereia Sergiia Bulgakova i Vasiliia Kandinskogo,” Dary (2021/2022), 18-31; Antoine
Arjakovsky, “Sergii Bulgakov and Wassily Kandinsky: Two Visionaries of the Wisdom
of God,” The Wheel 26/27 (2021), 50-59.

6  Brandon Gallaher, Freedom and Necessity in Modern Trinitarian Theology, Oxford The-
ology and Religion Monographs (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 11.

7 Sergii Bulgakov, “O tsarstvii Bozhiem [1927],” in Protoierei Sergii Bulgakov. Put’ Parizhs-
kogo Bogosloviia, ed. Maksim Kozlov (Moscow: Chram sv. Tatiany pri MGU, 2007), 134.

8  Aristotle Papanikolaou, “From Sophia to Personhood. The Development of 20th Cen-
tury Orthodox Trinitarian Theology,” Phronema 33, no. 2 (2018), 1-20: 19.


https://www.unifr.ch/sergij-bulgakov
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Yet, tragically, or perhaps dialectically, Bulgakov’s most prominent younger
colleagues Georges Florovsky (1893-1979) and Vladimir Lossky (1903-1953)
established the polarizing narrative of their “neo-patristic turn” mainly against
Bulgakov’s “sophiology.”® This standard narrative requires serious and thor-
ough revision as Rowan Williams, Paul Gavrilyuk’s and other works have
shown."” The insinuation that “modernist” theologians like Bulgakov and
Vladimir Soloviev" have altogether abandoned the Church fathers, and that
the “neopatrists” are not indebted to modernity at all is simply false.”? On the
contrary, the “neopatristic” theologians owe their rediscovery and the “return
to the Church fathers” to the “modernists,” if not altogether to the “patristic
revival” in the Orthodox Church of imperial Russia in the nineteenth cen-
tury, often accused of being entirely in “Western captivity.” At that time, the
Church’s clerical academies were translating thousands of patristic texts into

9  Florovsky, for most of his life, refused to criticize Bulgakov and sophiology openly—in
his view, their positions were opposed, but they were not enemies: “the encounter of
different poles of thought has always been native to theology itself” See Paul Ladouceur,
“Georges Florovsky and Sergius Bulgakov: ‘In Peace Let Us Love One Another’,” in The
Living Christ: The Theological Legacy of Georges Florovsky, ed. John Chryssavgis and
Brandon Gallaher (London: T&T Clark, 2021), 69-85.

10 Rowan Williams, “The theology of Vladimir Nikolaievich Lossky: an exposition
and critique” (PhD thesis, University of Oxford, 1975), http://ora.ox.ac.uk/objects/
uuid%3A15b86a5d-21f4-44a3-95bb-b8543d326658 (access 2024/01/26); Paul L. Gavril-
yuk, Georges Florovsky and the Russian Religious Renaissance (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2013); Aristotle Papanikolaou, “Why Sophia? Bulgakov the Theologian,”
The Wheel 26/27 (2021), 15-16; Nikolaos Asproulis, “La réception de la sagesse dans la
sophiologie russe. Role et controverses dans lorthodoxie,” Revue des Sciences Religieuses
108, no. 2 (2020), 27-48. The entire double issue of The Wheel 26/27 (2021), with guest
editor Nikolaos Asproulis, is devoted to a critical overview of Bulgakov’s legacy.

11 Jeremy Pilch has convincingly demonstrated that Soloviev’s “own teaching about dei-
fication was rooted in Chalcedonian Christology [...] and in the spirit and teachings
of the Church Fathers” The conclusion that the same is true for Bulgakov is obvious.
Jeremy Pilch, “Breathing the Spirit With Two Lungs”: Deification in the Work of Viadimir
Solovev, Eastern Christian Studies (Leuven: Peeters, 2018), 19.

12 See Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “From the ‘Return to the Fathers’ to the Need for a Modern
Orthodox Theology,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 54, no. 1 (2010), 5-36. See
also Marcus Plested, Wisdom in Christian Tradition. The Patristic Roots of Modern Rus-
sian Sophiology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022); Nikolaos Asproulis, “Georges
Florovsky and Sergius Bulgakov in Dialogue: The Church Fathers, the God-world Re-
lationship and Theological Method,” in Ex Patribus Lux: Essays on Orthodox Theolog-
ical Anthropology and Georges Florovsky’s Theology, ed. Nikolaos Asproulis and Olga
Sevastyanova (Volos: Volos Academy Publications, 2021), 101-16.



http://ora.ox.ac.uk/objects/uuid%3A15b86a5d-21f4-44a3-95bb-b8543d326658
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the vernacular.” Paul Gavrilyuk argues that “the debate [...] was not whether
patristic theology was foundational [...] but rather how to engage the patris-
tic tradition this side of modernity”* The Orthodox theologian Metropolitan
Kallistos Ware (1934-2022) concluded that one of the “chief tasks of Orthodox
theology will be to transcend the dichotomy between the ‘Neo-Patristic’ and
the ‘Russian’ schools, considering how the two may be combined, and at the
same time to reach out beyond both trends to a fresh vision of theology that
combines what is best in both without being limited to either”” Correspond-
ingly, one of the chief tasks of theology in general is, according to Bulgakov, to
reach out to a fresh vision of Christian unity beyond confessional boundaries,'
to build a common “House of Wisdom,” as it were.

The House of Wisdom

What is “the Wisdom of God” all about? In his booklet on The Wisdom of God,
written for a Western public in 1937, Bulgakov brings to mind that his devel-
opment of sophiology in the 1930s was not an old pre-revolutionary project
over which he brooded as an isolated Russian emigrant; rather, he boldly pre-

13 Patrick Lally Michelson, Beyond the Monastery Walls: The Ascetic Revolution in Russian
Orthodox Thought, 1814-1914 (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2017), 59.
Rather ironically, the somewhat “Protestant” endeavor to translate and popularize an-
cient Christian texts in order to combat “protestantization,” led to the “patristic turn”
of both “modernist” and “neopatristic” thinkers.

14 Gavrilyuk, “Georges Florovsky and the Russian Religious Renaissance,” 3. Kristina
Stoeckl made the same point in: Kristina Stoeckl, Community after Totalitarianism.
The Eastern Orthodox Intellectual Tradition and the Philosophical Discourse of Polit-
ical Modernity (Frankfurt, Berlin, Bern et al.: Peter Lang, 2008), 103-04.

15 Kallistos Ware, “Orthodox theology today: trends and tasks,” International Journal for
the Study of the Christian Church 12, no. 2 (2012), 114. One of the first recent attempts is
Marcus Plested’s Wisdom in Christian Tradition. The Patristic Roots of Modern Russian
Sophiology (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2022).

16  Sergej N. Bulgakov, “U kladezja Iakovlja. O realnom edinstve razdelennoi tserkvi v
vere, molitve i tainstvakh,” in Khristianskoe Vozsoedinenie. Ekumenicheskaia problema
v pravoslavnom soznanii. Sbornik statei, ed. YMCA-Press (Paris: YMCA-Press, 1933),
9-32; Sergei N. Bulgakov, “By Jacob’s Well. On the actual unity of the apparently divided
Church: in prayer, faith, and sacrament,” in A Bulgakov Anthology, ed. James Pain and
Nicolas Zernov (London: SPCK, 1976), 100-13; see also Barbara Hallensleben, “Oku-
mene als Pfingstgeschehen bei Sergij N. Bulgakov,” in Okumene. Das eine Ziel—die
vielen Wege., ed. Iso Baumer and Guido Vergauwen (Freiburg im Uechtland: 1995),
147-80.
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sented it alongside and in dialogue with, for example, contemporary Catholic
“Modernism” and “Barthianism,” as a modern theological conception which,
in his view, does nothing less than to link all the current “dogmatic and prac-
tical problems of modern Christian dogmatics and ascetics,” and indeed the
problems of Christian theology and culture as whole.” But

as a result of the atmosphere of sensation or scandal [...] for [Western readers], of
course, [the words ‘Sophia’ and ‘sophiology’] are tinged with the peculiar exotic
Oriental flavour of ‘gnosis, and, indeed, smack of every sort of rubbish and super-
stition. No one seems to suspect that in fact we are talking about the very ‘essence
of Christianity’ [[“Das Wesen des Christentums”]], that is a problem which is even
now being discussed by the whole of Western [[“academic”]] Christendom [[Har-
nack, Schleiermacher, Barth etc. etc.]]."®

Bulgakov located the essential problem of contemporary Christian theology
in a one-sided focus on God or the world, transcendence or immanence, God
or man. Therefore he, together with some of his colleagues, criticized Karl
Barth’s “non-acceptance of the world” in the early 1930s,” because in his view
“in Christianity is born the new sense of life that one should not flee the world
but that Christ is coming into the world for the marriage feast of the Lamb,
the feast of Divine-Humanity.? For Bulgakov, the essence of Christianity is ex-
pressed above all in the dogma of Chalcedon on God-humanity, which defines
the complex relationship between divine and human nature that are united
unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably, according to the Chalce-
donian Horos: “The roots of this dogma penetrate to the very heart of heaven
and earth, in the inmost depths of the Holy Trinity and into the creaturely
nature of human beings”

17 Sergei Bulgakov, Sophia. The Wisdom of God. An Outline of Sophiology (Hudson, N.Y.:
Lindisfarne Press, 1993), 3, 13, 25fT.

18  Bulgakov, Sophia, 12-13. The double brackets contain words in Bulgakov’s original
manuscript that are not rendered in the English translation. Bulgakov’s Russian text
and a new German translation will be published by Barbara Hallensleben and Regula
M. Zwabhlen: Sergij Bulgakov, Sophia. Die Weisheit Gottes (Miinster: Aschendorff, forth-
coming).

19 Regula M. Zwahlen, “Over a Beer with Barth and Bulgakov,” accessed July 20, 2023,
Public Orthodoxy (2022). https://publicorthodoxy.org/2022/07/18/over-a-beer-with-
barth-and-bulgakov-cosmodicy/ (access 2024/01/26).

20 Sergius Bulgakov, The Lamb of God (Cambridge, 2008), xv.

21  Bulgakov, Sophia, 18.
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According to Paul Valliere, it was no surprise that Bulgakov, as author of a
Philosophy of Economy (1912) with its main question “of man in nature and na-
ture in man,”* ended up with dogmatic theology, because “what is the dogma
of the incarnation of the Word, after all, if not a bridge to the world?”* To this
extent, by answering the question “Why Sophia, why is it necessary?” we see
“the dogmatic theologian, the thinker for whom thought begins and ends with
the incarnation of the Logos in Christ?*

But why should anyone bother to build a House of Wisdom, “since Wisdom
found no place where to dwell, a dwelling was made for her in the heavens.
When Wisdom came to make her abode among the children of men, and found
no habitation, Wisdom returned to her place, and took up her abode among
the angels” (1 Enoch 42:2)?* By engaging in the pre-revolutionary political
turmoil of his country, always trying to establish or support Christian politics
above party lines, Bulgakov experienced the homelessness of wisdom on earth
and the impasses of political policy. It was not the external lack of success of
his political efforts that drove him to change direction and become a priest.
Rather, the fundamental limitations of human political efforts shaped Bulga-
kov’s insight that politics is only possible by recognizing its limitations. And in
his view, the one “institution” able or even called to prevent overconfidence or
even self-deification of human politics,? was the Church—simply because it is
not only a human institution (which as such should, in Bulgakov’s view, remain
self-critical and in strict separation from the state”’), but also the divine-human

22 Sergej N. Bulgakov, Philosophy of Economy: the World as Household (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 2000), 35; Sergei N. Bulgakov, “From Marxism to Sophiology,”
Review of Religion 1, no. 4 (1937), 364.

23 Paul Valliere, “The Theology of Culture in Late Imperial Russia,” in Sacred stories, ed.
Mark D. Steinberg and Heather J. Coleman (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University
Press, 2007), 391. See also Bulgakov, “From Marxism to Sophiology,” 364.

24 Papanikolaou, “Why Sophia? Bulgakov the Theologian,” 16.

25 Sergii Bulgakov mentioned the text in his lecture “Apocalypticism and Socialism. Reli-
gious-Philosophical Parallels” in 1910 and published it later in his anthology “The Two
Cities. Studies about the Nature of Social Ideals” (Moscow 1911, in Russian), see also fn.
27 below.

26 Regula M. Zwahlen, “Sergii Bulgakov’s Reinvention of Theocracy for a Democratic
Age,” Journal of Orthodox Christian Studies 3, no. 2 (2020), 193.

27  Sergii Bulgakov, The Apocalypse of John. An Essay in Dogmatic Interpretation, trans.
Mike Whitton (Miinster: Aschendorff, 2019), 98. The discernment of “the difference
between a political community and ecclesia” (see Aristotle Papanikolaou, The Mystical
as Political. Democracy and Non-Radical Orthodoxy (Notre Dame, IN: University of
Notre Dame Press, 2012), 161) is at the very core of Bulgakov’s political reflections, es-
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Body of Christ, the house of wisdom among men.? In this sense, in a Chalce-
donian relationship to homeless Wisdom, Bulgakov’s vision of Wisdom that
“has built her house, hewn her seven pillars” (Prov 9:1) grew stronger: Wisdom,
who found a place to dwell in creation (Prov 8:26-31). The Church “is in the
world, without being of this world; it lives and moves within history, without
drawing its roots from history, but rather from the eschaton, inasmuch as it
constitutes an ‘icon’ of the eschaton and a ‘symbol’ of the Kingdom”* More-
over, in Bulgakov’s vision of Christian union,

in the Father’s house there are many mansions, and the gifts of the Holy Spirit are
different, and so are the ministries. There are undoubtedly very strong differences
between [different] types of Christian piety, which perhaps make mutual under-
standing difficult, but one must be patient and wise in order to be able to learn
from the other and not to persist in one-sided and vain arrogance. This is what our
Christianity demands of us.*®

Thus, the title of this volume, and of the conference “Building the House of
Wisdom. Sergii Bulgakov 150 Years After His Birth” (September 2-4, 2021,
University of Fribourg, Switzerland), from which it emerges, honors Bulgakov
as an architect of the “house of wisdom” with “many mansions,” which is also a
synonym of the “city that is to come” (Hebr 13:14).* In doing so, we go beyond
the reverent commemoration of his 150th birthday and take on the task of
co-designing a “house of thought” within the human city that the community
of authors symbolically represent in their linguistic, cultural, and confessional

pecially in his book Dva Grada (The Two Cities) (1911). To date, the work has only been
translated into German: Sergij Bulgakov, Die zwei Stddte. Studien zur Natur gesellschaft-
licher Ideale, ed. Barbara Hallensleben and Regula M. Zwahlen, Sergij Bulgakov: Werke
(Miinster: Aschendorff, 2020).

28 Barbara Hallensleben, “Die Weisheit hat ein Haus gebaut (Spr. 9,1). Die Kirche in der
Theologie von Hans Urs von Balthasar und Sergij Bulgakov,” in Wer ist die Kirche?
Symposion zum 10. Todesjahr von Hans Urs von Balthasar (Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag,
1999), 33-61; Barbara Hallensleben, “La sagesse a bati sa maison (Pr 9, 1): Iéglise dans
la théologie de Hans Urs von Balthasar et Serge Boulgakov,” in Visage de Dieu, visages
de ’homme (Paris: Parole et silence et Editions du Carmel, 2003), 345-66.

29 Pantelis Kalaitzidis, Orthodoxy and Political Theology (Geneva: WCC Publications,
2012), 123.

30 Sergej N. Bulgakov, “Die Wesensart der russischen Kirche,” Internationale Kirchliche
Zeitschrift 3 (1930), 181.

31 Bulgakov, Die zwei Stddte, 13.
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diversity. Indeed, Bulgakov’s sophiology is a daring attempt to reconcile God
and the world, religion and secular thought.

Sergii Bulgakov—A Theologian for the Twenty-First Century

In a text about ,,Orthodox theology in the twenty-first century,” the English
bishop and Eastern Orthodox theologian Metropolitan Kallistos Ware ex-
pressed his view ,that there will be a shift in the central focus of theological
inquiry from ecclesiology to anthropology. [...] The key question will be, not
only, ,,'What is the Church?’ but also and more fundamentally, ‘What is the
human person?™* Bulgakov addressed both questions because, in his view,
they are intertwined. Human persons are inescapably relational and ,,each man
enlarges itself infinitely into the life of others, ‘the communio sanctorum;“ and
»humanity is one in Christ“ and the Church is the Body of Christ.”
Bulgakov’s influence on Orthodox ecclesiology of the twentieth century
is indisputable, but in view of Ware’s assessment, we are happy that this vol-
ume—alongside topics such as personhood, ecology, political theology, and
trinitarian ontology—prominently contributes to Bulgakov studies with regard
to theological anthropology. This does not come as a surprise, since we asked
our speakers to critically correlate Bulgakov’s thought with current theological
and philosophical, political, social, and economic issues. Some thirty-three au-
thors, both established Bulgakov researchers and competitively chosen young
researchers, have brought forth a wide arrange of new creative ways to critically
engage with Bulgakov’s work. Their chapters are arranged in five large parts:

o Personhood and Anthropology—with chapters on Christology (Rowan
Williams, David Bentley Hart), on Bulgakov’s concepts of deification (Mark

32 Kallistos Ware, Orthodox Theology in the Twenty-First Century, ed. Pantelis Kalaitzidis,
Doxa & Praxis (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2012), 17, 25 (emphasis added).

33 Sergius Bulgakov, The Orthodox Church (with a foreword by Thomas Hopko) (Crest-
wood, New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1988), 1, 5; see also Michael A. Meerson,
“Sergei Bulgakov’s Philosophy of Personality,” in Russian Religious Thought, ed. Judith
Deutsch Kornblatt and Richard E Gustafson (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1996), 139-53; Regula M. Zwahlen, “Different concepts of personality: Nikolai
Berdiaev and Sergei Bulgakov,” Studies in East European Thought 64, no. 3-4 (2012),
183-204; Konstantin M. Antonov, “Problema lichnosti v myshlenii protoiereia Sergiia
Bulgakova i problematika bogoslovskogo personalizma v XX veke,” Khristianskoe cht-
enie 4 (2017), 178-206.
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McInroy), faith and prayer (Ivan Ilin), kenosis (Sarah Livick-Moses; Jack
Pappas), creativity (Deborah Casewell), and mangodhood (Justin Coyle);
Politics, Economics, and Ecology; with chapters on Bulgakov within intel-
lectual history (Catherine Evtuhov and Regula Zwahlen, Nikos Koure-
menos, Alexei Kozyrev), and his contributions to modern Political
(Antoine Arjakovsky, Nathaniel Wood), Economic, and Ecological Thought
(Dionysios Skliris, Tikhon Vasilyev, Austin Foley Holmes);

Sophiology; with chapters on the philosophical and theological roots of
Bulgakov’s Sophiology (Liubov Petrova, Natalia Vaganova) and its impli-
cations for contemporary questions of theological anthropology (Joshua
Heath, Dario Colombo, Paul Gavrilyuk);

Creation and Ontology; with chapters on Bulgakov’s examinations of Marx’s
materialism (Caleb Henry) and Schelling’s ,,positive Philosophie“ (Taylor
Ross), and on the relationship of his Chalcedonian Ontology to Trinitarian
Theology (Brandon Gallaher, Antonio Bergamo, Nikolaos Asproulis, John
Milbank).

Ecumenical Perspectives; with chapters on Bulgakov’s thought on Augustine
(Pavel Khondzinsky) and on his (possible) contributions to Liberation
Theology (Graham McGeoch), Protestant Theology (Oliver Diirr), and
Ecumenical Theology in general (Paul Ladouceur, Adalberto Mainardi).

All chapters resonate well with Metropolitan Kallistos’ suggestion to develop
a theological anthropology that focuses on the human being as a mystery,
image and likeness of God, and mediator between heaven and earth (“priest
of creation”).** With regard to the latter, Bulgakov’s work is about “our true
relation as human beings to the material world”™ and about “a more posi-
tive relationship between person and nature”* If, in Ware’s view, the Greek
Fathers’ emphasis on negative theology requires a “negative anthropology”
with a focus on the indefinable character and dignity of the person,” we

34
35

36

37

Ware, Orthodox Theology, 31-32, 43.

Ware, Orthodox Theology, 27. On the “importance of the material world and collective
Christian social action,” see Mark Roosien, “The Common Task: Eucharist, Social Ac-
tion, and the Continuity of Bulgakov’s Thought,” Journal of Orthodox Christian Studies
3, no. 1(2020), 71-88.

Papanikolaou, “From Sophia to Personhood,” 20: “rather than the diametrical opposi-
tion that is implied especially in the theologies of Lossky and Zizioulas”

Ware, Orthodox Theology, 33.
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would add that it requires a “negative cosmology” as well.*® An “ecological
turn” based on Bulgakov’s view of an anti-positivist but not anti-scientific,
apophatic dimension of creation is represented by several contributions to
this volume.”

Metropolitan Kallistos also points out that “anthropology is a chapter or
subdivision of Christology”* In this sense, it seems to be no coincidence that
the first chapter in this volume, by Rowan Williams, the former Archbishop
of Canterbury (2002-2012), considers “Sergii Bulgakov’s Christology and Be-
yond” and is based on Williams’ keynote as patron of our conference. At the
same time, it reminds us of one of his recent books, Christ the Heart of Creation,
in which he argues that Christ restores

a lost or occluded capacity in humanity, the capacity to be a mediatorial presence
in creation, a priestly vocation to nurture the harmony and God-relatedness of the
finite order overall and to articulate its deepest meaning in terms of divine gift and
divine beauty.”

In this sense, “Bulgakov in effect claims that hypostatic existence is intrinsically
a form of life characterized by care: to exist hypostatically is to be in a rela-
tionship of ‘nurture’ towards the world that is encountered.”** This is only one
example of a fresh reading of Bulgakov’s sophiological theology presented in
this volume. However, readers might miss the odd subject that could have been
examined while dealing with Bulgakov’s immense work, such as the abovemen-

38 Barbara Hallensleben, “Kosmodizee. Das Bose im apokalyptisch-geschichtstheolo-
gischen Horizont bei Sergij N. Bulgakov,” in Das Bise in der russischen Kultur, ed.
Bodo Zelinsky (Cologne, Weimar, Vienna: Bohlau Verlag, 2008), 21.

39 See also John Chryssavgis, Creation as Sacrament. Reflections on Spirituality and
Ecology, London 2019; Laura Marie Hartman, The Christian Consumer, Oxford 2011;
Gayle Woloschak, “Ecology, Evolution, and Bulgakov,” in: Daniel Buxhoeveden, Gayle
Woloschak, eds., Science and the Eastern Orthodox Church (London: Routledge, 2011),
53-64; Willis Jenkins, Ecologies of Grace, Oxford 2013; Bruce V. Foltz, The Noetics
of Nature: Environmental Philosophy and the Holy Beauty of the Visible (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2013), 88-112 (chapter “The Resurrection of Nature: Envi-
ronmental Metaphysics in Sergei Bulgakov’s Philosophy of Economy”).

40 Ware, Orthodox Theology, 39.

41 Rowan Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation (London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2018),
223.

42 Rowan Williams, “Sergii Bulgakov’s Christology and Beyond,” see below, p. 25.
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tioned ecclesiology,* the theology of language and the name,* his theology of
history,* the social dimension,*® and other topics. Therefore, we hope that the
present volume will inspire other scholars to carry the field of Bulgakov studies
forward by exploring further dimensions.

Lastly, Bulgakov would certainly subscribe to Kallistos Ware’s final sugges-

tion to replace Descartes’ principle Cogito, ergo sum with the principle Amo, ergo
sum (“I love, therefore I am”) or even Amor, ergo sum (“I am loved, therefore I

.
am

’): “If we can make love the starting-point and the end-point in our doctrine

of personhood, our Christian witness in the twenty-first century will prove

43

44

45

46

See Paul Valliere, Modern Russian Theology: Bukharev, Soloviev, Bulgakov: Orthodox
theology in a New Key (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000), 347 ft.; Robert F. Slesinski, The
Theology of Sergius Bulgakov (New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2017), 207 ff,;
Hallensleben, “Die Weisheit hat ein Haus gebaut (Spr. 9,1). Die Kirche in der Theologie
von Hans Urs von Balthasar und Sergij Bulgakov,” 33-61; Pavel Khondzinskii, “The
Personalistic Ecclesiology of Archpriest Sergey Bulgakov, Archpriest Georges Flor-
ovsky and V. N. Lossky (in Russian),” Nauchnyi zhurnal Sankt-Peterburgskoi Dukhovnoi
Akademii Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi 5 (2020), 177-200; Brandon Gallaher, “L’action
eucharistique catholique: lecclésiologie du peére Serge Boulgakov,” Contacts. Revue
Frangaise de 'Orthodoxie 279-80 (2022), 323-40; Yulia Antipina, “The Ecclesiological
Foundations of Fr. Sergius Bulgakov’s Project for Partial Intercommunion,” The Quar-
terly Journal of St. Philaret’s Institute 45 (2023), pp. 29-44.

See e.g.: Joshua Heath, “Sergii Bulgakov’s Linguistic Trinity,” Modern Theology 37, no.
4 (2021), 888-912; Research will be certainly enhanced by the recent translation of Bul-
gakov’s Philosophy of the Name by Thomas Allen Smith (Northern Illinois University
Press 2022).

Bulgakov, The Apocalypse; Myroslaw Tataryn, “History Matters: Bulgakov’s Sophianic
Key,” St Vladimirs Theological Quarterly 49, no. 1-2 (2005) 203-18.

Sergej N. Bulgakov, “Social Teaching in Modern Russian Orthodox Theology,” in A Bul-
gakov Anthology, ed. James Pain and Nicolas Zernov (London: Westminster Press, 1976);
reprint, Orthodoxy and Modern Society, ed. Robert Bird. New Haven, Conn.: Variable
Press, 1995. 5-25); Sergii Bulgakov, “The Soul of Socialism,” in Sergii Bulgakov: Towards
a Russian Political Economy, ed. Rowan Williams (Edinburgh: 1999); Katharina Anna
Breckner, “Vladimir Solovev as the Mentor of Anti-Marxian Socialism: Concepts of
Socialism by S.N. Trubetskoj, S.N. Bulgakov and N. A. Berdiaev,” in Vladimir Solovev,
Reconciler and Polemicist, ed. Wil van den Bercken, Manon de Courten, and Evert van
der Zweerde (Leuven, Paris: 2000), 447-60; Josephien van Kessel, “Sophiology and
Modern Society. Sergei Bulgakov’s Conceptualization of an Alternative Modern So-
ciety” (PhD dissertation, Radboud Universiteit Njimegen, 2020); Regula M. Zwahlen,
“The Revolutionary Spirit of Revelation: Sergii Bulgakov’s Personalist Sociology,” The
Wheel 26/27 (2021), 60-64; Roosien, “The Common Task: Eucharist, Social Action, and
the Continuity of Bulgakov’s Thought,” Journal of Orthodox Christian Studies 3,1 (2020),
71-88.
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altogether creative and life-giving”¥” Metropolitan Kallistos was probably not
aware that Bulgakov made the same suggestion almost exactly a hundred years
ago in a piece on “Nature in the Philosophy of Vladimir Soloviev” (1910): “One
can also adopt the metaphysical formula: amo, ergo sum, because in love life
finds its most sublime manifestation.”*® That is why Bulgakov was and is a
theologian of both the twentieth and the twenty-first centuries.

%%

The conference on the occasion of Bulgakov’s 150th birthday would not have
been possible without the support of the Swiss National Science Foundation
(SNSF), the Orthodox Christian Studies Center at Fordham University, New
York, and the Volos Academy for Theological Studies, Greece. The conference
was also funded by grants received from the Centenary Research Fund, the
Theological Faculty, and the Institute of Ecumenical Studies of the University
of Fribourg. Special thanks go to the “deacons” of the conference organization:
Dario Colombo, Dr. Stefan Constantinescu, Dr. Mihail Comanoiu, Dr. Adrian
Craciun, Timon Schneeberger, and Désiré Ngwene.

We are particularly grateful for the generous Open Access funding for the
publication of this volume by the SNSE. Thanks also go to Paul Valliere for his
thoughtful review of all chapters, our copy-editor John Heath and to our editor
at Aschendorff Verlag, Bernward Kroger, for their conscientious work on the
manuscript.

47 Ware, Orthodox Theology, 49. This is exactly what the late Metropolitan of Pergamon
John D. Zizioulas has suggested in his very influential Communion and Otherness.
Further Studies in Personhood and the Church (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 89.

48 Sergej N. Bulgakov, “Priroda v filosofii V1. Soloveva,” Voprosy filosofii i psikhologii 105
(1910), 1911; Sergij Bulgakov, “Die Natur in der Philosophie Vladimir Solovevs,” in Die
Philosophie der Wirtschaft, ed. Sergij Bulgakov (Miinster: Aschendorff, 2014 [1910]),
271. See also Andrew Louth, “Sergii Bulgakov and the Task of Theology,” Irish Theo-
logical Quarterly 74 (2009), fn. 19. For Bulgakov on love, see Michael A. Meerson, The
Trinity of Love in Modern Russian Theology (Quincy, IL: Franciscan Press, 1998), 169 ff.;
Johannes Miroslav Oravecz, “Sergei Nikolaevich Bulgakov: God’s Love-Humility for
His Creation,” in God As Love. The Concept and Spiritual Aspects of Agape in Modern
Russian Religious Thought (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2014), 292 ff.
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Sergii Bulgakov’s Christology and Beyond

Rowan Williams

L

Vladimir Lossky’s notorious attack on Sergii Bulgakov in his 1936 pamphlet
Spor o Sofii (The Sophia Controversy) addresses a range of topics, from the na-
ture of canonical authority to the status of angels, but one of the central points
of contention is a set of concerns about Bulgakov’s doctrines of the person and
work of Christ—not surprisingly, since the publication in 1933 of the first vol-
ume of Bulgakov’s ‘major trilogy, Agnets Bozhii (The Lamb of God), primarily
an extended treatment of Christology, was the trigger for the series of critical
discussions culminating in the dramatic public exchanges of 1936.! Lossky—
echoing to some extent the criticisms of Bulgakov made by Metropolitan Sergii,
deputy locum tenens of the Patriarchate of Moscow—challenges Bulgakov’s
emphasis on the eternally determined character of the Incarnation of the Word,
questions the apparent Apollinarianism of Bulgakov’s account of the person of
Christ, and concludes that Bulgakov allows no real place in the economy of sal-
vation for the free and personal agency of Christ's humanity. “The Christology

1 Lossky’s pamphlet Spor o Sofii. ‘Dokladnaia zapiska® prot. S. Bulgakova i smysl ukaza
Moskovskoi Patriarkhii was published by the Confrerie de saint Photius, Paris, 1936,
as a response to Bulgakov’s defense of his position against the condemnation of his
views issued by the deputy locum tenens of the patriarchate, Metropolitan Sergii
(Stragorodskii). For a brief summary of the controversy, Sergii Bulgakov, Towards a
Russian Political Theology, ed. Rowan Williams (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1999), 173-
75; cf. Antoine Arjakovsky, La génération des penseurs religieux de [émigration russe. La
revue La Voie (Put’), 1925-1940 (Kiev-Paris: Duh i litera, 2002), 433-44, a thoughtful
and well-documented discussion of the controversy with some critical perspectives on
Lossky’s theological assumptions (cf. Antoine Arjakovsky, The Way. Religious Thinkers
of the Russian Emigration in Paris and Their Journal, 1925-1940 (Notre Dame: Univer-
sity of Notre Dame Press, 2013, trans. Jerry Ryan).
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of Father Bulgakov diffuses itself in a cosmic “panchristism,” swallowing up
both the Holy Spirit and the Church, and in the same way annihilating human
personhood in a “sophianically-natural” process of divinization.* In Lossky’s
judgement, what is most conspicuously lacking in Bulgakov’s theology is any
vision of the Church as a genuinely plural and interactive human community of
unique subjects called into communion by the Spirit, realizing in their count-
less free and distinctive ways the single reality of a human nature renewed in
Christ. Instead of this, according to Lossky, we have a suprapersonal process
in which the restoration of the human as such disappears: the incarnate Christ
becomes the embodied sign of a non-temporal drama of intra-trinitarian rela-
tions and a vehicle of the nebulous activity of divine ‘Sophia, whose ontological
status remains obscure.’ And the result of this is a cavalier attitude to the actual
historical and social constraints of the Church on earth as the God-given con-
text for each finite self to discover its true uniqueness in the form of a personal
discipleship that is worked out collaboratively in a flesh and blood community.

