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Faith, Freedom, and the Varieties of Russian Religious Experience

RANDALL A. POOLE

In 1917 Sergei Bulgakov (1871-1944), then on his way to becoming one of
the century’s great theologians, published Unfading Light: Contemplations
and Speculations. The overarching theme of this classic work of Russian re-
ligious philosophy is that the basis of religion is human experience of the
divine. Bulgakov emphasizes that religion is essentially experiential and not
primarily conceptual or intellectual: “Religious experience assures the hu-
man being of the reality of another, divine world, not so as to demonstrate
its existence or by various conclusions to convince him of its necessity, but
so as to lead him to a living, immediate bond with religious reality, and
showit to him.™ Religious experience, he continues, is distinctive compared
to other types of human experience (e.g., scientific, philosophical, aesthetic,
or ethical); it “remains the sole path for real, living comprehension of God”
(18). It is utterly authoritative, immediately credible, and convincing “by a
different higher persuasiveness than the facts of external reality” (17). The
immediate credibility of religious experience is called faith, “the assurance
of things hoped for, the evidence of things unseen” (Hebrews 11:1). Faith is
another way of specifying the distinctiveness or autonomy of religious expe-
rience: such experience necessarily comes from within, since it is experience
of the transcendent.? Its “object” is not ordinary, immanent sense data, of
course, but the divine, which does not reveal itself externally, in the manner
of empirical objects. It is the “unseen order,” as William James character-
ized it in The Varieties of Religious Experience, an order no less real for those
who experience it.?

The inward character of faith and religious experience led Bulgakov to
identify religion as a core quality or capacity of personhood and to relate
both religion and personhood to freedom. “Faith,” he writes, “is a function
of human freedom; it does not compel the way the laws of nature compel
us. To impose the truths of faith from the outside would not meet the fun-
damental requirements of religious consciousness; to coerce our person,
whether by logical constraint or force of knowledge, would not correspond
to the dignity of the Divinity who respects our freedom™ (29-30): To say that
God respects human freedom is to defend it in the strongest possible terms.
Not only is the “dignity of the Divinity” at stake but so too is human dignity.
Freedom is the very condition of the “truths of faith” and of the whole inner
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2 RANDALLA.POOLE
world of ideals. By their very nature such truths and ideals can be only freely
posited, recognized, and pursued.* To coerce them is to destroy them and to
strike at the heart of what it is to be a person.

Bulgakov says that faith involves “the whole person in its entirety” and
that in this sense “religion is a personal work in the highest degree and thus
it is 2 continual, creative work” (30). Clearly he thought religion wasa highly
distinctive type of human experience, perhaps even the most human type
of experience. It should be noted, however, that persons are the only possi-
ble subjects of any type of experience, not just of religion. Groups are not
subjects and do not have experiences; only the individual persons who con-
stitute them do. (Bulgakov did not suggest otherwise, but the difference is
worth mentioning because it is not always well appreciated, and because it is
relevant to the distinction between toleration, which pertains to groups, and
freedom of conscience, which pertains to persons.) It is true that humans
are social beings and that a person’s consciousness forms in interaction
with others (especially through language). Our communities enable and
enrich our experiences, but still only individual persons have experiences.
In empirical experience the external object limits (or is correlated with) the
personal or subjective element. In religious experience the personal quality
is much deeper because such experience is inner or spiritual, even when
evoked by an external object or event (e.g. an icon or prayer service), As
Bulgakov affirms, God “knocks on the door’ of the human heart” but “in
all his omnipotence he cannot force it open, for this would mean the an-
nihilation of freedom, i.e., of the human being itself” (30). The content of
religious experience is transcendent reality, which is not given as an object
but posed as an ideal. “Tt is identified not by the coercion of external senses,
not violently, but by the free, creative aspiration of the spirit, by the quest for
God, by the intense actuality of the soul in this direction. In other words
the element of freedom and personhood, i.e., creativity, is irremovable from
religious faith” (35). The quest for God in religious experience is also a quest
for human personhood.

Since 2000 scholars of Russian history and culture have returned to the
insights of Bulgakov, James, and other thinkers (e.g., Emile Durkheim and
Rudolf Otto) of a century ago.’ They have produced a remarkable body of
scholarship exploring the experiential aspects of religion. “Lived Ortho-
doxy” designates a thriving area of research about the ways people (laity,
clergy, peasants, workers, women, intellectuals) experienced, practiced, and
understood their religion.® Beyond Russian Orthodoxy, to give just one ex-
ample, Heather Coleman has studied the Russian Baptists by focusing on
their individual spiritual experience, as described in their conversion nar-
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ratives.” This scholarly attention to lived religious experience proceeds from
the recognition that such experience is a window onto believers’ faith and
thus onto their understanding of themselves and their world. (Collingwood
said that the historian’s main task is the reenactment of past experience.)®
Through this window we can discern, to an extent, inner processes of hu-
man spiritual development and how people value themselves in relation to
God. In their seminal edited volume on Russian religious experience Cole-
man and Mark Steinberg found that such experience, narrated and pre-
served in “sacred stories,” reveals how spiritual seekers and believers discov-
ered “self-kriowledge, personal dignity and will, and self-realization”—in
short, personhood.? Their approach, like Bulgakov’s, informs my effort in
this introductory study to make a case for the experiential basis of Russian
religious freedom.

The subject of this volume is religious freedom, both in its internal and exter-
nal meanings. That freedom, if we accept Bulgakov’s argument, is essential
to religion because it is the very condition of faith and religious experience.
The premise of theargument is thathuman beings, intheir innermost nature,
are free. Inner freedom is free will, or the capacity for self-determination
by one’s own ideals. As the power to override external determination by
sensible-empirical causes, free will refutes “determinism” in the usual
naturalistic sense of the term. (It is thus a good argument for theism, as
Bulgakov very well understood.) This core human