Lossky’s essay sketches many of the concerns that were to animate his own
later writing as a dogmatic theologian, and these foreshadowings are well
worth a longer discussion in themselves. But my aim in this paper is to look
at some of the specific criticisms he makes of Bulgakovian Christology and
to suggest that some points have been missed. Briefly, what I want to argue is
that Lossky does not ask what questions Bulgakov is actually trying to answer.
He does not engage with the metaphysical hinterland of what Bulgakov was
writing about theology, and so misses something very central to what the older
man has to say about humanity and its transfiguration, and, as I shall suggest,
there are elements here that are of very particular pertinence to contemporary
theological discussion. The toxic ecclesiastical politics of the Russian emigra-
tion in the ’30s certainly intensified Lossky’s polemic, and his later discussions
of Bulgakov in the lectures of his last years in the 1950s are more measured.
But—ironically—he misses some of the ways in which Bulgakov could have
been an ally in his own project; and his characterization of Bulgakov’s thinking
has done a good deal to set in stone a view of his system—especially his mature
treatment of Sophiology—that continues to cast long shadows over his legacy.
It may well be time to see if some of these can be lifted.

2 Lossky, Spor o Sofii, 61.
3 Ibid,, 27-28, 71-77. Lossky insists (p. 28) that divine ‘wisdom’ is never treated in clas-
sical Orthodox theology as anything other than one among the divine energeiai.
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One of the points insistently made in Agnets Bozhii* is that the Chalcedo-
nian Definition provides only a negative account of the mystery of the incar-
nation, a set of cautionary protocols rather than a real theological account of
what is entailed in confessing the Logos in flesh.” It is tempting to conclude
from the Definition that what happens when the Word takes flesh is that divine
omnipotence simply brings together two separate substances to attach them to
a single subject or hypostasis; and the refinements of the centuries that followed
do not add up to much more than a set of clarifications of detail within the
‘negative’ framework. But if that is how we read it, we are left with at least two
problems. There is a certain arbitrariness about the event of incarnation, the
danger of reducing it to a display of divine power (the kind of distortion that
came to dominate a lot of late mediaeval Western treatments of the subject®),
and there is a conceptual problem in that the terms of the Definition seem to
deny the inseparability of nature and hypostasis, implying that we can some-

4 Sergii Bulgakov, Agnets bozhii: o bogochelovechestve. Chast’ I (English translation [ET]
by Boris Jakim, Sergius Bulgakov, The Lamb of God (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans,
2008); references are both to the original and to this translation), 73-81, 205-06, 219-24,
235-39, 137 (ET 56-63, 182-84, 193-96). Bulgakov begins his book with a lengthy and
provocative account of patristic Christology, announcing that it is time for Orthodox
theology to do what neither Catholic nor Protestant histories of doctrine have done,
which is to clarify the ‘dogmatic dialectic’ underlying the development of doctrinal
formulae. In this introductory account (pp. 79, ET, p. 61) and later (e.g., pp. 235-39,
ET 209-11), Bulgakov suggests that the Chalcedonian formula is a sort of providential
anticipation of a fuller theological understanding that is still to come: the generation
that produced the Definition was theologically unadventurous, but nonetheless by di-
vine guidance kept open the conceptual space which theology would need to fill out in
due course.

5  Itis worth comparing Bulgakov’s account of Chalcedon with that of another brilliantly
innovative reader of the tradition at almost exactly the same time, Dietrich Bonhoef-
fer, whose Christology lectures of 1933 (text in vol. 12 of Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works in
English (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009), 299-360) also characterize Chalcedon as
providing no more than a ‘negative’ Christological schema. The presence of Harnack in
the background is a factor here for both theologians; Harnack and the doctrinal history
associated with his influence had considered the vocabulary of Chalcedon to be a sign
of conceptual barrenness or even ‘bankruptcy’

6  This is the model associated with the Christology of William of Ockham and other
nominalists, for whom God’s freedom to become incarnate in any created substance
obscured the interweaving of Christology with the doctrine of the divine image in
humanity and its restoration by Christ. As we shall see, a major focus of Bulgakov’s
Christology is precisely that human nature is created in order to be capable of incar-
nating the Logos; see especially Bulgakov, Agnets, 191-205 (ET, 168-82).
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how think of them in abstraction from one another, in defiance of any meta-
physical intelligibility.” Bulgakov wants, in contrast, to present the incarnation
as miraculous but not absurd, and the balanced counter-claims of Chalcedon
are, he emphasises,® not flat contradictions but ‘perspectival’ truths capable of
being held together in a synthesis. Of course, the doctrine of the divine image
in humanity is an element which qualifies any apparent arbitrariness, but the
chief resource in rethinking Chalcedon in positive terms is Sophiology—not
(as Lossky feared) as a system directing our attention away from the concrete
relations of finite agents to infinite, and to each other, but as a metaphysical
reinforcement for the valuation of the personal/hypostatic which becomes ever
more significant in the works that compose the major trilogy.

To understand what is going on in this respect, we need to look at what
Bulgakov had been saying about the concept of ‘hypostasis’ in the period lead-
ing up to the publication of Agnets Bozhii, especially the forbiddingly com-
plex and compressed discussion in the 1925 essay for Petr Struve’s Festschrift,
Ipostas i Ipostasnost’ (Hypostasis and hypostaticity),’ with its attempt to clarify
a notion of ‘hypostaticity’ or’ perhaps ‘hypostatic actuality’ When we speak of
the disjunction between hypostasis and ‘nature, we are not designating two
components of some ontological hybrid: we are simply describing the grammar
of being a subject: the life of self-reflexive intelligence is what happens as the
subject’s engagement with the world becomes itself a matter for engagement.
In the light of this, we can say that this process of engagement is the core of hy-
postatic existence and activity—ipostasnost’. This makes some sense of the way
in which the earlier Bulgakov writes about divine Sophia as the love of love’:*
Sophia is not some kind of ontologically intermediary reality between God and

7 Itis part of the contribution of Leontius of Byzantium to the development of Christol-
ogy that he rules out any such misreading of the terminology. Bulgakov devotes some
detailed attention to Leontius (pp. 81-94, ET, pp. 63-74), but reproduces (again like
Bonhoeffer!) some of the current misunderstandings of his schema. For a more sympa-
thetic reading of Leontius, see Rowan Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation (London:
Bloomsbury 2018), 92-99.

8  Bulgakov, Agnets, 206-07 (ET, 183-84).

9  Bulgakov, ‘Ipostas i ipostasnost: Scolia k Svetu nevechernemu,” in Sbornik statei
posvyashchennykh Pyotru Berngardovichu Struve, Prague 1925, 353-71 (cf. ‘Hypostasis
and hypostaticity: scholia to the unfading light,” in St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly
49, 1-2 (2005), 5-46, trans. Brandon Gallaher, Irina Kukota). The reference is to Bul-
gakov’s 1917 Svet nevecherni:sozertsaniia i umozreniia (ET by Thomas Allan Smith, Un-
fading Light: Contemplations and Speculations (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2012)).

10  Bulgakov, Svet nevechernii, 212 (ET, 217).
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creation, but the sheer actuality of divine engagement with both the divine life
as such and the finite reality which is posited by God as the other in which God
realises love ‘externally’ just as ceaselessly as he does ‘internally’ So whether
in finite or infinite reality, what ‘hypostasis’ actually means is the concrete and
continuous activity of engaging with what can and must be embraced, loved,
understood, connected with, transfigured. ‘Nature’ is ultimately just that: a
world, an environment, in the process of being perceived lovingly and brought
into sustainable, mutual relationality. So ipostasnost’ is in no sense a ‘thing’ or
even a quality or property among others; it is a name for divine actuality in rela-
tion—in the eternally stable relation of the Trinitarian life and in the unfolding
relatedness of God at work in the created order." And when we speak of ‘So-
phia, ‘divine or ‘created,; we are speaking of this ‘actualization-in-relationality’
of the world, the defining environment or defining conditions, of the life that
particular hypostases are living. Divine Sophia is simply what God actualizes;
in eternity, this is the timeless reality of the shared Trinitarian life, in time it is
the interdependent order of a creation which God allows to be other than the
divine. Creaturely Sophia, accordingly, is what humanity, made in God’s image
and exercising God’s likeness, actualizes when it is restored to its proper hypo-
static liberty, and is drawing and holding together the created environment in
its maximal harmony;, its optimal state of reflecting God.

But this already makes it plain that ‘hypostatic’ life is one of the ways in
which finite subjecthood reflects infinite life: we are made to be hypostatic—
that is, to extend a loving, ‘sense-making’ welcome to the world in which we
exist, to learn to see its hypostatic potential and make that real. Our subjectivity
is intrinsically ‘sophianic’ in that sense. And this means that our engagement
with our environment is always already caught up in the divine action of mak-
ing space and making sense, allowing the otherness of the created order to
unfold in time and engaging with it so as to serve the mutual life-giving that
anchors its stability and well-being."? This is typically God’s action in making
the universe both genuinely other to the divine and also genuinely invited into
unitive relation (and so into harmony). But our human calling is to reflect this
and realise it in the specific circumstances of our own existence. And in the
light of all this, it is possible to see how we can speak of the divine Logos acting
as the hypostatic centre of a continuum of human ‘hypostatizing’ agency:” it is
not that some alien subject has inhabited the shell of a created nature but that

11 See, e.g., Bulgakov, Tpostas ..., 361-62.
12 Ibid., 368, and cf. Bulgakov, Agnets, 158-62 (ET, 136-40).
13 Bulgakov, Agnets, 208-10 (ET, 185-87).
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the mode in which human nature is routinely activated (that is, the ‘hypostatic’
mode of the awareness of the self in relation) remains unchanged even when
that activation originates directly in the divine hypostasis of the eternal Word,
since all humans have the capacity to act ‘theanthropically’—in the sense that
they are always already in some degree involved in the hypostatic transforma-
tion of their ambient reality. All human subjects are ultimately defined by their
‘sophianic’ gift and vocation. Humanity is, from its first beginnings, disposed
towards the culminating realization of sophianic transformation that appears
in Jesus of Nazareth. Thus the mystery of union between divine and human
which the Chalcedonian Definition points to is no arbitrary matter, nor is it (so
to speak) an opportunistic solution to a problem; it is the crown of the divine
purpose in creation, the fulfilment of humanity’s vocation to personalize and
humanize the world in alignment with what divine love purposes for it.
Bulgakov says that every human hypostasis is therefore in some sense al-
ready ‘supernatural,™ and even ‘uncreated.” But it should be clear from our
discussion so far that this is not a claim that there is some part of human nature
that is uncreated: there is strictly speaking no such thing as a hypostasis, just
as there is no such quality as ipostasnost’, in the sense of some identifiable and
circumscribable characteristic which we can scrutinise. The human subject
is activated at its fullest by a relation with the creator that frees it to behave
‘hypostatically’ in relation to its environment—i. e. to act in a way that releases
the world it is part of to be fully and harmoniously itself. From the point of
view of the activating energy in this context, we can say that the reality of a
finite hypostasis is not an item among created substances but a configuration
of finite life such that the infinite agency of God brings about certain liberating
and transforming relations within the finite order; from the point of view of the
unbroken continuity of the finite world, we can say that the hypostatic agent is
unequivocally a created being. Bulgakov undoubtedly pushes the envelope in
his terminology, but it is hard to convict him of material heresy here—though
his argument’ that the language of Chalcedon permits a distinction between
the human psyche of Christ and the divine/uncreated principle of noetic ra-
tionality which in Jesus is supplied directly by the Logos is completely unsus-

14 Bulgakov, Agnets, 211 (ET, 188).

15 Ibid., 197-98 (ET, 174), 211 (ET, 188), where the hypostasis of Adam is described as
‘uncreated-created’; and cf. 160 (ET 137-38).

16 Ibid., 262-63 (ET, 235). This was one of the ideas which was singled out for criticism
in the ukaz issued by the Patriarchate, and which Bulgakov had attempted to clarify in
his response.
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tainable; patristic theologians were determined to rule out the idea that any
specific aspect of human existence, including the nous, was lacking in Jesus.
Bulgakov’s sympathy for Apollinaris,” as someone who at least saw as no-one
else did a question in need of an answer, repeatedly pushes him to defend the
idea that the supreme controlling reality in Jesus, that which constitutes him as
‘spirit, is not any created presence. This is at best an ambiguous and misleading
emphasis in the context of the traditional insistence on the unequivocal hu-
man completeness of Jesus’ humanity. Bulgakov himself is clear enough that
there is nothing lacking in the humanity of Jesus, but this seems to be on the
grounds that every created hypostasis is similarly open to the direct action of
the divine. Christ’s incarnate reality is undoubtedly unique for Bulgakov, but
it is also true that Christ fully realizes what all human agents are called to, so
that the hypostatic presence of his divinity is in no sense alien to the common
pattern of human nature.

2.

We noted that Lossky understands Bulgakov as effectively denying a role for
genuinely human agency in Christ’s redemptive work: in what sense can we
think of the incarnate Lord as acting freely, being tempted and so on? In fact,
Bulgakov’s discussion of the consciousness of the incarnate is one of the most
original and interesting features of his Christology, and should qualify any
suspicion that he gives insufficient weight to the actual liberty of Jesus as a
human subject. It is, however, undeniable that Bulgakov sees hypostatic life
as almost identical with self-awareness, and Lossky’s challenge has a point. To
exist hypostatically is certainly, for Bulgakov, to appropriate a calling to relate
consciously to the surrounding reality, and to one’s own being as subject. Yet,
this being said, it is not quite accurate to think of Bulgakov as identifying ‘hy-
postasis’ with a purely psychological reality, the process of the self-realizing
of consciousness—which is, I think, what Lossky is (rightly enough) worried
about.”® Bulgakov is certainly not proposing that the human self-awareness of
Jesus is replaced by the ‘divine Mind, as if the cognitive limitations and moral

17 Provocatively, he begins his introductory essay on patristic thought in Agnets with a
substantial discussion of Apollinaris, arguing that he anticipates something like the
Russian idea of ‘divine humanity’ (20-29, ET, 11-18).

18  Lossky was still teasing out his objections in the lectures he gave in Paris for the Institut
Saint Denis in 1955, three years before his untimely death, especially the lectures for
10/11/55 and 17/11/55.
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or spiritual acts of questioning and discernment ascribed to Jesus were fictive.
The detailed discussion® of Jesus” ‘theanthropic’ consciousness in Agnets—one
of the most sophisticated speculations on the subject in twentieth century the-
ology—attempts to tease apart the divine ‘self-consciousness” as such (which
the Word must retain in the incarnation, as the loss of this would be the de-
struction of the Word’s hypostatic existence) from the specific actuality of the
self-awareness of a human individuality within particular finite conditions. The
Word’s divine self-consciousness, we could say, is not and cannot be the aware-
ness of a set of conditions, and so is not in any competition with the self-aware
individuality of Jesus the first-century Jew; it does not intrude items of ‘divine’
knowledge into a human setting. But it is irreducibly a filial consciousness, and
this is expressed in the fact of Jesus’ prayer to the Father. ‘Divine Sonship is pre-
cisely what the divine “I” in Jesus is, his self-consciousness as divine conscious-
ness.? Follow this through a little further, though, and it implies that we are not
in fact looking at any simple identification of hypostasis with self-awareness,
and so (as Bulgakov’s sections on obedience and temptation” make plain) we
are not looking at any kind of evacuation of human freedom and finite agency
in the incarnate life, of the sort that Lossky most deplores. Bulgakov asserts
that all human subjectivity includes a tacit connection with the infinite reality
of God: it is the immediate effect of our existence in relation to God and our
bearing of the divine image. What it is not is an element in our conscious psy-
chological processes, an item of consciousness. It could better be described as
something grounding or conditioning consciousness; not in fact an idea wholly
alien to the mature Lossky’s theological account of the personal.*

So we might attempt to sum up Bulgakov’s concept of hypostasis and the na-
ture of ‘sophianic’ existence and action along these lines. To exist hypostatically
is to exist in a certain relation to a ‘world, an ensemble of life or activity. This
relation is not precisely the same as that of a conscious subject to the content of
its own perceptions or sensations, though this is the most familiar expression
of it; it is certainly to have (in the broadest sense) an ‘intelligent’ relation to it,
i.e. a relation of understanding, even if this is not systematized in concepts,
a capacity to respond consistently and creatively to what engages the subject

19 Bulgakov, Agnets, 291-350 (ET, 261-320).

20 Ibid., 293 (ET, 264; the translation in the text is my own).

21 Ibid., 316-34 (ET, 286-303).

22 See especially the essays in Lossky, In the Image and Likeness of God (Crestwood, NY:
St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1974), especially “The Theological Notion of the Human
Person, 111-23.
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from ‘outside. In the context of speaking about God, the ‘world’ on which di-
vine hypostatic action works is simply the divine life itself, the life that is eter-
nally and irreducibly a life of dispossession or self-displacement for the sake
of another. This is fundamentally the life of the trinity in itself, but it is also the
life of the divine trinity in toto oriented towards the otherness of what it brings
into existence out of nothing. ‘Sophia’ is the content of what divine action acts
upon—reflexively in the Trinitarian life, ‘dialogically’ in relation to creation as
it generates the vast scheme of coherent interaction that is finite reality. With-
in the created order, human subjects stand in a special relation to the divine:
they are sustained in their particular form of life by a fundamental connection
with the hypostatic action of God such that they are enabled to be vehicles of
that action in relation to what lies around them in the finite universe. In this
respect, they can be said to stand on the frontier between created and uncre-
ated; to use a rather different idiom, their relation with God is ‘non-dualistic,
they do not relate to God as one determinate substance to another. For certain
limited purposes, we can refer to their spiritual/hypostatic life as ‘uncreated’
They exercise their vocation as hypostatic creatures by acting so as to allow or
direct or release sophianic energy in the world, so that the world’s coherence
and beauty, its character as ‘cosmos, are sustained and intensified. Our human
fallenness is our turning away from hypostatic accountability: we have erected
our subjectivity as an object of knowledge in itself, ignoring the fact that this
subjectivity is always already by nature turning towards the world—the human
other as well as the entire ecology of a material universe. Salvation is the res-
toration of that accountability, the recognition of an already-existing relation
to our world which requires us to accept the calling to care and make sense
of what engages us. And so the incarnational restoration of our humanity is
the re-formation of authentic hypostatic existence—a radical self-emptying
(kenosis) that permits human subjectivity to recognize anew its already given
‘investment’ in and definition by its world, and to be released from the fiction
that the basic ontological truth is a plurality of atomistic and abstract subjects
of consciousness and desire.

Divine hypostatic existence in this context is the originating act on which
the existence of a world summoned into intelligent, conscious and developing
harmony is grounded. God as (threefold) hypostatic existence embraces the
unconditioned love and gift that is the actual shape of divine life; in the lan-
guage Bulgakov uses especially in Svet nevechernii (Unfading Light), God loves
God’s loving,” and God’s ‘Wisdony is that love of loving. God loves what is not

23 Above, n. 10.
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God, refusing (as it were) to be God ‘alone’ but creating a world to share in the
love that is God’s; so Sophia is God’s love of the love God has for creation. Finite
subjects realizing their hypostatic life are already ‘sophianic’ in that they are
taken up into relation with this love, but they are also called to make it active
in finite particulars; the hypostatic/sophianic vocation of human subjects is to
love God’s love for creation and to be effective conduits of that love. And of
course their love for God’s love is already itself an aspect of God’s love; they
are brought into being as lovers by the love God has for the world that God
kenotically allows to be.

Bulgakov brings us back repeatedly to the non-duality of hypostatic life/
sophianic agency/ transfiguring love as these appear in God and in creation,
and this is what makes sense of some of what seem to be the more problematic
aspects of his Christology. Nothing in human nature is supplanted or replaced
in the incarnation of the Word, because all finite hypostatic existence is at some
level in the same non-dual but distinct relation with the eternal hypostatic act
of God as Word and Son. Nor is he suggesting that hypostatic life is self-con-
scious subjectivity (‘personality’); it is what makes self-consciousness possible,
but is operative at a deeper level as grounded in the finite subject’s status as the
image of God, activated precisely by the hypostatic life-giving reality of the
eternal Other, the Word answering to the Father.

How exactly we are to think about the divine Word/Son—or indeed about
the interrelation of the three divine hypostases as such—is an issue about
which Bulgakov has a number of diverse and complex ideas. The implication
of what we have just outlined is that each of the divine hypostases is what it is
in virtue of its activation of the same divine substance, the ousia/Sophia which
is ultimately self-abandoning gift. But—in the wake of the patristic tradition of
distinguishing the three persons on the basis of their ‘mode of origination—
Bulgakov offers two schemata for understanding the differentiation of the
divine hypostases. They cannot be three co-ordinate instances of divine life
(Bulgakov is critical of the degree to which even theologians as sophisticated
as the Cappadocians give hostages to fortune on this); they have to be config-
ured in a set of specific and non-transferable relations. So, in Ipostas, we have
a model that owes something to Fichtean philosophy, though it takes this in a
very distinctive direction: the subject is always the subject engaged in/invested

24 tropos huparxeos; the formulation is used by Basil and Gregory of Nyssa in their po-
lemical works against Eunomius (the distinct names of the Trinitarian persons are
ascribed on the grounds of their distinct ‘modes of origination'—being unbegotten,
being begotten, proceeding).
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in the object or datum that actualizes it as a subject, but at the same time is
inseparably bound up in the perspective of the other ‘I; which guarantees that
the first subject is not caught in a simple binary relation with what it sees or
grasps. There is always an excess beyond the binary of subject and object, an
excess constituted by the ‘co-ego, whose presence both establishes the T" as
what it is (a unique nodal point of relation) and prohibits the reduction of the
shared world to what the T’ is encountering or negotiating. Elsewhere, notably
in Glavy o troichnosti (Chapters on the Trinity), this is supplemented by the
‘linguistic’ account of Trinitarian ontology so well explored recently by Joshua
Heath.”® Communicative or meaningful reality has the propositional form of
‘x is £7: there is a ‘this’ specifying a unique substantive point of orientation,
a ‘thus’ specifying a continuous or coherent form of existing, and the copula
which directs us to the actuality of this existing thus in actuality. Relating this
to the earlier Trinitarian model, we can see that the ‘thus’ of the interhypostatic
life of the Godhead is a version of what that model presents as the primordial
‘object’ which makes the primordial subject what it is, while the copula an-
nounces that the relation between subject and predicate is not an abstract or
context-free identity, but a living non-equivalence that is at the same time an
inseparable interdependence and mutual definition. As Bulgakov argues in
Glavy, the propositional form ‘x is f” has as its paradigm the first-person T am
A’—the subject’s recognition of being constituted in and by otherness, existing
in and only in a state of relatedness, an active mode; the copula establishes the
related and self-reflexive subject as both living and productive of life. The form
of predication mirrors the form of subjectivity.

Lossky and other critics worried that Bulgakov’s Trinitarian thought re-
duced the divine life to the self-realization of a single subject—the Fichtean
pattern that haunted a good deal of Idealist-inflected theology and philosophy
in the nineteenth century.?” But this is to ignore the subtlety of Bulgakov’s mod-
els: early on in Agnets, he goes to some pains to clarify what he does and does
not accept in Fichte, and to warn against any assimilation of divine life to the
unfolding of human selthood.?® From one point of view, he can indeed affirm
that the divine life is a single ‘consciousness, not a fusion or co-operation of

25 Joshua Heath, “Sergii Bulgakov’s Linguistic Trinity,” Modern Theology May 2021, 888-
912; I must record my indebtedness to him for countless illuminations of Bulgakov’s
texts.

26 To use the most common logical notation rather than Bulgakov’s own idiom.

27 Lossky develops this point in his lecture of 10/11/55.

28 Bulgakov, Agnets, 113-15, 119-20 (ET, 90-92, 96-97).
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three subjectivities; from another, it is clear that what it means for God to be a
‘subject’ entails the irreducible plurality of the points of orientation set out in
the two models of hypostatic diversity we have just considered, and that each
point in the triadic life is fully ‘hypostatic’ in the sense that it exists eternally
and actually, and is both wholly implicated in and wholly distinct from both
other points. So the entire life of the three persons of the trinity is ‘hypostatic’
action, and we can also rightly say that the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit
are equally hypostases; but because they are hypostases in the fullest and most
perfect sense, we cannot enumerate them as three comparable or co-ordinate
agents. They act hypostatically only in their differentiated relation to one an-
other—and this is an aspect of their ‘kenotic’ reality, the fact that they have no
reality en soi, no reality that is not constituted by their unrestricted gift of life
to each other: a ‘self-sacrifice’ that would seem to us a tragic self-destruction
is in God the plenitude of productive love and bliss.”? Infinite spirit and finite
spirit are alike in that both are hypostatic agencies realized in the embrace of
generative love towards what is other; but what is always fo be realized in finite
spirit (the coincidence of hypostasis and nature, of subjectivity and content) is
eternal and simultaneous in God.*”’

3.

Bulgakov’s Christology cannot be understood without this distinctive approach
to hypostatic existence. It is this that enables us to see that his ambiguous—and
often lyrically transgressive—language about the ‘uncreated’ character of hypo-
static spirit does not amount to a denial of the concrete humanity of Jesus, just
as his conception of sophianic transformation does not subordinate created
freedom to a collective or supra-personal cosmic process. Lossky’s engagement
with this hinterland is sketchy at best; and, as already noted, the irony is that
his own insistence on the unfathomable singularity of the hypostasis and its
freedom from the determinism and repetition of the merely ‘natural’ addresses
some of the same concerns. But one aspect of Bulgakov’s scheme which finds
no echo in Lossky—or indeed in other theological ‘personalists’ of the twen-
tieth century—is the point noted at the end of the preceding section, and is a
theme of particular pertinence to current theological and practical discussions.
Bulgakov in effect claims that hypostatic existence is intrinsically a form of life
characterized by care: to exist hypostatically is to be in a relationship of ‘nur-

29 Bulgakov, Agnets, 122-24 (ET, 98-101).
30 Ibid., 117-18 (ET, 94-96).
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ture’ towards the world that is encountered.” To put it still more strongly, any
account of subjecthood that ignores the responsibility to nurture and include
the environment in the construction of human meaning is illusory and de-
structive. For Bulgakov, God’s ‘sophianic’ existence is the continuity of a form
of life, an ‘essence, that is ceaselessly productive of and affirming of otherness:
as we have seen, this is primarily the internal differentiations of the Trinitarian
life and derivatively the creation and sustaining of the finite world. Earlier, I
used the summary formulation that Sophia is ‘what God actualizes’: the hy-
postatic agency of God eternally exercises the life of self-emptying ‘bestowal’
which is the divine reality. Translated into the terms of finite subjecthood, what
is significant in the analysis of how the created subject emerges into actuality
is that its analogy with the divine subject, the divine ‘I, implies a necessary
link between self-awareness or self-recognition and the generative gift of self
in nourishing otherness.

Bulgakov’s phenomenology of subjectivity is distinctive (and markedly
un-Fichtean) in that the object whose co-presence establishes the subject as a
subject is not simply an object to be known: the sophianic analogy—to use a
rather shorthand expression—implies that self-reflexivity is at the same time
‘the love of loving. What is encountered as other is that which has an immediate
claim to our love; what I know myself as if I know myself truthfully is a subject
whose life is constituted by offering or sharing life with the other. In the hypo-
static life that is God's, this life is literally generative of the other—the Father’s
birthing of the Son, the creation of the finite cosmos: we do not and cannot
originate ‘otherness’ in this way, but our role in creation is quite specifically to
bring the environment more fully alive in its sophianic interdependence. Bul-
gakov’s already richly developed anthropology in Svet nevechernii related the
sophianic to art and politics as well as liturgy; it is the transformative vocation
of the human in all these diverse contexts that Sophia grounds and enables.
What the protracted wrestling with concepts of hypostasis and subjectivity
does is to refine this insight by arguing that the hypostatic is necessarily bound
up with loving the world in such a way as to enrich and reinforce its beauty, its
orderly mutuality, its character as the context of transfiguring reciprocal gift.
God as hypostatic knows the divine self as generatively loving; our hypostatic
existence is always already given in the bare fact of our creation in the divine
image, and so our realizing of the hypostatic calling of our humanity is an
‘owning’ of the generative loving that is at the root of what we are.

31 The Heideggerian allusion in this phraseology is deliberate, though Bulgakov seems
never to have read Heidegger.
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Bulgakov’s deepening focus on a strictly theological agenda in the late 1920s
and early ’30s allows a more detailed Christological reflection to complete these
speculations. The incarnation of the Word is the point at which we see with
greatest clarity the continuity between divine and finite hypostatic life. If what
is affirmed about Jesus in the Chalcedonian Definition is true, and (a key point
for Bulgakov) if the Incarnation of the Word is more than a display of arbitrary
omnipotence, what makes incarnation possible and thinkable is simply that the
hypostatic actualization of humanity (including its vocation of transforming
and ‘personalizing’ its material environment) is always a process in which the
divine hypostasis of the Word is active: the unique presence of the Word in Je-
sus as the ‘hypostatizing’ energy of his human nature is both miraculously and
unrepeatably singular and in accord with the logic of human existence from
the beginning. In that sense certainly, the incarnation is prepared from ‘before
the foundation of the world. The questions as to whether the incarnation would
have happened without the Fall of Adam or (one of Lossky’s anxieties) and
whether the eternal determination of the incarnation implies the inevitability
of the Fall misunderstand what Bulgakov is trying to say. He is clear about the
fact that the work of Christ heals and releases a fallen humanity, restoring the
possibility of authentic hypostatic life. But it is possible to say that the incarna-
tion is fully congruent with what has been prepared from before the foundation
of the world while also saying that its actual historical and ontological effect in
the circumstances of fallenness is redemption from sin and release from captivi-
ty. It is important not to read his discussion through the lens of a late mediaeval
Western debate about the atonement. His aim is manifestly to set out a model
for thinking about the incarnation that takes with full seriousness the creation
of humanity in God’s image and thus allows us to understand the incarnate
Word as completing rather than displacing the finite order.

And it is this connection with the divine image that offers decisive insight
into what needs saying in a Christian anthropology for our own context. It
is almost commonplace for theologians (and others) to complain about in-
dividualistic models of human selfhood; it is increasingly common to note

32 See Lossky, Spor, 46-66; Arjakovsky, La génération, 438, n. 42, observes that Lossky
has to defend some views—or at least, some turns of phrase—in Metropolitan Sergii’s
critique in this area which do not sit well with the theological tradition.

33 The exhaustive section on ‘Redemption’ in Agnets (372-401 (ET, 342-72) should be
read alongside the earlier section on ‘“The Foundations of the Incarnation’ (191-205, ET,
168-82) to clarify Bulgakov’s understanding of the nature of the Fall and what exactly
needs redeeming or healing in human life.
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that many aspects of inherited Christian anthropology have reinforced the
illusion of a human destiny detached from the world to which humanity be-
longs. What Bulgakov’s discussion of hypostatic existence achieves—for all the
over-complex idioms and loose ends—is a way of connecting non-individualist
conceptions of selthood not only with the givenness of interpersonal relations,
but with a pre-existing relation to a world whose fulfilled meaning requires the
human hypostasis to be itself and to enact its vocation to responsibility. Not
only are we always already connected with the material and temporal universe
we inhabit, through the countless natural processes we are part of; we are al-
ways already called to love the world that is ours as God loves—that is, to make
space for its freedom and integrity and to animate and enrich its interconnec-
tion and balance; to serve its beauty and its justice. The self that we become
conscious of in reflexive human activity (at any level, not just in ‘canonically’
sophisticated forms of self-awareness) is a self which would not exist except as
capable of and summoned to care, because its foundation is the prototypical
self-giving identity of God in whose image the finite self exists. There is no
other way of being self or ‘spirit’; the attempt to create and sustain a culture in
which investment in and nurture of our environment is an option irrelevant to
the integrity and well-being of our selthood is an exercise in dangerous fantasy.
It is an aspect of the dangerous fantasy that seduces us into trying to think of
our selthood independently of human others or of the transcendent Other; like
those doomed enterprises, it will make us less fully human—no less in the di-
vine image, no less embodying a summons to love, but persistently frustrating
the expression of that image.

Bulgakov’s Christology remains a complex and controverted area of his
theology, but it is a strikingly bold development of his sophiological thinking.
During the ’20s, he radically recasts his theories about Sophia to purge away
any trace of the ‘mythical; personified Sophia who had haunted the systems of
some of his predecessors; in one sense, it could be said that he abandons ‘Sophi-
ology’ as a direct metaphysical thesis and uses the imagery of Sophia in the
service of a different kind of metaphysic, centrally preoccupied with language
and the conditions for the creation of meaning: ‘Sophia’ is a helpful shorthand
for the increasingly dense package of ideas to do with this ‘creation of meaning’
that he explores in the two theological trilogies, especially the notion of ‘that
upon which God acts’ in time and eternity, that which is passive to a divine
activity pervading and fulfilling it by self-surrendering love. Fundamental in
this development is the elaboration of the meaning of ‘hypostatic’ existence as
the locus for a sophianic actuality that is in some way continuous or analogous
between the divine and the human: just as God is concretely God only in the
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reflexive exercise of love towards God’s own act of generating and sustaining
the Other, so humanity is human only in its alignment with and participation
in this act. The phenomenon of human language is to be understood not merely
as the creation of shared meaning and communicable purpose among subjects;
it is rooted in a call and capacity within the human that persists even when
it is denied, because it is implied in the foundational fact of finite hypostatic
existence, its relatedness as image to the divine hypostatic action. It is a call
and capacity to make sense of the world by renouncing the seductive fictions
of self-containment or self-legislation or the generation of reality out of the
individual will, or any of the other myths that shore up the fragile illusion of
subsistent individuality.

It is what I have called a basic relation of ‘care, but it could equally well be
read in the light, say, of Dostoevsky’s affirmation of the universal ‘answerabil-
ity’ of the self for the healing of the world, not as an individual achievement,
a manifestly absurd picture, but as the grace-prompted readiness to exercise
care and serve the processes of reciprocal life-giving in whatever situation the
self finds itself in. Bulgakov presents his readers with a sometimes disorient-
ing abundance of insight about art, politics and discipleship in their interde-
pendence, and our current social and intellectual context is badly in need of
that level of integrated reflection, if we are adequately to resist the dominant
myths of a reductive market ideology even more ambitiously destructive than
the varieties identified and attacked by Bulgakov in his day. His Christology,
I suggest, deserves further unpacking to draw out an anthropology in which,
quite simply, what makes us human is a shape or direction of involvement in
the making of meaning which is prior to all our choosing or self-positing. Bul-
gakov’s friend and spiritual daughter, St. Maria Skobtsova, argued with passion
that Christianity needed an ethic that went beyond an ideal of loving action
that was somehow added on to the basics of discipleship and was anchored in
connections that pre-existed our moral dispositions.* For her, this was sym-
bolized above all in the love of motherhood, where the bare fact of physical
involvement entailed a kind of love that went beyond choice and policy, and
this symbol provided a key to grasping what love in the Body of Christ actu-
ally meant. Bulgakov works in a different idiom entirely, but some of the same
concerns are in view—the recognition above all that the self, in order to be
a self in any robust sense, must recognize the givenness of its investment in

34 See especially the essays “The Second Gospel Commandment’ and ‘On the Imitation
of the Mother of God” in Mother Maria Skobstova, Essential Writings, trans. Richard
Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2003).
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the service of the world’s ecology, in the embodied meaningfulness of a fully
reciprocal pattern of life for human society and for the ‘society’ of the finite
cosmos. Bulgakov’s efforts to spell out what life as hypostatic spirit entails are
laboured and not always clear; but in their Christological setting it is possible
for us to see them as guidelines for imagining the ‘spiritual” as essentially the
intentional giving of life and building of mutuality and solidarity which runs
analogically through the whole pattern of the life that God unveils to us in the
narrative of the divine action and supremely in the self-emptying act of new
creation that is the Paschal mystery.
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It seems to me that Sergii Bulgakov demonstrated as thoroughly and convinc-
ingly as one could that, if there is such a thing as a distinctively Christian con-
cept of the person, and if that concept is coherent, then it can be adequately
expressed only as, at once, a metaphysics of being, a philosophy of subjectivity,
and a theology of the one divine Person who is, in the end, the one Person of
all persons. Needless to say, however, I cannot prove this to be so within the
narrow confines I have set for myself here, but I do feel obliged to try to in-
dicate why I make the claim. And I hope it will not be taken amiss if I begin
by registering a few disagreements with a scholar of whose work I have a high
opinion—not for the sake of disagreement as such, but solely because I am
trying to find my way into and out again of something of a labyrinth and, not
having the hermeneutical equivalent of Ariadne’s thread readily at my disposal,
I am grateful to anyone who has already explored and marked out apparent
routes of escape that in fact will not get me where I want to go.

In two recent articles,' Joshua Heath calls attention to what he takes to be
a tension or even contradiction in Bulgakov’s transcendental account of per-
sonal subjectivity, and so also in his theological account of the intratrinitarian
relations. The inconsistency appears, Heath suggests, if fleetingly, as early as
The Tragedy of Philosophy, where it constitutes only an occasional and inci-
dental discordant note. It recurs, however, in the much later epilogue of The
Comforter, “The Father;,” where it swells into a crescendo of sustained disso-

1 Joshua Heath, “On Sergii Bulgakov’s The Tragedy of Philosophy,” Modern Theology
37:3 (2021), 805-22; ibid., “Sergii Bulgakov’s Linguistic Trinity,” Modern Theology 37:4
(2021), 888-912.
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nance. In the earlier treatise, Heath believes, the contradiction is easy enough
to isolate from the rest of the argument: Throughout that text, Bulgakov fre-
quently affirms that “the transcendent is always linked to the immanent” and
that “the subject, the hypostasis, always reveals itself, always expresses itself,
in the predicate”;> moreover, he explicitly insists that “the plurality of the I is
a fundamental axiom of thought and life” and that any attempt to think the I
without any you renders the former unintelligible.* And yet, even so, at other
times he speaks of an abiding transcendence within subjectivity, and does so
in terms of “hidden depths” or of “self-enclosure,” or even of a “realm hither-
to unknown to light”*—language that according to Heath threatens to depict
that transcendence as some inaccessible, private quantum of subjectivity only
secondarily externalized in its predicate.’ This, he believes, would appear to be
irreconcilable with the insight that the “transcendent subject is [...] not merely
an I, but a we.” As Heath puts the matter, “we can say that what is ‘hidden’ in
the subject, that which lies ‘beyond’ the predicate, is not a mysterious quantum.
Rather, the subject’s ‘noumenal quality’ is the act of the subject’s self-positing
in relation to other subjects”®

Here is where I must register my disagreement. I believe we are being con-
fronted at this point with a false either-or, and I would in fact argue the reverse:
that it is precisely because Bulgakov understands the transcendence of the sub-
ject as in itself an undisclosed depth, always in some sense logically prior to its
manifestation or predicate, that his account of the subject’s total self-disclosure
and self-realization in outward relation does not become vacuous; for it is pre-
cisely that inexhaustible and indispensable in itself that is always also given as
in and by another and only in this way also given fo itself. That is to say, what is
revealed and thereby constituted in the relation of any personal subject to its
predicate by way of the copula is not some process by which an original inte-
riority is somehow always already dissolved in its own exteriority, but rather
the imperturbable and abiding structure of personhood, which is of necessity
a structure of the hidden and the manifest at once. When Bulgakov says that
what is transcendent in the subject is inseparable from what is immanent, he is
necessarily asserting the reverse as well. What he is talking about, after all, is a

2 Sergii Bulgakov, The Tragedy of Philosophy, trans. Stephen Churchyard (Brooklyn: An-
gelico Press, 2020), 12.

3 Ibid, 1L

4  Ibid, 10, 14.

5  Heath, “On The Tragedy of Philosophy,” 814.
6 Ibid, 814.
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single source of subjectivity that is never effaced, exhausted, or negated as the
one and only source of the person even in being poured out in its revelation in
another: a hidden depth that is always already manifest, but manifest also as a
hidden depth. The we that is implicit in the I is not a social concord that yields
a subject or that simply dispels the hiddenness of subjectivity; it is still always
the hierarchy of the hidden and the manifest in their essential convertibility
with—rather than their opposition fo—one another: a hierarchy in which the
I of the subject is forever constituting itself in the we out of its (so to speak)
“ingenerate” ground of subjectivity. Simply enough, Bulgakov’s is a structur-
al—not a genetic—account of personhood.

The issue, I think, becomes clearer when one turns to Bulgakov’s account of
the intratrinitarian relations in that famous or infamous epilogue, and then to
Heath’s criticisms of it. In one sense, Heath is taking Bulgakov to task for claims
that are actually inevitable from the very logic of classical Trinitarian theology.
In fact, if Bulgakov is wrong in his reasoning in these pages, so arguably is the
entirety of post-Nicene theology. But, more to the point, in accusing Bulgakov
of contradicting his own earlier insistence that divine personhood is always
already interhypostatic and convertible with God’s act of self-manifestation,’
Heath is clearly misconstruing the metaphysical content of that claim. The re-
ality is precisely the opposite: far from constituting a contradiction, Bulgakov’s
argument in the Comyforter’s epilogue confirms and renders fully coherent the
picture of divine personhood that, say, The Tragedy of Philosophy (as well as
writings from the same period, such as his “Chapters on Trinitarity”)® expressed
in somewhat more inchoate form. True, certain themes—the Father’s silence,
his hiddenness and interiority, his life within himself,? his transcendence in
remaining forever outside of revelation, as its absolute subject rather than its
object®—assume a dominance in the epilogue that they had not previously
enjoyed. And, perhaps more explicitly than had previously been the case, all of
these themes apply there no less to the Father’s self-outpouring in the life of the
immanent Trinity than to his self-outpouring in the economic Trinity. Heath
is wary, I suppose understandably, of any concept of divine transcendence—
as well as any apophatic reserve in speaking about that transcendence—that

7  Heath, “Linguistic Trinity,” 911.

8  Sergii Bulgakov, “Glavy o troichnosti” (Chapters on Trinitarity), in ibid., Trudy o troich-
nosti, ed. Anna Reznichenko (Moscow: OGI, 2001).

9  Sergii Bulgakov, The Comforter, trans. Boris Jakim (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans,
2004), 379.

10 Ibid., 188.
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seems to rest not on the mutual inherence of the divine Persons, but instead
on the intratrinitarian distinctions of hypostases. He finds it all but impossible
to make sense of this in terms of Bulgakov’s claim that the real revelation of a
subject in its predicate is not merely the disclosure of who that subject already
is, but is rather the very act by which that subject is anyone at all; nor does it
seem to him to accord with the attendant claim that, of course, in the divine
life there is a perfect adequacy of both predicate and copula to the subject they
manifest." Thus, where Bulgakov asserts that, even within the immanent life of
the Trinity, the Father reveals himself to the Son and Spirit not only as Father,
but also as God, Heath glimpses a troubling specter: “a ghostly separation of
the Person of the Father from the single act of generation and spiration, from
the particular kenotic act that is constitutive of Fatherhood”"> And this he sees
as incongruous with Bulgakov’s earlier, explicitly linguistic Trinitarian reflec-
tions, and as a deviation from Bulgakov’s own most important insights of such
violence that it threatens to overthrow those insights, and to reinstate the idea
of a subject already possessed of an interiority prior to relation.”

Again, I take these worries to rest upon a misunderstanding. To begin with,
considered simply as theologoumena rather than as a metaphysics of person-
hood, many of Bulgakov’s assertions regarding the relations of the divine Son
and Spirit to the Father follow necessarily from the one indispensable maxim
of all Trinitarian theology and dogmatics: to wit, that the taxis of the econom-
ic Trinity is the taxis of the immanent Trinity, and that only by virtue of that
identity is it possible to affirm anything about God as Trinity. Inasmuch as the
Trinity is not a confederation of three individuals, but rather the very order of
relations whereby God is God, one cannot conceive of the economy of revela-
tion as in any way dissembling that eternal order without effectively denying
the reality of the Incarnation. The divine Son is also a man only if his identity
as the eternal Son, in relation to Father and Spirit, is also who he is as that man.
Thus, in the kenosis of God in Christ, all that is not accidental to the humanity
of Christ as Son ad extra must have its premise in the identity of the Son ad
intra. By this logic, Bulgakov is quite correct, it seems to me, when he asserts
that even the absolute transcendence of the Father to creation has its premise
in the intra-divine life," if only because Jesus addresses the Father both as Fa-
ther and as God, and this reality—the very possibility of Jesus’s human prayer

11  Heath, “Linguistic Trinity,” 910-11.
12 Ibid., 911.

13 Ibid., 911-12.

14  Bulgakov, The Comforter, 361.
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to God being fully compatible with and expressive of the Son’s eternal relation
to the Father—cannot be attributed solely to the economy: “The kenosis refers
to the life of the God-Man’s Personality, to its state, but it does not refer to His
Personality itself; on the contrary, according to the Chalcedonian dogma, the
entire power of the Incarnation consists in the unchanging nature of the God-
Man’s Personality”” Had the Son’s prayer to his God and Father been only a
temporary arrangement, this would have introduced a change into the very
personality of the Son.” The Logos is, after all—and here Bulgakov is drawing
not only on the Letter to the Hebrews, but on one of the very oldest continuous
motifs of high Christology—the eternal and Heavenly High Priest, the Great
Angel or Angel of Mighty Counsel, in whom the whole of creation is forever
turned toward the mystery of the Father in adoration.”

If, moreover, the revelation of the Absolute in the world presupposes the
self-revelation of the Absolute “in itself,” as Bulgakov claims,” then he is cer-
tainly correct also to claim that it is a revelation not of natural or ontological
differences among the divine hypostases, all of whom are equally God in his
fullness, but of hierarchical distinctions within the one “trihypostatic Person”
In that hierarchy of relations, the Father is forever, at one and the same time,
both God revealing himself in the eternal kenosis of his love and also the un-
searchable depth of that self-manifesting abyss of love, the divine apyr from
whom the Son and Spirit receive themselves, and whom they know as their
own inexhaustible source in knowing themselves.” In his own proper idiom,
however, the Father is not the object of that knowledge, but rather the subject
who is being made known in the objective manifestation of Son and Spirit.
Again, it is vital to recall here that when Bulgakov speaks of the interhypostat-
ic constitution of the divine life, he is speaking not of three discrete persons
poured out in one another as though from three distinct sources of person-
hood; nor is he speaking of a dynamic exhaustion of transcendence in kenosis,
or the exhaustion of the interior life of the Father in the absolute exteriority of
either the divine or the created order. Rather, he is speaking of one source of
all that is, one fons deitatis, constituting itself as one trihypostatic Person: not a
threefold intersubjectivity, that is, but a single subject in three hypostases who

15 Bulgakov, The Comforter, 372.
16 Ibid., 372-73.

17 1Ibid., 74.
18 Ibid,, 361
19 Ibid., 379.

20 1Ibid., 376-77.
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are one in essence, and three only as distinct moments within the structure
of divine personhood. And this must always remain a structure of the hidden
and the manifest at once—subjective depth and objective revelation—if God is
both one and truly personal. In that life of love, none of the divine hypostases
can be deprived of his own proper idiom, his own mode of subsistence—not
the Son or Spirit as completely revealing the Father, and not the Father as the
transcendent mystery that the Son and Spirit reveal. Hence, again, Bulgakov
speaks of the identity of—not the contradiction between—the Father’s inner
Word, restrained in silence, and the uttered hypostatic Logos,” in seeing whom
one has seen the Father. This was, after all, the most notable advance that the
Nicene-Constantinopolitan settlement made over earlier theologies that pre-
sumed an absolute disproportion between the Father in himself and the Son
and Spirit: the transcendent hiddenness of the Father (which was axiomatic for
all theologies, Nicene no less than ante-Nicene) was now understood as also
made fully manifest in the Father’s co-equal Son, in the light of his co-equal
Spirit. And yet, still, the Son in that theology is not the hidden Father, and the
Father is not the revealed Son.

Anyway, Heath need not fear that Bulgakov’s argument in the epilogue
will lead back, as he says, to some kind of “self-positing of the Father apart
from and prior to his kenosis,”** analogous to the metaphysics of subjectivi-
ty that Bulgakov himself found to be so disappointingly truncated in Fichte’s
thought.” On the contrary, Bulgakov is speaking of that depth of subjectivity
that is constituted precisely as unified subjectivity—as, that is, a living “I"**—in
the generation and procession of its predicate and copula. This remains clearly
the case, and perhaps especially so, even if one sets Bulgakov’s explicitly theo-
logical reflections somewhat aside and considers his account of personhood
in the abstract. To use the linguistic scheme that he so favored in the 1920’
and never thereafter abandoned, in any act of personal existence there is a
subjective depth that is becoming someone, so to speak, through its outward
expression in its predicate, as accomplished by the mediation of real being, in
the copula—the “am” or “is”—of that predication. In that very act, however,
the subject becomes true subjectivity, which must of its nature be constituted
inwardly as what is withheld even in being given outwardly in its predicate. In

21  Bulgakov, The Comforter, 364.

22 Heath, “Linguistic Trinity,” 911.

23 Bulgakov, The Tragedy of Philosophy, 218-19.

24  Sergii Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, trans. Boris Jakim (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans,
2008), 89.
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becoming a personal subject, that is, I become an object at once to you and to
myself; in fact, my own subjectivity, as pure subjectivity, remains invisible even
to me, and is known to me only in the act of reflecting upon what has been
made manifest. To you, however, I am known as the object of your subjectiv-
ity, which is of its nature withheld from me. Conversely, whenever you reveal
yourself to me in words—even if it were possible that the words you speak
should be not only perfectly true, but also miraculously wholly expressive of
the full depth of your subjectivity—what you disclose to me still remains, in
itself, a necessary hiddenness; what I know in the idiom of expressed words you
still possess also in the idiom of an interior Word. Were this not so, the event
of personhood would be the dissolution of the subject. And, in that exchange
whereby each of us is yielded up as the object of another’s subjectivity, we are
each engaged in the other’s constitution as persons, each allowing the other to
come to himself or herself as the distinct and personal subject of revelation.
Still, the structure of personhood abides. As Bulgakov writes (in that in fact
alarmingly clarifying epilogue), “Revelation of the noumenon in phenomena
presupposes a subject, a predicate, and the copula between them. It presuppos-
es that which is revealed, that which reveals, and a certain unity or identity of
the two: a mystery and its revelation*

This was always, I submit, the logic of Bulgakov’s earlier, more purely lin-
guistic accounts of the Trinity and of personhood. Yes, in his “Chapters on
Trinitarity” (for instance) Bulgakov speaks of the life of spirit as the dynamic
identity of subject, predicate, and copula;* he speaks also of the ontological
love by which the “I” lives never only in itself, but always also in the you and
the he or she and so forth;*” he speaks of the subject as knowing itself only in
and through otherness.”® But, even so, he is quite clear that this self-revealing
subject is also expressed out of an unrevealed “state of depth,”® and that in
that self-expression the subject is at one and the same time a certain silence, a
certain express Word, and a certain concrete life.” The “I” that grounds itself
by expressing itself as I, you, we and so forth all the while remains “I”* Once
again, what is at issue here is not a process—not even an eternal and timeless

25 Bulgakov, The Comforter, 360.
26 Bulgakov, Chapters, 34.

27 Ibid., 60, 89.

28 Ibid., 66-67.

29 Ibid., 93.

30 Ibid., 64.

31 Ibid., 80.
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process—of interiority being converted into exteriority or exteriority being
converted into interiority; rather, it is the eternal coinherence of inner and
outer, the hidden and the manifest, the ingenerate source and its generated and
“breathed” (that is, living) disclosure.

So, then, if indeed this is the structure of personhood, divine and human,
what is its ground?

IL.

It is something of a commonplace in a great deal of modern theology to speak
confidently and even a little proudly of something called Christian “personal-
ism,” or to assert that Christianity, in its understanding of the shape and foun-
dation of reality, uniquely elevates and ennobles and grants special eminence
to the concept of “personhood” as such; supposedly, as a result of its Trinitarian
and Christological dogmas, and of its language of the Fatherhood of God and
of humanity’s filiation to God in Christ, Christianity has produced an under-
standing of and concern for the person that surpasses that of any other creed
or tradition. I take such claims to be false. Quite apart from the silly cultural
triumphalism in pronouncements of that sort (inevitably born of ignorance),
there is the not inconsiderable reality that, throughout most of theological
history, the very language of “persons” has been something of a protean pres-
ence in Christian thought that has never assumed the stable form or concep-
tual clarity or even moral centrality we would like to imagine it has. If we
reconstruct the history of its doctrinal usage with sufficient care, and then its
theological sequels, what we really find is not so much the story of a lucid and
specific idea naturally emerging from earlier epochs of Christian discourse and
thought and developing consistently, but rather something more like the tale
of an uninvited dinner guest who, by virtue of a tenuous connection with one
of his host’s distant relations, insinuated himself into the household and then,
by sheer tenacity, somehow established himself as heir to the family fortune.
The Latin word persona, after all, entered the Christian lexicon at first as
something of a cipher, called upon to discharge the roles of two distinct Greek
terms of art in Trinitarian theology, mpocwmnov and vmooTaoic: in the former
case as a more or less literal rendering, in the latter for want of any better way
in the Latin of the fourth century for representing the distinction between
the two terms dmootaolg and ovoia, which were themselves already hazily
amphibologous ciphers whose principal usefulness lay in their syntactic—rath-
er than strictly semantic—distinction from one another. All that these words
established within the dogmatic grammar of the faith was that in God there is
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an “essential” whatness, oboia, of which the Father and the Son, and in time
the Spirit, could each be regarded as a “subsistence”, bmootaoic. In general, in
fact, all the Trinitarian terms proper to the Nicene settlement were not so much
names for clear and precise concepts as semantic tokens distinguished from
one another only in order to exclude alternative semantic economies. And, in
their being translated from Greek into Latin, the range of those distinctions
was, if anything, slightly impoverished. What little concrete meaning might
have seemed naturally to inhere in the word dnéotaciG—subsistentia, if one
were to make a literal transposition into Latin—was progressively diminished;
and the same is true of the term npdownov or persona, which gradually ceased
to carry the connotation of an “aspect” or “expression” of a nature or essence,
and began instead to mutate into something else. Down the centuries, in con-
sequence (accidental or natural), the language of “person” (or its equivalent
in other tongues) has not only assumed a position of special prominence in
Christian discourse; it has come successively to acquire, even within theolog-
ical usage, all the attributes and connotations with which we have invested it
in any given epoch—ethical, legal, psychological, social, what have you—and
all the while we have been constantly, retroactively, and largely unconsciously
altering our understanding of its usage in the tradition as a whole. In a sense,
the very concept of the “person” in any given epoch of Christian thought is like
a quantum potentiality wave (in the standard Copenhagen interpretation, at
least) that, in being observed, collapses into one particular history, thereby in
a sense creating its own past.

Perhaps the most popular and frequent claim regularly made for Chris-
tianity’s uniquely “personalist” view of reality is that, for Christian thought,
“person” is a concept transcendent of and logically prior to any concept of
“nature” or @volc. This, after all, at least seems as if it must in some sense be
true. Orthodox Christology clearly appears to elevate the hypostasis of the
divine Son over the difference between his two natures when it proclaims that
the single person of the incarnate Logos is at once entirely human and entirely
divine; and orthodox soteriology seems also to elevate the human hypostasis
over that same difference when it proclaims the deification of human beings
in Christ. The logic here appears almost banal in its obviousness. Of course,
it is also a logic that gives license to some perilously extreme formulations, as
when Maximus the Confessor assures his interlocutor Pyrrhus that the natures
hypostasized in Christ share nothing in “common,” kowvov, other than the one
hypostasis by which they are joined in a single activity.”? And extreme formu-

32 Disputatio cum Pyrrho 28-31, PG 91: 296C-297A.
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lations require careful exegesis. What Maximus is saying here is true if one
takes kowvov to mean one or another univocum, some “property” univocally
resident in both the divine and the human natures considered in the abstract;
for, manifestly, the infinite and simple God possesses nothing under the form
of discrete properties or accidents or qualifications, whereas creatures possess
their natures always in finite, composite, and diverse fashion, divided between
substance and accidents (and so forth and so on). If, however, Maximus were
taken as saying that the being and nature of the creature are alien and extrinsic
to the being and nature of God, without analogy, and that these otherwise
unrelated or even mutually repugnant realities are reconciled to one another
in Christ only by virtue of an ontological indifference to the properties of any
nature on the part of the hypostasis of the Logos, he would be saying something
absurd and somewhat atrocious. For one thing, obviously it would be foolish
to imagine that God and creation could be posed over against one another
equivocally, within some more capacious context of existence, or that finite
beings could possess any real natural properties or perfections that are any-
thing other than participations in the being of God. Clearly the absence of any
univocal commonality between Christ’s two natures must not be understood
as the absence of an analogous commonality.

More to the point, though, what could it possibly mean to say that “per-
son” or “hypostasis” transcends nature, or is prior to nature, or (in the cases
of the God-man and of deified human beings) is indifferent to the differences
between the natures it instantiates? Surely, for this to be intelligible, one must
also grant the reciprocal claim that any “personal” hypostatic realization of a
nature is the realization of a nature that is intrinsically personally hypostatic—
which is to say, capable of actuality only in and as “personhood,” whatever that
means—and that this capacity, which clearly lies at the ground of both natures,
is already an essential unity, and can in fact be no less a unity than is the full
expression of that capacity in the one indivisible personhood of Christ. Only
an intrinsic orientation toward personhood in the divine and human natures at
once makes it possible for them to be fully actual in and as the same person, in
such perfect unity that those natures are not merely juxtaposed, but truly coin-
herent one in the other. Otherwise, Christ would not be truly the God-man,
but only a kind of chimaera composed of eternally juxtaposed but unreconciled
properties, part human, part divine, and wholly unnatural; and personhood—
far from being the uniquely exalted and integral principle we so keenly desire it
to be—would be vacuous to the point of monstrosity. If personhood is not un-
derstood as essentially the instantiation and subsistence of the nature it makes
actual, and so as rooted in that nature as its own innermost potential, then it
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becomes an oddly nihilistic concept: a kind of ontological portmanteau within
which potentially any collection of disparate natures and abstract properties
might somehow magically be contained together. This would conceptually sev-
er those natures from their own intrinsic modes of expression and manifesta-
tion, thereby evacuating the very category of nature of any real meaning, and
deprive personhood of the power of truly expressing any nature at all. At that
point, the words mpocwnov and persona would seem to revert to their most
“superficial” meaning—a “mask,” either dramatic or funerary—as though they
indicated only a kind of sterile haecceity, a unity superimposed only as an outer
aspect upon what in itself is a mere confluence of divergent forces, as much a
rupture as a union, in an almost Deleuzo-Guattarian way: the ever repeated
univocity of “person,” the unrepeatable equivocity of “persons” At that point
also, logic would become impotent, and one would be forced simply to rely on
affective rhetoric: to speak, say, of the “dynamic” power of personality to unite
incompatible things in a single activity, or (once again) to speak of personhood
meaninglessly as something that always somehow transcends nature, precisely
by being nothing in itself as such.

Yes, of course, the person of Christ is in one sense prior—at least, logical-
ly—to the union of natures he comprehends; and, by reciprocal necessity, the
persons of creatures enjoy that same logical priority over that same union of
natures within themselves when they are deified. Even so, it is not enough to
assert that the concept of person transcends the concept of nature in order
to explain how it is that Christ’s one divine hypostasis is able to comprehend
both his divine and his human natures without confusion or separation. It may
be tempting to regard this as the proper “neo-Chalcedonian” solution to the
Christological paradox; but, viewed dispassionately, it soon turns out to be no
solution at all. It is instead only a repetition of the initial problem, but with the
superaddition of a category so scrupulously purged of intrinsic content that it
is no longer resistant to even a total contradiction. This is a useless approach to
the issue. By this logic, the Logos might just as well have become incarnate as
a lettuce. To say that the miraculous coinherence of human and divine natures
in Christ without either confusion or separation is “explained” by a concept of
“hypostasis” or “person” that is indifferent to the difference of natures in Christ
is to say nothing at all, but to do so with a redoubled emphasis in the hope that
it will sound like a positive assertion. In the end, this is simply the invention
of a category so barren as to be infinitely capacious, and then an attempt to
pretend that the problem in question is somehow—magically—its own answer.
It may be very dramatic to assert that there is some mysterious quantum called
“personality” that possesses the dynamic power of uniting incompatibles, but
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nothing has that power; not even God can unite the truly incompatible. True
union between disparate realities—and this includes disparate natures—occurs
only by way of their reduction to a wider, more encompassing, simpler, and
more primordial commonality.

Hence, while it may be necessary to assert the priority of hypostasis over
nature in the actual union of human and divine in Christ or in us, it is no less
necessary to affirm that personhood is also the subsistence of—and so onto-
logically dependent upon—the nature it expresses. Hypostasis and nature must
remain the two indissoluble sides of a single metaphysical principle: as ontic
actualization and ontological axiom. There is nothing wrong, needless to say, in
taking all the later developments of the concept of “hypostasis” or “person” into
account in one’s Christological speculations; but one can do so to a purpose
only so long as one does not render the concept vapid by severing those devel-
opments from their most fundamental, original, and indispensable ground: the
concept of a subsistence. And so one still must ask what it is about the divine
and human natures—what primordial commonality or point of indistinction,
that is, that exists between them, at a level presumably more fundamental than
any merely univocal properties could occupy—that allows for them to come
to full expression in one and the same person. The properly essential question
of Christology, then—the only one that can yield an answer that is more than
a rhetorical gesture toward some quantum ignotum or persona ex machina—is
not: “How are two incompatible natures reconciled in a single hypostasis?”
Rather, it is: “How is it that a full subsistence of the divine nature and a full
subsistence of the human nature can be one and the same subsistence, without
contradiction?” Only one answer is possible (or interesting).”

III.

Much of the obscurity in Christian talk of the “person,” of course, lies in the
simple and rather trivial reality that, under ordinary conditions, the first ques-
tion one asks of any person as person is who he or she is. But, then, in regard

33 It is probably as well to note that, in the entirety of section II, I am taking exception
not only to a certain well-established articulation of Christian “personalism,” but also
to many of the Christological premises espoused at present by a small school of young
theologians who see themselves as “New Neo-Chalcedonians.” The current manifesto of
the movement is a book by Jordan Daniel Wood entitled The Whole Mystery of Christ:
Creation as Incarnation in Maximus Confessor (South Bend: University of Notre Dame
Press, 2022). It is an impressive text, I should note, even if I regard its arguments as
defective in numerous crucial respects.
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to God, that is a question that has to be qualified by the additional specification
of whether it is being asked about “God” as addressed by creatures, and then
whether God so addressed is to be understood (as by Jesus) as the Father or
rather as the Trinity, and then whether in the latter case this is to be understood
as an address to what Bulgakov calls the one trihypostatic Person or to each
of the persons according to their distinct idioms ... and so forth. To inquire
after the “who” of a human being, by contrast, is to seek not a simple answer,
perhaps, but at least one whose subject is more or less precise (or, at the very
least, local). So one might legitimately wonder whether an analogical rupture
occurs within the very concept of personhood when we attempt to apply it both
to God and to creatures. And here too we happen upon a certain seemingly
irresoluble ambiguity in the way the language of “person” operates across the
analogical interval between the economic and immanent Trinities. Jesus of
Nazareth was none other, says dogma, than the person of the divine Son, while
at the same time being wholly human in his very personhood; conversely, the
whole hope of the creature’s deification in Christ depends on a genuine propor-
tional equivalence between the exchange of divine and human natures in his
divine person and that same exchange within created persons. This, however,
creates something of a difficulty in defining how the hypostasis of the Son is
distinguished as one of the Trinitarian persons, as opposed to the other two.
After all, when tradition says that only “one of the Holy Trinity suffered” on the
cross of Christ, surely this cannot mean that Jesus’s sufferings belong to only
one of the divine persons as a private subjectivity, in a way that simply excludes
the Father and Spirit as separate private subjectivities; to say that the Father did
not suffer on the cross is not like saying that it does not hurt you when I cut my
finger. Originally, of course, all this claim was intended to convey was the real
divinity of the one who (by kenosis) suffered in Jesus of Nazareth. Today, we
often hear it instead as an assertion that the divine Son was the psychological
subject of the passion, and that his was one of three such subjectivities within
God. But God does not have a psychology, of course, except by condescension;
the psychological self of Jesus—the soul or yvyi—belonged to no one other
than the Logos, just as his flesh and blood did, as something assumed by the
Son’s self-emptying. Neither, moreover, does God possess three separate sub-
jectivities, psychological or otherwise. To imagine that he does would simply
be to embrace tritheism.

As Bulgakov notes, the Cappadocian fathers who secured the vocabulary
of Nicene orthodoxy maintained that it is the divine oboia that in a sense
“founds” the deity of the Trinity, and is (so to speak) concretized as a true
“triune I,” in whom the three divine hypostases are distinguished by relations
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of origin, rather than as three distinct subjects.** By virtue of this essential
oneness, “God, as the Absolute Person, is thereby also the trihypostatic Person,
truly One in Three and Three in One. He is not Three in one, but the triunity of
the Divine Person and of His Life”* We can then say at one and the same time,
perhaps, that the divine simplicity is the “result” of the self-giving transparency
and openness of infinite persons, but also that the distinction of the persons
within the one God is the “result” of the infinite simplicity of the divine essence.
Else we trade in mythology: speaking of God either as an infinite psychological
subjectivity possessed of plural affects or as a confederacy of three individual
centers of consciousness, in either case reducing God, the transcendent source
of all being, to a composite being in whose “subjectivity” there would remain,
even within the immanent divine life, some sort of unexpressed interiority (or
interiorities), some surfeit of the indeterminate over the determinate, some
reserve of self in which identity is constituted simply as what is withheld by
each of the persons for that “person” alone. God is one because each divine
hypostasis, in the circle of God’s knowledge and love of his own goodness
(which is both wisdom and charity), is a “face,” a npdownov or persona, of the
divine essence that is—as must be, given the infinite simplicity of God—always
wholly God, in the full depth of his “personality” Each hypostasis is fully gath-
ered and reflected in the mode of the other: as the one and as other, as at once
I and we. Obviously, for us this is not the case, except in the most tenuously
analogous sense. Even our presence to ourselves as discrete persons is in this
life an incomplete and always inadequate revelation of our subjective depths
to ourselves, in an always incomplete expression or predicate, which is only
partially actualized. As has already been said, we must also come to ourselves
in and through others beyond ourselves, and can fully come to ourselves only
in God; our personhood is always as much beyond us as within us.

In God, then, the intratrinitarian distinctions among hypostases are dis-
tinctions not among separate subjectivities, but among distinct moments with-
in the one “subjectivity” or Personhood of the God who is Trinity. Each of the
divine hypostases is the one God in his fullness according to one specific idiom;
but the one God nonetheless remains always the one trihypostatic Person who
is at once the hiddenness of the Father, the express image of the Son, and the
living reality of both together in the Spirit. The alternative to this view of the
matter is, once again, simply tritheism. To say that, of the Trinitarian hypos-
tases, it was the Son who suffered on the cross is not to say that the Son alone,

34 Bulgakov, The Comforter, 29-31.
35 Ibid., 44.
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in the interiority of his own discrete subjectivity, experienced what the other
two hypostases, in the interiorities of their separate subjectivities, did not. The
purely subjective interiority of the Son, in its full depth, simply is the Father;
the Father’s fully expressed exteriority simply is the Son; the perfect life and ac-
tuality of the Father and Son as personal simply is the Spirit. Thus Christ names
himself as the Son in saying, “He who has seen me has seen the Father” But to
say the reverse would be meaningless; it is not a statement about a reciprocal
relation between two selves, but rather a structural description of the divine
personhood. For the same reason, it would be meaningless to suggest that some
other of the three hypostases could have become incarnate. The Trinity is God
as the hierarchy of the hidden and the manifest. Where God is disclosed, there
is the Son. One ought to say, for instance, not that the Son is the divine per-
son who “appropriated” the incarnation, but rather that God incarnate—God
manifest—is of necessity the Son, and that incarnation is therefore always and
uniquely a filial proprium. Thus, the assertion that “one of the Trinity suffered
in the flesh” is an idiomatic or even modal claim, not a claim about the sub-
jective identity of the particular divine agent of the incarnation. God suffered,
so to speak, in the mode of the Son, as the only proper mode in which God is
reflectively present to himself and objectively present to us who live, move, and
exist within the life of love and knowledge that he is. The Father is that mode
of being God that, as unexpressed and unmanifest in itself, is present to itself
and to creation only in the Son, and so does not suffer in itself. The Spirit is the
living presence of Father and Son to one another in the one divine life of love
that, so to speak, eternally overcomes any abstract opposition of hiddenness
and manifestation—such as that between the not-suffering of the Father and
the suffering of the Son.*® Or let us put it this way: when you experience pain,
the always unmanifest source of your personal existence (we may call it nous
or intellectus if we like, or the transcendental or even apperceptive “I” if we
prefer, or even Atman or Saksi if we are feeling a little daring and exotic) is not
in itself either the agent or patient of that experience; the empirical or psycho-
logical self, however, is; and your existence as a rational spirit is the living unity
of these truths that, in being made actual, constitutes you as a real subject. A
distant, defective, wholly inadequate analogy of what happened in Christ, no
doubt, as all analogies must be; even so, the not-suffering of the Father is more
like that than like your not-suffering when I cut my finger.

All of which is to say that the language of “person” in Christian thought,
to the degree that it possesses sufficient analogical scope to make sense si-

36 Bulgakov, Chapters, 59.
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multaneously of Trinitarian theology and of creaturely personhood, must be
a language grounded not simply in the threeness of the divine hypostases, but
also, and no less securely, in the oneness of the divine essence understood as the
“hypostasible” oneness of the divine Person who God is.” It is only in terms of
that same unity that one can make sense of the claim that in the one person of
Christ both the divine and human natures in their wholeness are present and
fully expressed, and of the reciprocal claim that created persons are called to re-
alize both natures in themselves in like manner. If, as I have asserted, “person”
and “nature” cannot be separated from one another as extrinsic principles, the
explanation of how it is that human nature is not an impediment to union with
the divine in one person, or how it is that the divine nature is not the destruc-
tion of the human in that union, is not simply some ontological indifference on
the part of the principle of hypostasis to the difference between the two natures,
but rather, more originally, the primordial indistinction of those natures in
their divine source. Yes, the principle of personhood is neither, as such, divine
nor human, but that is only because it is always already both. There must be,
Bulgakov insists, some prior commonality in the human and divine natures,
mediating and serving as the unalterable foundation of their union in Christ;
and this he chooses to call Sophia, or Sophianicity,® or Divine Humanity, or
the pre-hypostatic “hypostasibility” of the divine essence as it is possessed in
the Father—all of which is to say, that intrinsic movement of personhood that
is always already the essential going forth of the Father, in the immanent divine
life and then also in creation. The possibility of the incarnation, says Bulgakov,
is not merely the correspondence of the divine and human natures to one an-
other, but is rather something still more radical: “even their primordial identity
in Sophia, Heavenly and creaturely,” inasmuch as, “with regard to personality,
the Son of God is kindred with the sons of God by grace”® This is one of those
delightfully exorbitant formulations, so abundant in Bulgakov’s writings, that
scandalously combine wanton audacity with absolute logical inevitability. Con-
versely, moreover, the human being must always already be capable of receiving
and encompassing the divine hypostasis; “by his initial essence man must al-
ready be divine-human in this sense,” such that one must postulate that same

37 See David Bentley Hart, “The Mirror of the Infinite: Gregory of Nyssa on the Vestigia
Trinitatis,” in ibid., The Hidden and the Manifest: Essays in Theology and Metaphysics
(Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 2017), 113-21.

38 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 196-97.

39 Bulgakov, The Comforter, 372.
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“primordial identity between the Divine I of the Logos and the human I7# That
is an extraordinary formulation, obviously; it is also necessarily correct if the
Christian story is more than a beguiling fantasy. The Logos is the “pre-eternal
God-man as the Proto-Image of the creaturely man”;* thus all human beings
are called to deification by their very nature, and the incarnation is the natural
fulfillment of the human essence.* All personhood, whether divine or human,
is born of the same divine-human hypostasibility, and so the perfect inherence
of the divine and human in the one person of Christ is not an accidental jux-
taposition of natures that, as they share no univocal properties, must merely
coexist when contained within some kind of ontological portmanteau without
any nature of its own; rather, it is the wholly natural expression and enact-
ment of both divinity and humanity in the always already divine and human
principle of personhood. (Here too, I might note, is the ground of the natural
compatibility, noted above, of Christ’s address to the Father as “Father” and his
prayer to the Father as “God™: all personhood belongs to this divine Person-
hood that is at once the perfect filial manifestation of its source and also the
“obedient” mission of the self as turning back in spiritual love to its source.)
And, once again, given that aforementioned “primordial identity between the
Divine I of the Logos and the human I, it is not only licit, but necessary, to say
that the same Logos that is the ground of the self of Jesus of Nazareth is also
the ground of every self; but in Jesus the self’s subjectivity—his psychologi-
cal ego—is so perfectly transparent to that ground that there is no interval of
otherness, no distance between the human I and the divine I. Thus he is truly
God incarnate. But thus too all human beings, who exist only as participating
in that divine source of the I, are called to have their “selves” transformed into
that very same transparency before their one shared divine ground. Sophia,
hypostasibility, Divine Humanity—what have you: it is that original common-
ality of the divine and the human logically prior to any differentiation of the
two natures that is also the perfectly concordant commonality of those natures
in act, even to the point of identity in one and the same person.

40 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 186.
41 1Ibid., 187.
42 1Ibid., 189.
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IV.

Where then to bring these reflections to an end?

There are a number of conclusions I might draw. The first might simply be
that, for Bulgakov, the category of “person” spans not only the difference be-
tween the divine and human natures, but also the difference between God and
creation as a whole. In his thought, with its creative appropriation and Chris-
tian repristination of German idealist thought, the structure of personhood is
also an ontology, a description of the structure of being as such. As he notes,
to say that “T am x” already expresses the ontological architecture of all reality:
any “substance” exists not merely “in itself;” as a subject, but also “for itself,
as a predicate, and so “in and for itself” in the copula that joins subject and
predicate in the act of real existence.” Every “who” and every “what” becomes
manifest as “he” or “she” or “this” or “that” in the living unity of an “am” or an
“is” Hence Bulgakov’s impatience with Kant’s Cartesian assumption that there
exists some gulf of alienation between the “nomological” realm of the phe-
nomena and the “pathological” realm of the noumena, and that the subjective
apparatus of perception is of its nature denied all access to the Ding an sich.
All being is personal expression, personal communion, and so the conditions
of human knowledge and experience are the same conditions as allow for the
existence of the known and experienced. The whole of being is an image of the
divine life. The whole of being is language, and is personal communication of
its depths to another.

My second conclusion is a little more radical. For finite beings, as I have
noted, our reality as persons is both something given and something never as
yet wholly realized in us; our very nature is always also a project for us, one in
which we are dependent on and responsible for those outside ourselves. Each of
us is, and yet is ever seeking to become, truly the “I” who truly says “I am.” Part
of this dynamism I have already described above, as the reciprocity between the
way in which we become objects of our own reflective subjectivity by becoming
also objects of the subjectivity of the other, and vice-versa. And yet the entirety
of humanity by itself, and even the entirety of creation, still does not exhaust
the depth of the possibility of that subjectivity, and cannot bring that “I” fully
to light. As Bulgakov says, God alone, in his infinite Spirit, overcomes the mere
“ipseity” of subjectivity in perfected love, and therefore alone is entirely truly
personal.** Only in God is the full depth of personhood fully known and fully

43 Bulgakov, The Tragedy of Philosophy, 9-11.
44 Bulgakov, The Comforter, 180-82.
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loved and loving. Each of us is in transit; each of us is always as yet becoming
a person; and the “I” that we are always seeking to become is the “I” who the
incarnate Logos always already is: the human being who is wholly human in
being wholly God, and who thereby entirely realizes the divine-human essence
of our nature. We truly become persons only in his person, as his person is the
full expression of the one trihypostatic Person of God. When that dependence
on others that constitutes us as living subjects becomes an ultimate depen-
dence on the person of the incarnate Logos, making his manifestation of the
Father the object of our own subjectivities, we are transformed into what he is.
Gregory of Nyssa described this miraculous commerce of divine and human
identity within us with exquisite loveliness as a kind of inverse and transfigur-
ing reflection—in the “mirror” of the soul’s own structure of hiddenness and
manifestation—of the Trinitarian order of God’s self-revelation;* and Bulga-
kov echoes Gregory when he says that one becomes a true and actual “I” only
in gazing upon the divine “I,” and thereby knowing oneself as the image and
reflection of that divine sun.*¢

My final conclusion, however, is more radical still, and somewhat exceeds
any formulation I am aware of Bulgakov having ever explicitly ventured. Yet,
if one follows the metaphysical and theological principles he espoused and
developed with such indefatigable and somewhat repetitive resolve, it seems
difficult to avoid the conclusion that there must be a point in his vision of
things where the distinction between the language of image and archetype
and that of a yet more original identity begins to seem at most merely formal,
and even rather arbitrary. After all, if the Father predicates himself in the Son,
by the existential copula of the Spirit, and if this is the very structure of being
itself, and if all of creation lies in the infinite predication of the Logos in all the
logoi it contains, and if all creatures become themselves only in fully realizing
the content of that predication through union with the Father in the Son by
way of the Spirit—where, precisely, is the demarcation to be drawn between
the intrinsic economy of the divine life and its secondary expression in cre-
ation? Obviously, creation is a contingent expression of that divine fullness,
while that fullness in its absolute nature is unqualified by a relation to anything
contingent; otherwise, it would be merely the reciprocal and hence extrinsic
relation of two distinct “things” But it seems clear as well that this is not a
distinction that encompasses any actual possible counterfactual (“If God had
not created ...”), but only one that indicates a modal definition of creation as

45 Hart, “Mirror,” 122-33.
46 Bulgakov, Chapters, 66.
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wholly contingent in relation to the plenitude of content and expression that
is the divine life. Bulgakov’s is, by any just characterization, a monistic meta-
physics. This is not in itself surprising, inasmuch as any coherent metaphysics
is a monism in some sense, grounded in some primordial, irreducible, and uni-
versal principle: “Being,” “act,” “the One,” “God,” “infinite substance in infinite
modes,” “the Begriff,; even perhaps “difference” (as pronounced in a strangely
transcendental register). What is astonishing and new in Bulgakov’s monism,
given its Christological foundation, is the discovery that it is not merely possi-
ble and coherent but perhaps also necessary to say that, among the privileged
names for this most original of principles, the highest of all is “person,” or even
“the Person”: he, that is, in whom all personhood has its existence and in which
all things have their ground as personal—the one divine Person who is all that
is, who shall in the end be all in all, and who alone is forever the “T am that I
am” within every “I” that is.
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This chapter maintains that Sergii Bulgakov shaped twentieth-century percep-
tions of deification in the West through a frequently overlooked route, namely
Myrrha Lot-Borodine’s seminal studies of the doctrine published in 1932 and
1933 in the Revue de Ihistoire des religions.! At a time when deification was
primarily known in the West through Adolf HarnacK’s withering denuncia-
tion of the doctrine, and at a moment when many Russian theologians’ works
remained untranslated, Myrrha Lot-Borodine’s groundbreaking articles pre-
sented the first sustained Orthodox defense of deification widely accessible to
Western readers. This paper maintains, however, that in key regards Lot-Boro-
dine€’s studies in fact functioned as a conduit through which Bulgakov’s version
of the doctrine was made known in the West, even though Bulgakov’s influence
on Lot-Borodine has often gone unrecognized.

Myrrha Lot Borodine: An Influential Figure in the
Russian Diaspora

After a lengthy period of neglect, Myrrha Lot-Borodine (1882-1957) is at last
beginning to receive sustained scholarly attention, as indicated by the recent
upsurge of publications on her work.? Although she made contributions in
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a number of different academic arenas, her most enduring legacy will like-
ly involve her treatment of the Christian doctrine of deification. Her articles
on the doctrine played a pivotal role in making deification widely known in
the West; particularly significant in this connection are the prominent French
Catholic theologians who took note of her studies. Yves Congar, for instance,
endorsed her depiction of deification in a review article in La Vie Spirituelle in
1935,% and Jean Daniélou proclaimed in his preface to the republished edition of
Lot-Borodine’s studies, “Reading these articles was decisive for me. They crys-
tallized something I was looking for, a vision of man transfigured by the divine
energies.”* Later in his preface Daniélou remarks that he was led to the articles
by either Henri de Lubac or Hans Urs von Balthasar (he cannot recall which
one), giving further indication of the enthusiasm for deification Lot-Borodine
generated among figures associated with la nouvelle théologie. Marie-Dom-
inique Chenu also credits Lot-Borodine with his own turn to the Christian
East; he openly acknowledges that it is to her “that I owe much of my appetite
for Eastern theology”® Other luminaries of French Catholicism influenced by
Lot-Borodine include Etienne Gilson (a colleague of her husband, Ferdinand

See also Teresa Obolevich, “Myrrha Lot-Borodine: The First Female Orthodox Theolo-
gian,” European Journal of Science and Theology 16, no. 3 (June 2020): 119-27; I.-M. Mo-
rariu, “Myrrha Lot-Borodine et la redécouverte de la théologie orthodoxe dans lespace
francais,” Studia Monastica 60, no. 2 (2018): 413-19; Andrew Louth, “Apophatic theol-
ogy and deification: Myrrha Lot-Borodine and Vladimir Lossky,” in Modern Orthodox
Thinkers: From the Philokalia to the Present (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press,
2015), 94-110; Michel Stavrou, “La Démarche néopatristique de Myrrha Lot-Borodine
et de Vladimir Lossky,” in Les Péres de I'Eglise aux sources de lEurope, ed. Dominique
Gonnet and Michel Stavrou (Paris: Cerf, 2014), 200-25; Heleen E. Zorgdrager, “A Prac-
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“Myrrha Lot-Borodine: Wegzeichen und Dimensionen des west-0stlichen Dialoges in
der russischen Diaspora,” in Festschrift fiir Hans-Bernd Harder zum 60. Geburtstag, ed.
Helmut Schaller (Munich: Verlag Otto Sagner, 1995), 401-13.

3 Yves M.-]. Congar, “La déification dans la tradition spirituelle de I'Orient, d’aprés une
étude récente,” La Vie Spirituelle, Supplement (May 1,1935): 91-107. ET: “Deification in
the Spiritual Tradition of the East (in the Light of a Recent Study),” in Yves M.-]. Con-
gar, Dialogue between Christians: Catholic Contributions to Ecumenism (Westminster,
MD: The Newman Press, 1966), 217-31.

4 Jean Daniélou, “Preface,” in Myrrha Lot-Borodine, La doctrine de la déification dans
IEglise grecque jusquau XI¢ siécle (Paris: Cerf, 1970), 9-18, at 10.
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Lot), whose examination of Bernard of Clairvaux appeared shortly after her
studies and treats deification at several points, with Lot-Borodine cited in the
bibliography.®

Although mention of Lot-Borodine by name tends to wane as the twentieth
century progresses, central features of her characterization of deification only
grow more prominent.” Most influential is her claim that Western theology
cannot espouse deification because of its fundamentally different model of the
God-world relation, particularly as displayed in its theological anthropology
and view of grace. The notion that deification is not part of Western theology
had been introduced—for different reasons—by Albrecht Ritschl and ampli-
fied by those in his “school,” especially Adolf Harnack.! However, whereas the
Ritschlian school had been highly critical of the doctrine, Lot-Borodine cel-
ebrates deification, upending the negative judgment among German liberal
Protestants and provoking enormous positive interest in the doctrine.

For all of Lot-Borodine’s influence, however, what remains largely unrecog-
nized is that the particular version of deification that she puts forward shares
deep affinities with that of Sergii Bulgakov, so much so that in key regards
she effectively serves as a spokesperson for his model of the doctrine.” Those
familiar with Myrrha Lot-Borodine may be surprised—if not deeply skepti-
cal—at the claim that Bulgakov so significantly influenced her views. Scholars
have tended to place Lot-Borodine firmly within the “neo-patristic” movement
of Georges Florovsky and Vladimir Lossky rather than the “modernist” ap-
proach of figures such as Bulgakov and Pavel Florenskii. As overstated as this
opposition often is, such a characterization of Lot-Borodine has not arisen
without reason. In an important account of her own theological inclinations,
she mentions “the instinctive mistrust that all heresy inspired in me,” and she
even specifies the targets of her suspicion as the “Gnosticism” of Soloviev and

6  Etienne Gilson, The Mystical Theology of Saint Bernard (London: Sheed and Ward,
1940).

7 Although Vladimir Lossky’s The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church would not ap-
pear for over a decade after Lot-Borodine’s articles, its significance for Western attitudes
toward deification should not be overlooked.

8  See Mark McInroy, “How Deification Became Eastern: German Idealism, Liberal Prot-
estantism, and the Modern Misconstruction of the Doctrine,” Modern Theology 37/4,
934-58.

9  Congar is one of the few figures who detects the significance of Bulgakov for Lot-Boro-
dine’s view of deification.
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Bulgakov. Similarly, Antoine Arjakovsky notes that Lot-Borodine attacked
the “gnosis” of Dimitrii Merezhkovskii, and Arjakovsky also reports that Nico-
lai Berdiaev regarded Lot-Borodine as “too orthodox and very right wing™"
Perhaps most instructively, in 1938 Lot-Borodine published a defense of Flor-
ovsky’s The Ways of Russian Theology in which she signaled her support for a
return to the “narrow way of the fathers”"* There would seem to be good reason
to cast Lot-Borodine as a thoroughgoing traditionalist who deeply opposed
figures such as Bulgakowv.

Concerning Lot-Borodine€’s treatment of deification in particular, there are
even clearer reasons to suppose that she would stand with Florovsky. It was,
after all, Florovsky who prompted Lot-Borodine to pursue deification in the
first place. She reports that she heard him lecture on the topic at the Berdiaev
Colloquy in 1928," and she even corresponded with him as she was composing
her articles. She expresses her desire to consult him “in order to clarify some
points which are still doubtful for me,” suggesting that he had a shaping influ-
ence on her studies.* As one would expect based on these biographical details,
Lot-Borodine’s articles mention Florovsky’s works at several junctures, and
she additionally draws from a treatment of Pseudo-Dionysius published by
Vladimir Lossky, seemingly cementing her place among neo-patristic figures.”
And yet, as will be shown by an examination of Bulgakov’s account of deifica-
tion and its telling echoes in Lot-Borodine’s studies, it is neither Florovsky nor

10 Mahn-Lot, 748. The passage is complex. In spite of her concern about his alleged Gnos-
ticism, Lot-Borodine describes Bulgakov as a “true genius of our diaspora” Heleen
Zorgdrager appears to have taken this positive assessment as an endorsement of Bul-
gakov’s position, but such an interpretation is questionable; Andrew Louth and Michel
Stavrou both understand Lot-Borodine’s remarks as expressing concern about Bulga-
kov (in spite of some degree of admiration), not attraction to his views.

11 Antoine Arjakovsky, The Way: Religious Thinkers of the Russian Emigration in Paris and
their Journal (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2002), 278, 411.

12 Myrrha Lot-Borodine, “Prot. Georgii Florovskii. ‘Puti russkogo bogosloviia,” Sovre-
mennye zapiski 66 (1938), 461-63. Cf. Paul L. Gavrilyuk, George Florovsky and the
Russian Religious Renaissance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 197.

13 Georges Florovsky offered a brief treatment of deification published in Russian in 1928
as “Tvar’ i Tvarnost”

14 Myrrha Lot-Borodine, Letter to G. Florovsky from of 24 July, 1931, Princeton University
Library, Rare Books and Special Collections, Georges Florovsky Papers, Box 27, E. 30.
Quoted in Obolevich, 121.

15 Vladimir Lossky, “La Notion des ‘analogies’ chez Denys le Pseudo-Aréopagite,” Archives
d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du Moyen Age, 5 (1930): 279-309.
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Lossky whom Lot-Borodine most decisively follows on the deification of the
human being, but rather Bulgakov.

Sergii Bulgakov on the Sophianic Structure of Deification

Florovsky was not the only Orthodox theologian with an interest in deifica-
tion in the early twentieth century. In fact, one can regard the doctrine as
something of a contested topic within the Russian émigré community in Paris.
Whereas Florovsky focuses on patristic models of deification, Bulgakov refor-
mulates the idea through a critical appropriation of the identity philosophy
of EW.J. Schelling and the thought of Jacob Bohme. These interlocutors lead
Bulgakov to advance a stunningly bold model of deification that centers on
the “sophianicity” of humankind. Our examination begins with Bulgakov’s
treatment of the topic in The Burning Bush, as this volume had a particularly
powerful impact on Lot-Borodine.'®

In that text, which was published in Russian in 1927, Bulgakov opens his
discussion of deification with what he contends is the Orthodox understanding
of the relationship between God and creation: “God in His love for creation
abolished the abyss lying between Him and creation and made humankind
for divinization. In its primordial condition, before sin, humankind had that
power of divinization as the direct consequence of the harmonious structure of
its spirit”" In this brief formulation Bulgakov makes two controversial points,
each of which will be challenged by Florovsky. First, deification to Bulgakov
involves eliminating the gap between God and creation. Second, human beings
at their creation had the capacity for deification as a result of the very structure
of their being.

Similarly bold remarks can be found in other works by Bulgakov. For in-
stance, in Philosophy of Economy, he explains, “In their freedom people are
gods, creatures potentially intended for divinization, capable of merging into
the ocean of divine being—and fusing and merging are possible only for what
is like and of one substance in the first place”® Along equally provocative lines,
in The Lamb of God, Bulgakov claims, “Man has not a creaturely origin, but a

16 Lot Borodine also published a review of Bulgakov’s L'Orthodoxie in Revue de histoire
des religions, 107 (1933): 209-13.

17 Sergii Bulgakov, The Burning Bush: On the Orthodox Veneration of the Mother of God,
ed. and trans. Thomas Allan Smith (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 2009), 36.

18  Sergii Bulgakov, Philosophy of Economy: The World as Household, trans. Catherine
Etuhov (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000), 207 (emphasis added).
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divine origin. He is a created god. [...] Man [...] has within himself an uncreat-
ed, divine principle” In The Bride of the Lamb, too, Bulgakov claims that man
“in a certain sense is already divine according to creation.”?

The careful reader will note that the above passages do in fact display re-
straints—even if they are subtly conveyed—on Bulgakov’s seemingly soaring
anthropology. Competing with what appears to be an assertion of consubstan-
tiality between divine and human nature in the first quotation is the notion that
deification is merely a possibility, not an already present actuality.” The same
passage arguably specifies that human beings are gods only “in their freedom,”
leaving open the possibility that other aspects of human beings are not divine.
Along similar lines, in the final quotation above, Bulgakov holds that human
beings are divine only “in a certain sense”; the human being is not God tout
court.

Also important in this regard is the fact that—at certain moments, at least—
Bulgakov maintains that deification is not based in human nature alone. As he
puts this point in The Burning Bush, “Adam was, so to say, naturally blessed [...]
He was not separated from God, and thus there was not even a place for op-
position of the natural and the graced in their indivisibility, in the power of di-
vinization of humankind which began with his creation”* Bulgakov maintains
that nature and grace should not be contrasted with one another, and in fact
he suggests that nature is always already graced, and that deification therefore
occurs through the operation of both working in harmony with one another.

These nuanced qualifications will assuage some, but a striking vision of dei-
fication nevertheless remains. A number of Bulgakov’s readers express concern
that the ontological distinction between God and humanity has been uncom-
fortably blurred if not entirely eliminated, an issue that intensifies as we turn
to the sophiological aspects of Bulgakov’s anthropology.

Although the role of sophiology in the anthropology described thus far
might not be apparent, in the discussion of Adam as “naturally blessed,” Bul-
gakov makes the connection clear: “This blessedness is not something arising
from the outside, which could even not exist, but is rather interiorly, imma-

19  Sergii Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, trans. Boris Jakim (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans,
2008), 137.

20 Sergii Bulgakov, The Bride of the Lamb, trans. Boris Jakim (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerd-
mans, 2002), 115.

21  Ruth Coates identifies this tension, too. See her Deification in Russian Religious Thought:
Between the Revolutions, 1905-1917 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 166.

22 Bulgakov, The Burning Bush, 37.
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nently grounded in humankind by a creative act, as by creaturely Sophia.”*
Within humanity one finds creaturely Sophia, which with divine Sophia estab-
lishes a bridge between God and the world. Not so much a hypostasis herself
as a means of “hypostaticity,” Sophia is that through which the divine is able to
be manifested in the world.

Sophia, then, allows for the union of God and human in the incarnation,
but also in additional “creaturely hypostases” that bear the divine image. As
Bulgakov explains elsewhere in The Burning Bush, “The human being is created
by God according to His image and likeness. This means that God imprinted
on the human being His tri-hypostatic image and placed him in the world as
if in His own place, and made him a creaturely god. [...] He was a personal
bearer of Divine Wisdom, of creaturely Sophia.”**

Crucially for Lot-Borodine, Bulgakov holds that Catholic theology, from
medieval scholasticism to the present day, “annihilates the Sophianicity of hu-
mankind” through its doctrine of the donum superadditum. This doctrine
maintains that humanity in its originally created state possessed “neither im-
mortality nor freedom from lust,” in Bulgakov’s characterization, but instead
needed God’s grace to be superadded onto to its “pure nature,” which is in truth
merely an impoverished shell of what human nature should be.*® According
to Bulgakov’s critique, the vulnerability of human nature to death and lust
in Catholic theology means that human beings do not in fact bear the divine
image within their nature. Bulgakov instead emphasizes the importance of “an
ontological link, an internal necessity.’%

From here Bulgakov goes on to insist that sophiology is the only way to
develop the anthropology required for deification. He holds that “such a basis
for anthropology can only be the doctrine of Wisdom as the pre-eternal foun-
dation of creation, pre-eternal humanity, by virtue of which the earthly human
is created according to the image of Christ the heavenly human* It is only
through Sophia that human beings have the image of God within their nature.
To Bulgakov, then, a sharp divide can be observed between the anthropologies
of the Orthodox and Catholic churches, and the sophianic structure of human-
ity is the key marker of difference.

23 Bulgakov, The Burning Bush, 37.
24 Ibid., 15.

25 Ibid., 37.

26 Ibid., 15.

27 Ibid., 16.

28 Ibid.
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Florovsky’s Corrective: Deification despite Non-Consubstantiality

Florovsky’s “Creation and Creaturehood” has been viewed as an implicit chal-
lenge to Bulgakov, and it is not difficult to grasp the reasons for such a character-
ization. Immediately after broaching the topic of deification, Florovsky explains
that, as the human being is deified, an “immutable, unchangeable gap”® remains
between the human and the divine, and he next emphasizes the “impossibility
of created nature’s transubstantiation into the divine* Along similar lines, else-
where in his article he insists on the “non-consubstantiality” between God and
the world.” In contrast to Bulgakov’s suggestion that one must be of the same
substance as God in order to merge into the divine being, Florovsky unequivo-
cally holds that we cannot be changed in our substance into God.

Driving home the difference between the divine and human natures, Flo-
rovsky quotes Macarius of Egypt, noting that although “the divine Trinity in-
habits the soul, which through God’s grace keeps itself pure, she only does so to
the extent of everyone’s ability and spiritual measure, not as the Holy Trinity is in
herself|...] for God cannot be contained by a creature”* With this text as crucial
support, Florovsky maintains that “from the outset it was understood that there is
an insurmountable divide between the two natures, and a distinction was made
between divinity by nature (kat’ ousian or kata physin) and divinity by com-
munion (kata metousian)”* In clear opposition to Bulgakov’s sophiologically
grounded version of deification, Florovsky holds that the distinction between
God and humanity remains even as human beings are drawn into the divine life.

Additionally crucial for our examination, Florovsky emphatically holds that
deification occurs not on the basis of human nature, but instead through divine
grace. In this effort, he marshals considerable textual evidence from Maximus
the Confessor, who will emerge as the key patristic figure in Lot-Borodine’s
studies. The following passage is worth quoting at length:

29  Georges Florovsky, “Creation and Creaturehood,” in Creation and Redemption: Volume 3
of the Collected Works of Georges Florovsky (Belmont, MA: Nordland, 1976), 43-78, at
74. Newly translated as “Creation and Createdness,” trans. Alexey Kostyanovsky, with
assistance from Olena Gorbatenko, in The Patristic Witness of Georges Florovsky: Es-
sential Theological Writings, ed. Brandon Gallaher and Paul Ladouceur (London: T&T
Clark, 2019), 33-63.

30 Florovsky, “Creation and Createdness,” 60.

31 Florovsky, “Creation and Creaturehood,” 46.

32 St. Macarius of Egypt, De amore, 28, PG 34.932A. Florovsky, “Creation and Creature-
hood,” 61.

33 Florovsky, “Creation and Creaturehood,” 62.
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In the writings of St. Maximus, “Those who are saved receive salvation by grace,
not by nature [Eph 2:5],** and if “in Christ the whole fulness of the Godhead dwelt
by nature, in us God dwells not fully, but only by grace” Therefore the future deifi-
cation for St. Maximus means becoming like God by grace; in his words, “we will
appear like him, in virtue of deification by grace” (kai phanomen autoi homoioi
kata tén ek charitos thedsin).** However, even as the creature partakes of divine life
“in the union of love,” “wholly and completely co-inhering with the whole God”
(holos holoi perichoresas holikos toi Theoi) and sharing in his divine attributes, it
still remains outside God’s nature (choris tés kat’ ousian tautotéta [without identity

according to essence]).”

Florovsky goes to significant lengths in his use of this material to contrast na-
ture and grace; he does not describe deification as the result of nature and grace
working together, and he instead suggests that deification occurs through grace
without nature playing a noteworthy role.

In sum, then, Florovsky’s account of deification emphasizes the distinction
between God and creatures, the enduring non-consubstantiality between God
and the world (even in the face of any change that God might effect within
created nature), and the notion that we are deified by grace to the exclusion of
nature. Lot-Borodine, as we shall see, puts forward a view of deification that
opposes each of these points.

Lot-Borodine’s Bulgakov-Inspired Version of Deification

It is unlikely that Lot-Borodine would have missed the challenge Florovsky
issued to Bulgakov. And yet, with the points of distinction clearly outlined,
Lot-Borodine unexpectedly opts for Bulgakov’s version of the doctrine rather
than that of Florovsky. One observes instructive departures from Florovsky’s
position in three interrelated aspects of Lot-Borodine’s presentation: she ad-
vances a competing interpretation of Maximus the Confessor that suggests
one is deified on the basis of one’s nature; she contests Florovsky’s view that
grace could operate on the human being to the exclusion of nature; she blurs

34 St. Maximus the Confessor, Capita Theologiae et Oeconomiae Centuria, 1, 67,
PG 90.1108B.

35 1Ibid., Cap. theol. et oecon. cent, 11, 21, PG 90.1133.

36 1Ibid., Ep. 43: Ad Ionannem cubicularium, PG 91.640C.

37  St. Maximus the Confessor, Ambigu. 41, 222b. Florovsky, “Creation and Createdness,”
62.
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the distinction between God and creatures so assiduously upheld by Florovsky,
most clearly in her explicit challenging of the non-consubstantiality between
God and creation. Lot-Borodine’s preference for Bulgakov can also be observed
in her mention of him at one of the most decisive interpretive junctures in her
treatment, and his influence can be detected elsewhere, especially surrounding
Lot-Borodine€’s critique of the donum superadditum in Western theology.

Concerning Maximus, whereas Florovsky had used him in order to demon-
strate that deification occurs through grace, and not on the basis of nature,
Lot-Borodine deploys Maximus in order to advance the opposite claim. Ac-
cording to Lot-Borodine, “Maximus considers the nois [...] this cap of the
intellectual soul, as naturally deiformed. [...] St. Maximus, as well as other
Fathers of the Eastern Church, does not hesitate to call the man ‘the created
god’ (le dieu créé). That in all the strength of the term, without mitigating
anything”* Lot-Borodine sees a robust deiformity within human nature, and
in this context she explicitly gestures toward Bulgakov’s importance for her
interpretation of Maximus. Immediately following the above quotation, she
explains that the human being is, “as will be said by a prominent representative
of the Russian doctrine of Sophia, Father Bulgakov, a true ‘terrestrial hypostasis
of God’ (une véritable ‘hypostase terrestre de Diew’); according to St. Maximus,
of the Word ‘through whom all things are”” In this quotation, Lot-Borodine
moves from a claim for natural deiformity to the significantly bolder view of
the human being as a hypostasis of the Word.

Complicating matters, however, Lot-Borodine does at other points dutifully
convey that deification occurs through grace. And yet, close scrutiny of her
model of the nature-grace relation reveals that she blurs the line between the
two, often to the point of entirely collapsing grace into nature such that it is
a part of the constitution of human beings at their creation. For instance, she
claims that “Adam should have been a participant, by right of birth, to glory. In
other words, the supernatural would have been the true nature of man in earthly
paradise”* To Lot-Borodine, humanity as initially created has the supernatural
within itself as its “true nature” The elision of the distinction between nature
and grace is most marked in the following, near-paradoxical formulation: “The
grace of divine adoption is native, incorporated in man.”* As a result, it cannot
be that we are deified by grace and not by nature, as Florovsky claims.

38 Lot-Borodine, “La doctrine de la déification,” I, 23.
39 Ibid.

40 1Ibid., 21 (emphasis added).

41 Lot-Borodine, “La doctrine de la déification,” II, 546.
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Lot-Borodine’s reliance on nature itself (i. e., without mention of grace) grows
more prominent as she deploys her anthropology to insist that the West com-
pletely lacks a doctrine of deification. Interweaving key points from Bulgakov’s
critique of the donum superadditum and Etienne Gilson’s then-recent work on
Augustine, Lot-Borodine launches a criticism of Augustine’s view of human na-
ture that renders deification entirely impossible, in her estimation. In so doing,
however, she is moved to insist more clearly on the distinctiveness of the East’s
view of human nature as such. She seizes on a remark in Gilson’s The Christian
Philosophy of St. Augustine in which the author explains, “There is in the creature
a kind of original lack (manque originel)”** From this starting point she further
claims that, within his or her nature, the human being to Augustine has a “pre-
disposition to imperfection, if not to sin”** The fact that the human being is
“drawn from nothingness” implies an “idea of decay” within his model of human
nature.* In fact, according to Lot-Borodine, under Augustine “our decay became
the trademark of the human species””* This could not contrast more sharply with
“the ideal divinity of our species” upheld by “the Greeks. ¢

Having drawn from Gilson, Lot-Borodine next widens the scope of Bulga-
kov’s critique of the donum superadditum (which for him is limited to medie-
val and modern Catholicism) such that it also applies to the ancient Western
church. She insists that in Augustine “the immortality of the first man consisted
only in not having to, and not being unable to die; nor did Adam’s rectitude
and amor imperturbatus belong to man’s own nature.”¥” Although she does not
mention Bulgakov by name at this particular juncture, her criticism closely
follows his appraisal of the donum superadditum, and the strong suggestion of
her remark is that human beings need immortality and amor imperturbatus in
their nature as such.

Lot-Borodine similarly betrays her desire for a robust view of human nature
in a comment on Augustine’s account of pre-lapsarian humanity. She explains,
“The state of ‘justice’ where our ancestors were in paradise was not, strictly
speaking, natural to them in the Augustinian system: it was a donum superaddi-
tum, a gratuitous privilege of God”*® Adam was able to remain in paradise not

42 Etienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Augustine, trans. L.E.M. Lynch (New
York: Random House, 1960), 148. Lot-Borodine, “La doctrine de la déification,” I, 29.

43 Lot-Borodine, “La doctrine de la déification,” I, 29.

44 1Ibid.

45 Ibid.

46 1Ibid., 29, n.1.

47 1Ibid.

48 Lot-Borodine, “La doctrine de la déification,” I, 29.



74 Mark McInroy

through his nature, but only through the gift of God’s grace, indicating that pri-
mordial humanity is bereft of justice and immortality in Augustine’s thought.
Later Lot-Borodine suggests that, because human nature in itself is possessed
of this deep deficiency, the image of God for Augustine is but a distant reflec-
tion. “Once removed by the fact of the fall, the donum superadditum—which
is a supernatural grace, from the beginning—the mystical resemblance to God
darkens and disappears: no more direct communication with the Creator”* In
sharp contrast to Maximus’ “deiform nous,” Augustine advances an anthropol-
ogy in which human nature is profoundly alienated from God.

Lot-Borodine does not explicitly insist that deification be developed
through sophiology; however, like Bulgakov, she suggests that the doctrine
of deification demands an anthropology in which human beings have the su-
pernatural within themselves at their creation, and she even holds that human
beings are created in their inmost structure as hypostases of God. In fact, in
what is surely the most instructive moment in her treatment of the doctrine,
Lot-Borodine proposes that deification requires a view of the human being as
consubstantial with God. In a remark that goes considerably further than the
earlier blurring of the distinction between the supernatural and the natural, she
explains that Augustine cannot espouse a doctrine of deification, “since there
can be no consubstantiality (consubstantialité), and therefore interpenetration,
of divine nature and human nature™° Although one might be tempted to view
this remark as an infelicitous moment of excess, I would suggest that Lot-Boro-
dine’s formulation is better understood as a telling echo of Bulgakov’s model of
deification, which as we have seen suggests that the human being must be of
the same substance as God in order to be deified.

Conclusion

Myrrha Lot-Borodine effectively defined what deification is for several gen-
erations of theologians in the West. In claiming that hers is in key respects a
Bulgakovian version of the doctrine, this paper establishes a largely unappre-
ciated facet of Bulgakov’s significance, as his model of deification ultimately
shaped perceptions of the doctrine at a crucial moment in modern Western
scholarship. Evidence for Bulgakov’s formative influence in this regard can be
found in Congar’s 1935 article, in which he reiterates without criticism the most
controversial point that Lot-Borodine draws from Bulgakov. Congar explains,

49 1Ibid,, II, 547-48.
50 Ibid,, I, 20.
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“The East speaks of ‘deification. It consists in realizing the likeness to God in
becoming ‘consubstantial’ with God”™ Shortly thereafter, Congar even drops
the scare quotes around the contentious term: “Deification [is] the realization
of the soul’s consubstantiality with God in virtue of a progressive illumination
of being”** Congar rather surprisingly accepts, then, that deification does in-
deed involve consubstantiality between God and the human being, and his en-
dorsement of this characterization performs significant work in disseminating
the view in modern Western theology.

Concerning characterizations of Lot-Borodine in contemporary scholar-
ship, it is certainly true that patristic figures play a crucial role in her work.
However, inasmuch as Lot-Borodine reads a figure such as Maximus through
Bulgakov, this paper demonstrates that mere use of ancient Christian theolo-
gians does not itself signal alignment with a “neo-patristic” approach. Instead,
what becomes clear is that the patristic materials are a contested site that is
being claimed by both neo-patristic and modernist figures. As a result, Myrrha
Lot-Borodine emerges from this study a considerably more complex figure
than she is often made out to be, one who cannot be tidily encompassed with
classifications such as “neo-patristic,” much less “traditionalist” or “right-wing”
She appears as a highly intriguing, even enigmatic theologian who merits fur-
ther examination for a full grasp of her subtle and often unexpected views.

Finally, these findings prompt contemporary scholars to trouble yet further
the dichotomy often drawn between neo-patristic and modernist circles in the
Russian diaspora in the early twentieth century. This chapter suggests notewor-
thy influence and borrowing across that divide, and it therefore demonstrates
that advocates of the two approaches were not by any means cordoned off
from one another. Instead, one observes here the kind of exchange one might
expect of a vibrant (if frequently contentious) intellectual community in which
ideas are perpetually proposed, tested, and in some cases adopted even when
one might otherwise oppose the views of the individual in question. In this
regard it is surely significant that Lot-Borodine conducted her investigations of
deification in the early 1930s (before distinctions between positions hardened
in 1935), but it suggests that, for a time at least, there was greater intellectual
exchange across lines of difference in the Russian émigré community than is
often thought to have taken place.

51 Congar, “Deification,” 224.
52 Ibid., 226.
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“Transcende te ipsum’: Faith, Prayer and
Name-Worship in Bulgakov’s Unfading Light

Ivan Ilin

Introduction: Overcoming ,Immanentism®

Anyone who begins to read Sergei Bulgakov’s philosophical magnum opus, Un-
fading Light, will immediately notice its strong emphasis on the proclamation
of divine transcendence. Continuing his struggle with anthropolatric Zeitgeist
that started in his earlier writings, Bulgakov opens the book straightaway with
a critique of Western “immanentism” (or onto-theology, to use the Heidegge-
rian-Kantian neologism). The key characteristic of immanentism, as Bulgakov
defines it, is an almost complete disappearance of the distance between the
Creator and the creation.! There is a variety of immanentist manifestations—
Bulgakov applies this label to a whole range of philosophical, religious, and
social currents—but for all of them God is ontologically immanent within this
world. He is sort of “pulled” into being by and on the terms of human reason,
which claims to have full access to God’s nature. Epistemological immanence
here is inextricably linked with ontological immanence, and the otherness of
God is put into question. This process is marked, in particular, by the emer-
gence of proofs of the existence of God; after all, they mean exactly that God
“possesses” existence, depends on it, and does not condition it as its Creator
and giver.

This chapter is the result of a research project implemented as part of the Basic Research
Program at the National Research University Higher School of Economics (HSE Uni-
versity).

1 Sergei Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii (Moscow: Respublika, 1994), 5. English translation
(henceforth ET): Sergius Bulgakov, Unfading Light. Contemplations and Speculations,
trans. Thomas Allan Smith (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 2012), x1.
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Bulgakov realized that to reaffirm transcendence only ontologically would
not be sufficient to overcome immanentism. For the immanentist way of
thought is not merely the ontological assertion that there is the Highest Being
who gives unity to the whole of being; it is above all the epistemological claim
that with reference to this Highest Being it is possible to render the whole of
being fully intelligible to human understanding. Therefore, it must be the rejec-
tion of both epistemological and ontological claims together that will complete
the task of deconstructing “bad transcendences”? In view of this, in Unfading
Light Bulgakov is seeking to reaffirm divine transcendence in both dimensions.
I think that Bulgakov’s ontological configuration that upholds God’s episte-
mological alterity, can be presented as a set of several concentric circles: he
consistently moves from a more general concept to a more specific, exploring
their nature in a transcendental aspect. So, Bulgakov begins with the broadest
phenomenon—religion, which is understood as a bond with reality beyond
our empirical world. At the center of religion lies faith, which is considered
a way (Bulgakov wouldn't call it a method) of approaching the transcendent.
Then, at the center of faith lies prayer, which is understood as an act of tran-
scending. And at the center of prayer lies imyaslaviye—“name-worship’, an act
of naming the Divine in prayer—treated in this case not as a doctrine but as a
“transcendental condition of prayer”. Such a transcendental “ascending” anal-
ysis of these phenomena allows Bulgakov not only to display the limitations of
speculative reason, but also to show gradually and in detail the ways in which
the cognition of the Divine is achieved, or in other words, how transcendence
opens to immanence at “the intersection of two worlds”?

In the remainder of this chapter, I shall briefly analyze said phenomena—
faith, prayer, and “name-worship”—and note the distinctive features of Bulga-
kovian “philosophy of revelation’, to use Paul Valliere’s expression®. I will argue
that its main feature is its orientation towards the transcendent. My thesis is
that for Bulgakov’s transcendent-oriented philosophy of religion, the affirma-
tion of divine transcendence is intrinsically intertwined with the practice of
human self-transcendence, or kenotic/ascetic decentering of the self, achieved
in acts of faith and prayer. In defining self-transcendence, Merold Westphal’s
book on the subject might be of use; there he describes it as “the movement

2 Cf. Michael Frensch, Weisheit in Person: das Dilemma der Philosophie und die Perspek-
tive der Sophiologie (Schafthausen: Novalis, 2000), chapter II.

3 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 26 [ET 24].

4 Paul Valliere, Modern Russian Theology: Orthodox Theology in a New Key (Edinburgh:
T&T Clark, 2000), 268.
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that draws us away from our natural preoccupation with ourselves.” Self-tran-
scendence, as Westphal puts it, is that crucial dimension of the religious life in
which through the love of God we are drawn out of our usual preoccupation
with the question of what is in it for us. It displaces us from the center in our re-
lations with God. In terms of epistemology, self-transcendence has a negative/
apophatic side, i.e., epistemic humility, and a positive/cataphatic side, which
begins with praise or doxology.®

Both of these sides are present in Unfading Light, the former however being
much more explicit. Affirmation of epistemic humility is precisely one of the
reasons why Bulgakov explicitly uses (at least at the beginning of the book)
the Kantian methodology of transcendental criticism. For Kant’s critical turn
represented for Bulgakov a philosophical version of the via negativa approach
that provided a means for human reason to limit the claims about metaphysical
knowledge.” Developing Kant’s apophatic lines of thought, Bulgakov points out
that since the transcendental condition of religion is the disclosure of the tran-
scendent in the immanent, human reason is unable to grasp the divine reality
with its own efforts: “there are not and cannot be any naturally determined,
methodical paths to him, but precisely therefore he in his condescension be-
comes infinitely close to us® Thus, all intellectual efforts to approach God are
futile if they ignore or lack the disclosure of the Divine manifested in religious
experience:

The decisive moment remains the encounter with God in the human spirit, the
contact of the transcendent with the immanent, the act of faith. God exists. This is
what resounds in the human heart, the poor, little, puerile human heart; God ex-
ists, sing heaven, earth, and the world’s abysses; God exists respond the abysses of
human consciousness and creativity. Glory to him!°

Therefore, only living religious experience is considered the real way to gain
certain knowledge of Divine truth, and proofs of the existence of God are
viewed as attestations to an approaching crisis in theology. Here we come to

5  Merold Westphal, Transcendence and Self-Transcendence: On God and the Soul (Bloom-
ington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2004), 2, 10.

6  Westphal, Transcendence and Self-Transcendence, 1191.

7 See Jonathan R. Seiling, From Antinomy to Sophiology: Modern Russian Religious Con-
sciousness and Sergei N. Bulgakov’s Critical Appropriation of German Idealism (PhD
dissertation, Toronto: University of St. Michael’s College, 2008).

8  Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 24-25 [ET 23].

9 Ibid., 25 [ET, 24].
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one of the central points of Bulgakov’s philosophy of religion: the epistemolog-
ical (ergo, ontological) importance of religious experience.”” Here, Bulgakov is
in line with Russian religious thought, with its dominance of religious experi-
ence over abstract knowledge (specifically, proofs of the existence of God)"—in
other words, with its “primacy of the spiritual” (Maritain’s formula): doxology
(“Glory to Him!”) comes ultimately before speculative theology:

How is one to think this revelation of Mystery, this abstraction of the absoluteness
of the Absolute, such as the revelation of the Absolute to the relative is? No answer
in human language can be given to this. Not everything is understandable, but God
is in everything and in this is the great joy of faith and submissiveness. We draw
near to the abyss where the fiery sword of the archangel again bars to us the further
path of cognition. It is so—religious experience tells us about this entirely firmly;
even religious philosophy needs to accept this as the original definition—in the
humility of reason, for the sacrifice of humility is demanded from reason too, as the
highest reasonableness of folly. The unutterable, unnameable, incomprehensible,
unknowable, unthinkable God is revealed to creation in a name, a word, a cult,
theophanies, incarnation. Glory to Your condescension, O Lord!"

%%

Like many other theologians in Germany"” and in Russia at that time, Bulga-
kov was preoccupied with the problems arising from the post-Kantian situa-

10  The influence of Florensky, who begins his The Pillar and the Ground of the Truth with
similar reflections.

11 See Christina M. Gschwandtner, “The Category of Experience: Orthodox Theology and
Contemporary Philosophy,” Journal of Eastern Christian Studies 69, nos. 1-2 (2017),
181-221. In relation to Florensky and Bulgakov, Gschwandtner notes (pp. 182-83), “This
insistence on experience as ‘showing’ Orthodoxy (and the rejection of proof) might also
be a slogan to introduce almost all subsequent Orthodox theology in the 20th century.
Although many Orthodox theologians are either quite critical of Florensky and his
student Sergius Bulgakov or ignore their work altogether, this emphasis on experience
as an essential or even the prime characteristic of Orthodox theology is evident in the
work of most of them”

12 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 136 [ET 159].

13 See Mark D. Chapman, Ernst Troeltsch and Liberal Theology: Religion and Cultural
Synthesis in Wilhelmine Germany (Oxford: OUP, 2001), esp. the chapter “Struggles over
Epistemology: The Religious A Priori” For a comparison of German and Russian at-
tempts to apply Kant’s transcendental methodology to philosophy of religion see Kirill
Ukolov, “Problema religioznogo apriori v zapadnoj i russkoj religioznoj filosofii,” Vest-
nik PSTGU I: Bogoslovie. Filosofija 29, no. 1 (2010), 25-42.
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tion in thought about religion. Those concerns include: unsatisfaction with
reductionist—i. e. positivist, psychological and ethicist'*—accounts of religion
and, consequently, justification of religion as a sui generis and independent
reality. That is why in addition to the above-mentioned emphasis on divine
transcendence, Unfading Light has a second strong emphasis—on declaring the
objective character of religion and faith. To claim their objective nature for Bul-
gakov means to highlight their direction towards the transcendent, beyond this
immediate reality. Two important consequences arise here. First, pace Vladimir
Soloviev, Sergei Trubetskoi and Nikolay Lossky, Bulgakov distinguishes faith
from a “mystical intuition” which remains entirely within the empirically given
reality. For those thinkers (as well as for Semen Frank), faith means an “intu-
itional, pre-discursive perception of the primordial ontical relation between
subject and object which Soloviev expressed by the formula: ‘we believe that
the object is” Bulgakov is critical towards such a broad use of the term that
undermines the objective and transcendent-oriented nature of faith. And it is
plausible that Bulgakov had seen in the intuitions of totality, embedded in some
of these all-unity projects presupposing the subordination of all spheres of cul-
ture to mystical intuition, a mode of thinking which would not be much better
than the equally totalizing claims of immanentism that he had struggled with.

Secondly, for the very same reasons Bulgakov doesn’t oppose faith and rea-
son/knowledge. According to Bulgakov, faith in God and knowledge of finite
beings are qualitatively different acts: faith is transcendent in its orientation
while knowledge deals with empirically given reality. Thus, there is no mutual
exclusion between faith and knowledge in the sense that faith is epistemically
deficient in comparison to knowledge. There is “neither an epistemic hierarchy
nor an opposition™ between knowledge and faith. Faith, as Bulgakov argues,
“is a function not of some individual aspect of the spirit but of the whole hu-
man person in its entirety, in the indivisible totality of all the powers of the

14 Such as found, for instance, in the theology of Albrecht Ritschl and his school. Cf. Bul-
gakov, Svet Nevechernii, 42 [ET 43].

15  Teresa Obolevitch, “Faith as the Locus Philosophicus of Russian Thought,” in Faith and
Reason in Russian Thought, ed. Teresa Obolevitch and Pawel Rojek (Krakow: Coperni-
cus Center Press, 2015), 7-23, 15. See Vladimir Soloviev, “Kritika otvlechennyh nachal,”
in: ibid., Polnoe sobranie sochinenij i pisem v dvadcati tomah, vol. 3 (Moscow: Nauka,
2001), 296. Emphasis in the original.

16  Christoph Schneider, “Faith and Reason in Russian Religious Thought: Sergei Bulga-
kov, Pavel Florensky and the contemporary debate about ontotheology and fideism,”
Analogia 8 (2020), 131-42, 140.
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spirit”" It has a unitive character and directs all human powers—reason, desire
and will—towards their ultimate téAog, which is God. Thus, Bulgakov sought
to recognize the role of faith in all forms of knowledge and the legitimacy of
religious experience and language that expresses the data of revelation. And
that is why, as it has been noted by scholars,” Bulgakov’s theological method
considers human person in its entirety and has several dimensions: intellectual,
spiritual, psychological and ethical. In the framework of this holistic methodol-
ogy and its unitive character, faith provides a basis for Bulgakov’s Sophiology,
for it is faith that unites the sophiological system by allowing human beings to
grasp a key sophiological characteristic that is not grasped by the rationality of
reason—the difference between the Absolute and God the Creator. As a philo-
sophical position, faith made it possible to talk about religious knowledge that
did not accept reason, but went beyond it.”” As Bulgakov puts it,

There is no logical bridge between the transcendent or the Absolute and the im-
manent or God: here there is an absolute hiatus, a bottomless abyss. This has to be
recognized simply as a fact in all its triumphal obviousness, but also in its definitive
incomprehensibility: it is so [...] Although unsolvable, it [the antinomy of religious
consciousness] is resolved constantly in religious life, being experienced again and
again as the source of religious illuminations in the flame of faith. For the sake of
faith, it does not have to be understood to the end; faith is the child of mystery, the
spiritual striving of love and freedom. It need not fear the rational absurd, for here
eternal life is revealed, the boundlessness of Divinity.?’

Recognition of this logical hiatus necessarily leads to accepting one’s own epis-
temic humility and consequently to passing from constructing immanentist
totalizing systems to a more faithful mode of living and theologizing. “Where
divine transcendence is preserved in its deepest sense, the affirmation of God
as Creator is not merely the attribution of a certain structure to the cosmos
but above all the commitment of oneself to a life of grateful striving”* Or in
Bulgakov’s own poetic words: “The sophianic soul of the world is covered with
many veils like the goddess of Sais, and these veils are themselves worn thin ac-

17 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 30 [ET 30].

18  Pierro Coda, Lultro di Dio. Rivelazione e kenosis in Sergej Bulgakov (Rome, 1998), 58.
19  Seiling, From Antinomy to Sophiology, 247.

20 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 93 [ET, 110].

21  Westphal, Transcendence and Self-Transcendence, 231.
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cording to the measure of the spiritual ascent of humankind”? There is a direct
relationship between how we describe divine being and what is prescribed for
our becoming: these are flip sides of the same coin.” Thus, faith in its spiritual
and ascetic dimension is closely related to the kenotic decentration of the self,
or self-transcendence. As Bulgakov puts it, faith

is the highest and final sacrifice of a human being to God—himself, his reason, will,
heart, his whole essence, the whole world, all evidence, and is a completely disin-
terested exploit, giving away everything and demanding nothing. It is the love of
humankind for God exclusively and for the sake of God himself; it is salvation from
the self, from one€’s givenness, from one’s immanence; it is hatred of the self, which
is love for God. It is a mute, imploring, searching gesture, it is a single aspiration:
sursum corda, sursum, sursum, sursum, excelsior! [...] Here a sacrifice is offered
by oneself and the world (which here signifies one and the same thing) for the sake
of the supramundane and supernal, for the sake of the Father who is in heaven.*

Here the self is called away from satisfaction with its earthly preoccupations, its
autonomy and egoism. This kenotic account of faith points us in the direction
of ways in which a deeper appreciation of divine otherness might be gained.
One needs to sacrifice everything—and most of all, one’s ego—so that God can
be properly addressed in an act of faith. This needs to be done so that God as
the Other can enter our experience on His own terms and not ours.

Later in the book Bulgakov will once again return to the figure of God as
the Other (this time speaking specifically about Christ) and about the necessity
of self-transcendence, while asserting the intersubjective—i. e., ecclesial—di-
mension of religious consciousness:

One must hate oneself for the sake of Christ and love him more than oneself, and
then in his universal face will be revealed for each one their own face. Each will find
themselves in the Other, and this Other is Christ. And finding themselves in the
Other, being aware of the source of life in love for them, people will communicate
in the mystery of the Holy Trinity, the mutual emptying of the Divine Hypostases
in reciprocal love, the blessedness of life in the Other and through the Other. The

22 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 196 [ET, 229].
23  Westphal, Transcendence and Self-Transcendence, 2.
24 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 33 [ET, 33]. Bulgakov’s emphasis.
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human spirit is lifted up to unattainable heights and the human person shines in the
beauty of that image after which and for the sake of which it is created.”

The place where such a Trinitarian experience is possible, which has not only
a soteriological, but also an epistemological nature, is the Church. This expe-
rience is possible thanks to living in the Church, but living inasmuch as “they
themselves become Church, men and women receive Christ into themselves.”*
And there is only one condition under which a person becomes the Church:
to voluntarily sacrifice his personality, to lose his soul “in order to save it from
selfishness and impenetrability, to open to it the joys of love-humility. That
sick, Luciferian I which is aware of itself in opposition to every other I as to
Not-I, must acquire compatibility with it and through it receive a positive and
not only a negative definition”* Thus, it becomes clear why any conscience
that seeks to establish itself on the foundation of true and absolute truth tran-
scends the world; this is a uniting and conciliar event, according to the words
spoken before the Creed during the Divine Liturgy: “let us love one another
and confess with one mind.*

This sacrificial, dynamic nature of faith finds its culmination in prayer, “the
fundamental form of religious achievement xat’¢€oxnv”? Bulgakov remarks
in a footnote that the works of church asceticism are filled with a doctrine of
prayer, but “the phenomenological analysis of prayer is entirely lacking”* So,
what he sketches further can indeed be called an “outline of the phenomenol-
ogy of prayer”* Answering the question as to what prayer represents accord-
ing to its “transcendental makeup,” Bulgakov highlights that its transcendental

25 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 300 [ET, 358].

26 1Ibid., 299 [ET 357]. See Lubomir Zak, “Lattualita della teologia di Bulgakov in dialogo
con'Occidente,” in La teologia ortodossa e 'Occidente nel XX secolo. Storia di un incon-
tro, ed. Adriano Dell’Asta (Bergamo: La Casa di Matriona, 2005), 92-111.

27 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 300 [ET 357].

28 Zak, “Lattualita della teologia di Bulgakov,” 138. See Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 300
[ET 357] and 53f. [ET 58f.]. Antonov argues that Bulgakov draws here on Sergei
Trubetskoy and his concept of conciliarity of consciousness (sobornost’ soznanija) and
his understanding of consciousness as an intersubjective “universal process” Konstan-
tin Antonov, Kak vozmozhna religija? Filosofija religii i filosofskie problemy bogoslovija
v russkoj religioznoj mysli XIX-XX vv. In two pts. Pt. 1 (Moscow: PSTGU, 2020), 396.
See Sergey Trubetskoy, “O prirode chelovecheskogo soznaniya,” in ibid., Sochineniya
(Moscow: Mysl, 1994), 495-98.

29 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 25 [ET 24].

30 TIbid., 26 [ET 443].

31 Antonov, Kak vozmozhna religija?, 391.
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content includes “the striving of all the spiritual forces of a human being, of
the whole human person, for the Transcendent”? Prayer for Bulgakov is thus
an act of human self-transcendence par excellence. As in the case of faith, it
connects human beings to the divine, to something beyond themselves and
beyond immediate reality: in prayer, the transcendent becomes an “object of
human aspiration as such, precisely as God, as something absolutely other,
and not the world, not a human being” And it is precisely this connection that
distinguishes prayer from its “theosophical surrogates”—“concentration, med-
itation, and intuition”—that “do not deal with God but with the world”** (Note
the same “transcendent-directed vs. empirically-oriented” argumentation as in
the case of faith.)

Any prayer, says Bulgakov referring to Augustin, calls on: transcende te
ipsum.* Praying, one thus makes an effort to come out of oneself, to rise above
oneself. Bulgakov uses Augustin’s expression—inherited from the symbolist
poet and philosopher Vyacheslav Ivanov*®—twice in the book, in different parts
but both times while speaking about prayer. Transcending, coming out of one-
self, necessarily implies emptying a space within oneself. To speak phenome-
nologically, emptying a space within ourselves allows us to prepare a space for
the appearance of the Divine. In the words of Pseudo-Dyonisios: “We should
be taken wholly out of ourselves and become wholly of God, since it is better
to belong to God rather than to ourselves* Or, as Westphal puts it, prayer “is
a deep, quite possibly the deepest decentering of the self, deep enough to begin
dismantling or, if you like, deconstructing that burning preoccupation with

32 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 25 [ET 24].

33 Ibid., 26-27 [ET 25].

34 Augustin of Hippo, De vera religione, XXXIX, 72. Bulgakov also uses this Latin expres-
sion in an article on Tolstoy, “Chelovek i hudozhnik” [The Man and the Artist] (1912).

35 Ivanov hasa poem with such a title (1904), where one may uncover references to Augus-
tine’s idea of transcensus sui as an early Platonic concept of self-transcendence. See Ma-
ria Cymborska-Leboda, “O ponjatii ‘transcenzusa’ u Vjacheslava Ivanova: k probleme
‘Vjacheslav Ivanov i Blazhennyj Avgustin,” in Sub Rosa. Koszonté konyv Léna Szildrd
tiszteletére, ed. Denise Atanaszova-Szokolova (Budapest: ELTE BTK Irodalomtudo-
manyi Doktori Iskola, 2005), 123-32. On Ivanov’s concepts “transcende te ipsum” and
“YOU ARE,” which are so influential in Unfading Light, see Michael Aksionov Meerson,
The Trinity of Love in Modern Russian Theology: The Love Paradigm and the Retriev-
al of Western Medieval Love Mysticism in Modern Russian Trinitarian Thought (from
Solovyov to Bulgakov) (Quincy, Il.: Franciscan Press, 1998), 63-78.

36 Pseudo-Dionysius, The Divine Names, in ibid., The Complete Works, trans. Colm Luib-
heid (Mahwah, N.Y.: Paulist Press, 1987), 106.
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myself” Practicing self-emptying, we find ourselves open and receptive before
the Divine, which can incarnate itself in our behavior and bodily being. Or, to
speak with more traditional patristic metaphors, “the purified soul becomes
a mirror of divine perfection” (Gregory of Nyssa). Sharing in the divine is a
“disorienting experience, where we lose all our familiar bearings as we mingle
with a reality which is so close as to be almost part of us and yet at the same
time utterly transcendent.

Bulgakov highlights the kenotic/sacrificial nature of prayer once again
when speaking about the theurgic dimension of sacraments. But what is more
interesting is that he also speaks about the creative or even artistic nature of
prayer:

Prayer itself is always a sacrifice to God, a sacrificial giving back of the human ele-
ment, but to that extent it is also a creative act. Here the straining of all the powers
of a spiritual being in a single burst to God is creative effort: transcende te ipsum.
If sophianic creativity strives for some insight, for artistic achievement, and thus is
expressed in creation, then prayerful creativity, ‘spiritual artistry; ‘noetic doing; is
realized fully in the act itself, in prayer and communion with God.”

Creative essentially means transformative. There is no doubt that praying we
find ourselves in the process of change. It has a transformative effect on our
passions, so that we learn to love and live differently.* In the prayerful words
of St. Paul: “May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your
spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord
Jesus Christ” (I Thess. 5:23). Prayer inspires and structures human life so that
it becomes true and faithful. And as a transformative force, prayer is to be the
most basic and daily activity. That is one of the reasons why Bulgakov mentions
the “Jesus prayer” as the very exemplification of prayer. “A religious genius,”
Bulgakov writes, “is necessarily an adept of prayer and in essence the whole of

37 Merold Westphal, “Prayer as the Posture of the Decentered Self,” in The Phenomenology
of Prayer, ed. Bruce Ellis Benson and Norman Wirzba (New York: Fordham University
Press, 2005), 13-31, 15. See also James Mensch’s “Prayer as Kenosis” in the same volume,
63-74.

38 Norman Russell, Fellow Workers with God: Orthodox Thinking on Theosis (Yonkers,
N.Y.: Saint Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2009), 87.

39 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 323 [ET 389]. Smith’s translation modified.

40 Bruce Ellis Benson and Norman Wirzba, “Introduction,” in The Phenomenology of
Prayer, ed. Bruce Ellis Benson and Norman Wirzba (New York: Fordham University
Press, 2005), 1-9, 2.
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Christian asceticism only teaches the art of prayer, having as its highest goal
unceasing (‘automatic’) prayer, the Tesus prayer, or ‘noetic activity; i.e., the
unceasing striving towards the transcendent Divinity by immanent conscious-
ness”* All that we do needs to become part of prayer. Or, as the Benedictine
motto has it, laborare est orare.*?

Prayerful self-transcendence is directed towards the union with God, and
this union is achieved according to Bulgakov in the central element of prayer,
which is invocation of the Name of God. “The Name of God,” Bulgakov writes,
“is, as it were, the intersection® of two worlds, the transcendent in the im-
manent, and hence beside its common theological sense ‘name-worship’ is in
a certain manner the transcendental condition of prayer that constitutes the
possibility of religious experience’** For God is experienced through prayer,
the heart of which is the naming of Him, and He, as Bulgakov argues, “confirms
this name, recognizes this name as His own, not only responding to it, but also
being really present in it”*

Here one finds the outlines of the theme that Bulgakov will be developing in
his Philosophy of Name: the real presence of God in His name invocated by the
praying person. According to Bulgakov, God reveals Himself in human con-
sciousness, so that the Divine Names come from God through man. They are
not just human concepts, but are the result of ouvépyeia, of divine and human
activity together: “the naming of God is accomplished in man and through
man; it is his act, an awakening of his theophoric and theophanic potential, a
realization of the image of God contained in him, a realization of his primor-
dial divine-humanity”*® Thus, prayerful kenotic posture witnessing of human
finitude finds its Aufhebung, to use the famous Hegelian concept, in disclosure
of human sophianic potentiality. In calling God’s name human beings start
their journey on the way to theosis, “in the process burnishing their likeness
or similitude with their Creator”*

41 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 26 [ET, 25].

42 Benson and Wirzba, “Introduction,” 2.

43 It should be noted that Slesinski modifies Smith’s translation: “suppression” (preseche-
nie) instead of “intersection” (peresechenie). Robert F. Slesinski, The Theology of Sergius
Bulgakov (Yonkers, N.Y.: Saint Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2019), 219.

44 Bulgakov, Svet Nevechernii, 26 [ET 25].

45 Tbid., 26 [ET 25].

46 Sergius Bulgakov, “The Name of God,” in ibid., Icons and the Name of God, trans. Boris
Jakim (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2012), 116.

47  Slesinski, The Theology of Sergius Bulgakov, 237.
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Prayer thus appears in Bulgakov’s thought “as the starting point of religious
life in general, occupies the place that cult occupies in the thought of the lat-
er Florenskii, and revelation in Berdiaev’s thought”* Or, as Robert Slesinski
puts it, “it is thus in prayer, according to Bulgakov, that human beings truly
transcend themselves, thereby fulfilling their vocation qua humans in a lived

encounter with the Divine”#

Conclusion: Reuniting Theology and Spirituality

Bulgakov’s “struggle for transcendence” in Unfading Light led him to outline
a holistic philosophy of religion that would combine insights into the nature
of religious consciousness provided by German idealism with the distinctive
features of Orthodox theology,” including its contradictory unity of mystical
and rational-discursive aspects, and thus would be able to form the premise of
an antinomian representation of the contents of revelation without falling into
immanentist/onto-theological modes of thinking.

Recognizing the fundamental role of faith, prayer—both communal and
personal—and kenotic self-transcendence for theology, Bulgakov takes us back
as if to the first centuries of Christianity, to its very nature, while at the same
time trying to preserve our post-Kantian and postmodern consciousness. As
Andrew Louth notes, Bulgakovian thought intrinsically combines both

a systematic account of the objective truths of revelation with the root question of
the anthropological approach: how do we know any of this? and also: how does
this make sense of my human experience? This leads him to be concerned for the
place, as it were, from which we behold the revelation of the glory of God: standing
before God in prayer, fundamentally in the Divine Liturgy. The human being stands
before God in prayer and beholds the revelation of God, participates in it, and is
caught up with it—and, in particular, for Bulgakov, is drawn towards the fulness of
the revelation of God at the end of time.”!

48 Antonov, Kak vozmozhna religija?, 392.

49  Slesinski, The Theology of Sergius Bulgakov, 219. First emphasis mine.

50 Paul Gavrilyuk stresses four distinctive features of Orthodox epistemology: ontologism,
apophaticism, holism and theosis. All of them are present in Bulgakov’s works. Paul
Gavrilyuk, “Modern Orthodox Thinkers,” in The Oxford Handbook of the Epistemology
of Theology, ed. Frederick D. Aquino and William J. Abraham (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2017), 578-90.

51 Andrew Louth, “Sergii Bulgakov and the Task of Theology,” Irish Theological Quarterly
74 (2009), 243-57, 252. Emphasis mine.
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Striving to reunite speculative theology with the living experience of faith,
Bulgakov symbolizes a spirituality that is premodern, but at the same time he
also anticipates many insights of postmodern philosophy with its attention to
the theme of alterity and critique of onto-theological thinking. From this living
unity arises his perception of the experience of faith as the true foundation of a
theological act. For Bulgakov, theology is an act that cannot be understood as
a reasoning about some givenness or some kind of experience that one might
approach “from the outside,” without having the intellect filled at the deepest
level with the novelty of the experience of faith.”* This experience of faith is
gained daily in the transformative act of prayer. One thus might recall in this
regard the famous formula of Evagrius: “If you are a theologian, you will pray
truly. And if you pray truly, you are a theologian.” This clearly shows how Bul-
gakov saw the task of doing theology: if one is to inquire about God’s essence,
then this essence is to be the essence of an interlocutor.” This indissoluble link
between theology and spirituality would later find its peak in Bulgakov’s major
theological writings, but the seed is planted already in Unfading Light. For this
is what Bulgakov comes to when he points out that the fundamental content of
religion is not an abstract “God exists” but a personal “YOU ARE”

52 Coda, Laltro di Dio, 58.
53  Westphal, Transcendence and Self-Transcendence, 97.






Building the House of Wisdom
DOI10.17438/978-3-402-12176-4

The Kenotic Iconicity of Sergii Bulgakov’s
Divine-Humanity: Doctrinal, Anthropological, and
Feminist Considerations

Sarah Elizabeth Livick-Moses

In the art of antiquity this icon creation attains true heights of sublimity.
This icon creation is direct artistic testimony about [humanity’s] likeness
to God, a testimony that religiously justifies its general task.

In antiquity’s icon veneration two questions were clearly posed:

What does the image of God in [humanity] consist in,

and if this image of God is portrayable, how is it portrayable?

(Sergii Bulgakov, Icons and the Name of God, 56)

Introduction

In her article on the gendered dimensions of Hans Urs von Balthasar’s theology,
Jennifer Newsome Martin comments on “the ‘subterranean lines of filiation’
between Balthasar and the emigré ‘Russian School’ of Russian Orthodoxy, par-
ticularly Sergii Bulgakov, whose highly gendered sophiological commitments
are inseparable from his protology, anthropology, and kenotic trinitarianism.”
Martin’s comments on Bulgakov are made in her consideration of Balthasar’s
understanding of gender and cosmological anthropology, and the alleged in-
separability of this understanding from his larger theological project. This
paper will provide a partner piece to Martin’s that evaluates the same set of
questions along Bulgakovian lines. It will treat Bulgakov’s liturgical context and
iconographic hermeneutics, address his notion of Image and Proto-Image in

1 Jennifer Newsome Martin, “The ‘Whence’ and the ‘Whither’ of Balthasar’s Gendered
Theology: Rehabilitating Kenosis for Feminist Theology,” Modern Theology 31, no. 2
(2015), 213.



92 Sarah Elizabeth Livick-Moses

his doctrine of Divine-Humanity, and trace the implications of this doctrine
for his anthropology. The consequences of Bulgakov’s iconicity for a feminist
retrieval will be demonstrated in the last part of the paper while we consider
the intersection of Bulgakov’s doctrine of God, the icon, and current concerns
regarding gender and sexuality, essentialism, and theological anthropology.
While his protology reveals an undesirable complementarity between the sex-
es, Bulgakov’s more fundamental iconology illustrates a liberative anthropol-
ogy to be found in the doctrine of Sophia. It is this which I seek to retrieve.

Theology from the Bottom of the Chalice: Liturgy and Icon

In his article, “Sergii Bulgakov and the Task of Theology,” Fr. Andrew Louth
argues that the entire cosmological vision of Bulgakov’s systematic theology
can be best understood through the ritual observation of the liturgy. He writes
especially about Bulgakov’s fundamental belief in the mutual influence of the
life of prayer and the development of systematic theology. The liminal nature
of liturgical celebration well reflects Bulgakov’s own antinomic methodology.
Liturgy is both temporal and always already participating in the eternal liturgy
of the Heavenly Kingdom in the presence of the angels and the choir of saints.
It is “together with these blessed powers” that worship is repeatedly offered
in the liturgy of St. John Chrysostom.® Although a critic of Bulgakov’s more
contentious theological statements, Fr. Alexander Schmemann remained an
admirer of Bulgakov, most especially inspired by his deeply liturgical disposi-
tion. It is liturgy which informs Bulgakov’s perception of all things—including
his theological inquiry.

For the theology of Fr. Sergii, at its most profound, is precisely and above all liturgi-
cal—it is the revelation of an experience received in divine worship, the transmis-
sion of this mysterious ‘glory; which penetrates the entire service of this ‘mystery’ in
which it is rooted and of which it is the ‘epiphany’ The liturgy is the manifestation
of God in the world as God created it, revealing the divine roots of creation and
transfiguring it to become that in which God is ‘all in all’*

2 Andrew Louth, “Sergei Bulgakov and the Task of Theology,” Irish Theological Quarterly,
74, 3 (2009), 243-257.

3 Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America, “The Divine Liturgy of Saint John
Chrysostom,” https://www.goarch.org/-/the-divine-liturgy-of-saint-john-chrysostom
(access 2024/01/26).

4 Alexander Schmemann quoted in Louth, “Sergei Bulgakov and the Task of Theology,”
249.
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Serving as a priest in the Russian Orthodox Church certainly informed Bul-
gakov’s liturgical vision. Bulgakov consistently held the duality of memorial
and eschatological hope throughout his theological works. Indeed, one of the
“strongest features [liturgical theologians] note about the liturgical temporality
is the paradox or tension evident in its texts and practices between anamnesis
(memory) and eschaton (anticipation).”” At the heart of the cosmological im-
port of liturgy lies the iconographic imprint of divinity in the world according
to the kenotic nature of the Trinity and the correlativity between Creator and
creation. The icon fully represents the incarnational mediation of this ontolog-
ical reality and while it remains true that he drew the whole of this theologi-
cal vision “from the bottom of the eucharistic chalice, it is also true that he
communicates this theological reality through an iconographic construction.

The preeminence of liturgy in the Eastern Orthodox context is intimately
associated with the devotional practice of icon veneration; liturgy and icon are
inextricably bound. In his review of Bulgakov’s Icons and the Name of God” and
C. A. Tsakiridou’s Icons in Time, Persons in Eternity,® Rowan Williams com-
ments on the iconographic mediation of divine presence in the liturgical space.
“The icon in some sense stops being a human artefact when it is blessed for use:
every icon is—as far as liturgical use is concerned—acheiropoietos, ‘not made
with hands, like those legendary images imprinted directly by divine action;
every icon is ‘wonderworking; a site of divine intervention” Already we can
see the centrality of Bulgakov’s doctrine of Divine-Humanity in his theological

5  Christina M. Gschwandtner, Welcoming Finitude: Toward a Phenomenology of Ortho-
dox Liturgy (New York: Fordham University Press, 2019), 35. This work is particularly
important in the current discourse of liturgy at the intersection of theology and phe-
nomenological analysis. Gschwandtner offers an excellent and insightful philosophical
study of liturgical practice, ritual, space, time, and sensuality. For more of her com-
ments specifically relevant to the work of Bulgakov, see especially her first chapter,
“Temporality,” 31-56.

6  Quoted in Louth, “Sergei Bulgakov and the Task of Theology,” 249: Sister Joanna Reit-
linger, “The Final Days of Father Sergius Bulgakov: A Memoir,” in Sergius Bulgakov:
Apocatastasis and Transfiguration (New Haven, CT: The Variable Press, 1995), 31-53;
Boris Bobrinskoy, La compassion du Pére (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 2000), 160, and see
also 173; Boris Bobrinskoy, La mystére de la Trinité (1986; repr. Paris: Editions du Cerf,
1996), 149.

7 Sergius Bulgakov, Icons and the Name of God, trans. Boris Jakim (Grand Rapids:
W. B. Eerdmans, 2012).

8  C.A. Tsakiridou, Icons in Time, Persons in Eternity (London: Routledge, 2013).

9  Rowan Williams, Review: “Icons and the Name of God/Icons in Time, Persons in Eter-
nity” Art & Christianity, no. 76 (Winter 2013): 12-13.



94 Sarah Elizabeth Livick-Moses

corpus. The dogmatic significance of icons established at the Seventh Council
of Nicaea (AD 787), and its inherent Christologic,” remains for Bulgakov both
a fundamental part of tradition and a means of theological innovation.

No pre-established forms are prescribed for the tradition of the Church: the Holy
Spirit that lives in her “bloweth where it listeth” In this respect, as sources of the
sacred tradition, the canons, the patristic writings, the liturgical texts, and the icons
are of equal value. All this—not in isolation but in its living and organic totality—
expresses the truth of the Church."

Unafraid to approach the tradition in a constructive and incorporative method,
Bulgakov finds in the liturgical veneration of icons an untapped resource for
considering the “eternal correlativity”” of divinity and humanity. To under-
stand the unified personhood of the Son, and his position as the cosmic em-
bodiment of Divine-Humanity, it is pertinent to also comprehend Bulgakov’s
language of Image and Proto-Image.

10  Sergius Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, trans. Boris Jakim (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans,
2008), 88.

11 Sergius Bulgakov, The Friend of the Bridegroom: On the Orthodox Veneration of the
Forerunner, trans. Boris Jakim (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2003), 137.

12 On correlativity: “Eternity and temporality are correlative, without intruding into each
other or interfering with each other. In no wise and in no sense can temporality di-
minish or limit eternity, for it belongs to a different ontological plane. One can say that
eternity is the noumenon of time and time is the phenomenon of eternity. They are
linked by a relation of foundation and being, but there can be no mixture or confusion
between them, and they cannot limit one another. The imprint of God’s eternity there-
fore lies upon all of creation, for it is the revelation of His eternity” “God, as the Creator
who is correlated with time, does not stop being the eternal God; on the contrary, it
is precisely His eternal Divinity that is the foundation for His creation. If He were not
the Absolute in Himself, God would not be the Creator, just as, conversely, since He is
the Absolute, He is revealed in the relative—that is, He creates the world” The Lamb
of God, 135. “The Lord is always creator, now and forever and unto the ages of ages.
Consequently in some sense the creature is co-eternal with the Creator, as light coex-
ists with the sun, although eternity is realized for it in temporality” Sergius Bulgakov,
Unfading Light: Contemplations and Speculations, trans. Thomas Allan Smith (Grand
Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 2012), 210.
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Kenotic Impressions: Proto-Image, Image, and Divine-Humanity

A fundamental insight into Bulgakov’s entire systematic theology is that there
is more to be positively developed about the interrelation between divinity
and humanity than has been accomplished in the history of dogmatic theolo-
gy. While this is considered primarily in the Christological vein of Bulgakov’s
work, it is also a question which already presupposes a certain theology of
creation and Trinity. Christ is the eternal Image of the Proto-Image, that is, the
Father. The Father’s love pours forth from himself towards an Other who can
receive and return it in full. This is the eternal begetting of the Son.

In his essay in The Oxford Handbook of the Trinity, Aristotle Papanikolaou
argues, “The Son, therefore, is the Image of the Father, the Word of the Father
in which is contained all words; the ‘objective self-revelation’ (Bulgakov 1993:
43) of the Father, the Truth of the Father, and, as such, the divine content (Bul-
gakov 2008: 111).”" It should be noted that Papanikolaou’s comments on the
Son here do not address the sophiological context of the passage which he cites
from Sophia: The Wisdom of God (Bulgakov 1993: 43), though he later addresses
the complexity of Sophia as God’s ousia of revelation." While it is not the cen-
tral point of reflection for our study, mention should be made of how Bulgakov
develops his comments on the Son’s imaging of the Father precisely within the
sophiological register. “The imprint of the self-revealing hypostatic love of the
begetting Father and of the begotten Son, of the Proto-Image and of the Image,
lies also on the Divine world, in the Divine Sophia” Sophia plays a vital role
in Bulgakov’s systematic theology, particularly in his discussion of Divine-Hu-
manity and his non-contrastive theological grammar.' The connection here
between Sophia and Bulgakov’s language of Proto-Image and Image within the
Trinitarian relations emphasizes that his language of icon and image already

13 Aristotle Papanikolaou, “Contemporary Orthodox Currents on the Trinity,” in The
Oxford Handbook of the Trinity, eds. Emery, Gilles, and Matthew Levering (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2011), 329.

14 Ibid,, 330.

15 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 111. For more on the role of Sophia in Bulgakov’s doctrine
of God, see the chapters, “The Divine Sophia” and “The Creaturely Sophia” in The
Lamb of God. Additional resources include Bulgakov’s Sophia: The Wisdom of God
and Andrew Louth’s article “Father Sergeii Bulgakov on the Doctrine of the Trinity,”
in A Transforming Vision: Knowing and Loving the Triune God, ed. George Westhaver
(London: SCM Press, 2018), 183-91.

16 For more on non-contrastive grammar, see Kathryn Tanner’s God and Creation in
Christian Theology: Tyranny or Empowerment (Oxford and New York: Blackwell, 1988).
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presupposes his doctrine of God’s kenotic love. The imprint of this sophianic
and iconographic lens in Bulgakov’s anthropology might helpfully contribute
to contemporary theologies of the body which seek to avoid the polarities of
materialism and angelization.

The Son’s knowledge of the Father is the self-objective understanding of
the divine Icon, a relationship of “mutual mirroring” which is ultimately ac-
complished in the Incarnation.” The mirroring of the Son as the Image of
the Proto-Image (Father) is characterized most formally by the sharing of in-
tra-Trinitarian kenotic love. The Father’s begetting is itself a kenotic act.

The Father acquires Himself as His nature, not in Himself and for Himself, but in
proceeding out of Himself and in begetting, as the Father, the Son. Fatherhood is
precisely the form of love in which the loving one desires to have himself not in
himself but outside himself, in order to give his own to this other I, but an I identi-

fied with him.*®

The Holy Spirit, too, participates in the Trinity as the very reality of the Son and
the Father’s love, and it is only by the Holy Spirit that “the reality of this nature
[of kenotic mutuality] is experienced.””

The kenosis of the Son in the Incarnation is thus grounded in the nature of
his divine essence and is not his exclusive personal property. The particularity
of the Incarnation is maintained, however, as the full manifestation of God’s
relationship to humanity; this is what Paul Gavrilyuk terms the “kenosis par
excellence” in Bulgakov’s system.”® “The Proto-Image and the Image are united
by a certain identity that establishes between them a positive interrelation and
announces the Incarnation to come”” The kenosis of the Incarnation is dis-
tinct, though never separate, from the kenotic character of the intra-Trinitarian
relations and its subsequent outpouring into creation. It reveals the preemi-
nent desire of divinity to be in full communion with humanity and motivates
Bulgakov’s confidence that the Incarnation is necessary regardless of the Fall.

17  Papanikolaou, “Contemporary Orthodox Currents,” 329.

18  Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 98.

19 Ibid., 100.

20 Paul L. Gavrilyuk, “The Kenotic Theology of Sergius Bulgakov,” Scottish Journal of
Theology 58 (2005), 253.

21  Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 138.
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According to the direct testimony of Scripture, the coming of Christ into the world,
the Incarnation, is predetermined before the creation of the world [...] God’s pre-
eternal design manifested His love for creation, which did not stop at the creation
but went beyond it; as the act of the new creation of the world, it determined the
descent into the world of God Himself, that is, the Incarnation.”

I diverge from Papanikolaou when he writes that Bulgakov holds a “striking
affinity” with Barth’s assertion of “the Father as the revealing hypostasis, the
Son as the revealed hypostasis, and the Holy Spirit as the revelation.” Indeed,
Bulgakov explicitly rejects the statement that the Father is the revealing person
of the Trinity.” Bulgakov is clear that, “In the Holy Trinity, the Father is the
revealed hypostasis, not a revealing hypostasis, and He is revealed in the Son.”*
And again, “A fundamental difference also exists between the First hypostasis
on the one hand and the Second and Third hypostases on the other: the First
hypostasis is the revealed hypostasis, whereas the Second and the Third are the
revealing hypostases.”® This understanding of revelation is contingent on Bul-
gakov’s assertion that the immanent and economic Trinity must be identified
as one and the same divine reality.? If the Incarnation of the Son, and the Holy
Spirit’s participation therein, is the fulfillment of God’s kenotic nature, then it
is precisely in the economy that God’s immanence is revealed. This has major
implications for Bulgakov’s iconographic anthropology.

22 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 168-69.

23 Papanikolaou, “Contemporary Orthodox Currents,” 329. Papanikolaou does acknowl-
edge that the Son and Holy Spirit are the revealing hypostasis earlier on the same page,
primarily with the Father’s revelation to Godself through the other persons. His con-
nection to Barth’s axiom still does not seem tenable, however, given Bulgakov’s explicit
comments to the contrary, though his observations about the revelation of God to
Godself do pair well with some of Barth’s notions of revelation and divine knowledge.
Andrew Louth also identifies Bulgakov’s emphasis on the Son and the Holy Spirit as
the revealing hypostases in “Father Sergei Bulgakov.”

24 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 166.

25 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 304.

26 Note that the famous Rahnerian Grundaxiom seems to first appear in the work of
Bulgakov, The Lamb of God being originally published in 1933, thirty-four years pri-
or to the publication of Karl Rahner’s essay on The Trinity (“Der dreifaltige Gott als
transzendenter Urgund der Heilsgeschichte,” in Die Heilsgeschichte vor Christus, vol. 2
of Mysterium Salutis, Grundriss heilsgeschichtlicher Dogmatik).
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Image and Likeness

As much as the Son is the eternally begotten Image of the Father as the Pro-
to-Image of divinity, so too is humanity made in the image of the eternally
kenotic Trinity. To be made in the image and likeness of God is already to an-
ticipate the Divine-Humanity accomplished by Christ in the Incarnation. The
“spiritual being [humanity] is rooted in Divine eternity; the creaturely spirit
has an eternity that is analogous to the Divine, and it is uncreated”” This is
not to say that there is a pre-existent humanity in heaven, as if it might operate
from its own ontological foundation. Instead, the divine origins of humanity
work in Bulgakov as a form of exemplarism, the fullness of all images grounded
in the Proto-Image and eternally “rooted in divine life”* The manifestation of
the Proto-Image in creaturely hypostases, however, remains distinct from the
revelation and accomplishment of humanity’s divine image by the Son and the
Holy Spirit.

Bulgakov does not argue for a simple outline of the human person as creat-
ed in the image of the Trinity. While he claims that “Man is an uncreated-creat-
ed, divine-cosmic being, divine-human in his structure by his very origin,” and
“is the living image of the trihypostatic God in His Wisdom,’” Bulgakov’s dis-
tinction between the Proto-Image (Father) and the other Trinitarian persons
introduces a complication which requires further interrogation. The previous
emphasis on Father’s role as the revealed hypostasis is essential here.

The Paternal Hypostasis, as the eternal and divine Proto-Image, is not re-
vealed to creation “in its own countenance, but through the Son and the Holy
Spirit,” and thus cannot be the direct Proto-Image of humanity’s divine imprint.
Rather, the Incarnation of the Son in the economy eternally precedes the cre-
ation of the world. Christ is the Lamb slain before the foundation of the world,*
and thus acts as the image in which the first Adam is made. “Man is created in
the image of God, but this means that he is created in the image of Christ; for
man, Christ is the revelation and accomplishment of this image.”* The natures
in Christ are not arbitrarily related; it is not divinity’s taking on of something
external to God (for there is no ‘inside’ or ‘outside’ of God), but instead “the
ontologically grounded and pre-established union of the Proto-Image and the

27 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 91.
28 Ibid., 139.

29 Ibid., 140.

30 Rev.13:8, Eph. 1:4, NRSV.

31 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 139.
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image, of the heavenly Man and the earthly man.* This incorporates the bodily
connotations to Bulgakov’s understanding of image. The image is given not
only to either spirit or body, but to the singular hypostasis of the spiritual-psy-
cho-corporeal human.” The whole human person (body, soul, and spirit) is
made as the image of the Divine-Human content of the Son, “worthy of ven-
eration and portrayable on icons”**

Despite his decisive statement that humanity is made in the image of Christ,
to read Bulgakov’s anthropology only on a Christological level would be to con-
tradict the earlier citations concerning the Trinitarian image of humanity. The
significance of Bulgakov’s identity between immanent and economic Trinity
is once again relevant.

Because the entire Trinity is revealed in the Incarnation, and the Incarnate
Word is fully divine, the entire content of the Trinity is revealed in Christ, al-
though the Father and the Spirit are revealed differently than the Son Himself.
Because the Father is only revealed by the Son and the Spirit, “the image of the
human hypostasis can only come from the hypostases that reveal the Father,
both in his proper divine world and in the creaturely world.”*® Humanity thus
has a “double Proto-Image, which belongs to the heavenly humanity in its two
countenances: the Logos and the Holy Spirit.** Notice here that the language of
Proto-Image is used not in relation to the Father as the Proto-Image of the Son,
but according to the Son and Spirit as the Proto-Images of humanity. Sophia
is the proper content of the world’s Divine-Humanity, the creaturely Sophia
existing as the image of the Divine Sophia. Because Sophia is hypostasized as
both the Son and the Spirit, “All iconicity is based on this relation between the
trihypostatic God and His Image, the Wisdom [Sophia] of God, which is the
world’s Proto-Image in Divinity Itself, and on the relation of the world’s Pro-
to-Image to the world as its creaturely image” It is this same Divine Sophia
which holds as its content the eternal Divine-Humanity, which is fully realized
in the Son’s Incarnation and the Spirit’s resting upon him.*

Sophia is to be understood as being that eternally hypostasizable ousia of
God, disclosed in revelation by the Son and the Spirit but not exclusive to any

32 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 17.

33 Ibid., 139.

34 Note that for Bulgakov the body is not equivalent with flesh or matter. Bulgakov, Icons
and the Name of God, 61.

35 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 140.

36 Ibid., 140.

37 1Ibid,, 54.

38 1Ibid., 55.
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one divine person. As much as Divine-Humanity is made manifest and brought
to completion in the person of Christ, there is something about Divinity Itself
which already includes the Heavenly Humanity.

One can say that the very Image of God in God [the Son] is the Heavenly Human-
ity, and that the Proto-Image according to which the anthropocosm was created
is precisely this Heavenly Humanity. And man is the image of this Proto-Image;
the earthly Adam is the image of the Heavenly Adam, as the creaturely Sophia, the
living Icon of Divinity.”

Therefore, to say that humanity is made in the image of Christ, while holding
a double Proto-Image from the Son and the Spirit, and also maintaining that
humanity is made in the image of the Trinity, is to express in varying accounts
the same divine sophianic reality.

Having treated the major themes that Bulgakov develops in his under-
standing of the “image,” we will turn briefly to how “likeness” is understood
in light of this image. The likeness of which humanity is capable is found most
foundationally in the kenotic reflection of divinity. It is the acknowledgement
of humanity’s kenotic roots in the life of the Trinity. The idolatry of sin takes
the divine image found in humanity as God in Godself, using the capacity for
self-positing for “solitary I-ness”*® This is what allows for humanity’s self-de-
ception in which “he considers himself to be his own source and proto-image,
[transforming] his creaturely I into a pseudo-divine I.* This subsequently ex-
tinguishes the love which should more naturally be the content of the image
divinized by the grace of God. The alternative for the self-positing I is for the
creaturely self to acknowledge in humility her existence as an image of her Pro-
to-Image—she can only “be understood in all the sublimity and absoluteness of
its calling”* Human desire is thus fundamental to its divine ground, intimately
intertwined with the gift of God’s image and oriented by kenotic love towards
an Other. The Son loves the Father, and humanity, in loving God, sees herself
only as an image of her Creator, from whom she has being. Humanity freely
posits herself as an image; she accomplishes the act of the kenosis of love.* The
accomplishment of this kenotic act is to develop a disposition of self-emptying

39 Bulgakov, Icons and the Name of God, 55.
40 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 143.

41 Ibid.

42 Ibid., 91.

43 Ibid., 143.
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love towards the Other, the very content of what it means to become like God.
This is the same disposition which the Father holds in the kenosis of His eternal
begetting of the Son—the same which the Son and Spirit hold in their kenotic
response to the Father, to each other, and towards creation.

Gender, Sexuality, and Kenosis

The essential characteristic of humanity’s divine image and likeness is to eter-
nally turn towards the Other, both divine and human, in self-emptying love.
Bulgakov’s treatment of image, icon, divinely ordered anthropology, and hu-
manity’s ontologically kenotic foundation raises questions of gender and sex-
uality which will be the focus of the following section.

Art s itself a kenotic phenomenon. In his work on the Orthodox veneration
of icons, The Art of Seeing: Paradox and Perception in Orthodox Iconography,
Fr. Maximos Constas writes:

It therefore seems churlish to protest that the image is somehow “less authentic”
than the archetype, or that the surface acquires meaning only through depth, for
it is these very “limitations” that enable creation to share in the life of God. The

perceived “weakness” of the icon is precisely its “strength.”**

If all bodies are considered to be equally made in the image of God, then it
is also true that every body authentically reflects its Christological archetype,
even if the historical body of Jesus Christ was one marked by X and Y chromo-
somes. In his descriptions of the double Proto-Image of humanity, Bulgakov
seems to essentialize sexual difference by identifying a “masculine” principle
with the Logos and a “feminine” one with the Holy Spirit.** He maintains that
these “two distinct images of man, bear, in their unity, the fullness of humanity
and, in this humanity, the fullness of the image of God”*¢ Bulgakov’s greater
vision of Divine-Humanity and Sophia seems to elide any kind of essentialism;
he comments elsewhere that both men and women hold within them the full-
ness of the image in their distinctive subsistence as hypostases.*” Still, it remains

44 Maximos Constas, The Art of Seeing: Paradox and Perception in Orthodox Iconography
(Alhambra: Sebastian Press, 2014), 29.

45 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 140.

46 1Ibid., 140.

47 Sergius Bulgakov, The Burning Bush: On the Orthodox Veneration of the Mother of
God,trans. Thomas Allan Smith (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 2009), 82.
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difficult to parse Bulgakov’s meaning in his more problematic comments. It is,
at best, ambiguous where gender and sexuality fit into the iconographic model
presented by Bulgakov.

We will once again rely on Martin’s work on Balthasar to serve as our com-
panion. She comments that the “whence” of Balthasar’s gendered language
draws heavily on Bulgakov, but also suggests that the “whither” of potential de-
velopment draws equally from his use of Russian kenotic theology.*® While the
language of kenosis and self-sacrifice is already looked upon with suspicion by
many feminist critiques of the Cross,* Bulgakov’s Trinitarian and iconographic
model of kenotic love opens up possibilities for critically conceptualizing de-
sire, gender, and sexuality within the doctrine of Divine-Humanity.

Bulgakov’s theology was not concerned with the specific questions of gen-
der and sexuality now raised, but instead with demonstrating the intimate and
full presence of the Second and Third Hypostases in the world through the
sophianic Divine-Humanity of the Word and world. The creaturely principles
in the world exist as images and reflections of the divine hypostases not because
of a literal essentialized character in God, “and it is of course self-evident that
anything having to do with sex or, in general, with sensuality must be exclud-
ed [in imaging God],* but in a symbolic way which, like the icon, provides a
new mode of perception. Even as Bulgakov addresses the “male” and “female”
principles of humanity and their reflections in the persons of the Son and Spir-
it, respectively, he is always attempting to undermine any kind of idolatrous
positing of gendered language about God.” He sometimes evades this kind
of idolatry by omitting sexuality completely from the deified state, describing
sex as an introduction of the Fall and suggesting an integral virginity present
in the sophianic state. “The male and the female in and of themselves, outside
of the fall, are in no way already sex.”*> He maintains that humanity is, in its
fullness, that which includes both male and female as “spiritual principles,’

> <

and identifies them in a symbolic way to the Son’s “truth in beauty” (m) and the

48 “Here is the whither: informed specifically by the Russians, kenosis itself is construed
in a broader context that is robustly Trinitarian and not simply Christological self-sac-
rifice, preserving kenotic theology both for and from traditionally feminist concerns.”
Martin, “The ‘Whence’ and the ‘Whither’,” 214.

49 TIbid,, 214.

50 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 115.

51 Ibid., 114-15.

52  Bulgakov, The Burning Bush, 82.

53 Ibid., 82.
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Spirit’s “beauty in truth” (f).* As much as he remarks that sex is non-essential
to humanity, this does not exclude “the spiritual distinction between the male
and female essences,” both of which are fully imbued with the image of God.®

The question of women’s subjectivity is one to which there is no clear solu-
tion. Toril Moi, commenting on the work of Simone de Beauvoir, wrote: “Torn
between their existence as women and their existence as human beings, wom-
en under patriarchy are obliged either to deny their specificity or obsessively
focus on it”>® Bulgakov’s comments on gender seem to do both: excluding the
physical reality of sexual differentiation from humanity’s universal and divine
origin while simultaneously re-inscribing the gender binary in his symbolic
order of creaturely spiritual principles. The work of de Beauvoir attempted to
dismantle the gender binary, providing insightful developments in the feminist
understanding of gender construction, wishing to see both men and women
liberated from their obsession with sexual difference. “Only then will she be
able to attempt to discover in her life and her works all of reality and not only
her own person.””” Despite the difficulties of Bulgakov’s comments concerning
gender, his fundamental theological desire was oriented towards the discov-
ery of humanity’s iconicity. This does not, of course, uncomplicate Bulgakov’s
treatment of sexuality, but it does open new points of consideration in his work
for the contemporary theologian.

Rather than take Bulgakov’s essentialism at face value, it is important to
maintain the kenotic character of his language as it constructs and shapes his
symbolic understanding of the icon. It is here that a third way possibly emerges.
Rather than a denial of sexuality or an obsession with it, the layering of the
two may allow for a kind of fluidity within the universal-particular, divine-hu-
man, subject. This is simply to say that as a symbol, the work of essentialism in
Bulgakov is not itself essential to retrieving other dimensions of his dogmatic
theology, but merely depicts the givenness’ of bodies present in a world imbued
with divine creativity.

Bulgakov comments that “humankind is not only a male or only a female
principle, but contains in itself the one and the other, and besides not as sex,
i.e., half-and-half, non-fullness, but precisely as the fullness of its own exis-

54 Bulgakov, The Burning Bush, 82.

55 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 299.

56 Toril Moi, Simone de Beauvoir: The Making of an Intellectual Woman (Cambridge, MA:
Blackwell, 1994), 209-10.

57 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York: Vintage Books, 2011), 845.
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tence””® Both male and female are the full image of the kenotic Trinity, but
Bulgakov also maintains the necessary union of both as the singular icon of
Divine-Humanity embodied in the Son. Christ’s body encompasses the entire-
ty of humanity (both male and female principles, perhaps even somewhere in
between the two) while maintaining the particularity of his historical body. The
implication is that the kenotic nature of human love and desire are fully real-
ized in the reception of Christ’s body into the life of the Trinity—male, female,
and non-conforming bodies. This fundamental insight in Bulgakov’s theology
undermines any literal reading of the ‘male’ Logos and ‘female’ Spirit, although
those categories continue to operate symbolically in his work.

The difficulty with Bulgakov’s symbolism, of course, is that it does not es-
chew the patriarchal and possibly abusive assumptions which can be inferred
therein. Sarah Coakley reminds us of Paul Ricceur’s axiom that “the symbol
gives rise to thought,” in her analysis of Trinitarian iconography and gender.”
Without proper care, the antinomy which Bulgakov seeks to maintain can be
easily compressed into an unnuanced binary which already pervades so much
of the Christian tradition, but this need not be one’s only option.*

By pursuing a Bulgakovian anthropology through a critical lens, contem-
porary theologians may resist the idolatry of essentialism by following his em-
phatic conclusion that the true essence of humanity is found only in the kenotic
iconicity of the God who has already incorporated all things into himself. Of
course, the tricky reality of Sophia’s own potential essentialism as a divine ‘fem-
inin€ principle warrants further critical reflection, though it is not possible to
address it adequately in this essay.

Bulgakov’s doctrine of Divine-Humanity antinomically maintains both
transcendence and immanence, understanding each to be characteristic of di-
vinity’s kenotic love for creation, without completely eliding all conceptions
of transcendence. A feminist retrieval of kenosis, as proposed by Martin and
Coakley and read through the iconographic hermeneutic outlined in this
study, would allow gender, sexuality, bodiliness, and desire to become signifi-
cant points of reflection in Bulgakov’s theological anthropology and doctrine
of God. Coakley argues for the significance of kenosis on feminist grounds,

58 Bulgakov, The Burning Bush, 82.

59 Sarah Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self: An Essay ‘On the Trinity’ (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2013), 191.

60 Coakley makes a similar critique of the Freudian-Lacanian school of psychoanalysis
and symbolic philosophy, which seems to re-inscribe the very categories which they
seek to overcome. Ibid., 1-31.
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commenting that kenosis is “vital to a distinctively Christian manifestation of
[feminism], a manifestation which does not eschew, but embraces, the spiri-
tual paradoxes of ‘losing one’s life in order to save it.”® The kenotic mode of
humanity’s sophianic state, orientated always towards the Other, is, as Martin
argues, not a denial of the self so much as “a move toward flourishing, whole
human persons participating in the mysterious life of the divine Trinity”* The
feminist retrieval of kenosis can thus be centered on our own iconographic
approach towards the deified anthropology which Bulgakov manifests in the
image of the Trinity.

The passionate, kenotic love of divinity shared within the Trinity, poured
forth in creation, and perfected at Golgotha is the very Proto-Image of human-
ity’s sophianic telos. Bulgakov may not fully draw forth the liberating dimen-
sions of this iconicity for a feminist project, and indeed this paper serves only
as an introduction. Paired with the work of Martin and Coakley, however, a
feminist theology of Divine-Humanity which accounts for the complexities of
gender and sexuality begins to emerge within the space of liturgy, icon, and
kenotic prayer.®

61 Sarah Coakley,”Kenosis and Subversion: On the Repression of “Vulnerability’ in Chris-
tian Feminist Writing,” Powers and Submissions: Spirituality, Philosophy and Gender
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 4.

62 Martin, “The ‘Whence’ and the ‘Whither’,” 231.

63 This final point invites dialogue especially with the following works: Emmanuel Falque,
The Wedding Feast of the Lamb: Eros, the Body, and the Eucharist (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2016); Luce Irigaray, An Ethics of Sexual Difference (New York: Cornell
University Press, 1993), Virginia Burrus and Catharine Keller, eds., Towards a Theology
of Eros Transfiguring Passion at the Limits of Discipline (New York: Fordham Univer-
sity Press, 2007), Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2006), and Michel Henry, Incarnation:
Une philosophie de la chair (Paris: Editions du Sueil, 2000)—there is an excellent trans-
lation of this work of Henry’s by Karl Hefty published with Northwestern University
Press in 2015).
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Sergii Bulgakov’s Fragile Absolute:
Kenosis, Difference, and Positive Disassociation

Jack Louis Pappas

Introduction

A specter is haunting contemporary philosophy and theology, the specter of
Kant’s transcendental subject. To be sure, according to long-prevailing con-
sensus, we have been assured that Kant’s abstracted apperceptive self is but an
anachronism belonging to a long-discarded epoch, displaced by subsequent
developments in phenomenology, (post)structuralism, and the more liminal
discourses of so-called “postmodernity” And yet, the question must be raised
as to whether these allergies to Kant and the tradition of post-Kantian ide-
alism themselves betray a residually Kantian dogmatism, presupposing the
dependency of knowledge upon the range of possible “lived experiences” of a
historically situated, irreducibly finite self. Have we really moved beyond Kant’s
insistence that the reach of speculative reason terminates only in the scission
of insurmountable antinomy, a scission marked by the irreconcilability of a
spontaneous subject with an inaccessibly noumenal-Real [Ding an sich]?
These questions have been posed with renewed urgency by thinkers such
as Slavoj Zizek, Alenka Zupané¢i¢, Adrian Johnston, Todd McGowan, and
S.J. McGrath, who have each sought to interrogate the traces of transcenden-
tal philosophy beneath the surfaces of contemporary theory. Moreover, they
have sought to recover the contributions of the speculative idealists J. G. Fichte,
E W.]. Schelling, and G. W.F. Hegel, who attempted not only to overcome the
strictures of Kant’s transcendental philosophy, but to radicalize its antinomic
tensions by enacting a parallax shift that would integrate it within a more com-
prehensive account of the Absolute as such. Such a retrieval of these idealist
sources does not, however, represent an uncritical return to a dogmatic exposi-
tion of German idealism. Rather, these theorists have instead offered a reading
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of the idealists through the lens of Lacanian, Jungian, and broadly psychoana-
lytic metapsychology to elaborate what may be called a “meta-transcendental”
theory of subjectivity. Whereas the Kantian fracture between phenomenon
and noumenon is often taken in purely epistemic terms to be a mere descriptor
of the inevitable incompleteness of thought, contemporary metapsychological
theorists instead interpret this fracture to be constitutive of reality itself, act-
ing as the underlying condition which shapes human personality and identity
formation. The speculative philosophies of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, thus
in turn read as diagnostic accounts of the psyche and its emergence.

My wager is that the theology of Sergii Bulgakov at once anticipates this
parallax shift in contemporary thought and articulates what may be interpret-
ed as its own unique mode of metapsychology and theory of personality. Like
many of the aforementioned contemporary theorists, Bulgakov’s reading of
idealist sources (especially Hegel and Schelling) is marked by a distinctive em-
phasis on the positive and meta-transcendental significance of antinomy as an
underlying precondition of (both human and divine) personhood. The aim
of this paper therefore is to at once demonstrate how these features of Bulga-
kov’s theology might be clarified by a metapsychological reading, as well as to
explicate how Bulgakov’s theology might provide a crucial intervention with-
in contemporary metapsychological theory more broadly. To this end, I will
proceed by placing Bulgakov’s theology in conversation with Slavoj Zizek’s
interpretation of Schelling and Hegel. While Zizek may initially appear to be
something of a surprising interlocutor for Bulgakov, his metapsychological
reading of idealist authors is noteworthy insofar as it foregrounds the explicitly
theological aspects of German idealism and directly correlates them to meta-
psychological accounts of personality formation. Indeed, for Zizek as much as
for Bulgakov, antinomic fracture does not simply name a negative aporia which
finite thought cannot exceed, but is taken to be reflective of the irreducibility
of self-diremption as constitutive of both the Absolute and the human subject.
Like Bulgakov, Zizek engages Schelling and Hegel to interrogate how the theo-
logical categories of kenosis and self-differentiation operate within a broader
diagnostic of the self and its agency. As such, I will initially examine Zizek’s
metapsychological interpretation of Schelling and Hegel, before explicating
how Bulgakov’s own critical appropriation of these sources might provide the
possibility of a different approach to speculative metapsychology than that
proffered by Zizek.
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Schelling’s Hysterical God

In ZizeK’s reading, Schelling’s middle period represents an effort to radically
invert Kants Copernican revolution, a refusal to accept the constitutive oppo-
sition between the transcendental subject (ideal-phenomenon) and the nou-
menal-Real.! Schelling instead conceives of the noumenal-Real as the anterior
Ground [Grund] from which subjectivity itself arises. That is, the excessive
opacity of the Ding an sich not only transcends and resists subjectivity, but also
founds and underwrites it. Precisely because the noumenal-Real is the condi-
tion of possibility for both subjectivity and discursive reason, Schelling under-
stands it to be an “indivisible remainder” [der neu aufgehende Rest], a pre-sub-
jective and pre-logical foundation “which can never be grasped ‘as such, but
only glimpsed in the very gesture of its withdrawal* The subject is therefore
derivative of the noumenal-Real, parasitic upon its aboriginal Ground, which
it cannot comprehend except in the mode of a limit-concept excluded from
the domain of possible experience. However, Schelling’s identification of the
primordial Ground with Kant’s Ding an sich poses difficulties. First, insofar
as Schelling posits an ontogenetic Ground underlying the antinomic scission
between the ideal and the real, he is forced to account for how differentiation
could possibly emerge from a unitary Absolute. Second, Schelling is confronted
with the question of how any significance can be assigned to the Ground at all,
given that it is both pre-subjective and pre-discursive.

Schelling confronts these difficulties by way of a speculative theogony
which correlates the ontogenesis of subjectivity with the emergence of a per-
sonal God from an impersonal Ground. As Zizek summarizes, “[for Schelling]
the becoming of the world is the becoming of God himself, his self-creation
and self-revelation, such that the human subject’s awareness of God is the sub-
jective self-awareness of God himself Schelling admits that if the Ground
is conceived in terms of a self-identical unitary substance, then any subse-
quent process of division or self-differentiation would be impossible. Following
Fichte, Schelling recognizes that if the Ground is identified with a selfsame
totality, it would be incapable of positing itself as an “I” because it would have

1 Slavoj Zizek, Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical Materialism (New
York: Verso, 2014), 12.

2 Slavoj Zizek, “The Abyss of Freedom” in The Abyss of Freedom/Ages of the World (Anne
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997), 1-104, 7.

3 Slavoj Zizek, Absolute Recoil: Towards a New Foundation of Dialectical Materialism
(New York: Verso, 2014), 256-57.
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no exterior other (“Not-I”) against which it could determine itself. “Were the
first nature in harmony with itself it would remain so. It would be constantly
One and would never become two.”* As such, at least in Zizek’s reading, Schell-
ing does not conceive of the Ground as a primal origin [&pxn] but rather as an
anarchic indeterminacy, a pre-ontological black hole of potential being. That is,
for Zizek, Schelling’s Ground is ultimately a sheer groundlessness [Ungrund],
“a chaotic impersonal abyss of blind drives in rotary motion,” an unconscious
libidinal economy in conflict with itself. To the degree that the impersonal
longing of the groundless Ground is an enclosed feedback loop of indetermi-
nate volatility, it is also on account of its own undifferentiated excessiveness
capable of recoiling from itself.

The transition from the horrific unconsciousness of the Ground to self-con-
scious subjectivity is enacted via what Schelling calls an “un-prethinkable” [un-
vordenklich] “decision” [Ent-scheidung], a repression of conflicting drives that
serves as the foundational moment of self-determination. The scission between
ideal-subject and noumenal-Real is thus symptomatic of a primal diremption,
an unconscious (or, better, pre-conscious) de-scission, whereby the libidinal
chaos of the Ground is ejected into an immemorial past, and consciousness as-
sumes itself in the form of a self-positing subject. The emergence of the subject
then coincides with a displacement of drives, a self-sundering of the aboriginal
abyss which excretes an “I” in recoil from the condition of its own genesis.
Consciousness is predicated of a subject only to the extent that the subject
has at once posited itself as grounded and differentiated from its contracted
Ground. Zizek writes, “A free subject has to have a Ground that it is not itself;
it has first to contract this Ground and then to assume a free distance toward
it via the act of primordial decision [Ent-scheidung] that opens up time.”® That
is, the primal undifferentiated Ground is assigned to the unconscious, becom-
ing a noumenal-Real whose opacity imposes the limitation which sustains the
personalized consciousness [Selbstheit] of the subject itself.

In theological terms, Schelling explicates the pre-conscious act of disassoci-
ation as the pre-eternal moment in which the unconscious Absolute represses
its conflicting potencies and determines itself over and against a true other. The
indifferent Ground atemporally “becomes” the personal God, by consciously
positing himself [fiir sich] over and against the excremental remainder [an

4 EW.J. Schelling, Ages of the World: Third Version (1915), trans. Jason M. Wirth (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 2000), 12.

5  Zizek, The Indivisible Remainder (New York: Verso Books, 2007), 13.

6 Zizek, “The Abyss of Freedom,” 33.
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sich] which he has jettisoned into an unconscious past. Self-division therefore
constitutes God’s personalization, and his diminution [kévwoig] enacts both
his own self-revelation and the true “beginning” of historical creation. “There
is no God prior to his kenosis. God emerges through his loss [...] in a case of
absolute recoil, the history of God is the story of his loss and the final con-
summation of this loss”” Although this loss is the result of a single decision,
it results in a form of divine personality [Selbstheit] irreducibly out of sync
with itself, fragmented between its self-enunciating entrance into discursive
self-determinacy and set in opposition to the excremental fallen world as the
residue of its own disavowed past. That is, on the one hand, this self-division
constitutes the simultaneous event of the begetting of the Son-Word [Adyog]
and the emergence of created materiality. The former acts as the regulative
norm which gives the emergent subject its coherence, while the latter remains
an irreducible alterity which resists all discursive assimilation, the repressed
remainder concealed beneath every semblance of the symbolic order.

Schelling does not simply oppose the dark domain of the pre-ontological
drives, the unnamable Real which can never be totally symbolized to the domain
of the Logos, of the articulated Word which can never totally “force” it. Rather, the
unnamable Unconscious is not external to the Logos, but its obscure background,
but the very act of naming, the very founding gesture of the Logos [...] the act of
imposing a rational necessity on the pre-rational chaos of the Real ®

Theogony culminates not in a harmonious synthesis between formerly con-
flicting drives, but rather in their displacement by an act of discursive supple-
mentation. Divine personality is founded on a persistent antagonism between
the self-revelatory pronouncement of God through the Son-Word and the ex-
cluded noumenal-Real, manifested in a fallen creation.

The perduring chasm between divine self-revelation and the excreted
residue returns us to the question of the relationship between the content of
Schelling’s theory of subjectivity and the narrative theogony which explicates
it. According to Zizek’s interpretation, the basic contours of the narrative it-
self betray the very truth of subjectivity which the narrative aims to conceal.
“Schelling’s move is not simply to ground the ontologically structured universe
in the horrible vortex of the Real [...] rather this terrifying pre-ontological vor-
tex is itself a phantasmic narrative, a lure destined to detract us from the true
traumatic cut”® Put simply, subjectivity is inherently pathological, enacted by

7 Zizek, Absolute Recoil, 261.
8 Ibid., 185.
9  Zizek, Less Than Nothing, 275.
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a symbolic repression of the Real which it relegates to an imagined past. More-
over, the edifice of personality is founded upon a denial of its own ground-
lessness, reinforced through the artifice of a primordial abyss dispelled by a
personalized God. For Zizek, Schelling’s mythological pre-history—as much
as the very Word pronounced by Schelling’s God itself—is an artifact of hys-
teria, “a comforting fiction which substitutes the horrible truth of constitutive
repression.” In turn, as with all hysterics, the truth is confessed through the
lie: the primal beginning in which the Son-Word is begotten and the Absolute
is personalized, in McGrath’s words “unwittingly betrays the primal crime of
subjectivity, the murder of the Real™

Hegel’s Monstrous Christ

Hegel’s advance over Schelling, in ZizeK’s reading, lies in his rejection of the
excess of an indivisible remainder altogether.” However, in contrast to frequent
caricatures of Hegelian dialectics, Zizek maintains that Hegel’s thought does
not attempt to dispel negativity by resolving in a final unifying synthesis. On
the contrary, Zizek’s Hegel instead owns up to the persistent contradiction
immanent to every identity, including that of the Absolute.” Where Schelling
attempts to ontologize Kant’s antinomic scission for the sake of explicating its
genesis, Hegel does the exact opposite. Zizek writes,

Hegel de-ontologizes Kant by introducing a gap into the very texture of reality.
Hegel’s move is not to “overcome” the Kantian division, but rather to assert it “as
such,” to remove the need for its overcoming, for the additional reconciliation of the
opposites, that is to gain the insight into how positing the distinction “as such™
already is the looked-for “reconciliation”

In other words, Schelling simply repeats Kant’s error, and fails to recognize his
own ruse. Rather than reconciling himself to the immanence of contradiction, he
projects contradiction into the transcendent “beyond,” of a noumenal-Real. He-
gel's dialectics, on the other hand, by unfolding the contradictions immanent to
thought, enacts nothing less than an unmasking of the repressed truth concealed

10  McGrath, The Dark Ground of Spirit, 31.
11 Ibid.

12 Zizek, The Indivisible Remainder, 103.
13 ZiZek, Less Than Nothing, 17.

14 Ibid., 267-68.
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behind Schelling’s fiction: there is no abyss excluded from the grasp of Logos, no
chimerical unconscious with which the subject cannot be reconciled. In short,
for Hegel, the Real is not a noumenal, pre-discursive substantial Ground, but a
break within the symbolic economy which both sustains and constitutes it.

For Zizek, the Hegelian dialectical play of opposites and unfolding nega-
tions [Aufhebung] represents a form of proto-Lacanian therapeutics. Ultimate-
ly, the whole range of possible an sich entities are exposed as artifacts of the
subject’s own self-deception, generated by the repression of negativity. Once
unmasked, the presupposed domain of the supersensible is made to appear as
mere appearance. “To unmask the illusion does not mean that there is nothing
to see behind: what we must be able to see is this nothing as such—beyond
the phenomena, there is nothing but this nothing itself, nothing which is the
subject””The phantasm of the supersensible, which had initially appeared as
substantial and real, and acted as the exterior impasse that resisted and consti-
tuted symbolization, is therefore exposed to be a product of the innate tensions
within the process of the subject’s own self-idealization.

Nonetheless, this raises the question which haunted Schelling: how does
subjectivity arise in contradistinction with its own negativity if negativity itself
is a product of the discursive subject?

According to ZizeK’s view, Hegel sees this question as an effort to retro-
actively uncover a logical necessity upon an event of inexplicable contingen-
cy. Rather than attempting to explicate this emergence as Schelling does, by
retreating from the negative by substantializing it as the very Ground of the
Absolute, Hegel instead affirms the Absolute as contradictory, a self-relation of
identity and difference, a negatived subject without a pre-subjective negative.
Hegel’s ultimate identification of truth with the recognition of “substance as
essentially subject, expressed in the representation of the Absolute as Spirit
[Geist] is taken by Zizek to mean precisely that “substance is not a pre-sub-
jective Ground but a subject, an agent of self-differentiation which posits other-
ness and then reappropriates it. ‘Subject’ stands for the non-substantial agency
of phenomenonalization, appearance, ‘illusion; split, finitude, Understanding
and so on, and to conceive Substance as Subject means precisely that appear-
ance and split are inherent to the life of the Absolute itself”” The recognition of

15  Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (New York: Verso, 1989), 195.

16  G.W.E Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 14
[5$25].

17 Cf. Slavoj Zizek, The Ticklish Subject: The Absent Center of Political Ontology (New York:
Verso, 1999), 88.
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self-splitting [Entzweiung] as the inherent and constitutive fact of subjectivity,
yields a reconciliation with the traumatic negative which Schelling’s pre-con-
scious decision [Ent-scheidung] aims to disavow. Yet, this reconciliation does
not suture the underlying “cut” of the negative by way of synthesis so much as
it “confesses” and “absolves” the crime of the repressed trauma.

Insofar as Hegel’s dialectical therapeutics is understood by Zizek to enact a
reconciliation with the intractability of contradiction, then by extension Hegel’s
affirmation of Christianity, as the summit of “revealed religion,” can be said
to enact the very inverse of Schelling’s hallucinatory theogony. That is, while
Schelling’s narrative represents a myth that dissimulates the truth of the nega-
tive, Hegel's Christianity represents a true myth that dispels every mythology
and “gives up the ghost™ of the spectral Real. For Zizek, the “perverse core”
of Christianity is confessed in the image [Vorstellung] of the crucified Christ
who is himself the monstrous truth of contradiction—a self-alienated God—
whose death reveals sheer negativity to be constitutive of the Absolute.” Zizek’s
Hegelian theologia crucis is thus at once Trinitarian and radically theopaschite,
a Christian atheism which identifies the crucified God with an exhaustive dim-
inution [kévwolg] of transcendence into sheer immanence. The transcendent
God [an sich] is unreservedly incarnated in Christ such that Christ’s crucifixion
is itself the very death of God, the final dissolution of the supersensible.

By way of God’s death, the alienation of the subject is made mediate to
itself, and through this mediation it is reconciled to the monstrous negativity
of contingent being. Zizek observes,

[The difference of substance and subject] has to reflect/inscribes itself into subjec-
tivity itself as the irreducible gap that separates human subjects from Christ, the
“more than human” monstrous subject [...] Christ signals the overlapping of two
kenoses: man’s alienation from/in God is simultaneously God’s alienation from
himself in Christ. So it is not only that humanity becomes conscious of itself in
the alienated figure of God, but in human religion, God becomes self-conscious.?

18  Hegel, 456 [§754].

19  Slavoj Zizek, The Fragile Absolute: Why the Christian Legacy is Worth Fighting For (New
York: Verso, 2000), 90.

20 Ibid., 96.

21 Slavoj Zizek, “The Fear of Four Words: A Modest Plea for the Hegelian Reading of
Christianity” in The Monstrosity of Christ: Paradox or Dialectic by Slavoj Zizek and John
Milbank, ed. Creston Davis (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 2009), 75.
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The double-sided figure of the human subject alienated from a supersensible
God, and a self-alienated God abandoned unto death are, in turn, reconciled
by their being sublated into a virtualized relation between contingent subjects
in community. This community, which Zizek identifies with the Holy Spirit,
is one liberated from all projected bonds of significance apart from their own
immanent mutual association as expressed in common action. The virtualized
horizon of meaning is therefore the flipside of absolute negativity and contin-
gency, the exigent presupposition animating the actions of a community of
purely finite individuals. “God” is made conscious in a collective of godless
partisans who commit themselves to the realization of an idealized possibility.

Bulgakov’s Metapsychology of Positive Disassociation

Both Zizek and Bulgakov read the post-Kantian idealist tradition as an effort to
challenge the constitutive antinomic scission at the heart of Kant’s account of
the transcendental subject. This challenge is interpreted, by Zizek and Bulga-
kov alike, in terms of an interrogation of the underlying “structural scaffolding
of [Kant’s] fully formed account of transcendental subjectivity;? which comes
to identify the rupture at the heart of the subject as derivative of an anterior
rupture constitutive of the Absolute itself. This similarity between Zizek and
Bulgakov not only reflects their common rootedness in the idealist tradition,
but also attests to a shared predilection for what might called a meta-psycho-
logical or meta-transcendental interpretation of that tradition. Both Zizek
and Bulgakov affirm a continuity between speculative discourse regarding the
Absolute and a certain diagnosis of the human personality as such. Indeed,
Bulgakov, like Zizek and the idealists, affirms that the Kantian construction of
subjectivity remains ultimately incomprehensible on its own terms. The subject
[Ich] only apprehends itself relative to its other, a predicate which constitutes
its limit, but remains unable to exceed the limits of its own identity such that it
can know the content of its own predication. Bulgakov writes,

This antinomical task makes the I into a riddle for itself, into an insoluble charade.
That which [...] appeared [...] to be the most reliable and most self-evident [...]
fulcrum turns out to be situated at the point of an antinomical knife, to be a living
paradox, which, obviously, cannot be understood from out of itself.”

22 Adrian Johnson, ZizeK’s Ontology: A Transcendental Materialist Theory of Subjectivity
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2008), 71.

23 Sergii Bulgakov, The Tragedy of Philosophy: Philosophy ¢» Dogma (Brooklyn: Angelico
Press, 2020), 125.
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Moreover, in tandem with ZizeK’s reading of Schelling and Hegel, Bulgakov
approaches this tension not by attempting to dissolve the immanent contradic-
tion at its center, but by affirming polarity itself as his point of departure and
ultimate terminus of his thought.

For Bulgakov, the scission between the enclosed field of the subject and
the transcendent “Not-1” [Nicht-Ich], the Ding an sich, is absolute and insur-
mountable from the standpoint of the subject’s own immanence, and can only
be overcome by way of the “Not-I"’s own self-disclosure to the “I” by a negation
of its own pure exteriority. Conversely, to the extent that the Subject is able to
possess itself and know itself, it must always already be presupposed relative to
the self-disclosure of its otherwise noumenal predicate. “I” and “Not-I” must
somehow be correlated to one another, simultaneously without reserve and
without collapse of differentiation. Both the finite subject and its transcendent
other must be posited as constitutively split and co-known, with the split in
the latter operating as the condition of possibility for the former’s own reflexive
self-positing:

The task of the absolute with respect to the relative, or of the relative in light of the
absolute, is the unification at once of the absolute and the relative of the immanent
and the transcendent—such is the nature of the predicate. The relative-absolute or
absolute-relative predicate is an antinomy which reason finds intolerable.*

However, it is precisely here that Bulgakov’s account of a ruptured Absolute
at once most closely approximates but ultimately diverges from those prof-
fered by ZizeK’s reading of Schelling and Hegel. On the one hand, with Zizek’s
Schelling, Bulgakov explicates the relationship between the relative- Absolute
and Absolute-relative as founded upon a primal decision [Ent-Scheidung], an
act of disassociative self-sundering and a refusal of totality. On the other hand,
with Zizek’s Hegel, Bulgakov takes this foundational fracture to be irreducible
and immanent to the Absolute itself, and thus refuses to substantialize it into
a pre-subjective groundless Ground.” And yet, Bulgakov’s Absolute cannot
be identified with ZizeK’s traumatized Hegelian subject, condemned to a per-

24 Bulgakov, The Tragedy of Philosophy, 127.

25 Ibid., “Schelling’s error lies in his putting the nature [s.c. Grund] of the hypostasis
before the hypostasis, and deducing hypostasis from that nature. In other words, he
takes the predicate, understood as a dark potentiality, apart from and before the subject,
and forces it to engender its own hypostasis from out of itself [...] he does not merely
distinguish God’s nature from God himself, but directly opposes the two.” 99.
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verse enjoyment of the symptoms of its woundedness, any more than it can
be identified with Zizek’s Schellingian hysteric, in repressed denial of its own
groundlessness.

According to Bulgakov, the primal decision of the Absolute to enact its
own diminution [kévwoig] is indicative neither of a repression of anhypostatic
drives, nor of a parasitic subject that derives its personality from self-decep-
tion by positing an anarchic noumenal-Real. Rather, for Bulgakov, there is no
Absolute “behind” the Absolute-relative, no unconscious Ground which is not
always already the predicate of a self-conscious subject. Put theologically, Bul-
gakov’s God is not pure transcendence, but an immanent-transcendence who
is eternally and irreducibly sundered, known to himself in being co-known,
relative to a genuine other with whom he has placed himself in correlation.

The Absolute is never thought, never known, never exists in its abstract absolute-
ness [...]. Even abstracting thought must have something from which it might be
reflected and thus acquire content; and the transcendent never remains only in
its transcendence but has a trans which not only conceals but defines it. In other
words, the Absolute itself is relative in its absoluteness, just as the transcendent is
immanent in its transcendence.*

Bulgakov describes God’s aboriginal diremption as the very enactment of the
eternal ad intra self-revelation of divine personality in the communion of Fa-
ther, Son, and Holy Spirit, as well as the ultimate foundation of its ad extra
repetition in the temporal unfolding of created Being.”

Even as this self-revelation is constituted by a self-sacrificial Urkenosis, an
eternally pre-established “Golgotha of the Absolute,* it is in no way taken to
represent an instance of negativity or loss. For Bulgakov, the reality of the Ab-
solute’s self-sundering is instead an eternal, atemporal event of loving donation
which inscribes difference with the utmost positivity, rather than a mode of di-
alectical contradiction or antagonism.” That is, the Absolute is always already
correlated not only to his creation [ad extra] but rationally knows and loves
himself as the Trinity. The Absolute is pre-eternally the Father who bestows and
receives himself through the Son-Word, and who in the mutuality of the Father

26 Sergius Bulgakov, The Comforter (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans, 2004), 360.
27 1Ibid,, 361

28 Cf. Sergius Bulgakov, Unfading Light (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2012), 185.
29 Cf. Bulgakov, The Tragedy of Philosophy, 61-62.
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and the Son-Word is transparent to himself in the “We” of the Holy Spirit, who
proceeds from the Father and rests upon the Son-Word.*

The ultimate identity of substance with subject is therefore not a product
of pure self-mediated immanence which, like Zizek’s Hegelian subject, could
be said to suffer alienation for the sake of its self-virtualization. Rather, for
Bulgakov, substance is identified with a unitary Not-All, a living antinomy
that is always comprehended relative to predicate and copula. This antinomic
unitary-difference names nothing less than the triunity of Father, Son, and
Spirit and their three-fold hypostatization of a singular divine substance. This
tri-hypostatized substance is rendered transparent and self-conscious, just as
subject, predicate, and copula express an organically self-differentiated whole.

The hypostasis, the person, the I, exists in so far as it has a nature of its own, that is,
an unceasing predication, a revelation of its own, which it can never exhaustively
utter. “Substance” exists not only “in itself” [an sich], as subject, but also “for itself”
[fiir sich] as a predicate, and moreover, “in and for itself” [an und fiir sich], in the
copula as existence. And these three beginnings are by no means merely dialectical
moments of a unity, negating each other and being sublated into synthesis: no, they
are, simultaneously and with equal dignity [...] three [...] which in their joint make
up the life of substance.”

The life of personality is thus a dynamic movement of donative self-posit-
ing whereby the “I” is constituted by its own self-abnegation, its unreserved
self-abandonment to the “Not-1” This is illustrated by the self-determination of
the Father as subject in relation to his predicate, the donation of his very sub-
stance through the begetting of the Son-Word. In turn, insofar as the Urkenosis
of the Father’s self-donation enacts his self-revelation in the Son-Word, the
self-determination of the Son-Word consists in his own self-renunciation and
reciprocal self-offering to the Father.*As such, the self-positing of each of the
co-divine hypostases, while singular in the self-consciousness of their trans-
parent and wholly realized substance, is personally distinguished according to

30 Cf. Sergius Bulgakov, The Lamb of God (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2008): “This
reality of the divine nature, already revealing itself in an ideal manner in the father-
hood of the Father and the sonhood of the Son, is accomplished by the Holy Spirit,
who proceeds from the Father, reposes upon the Son and unites the two of them. This
is the mutual love of the Father and the Son [...]; it is the accomplished self-revelation
of Divinity in its nature.” 100.

31 Bulgakov, The Tragedy of Philosophy, 11.

32 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 97-100.
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the manner in which they each enact their donative love in relation to their
co-divine other.

The mutual self-sacrificial determination of the Father and the Son is de-
scribed by Bulgakov in continuity with his affirmation of an aboriginal Gol-
gotha as a “pre-eternal suffering,”® but remains differentiated from the mere
pathos of tragic, finite limitation, on account of its resolution in the third co-di-
vine other, the Holy Spirit. As copula, the Holy Spirit manifests and actualizes
the positive content of divine substance, which he shares in mutually-donative
communion with Father as subject and the Son-Word as predicate. The ideal
revelation of the Father in the begetting of the Son-Word is made real in the
procession of the Holy Spirit, who in his repose upon the Son-Word, and to-
gether with him, forms the “revealing dyad™* of predicate and copula which
the expresses the substance of the Father as subject. This actualized expression
is not merely a virtualized reciprocity of self-identification in self-differentiat-
ing love (“I am Thou and Thou art I; I am We*) but is realized hypostatically
in the Holy Spirit as co-divine person, together with the Father and Son-Word.
The content of this triune revelation of the divine personality is identified by
Bulgakov with the divine wisdom, Sophia. As Brandon Gallaher summarizes,
“as God the Father’s revealed nature, Sophia is transparent to the hypostases
who reveal her, the dyad of the Son and Spirit, and they live in and by their
self-revelation in and as her. Sophia, in this way, becomes hypostatically char-
acterized by the Father as Wisdom (for the Logos) and Glory (for the Spirit).”*
Putting to one side its obvious idiosyncrasy, Bulgakov’s quasi-personal appella-
tion of the divine substance signals the extent to which his speculative theology
can be interpreted as a form of metapsychology, albeit in a decidedly different
register than the Lacanian approach elaborated by Zizek in his reading of the
idealists.

33 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 99.

34 See, Bulgakov, The Comforter, 183-86. Bulgakov writes, “This mutuality is expressed in
the depths of the Holy Trinity by the Fact that there is a Revealed hypostasis, the Father,
and there is a Dyad of Revealing hypostases, the engendered Son and the proceeding
Holy Spirit. The inseparability of these two hypostases is based not only on the fact that
both of them have a common ‘principle’ in the Father but also on the fact that both of
them together reveal Him in the Divine Sophia, by a unified concrete act determined
by their interrelation.” 183.

35 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 100.

36 Cf. Brandon Gallaher, Freedom and Necessity in Modern Trinitarian Theology (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2016) 78.
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Bulgakov’s metapsychological orientation can be interpreted as represent-
ing a form of what S.J. McGrath has called “positive disassociation.”” McGrath
sharply differentiates positive disassociation from any form of repression or
psychosis. While repression takes any constitutive split within personality to be
a mode of psychotic denial, such that self-consciousness is defined in conflict
with its unconscious drives, McGrath conversely describes “positive disassoci-
ation” as a form of productive self-contraction and relational openness:

Positive disassociation must be distinguished from negative association. Where the
former enlivens personality, the latter encloses it. Negative disassociation is willful
unconsciousness [...] [Positive disassociation] affirms that to be a personality is to
be involved in disassociation for the sake of re-identification, of dialoguing with
difference.’®

Indeed, for Bulgakov, the split within the Absolute is not taken to be something
inherently pathological or an indication of a personality that is constitutively
disjointed. Rather it is the loving self-donation of the Father’s very substance
to the Son-Word and the Spirit, a dynamic upsurge of desire whose ens rea-
lissimum finds expression in loving relation to others. The outpouring of the
sacrificial gift of the Father’s substance in no way enacts a self-deceptive ejec-
tion of an unconscious abyss but is instead a consummation of his subjectivity
in relation to predicate and copula, a completely self-transparent personality
in the mode of a “natured nature” [natura naturata]. Sophia as the substance
of divine self-consciousness is itself the eternal reality of the Absolute in its
self-revelation, the identification of the differentiated Father, Son, and Spirit
in mutual recognition.

This positive disassociation and virtualized reidentification in otherness is
ultimately the basis of human personality, which repeats the personalization
and self-revelation of God’s own substance as Sophia ad extra.* Although God’s
personality is eternally realized in the reciprocal donation of the Trinitarian

37 McGrath, The Dark Ground of Spirit, 27.

38 Ibid.

39 Sophia is simultaneously the Divine nature (“divine Sophia” or “substance-Sophia”)
and the fundamental entelechy and fulfillment of creation (“creaturely Sophia”), which
by extension is the principle of God’s self-revelation both ad intra and ad extra, as well
as the very foundation of created material-historical being and its ultimate fulfillment.
In both cases, difference is not dissolved, but rather fulfilled by a fundamental unity
and identification. This one Divine-created—or Divine-Human—Sophia ultimately be-
longs to God, representing a panentheistic rather than pantheistic view. The difference
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life, Bulgakov nonetheless grounds creation in the very same unprethinkable
event of his self-sundering, gratuitously positing his own substance outside
himself in creaturely being.*’ In positing Sophia as the foundation of creation,
God’s self-bifurcation further extends for the sake of ever greater love and
reciprocity. Likewise, in receiving Sophia as its foundation, creation possesses
Sophia as a potency to be realized as its own [natura naturans], an entelechy
to be attained. The realization (i.e. “sophianization™) of this potency is both
the gift and the task of the human person.

Conclusion

For Zizek subjectivity is constitutively disjointed, its “substance” consists in
the innate contradiction between the wound of the unconscious and the pro-
jection of a symbolic-imagined economy. Whether in the Schellingian mode
of an unconscious “indivisible remainder” or as the immanent trauma of the
Hegelian negative, Zizek perceives the split within personality as inherently
pathological, a tragic dissonance of conflicting drives. To speak of any produc-
tion of a higher standpoint of possible reconciliation, whereby otherness and
identity are brought into a dynamic relation, can only inevitably be identified
with a kind of ideological artifice. Even if the lie of ideology is exigent and
noble—as it is for Zizek’s Holy Spirit as the self-consciously godless commu-
nity-in-solidarity—it is nonetheless a virtualized loss of reality, an alienation
from the contingency and brutality of the real that lurks beneath every surface.
In the end, the question is posed to us whether we can accept the wound of
selthood and come to abandon ourselves to the pure immanence of a utopian
expectation without guarantees.

Bulgakov offers a counterproposal to Zizek’s question, one which refuses to
identify self-sacrifice with loss and fragility with negation. Indeed, Bulgakov’s
Sophia indicates that the essential fracture which yields differentiation is not
merely an open wound concealed by a veneer of hysterical self-deception, but
rather a donative self-offer that produces the possibility of relation and expres-
sive re-identification in otherness. As the “organic image™? or mirror of the

between “Divine” and “Creaturely” Sophias is not one of being, but one of reception.
Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 119-23.

40 Bulgakov, Unfading Light, 195-99.

41 Sergii Bulgakov, Philosophy of Economy: The World as Household (New Haven: Yale
University Press 2000), 145-50.

42 Bulgakov, The Lamb of God, 98.
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self-differentiated, antinomic identity that constitutes both the Trinitarian God
and the relation between Creator and creature, Bulgakov’s Sophia is neither a
flight into illusory fantasy nor a virtualized projection of a repressed subject.
On the contrary, Sophia names nothing less than the self-transparent personal-
ity which has disavowed the deluded temptation of solipsism and attained itself
by embracing the other as its utmost condition of self-revelation. Bulgakov’s
metapsychology of positive disassociation, as expressed in his sophiology, thus
represents the precise inverse of the psychosis which Zizek aims to alleviate
by “unmasking” the truth of negativity. For Bulgakov, the irreducible fracture
which bruises the heart of the Absolute is “the life-creating power of trihy-
postatic love”® and as such attains the utmost positivity, serving as the very
wellspring of personhood.

43 Bulgakov, Unfading Light, 217.
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The Authenticity of Creativity:
The Philosophical and Theological Anthropologies of
Nikolai Berdiaev and Sergei Bulgakov

Deborah Casewell

The later thought of Sergei Bulgakov, as opposed to his earlier engagement with
German Idealism and political thought, is largely contrasted with his theolog-
ical fellow travellers, some of whom found fault with his sophiology and his
reliance on German Idealism. However, through this relationship to German
Idealism, Bulgakov can be better linked to his fellow Russian émigré Nikolai
Berdiaev. Although their systems are distinctive enough from one another,
there are a number of ways in which it is productive to compare and contrast
their thought.

Due to their political and personalist interests, it is done on these grounds
rather than philosophical or theological ones. However, considering Berdiaev’s
link to existential philosophy, there exists another way to compare and contrast
their thought. One prominent aspect of existential philosophy concerns the
creation or realisation of the self, of being authentic or inauthentic. Authen-
ticity can be a complete self-creation from nothing or it can be the alignment
of ones life in a certain way. However, there is a sense in authenticity that one
decides for oneself how to exist, that the self has the freedom to make itself in
its own image. Thus what can be presented to the world is the true, individual
self. Both thinkers explored in this essay engage with some key concerns of
authenticity: in terms of creativity, freedom, and selthood.

Bulgakov may not engage in existential philosophy or existentialism as Ber-
diaev does, but he has an understanding of what it means to be fully and truly
human such that a theology of personalist authenticity results from Bulgakov’s
thought. As a result, Bulgakov can thus be seen as part of a wider theological
tradition that contains within it the tools with which to respond to claims that
authenticity must always be pure self-creation and self-assertion. Seeing Bul-
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gakov’s thought through this lens also provides us with another helpful way
to explore the similarities and dissimilarities between him and Berdiaev, who
develops his own understanding of authenticity from his own, more radical,
account of self-creation.

I will develop this analysis through the concerns of creation, creativity, and
how that bears upon the self. Both these thinkers have rich, complex systems,
and this is especially the case for Bulgakov, who constructs a particular elab-
orate theology. However, the focus of this essay is resolutely focused on theo-
logical anthropology, and in particular on how to become truly, authentically
human. For it is in this area that theology is especially able to interrogate and
engage with philosophical concerns and formulae.

Nikolai Berdiaev

I begin with an account of Berdiaev’s thought, in particular his understand-
ing of creation and creativity. Berdiaev’s existential character emerged inde-
pendently of the usual genealogy of existentialism, noting that he saw him-
self as an existentialist ‘before I even came to know of Kierkegaard’s writings’!
His thought is instead shaped by sources that he shares with Bulgakov: Jakob
Boehme and Schelling, alongside his engagement with Pascal, Nietzsche, Dos-
toevsky, Tolstoy, Kierkegaard, and Heidegger.

Berdiaev’s key existential concern is to avoid thought he terms “objectiv-
ising”:? that shuts its eyes ‘to the mystery of the life of man, of the world, and
of God’® This rests on Berdiaev’s distinction between the natural and the su-
pernatural, where objectivising philosophy is philosophy that is natural, that
remains within the world and works solely within those limits. In contrast,
authentic existence and philosophising takes place with a turn towards the
supernatural in the natural, beginning its investigations there.

Here, Berdiaev’s understanding of creation and creativity is key. Drawing
on Jakob Boehme’s philosophy, Berdiaev sees that God wills himself into ex-
istence from the void of nothingness, the Ungrund. From this act of will, God
transforms and modulates into the Trinity. This account of God prevents God

1  Nikolai Berdyaev, Dream and Reality: An Essay in Autobiography, trans. K. Lampert
(London: Geoftrey Bles, 1950), 102.

2 Objectification means ‘alienation, loss of individuality, loss of freedom, subjection to
the common, and cognition by means of the concept’ (1953, 11).

3 Berdyaev, The Divine and the Human, trans. R.M. French (London: Geoffrey Bles,
1949), v.
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from being associated with being, because one cannot say that God is. Instead,
as Berdiaev comments, the vision is ‘nothingness as distinct from something
in order of being’ It is a ‘primal pre-existential freedom’ that precedes being
and is beyond the world of causality.* The foundation is freedom rather than
being, and human freedom and creativity is also drawn from this non-being.
Created as we are in God’s image and likeness, we also will and create, and
are called to this free, spontaneous activity, rather than shaping ourselves to a
pre-determined ideal. This creativeness, as the exercise of our freedom, is our
own creating out of nothingness. However, we cannot create life or matter from
nothing, like God. In this way humanity is fraught: both the riddle of and the
solution to the universe.

Strictly speaking, Berdiaev does entertain the concept that a separate prin-
ciple gives rise to God and humanity. He sources it in the meontic Ungrund,
arguing that it thus has no ‘being’ of which to speak which stands as a concrete
other principle to God. This metaphysical sleight of hand will save him some
of the issues that Bulgakov runs into with his account of Sophia, although it
does open his thought up to different problems.” Turning now to Bulgakov’s
account of creation, we can see certain similarities: a navigation of nothingness
and a debt to mystical German thought, alongside a rather different ontological
approach.

Bulgakov on Creation

In Bulgakov’s cosmology, God exists originally as the Absolute, ‘an unchanging
entity, wholly satisfied and wholly blessed, and the world process neither adds
anything to him nor subtracts anything from hin’ Yet God also chooses to
create and therefore bind himself to the world, to become in and through the
world, and therefore ‘God is not complete insofar as the world is not complete’®
Hence Creation is a kenotic act, the sacrifice of the Absolute’s absoluteness, a

4 Berdyaev, Spirit and Reality, trans. George Reavey (London: Geoftrey Bles, 1939), 144
45.

5  This is the judgement of Zwahlen, for example, who in her contrasts of Berdyaev and
Bulgakov sees that the former’s ontology is too unstabilising, with the world ‘always in
danger from the negative forces roaring in the Ungrund’; Regula Zwahlen, “Different
Concept of Personality: Nikolaj Berdjaev and Sergej Bulgakov”, Studies in East Euro-
pean Thought 64, 3-4 (2012), 193.

6  Sergei Bulgakov, Unfading Light: Contemplations and Speculations, trans. and ed. Thom-
as Allan Smith (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2012), 196.
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creative sacrifice of love that we are to mirror.” In becoming relative the Ab-
solute limits and subjects itself, and in doing so posits nothing outside of the
Absolute fullness of God’s being.

What form does this nothingness take? Bulgakov distinguishes between me
on and the ouk on of nothingness, one creative, the other sterile. God creates
out of the ouk on, transforming it into the me on, and it is this nothingness that
surrounds being. God originates being and non-being,® and this creative activ-
ity is similar but distinguished from creaturely creativity. God can create out of
absolute nothing, whereas we create out of the nothingness that God creates.

The above cosmology is one of the ways in which, as Bulgakov states, his
understanding of God’s relation to the world is panentheistic, his effort to avoid
what he sees as the extremes of immanentism and transcendentism. The first is
found in German Idealism, the latter strays into deism and later dualism. The
most famous, and controversial, aspect of this panentheism is Sophia. Origi-
nally associated in the Philosophy of Economy with the world soul and the na-
tura naturans,’ Sophia is described contentiously in Unfading Light as a fourth
hypostasis.'” In The Lamb of God, Sophia is bifurcated, with the divine Sophia
subsumed to the nature of God and the creaturely Sophia continuing the role of
the world soul. Sophia mediates between God and creation, and distinguishing
yet uniting God and the world.

In the Philosophy of Economy Sophia is also the human ideal, as the ‘origi-
nal, metaphysical unity of humanity’ that ‘is a positive spiritual force acting in
the world as a unifying principle" Bulgakov unites this doctrine with his own
stresses on creativity, on transcendental humanity, and on the sociality of that
humanity. As the transcendental human subject is linked with the unificatory
role of Sophia, Bulgakov is able to avoid what he sees as the atomism of Kan-

7  This results in a complex series of antinomies, between the Absolute and the Abso-
lute-relative.

8  Gayrilyuk’s 2015 commentary on Bulgakov’s account of creation notes that God chooses
to posit nothing outside of the fullness of God’s being.

9  ‘the world soul, the divine Sophia, the Pleroma, Bulgakov, Philosophy of Economy. The
World as Household, trans. Catherine Evtukov (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2000), 13.

10 ‘And as the love of Love and the love for Love, Sophia possesses personhood and coun-
tenance, is a subject, a person or, let us say it with theological terminology, a hyposta-
sis; of course she is different from the Hypostases of the Holy Trinity, and is a special
hypostasis, of a different order, a fourth hypostasis’ (Bulgakov, Unfading Light, 217).

11 Bulgakov, Philosophy of Economy, 140.
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tian subjectivity. Sophia is also a ‘living, organizing force contained in nature™
that can overcome brute nature, subject as it is to the laws of necessity. The
creativity is also sourced in Sophia and transforms the world out from there,
and ‘humanity as the soul of the world thus works within nature but is also
transcendent with respect to the natural world’”

This underscores Bulgakov’s understanding of creaturely creativity present-
ed above: limited as we cannot create from nothing. However, Sophia allows
us a form of creativity that we can work towards, for the ‘theory of the tran-
scendental subject, the world soul, resolves this question differently’** Sophia
allows a relationship to God through the world, where ‘Sophia, partaking of the
cosmic activity of the Logos, endows the world with divine forces, raises it from
chaos to cosmos’” This resolves the puzzle of human creativity, which can then
be a free re-creation. Humanity cannot create anything new, metaphysically,
but our creative acts are ‘flashes of another light in the creaturely darkness’*®

Creativity, Self-formation and the Person

What do these comments about creation and human creativity mean for be-
coming, and being human? The kenotic stress in Bulgakov’s thought puts the
stress on becoming, on work, asceticism, and development. The personalist
stress in his thought sees the image and likeness of God as essential to that
development. Humanity creates and melds itself into the divine that is revealed
in Christ and grounded in Sophia. In participating in the divine world, in the
heavenly Divine-Humanity of the God-Man, the Logos, the divine, trinitarian
Godhood is mediated to us through the divine Sophia. The world, as the crea-
turely Sophia ‘exists in conformity with its heavenly Proto-Image and is there-
fore also the human world, centered on and by man’ Amongst these worlds—of
God, of the world itself—humanity is ‘a “microcosm”, and his imprint therefore
lies upon the entire world, the macrocosm’” Or, as he put it earlier in a partic-
ularly existentialist statement, ‘the nature of humankind is marked by genius
and nothingness’®

12 Bulgakov, Philosophy of Economy, 132.

13 Ibid., 143.
14 Ibid., 144.
15 Ibid., 145.
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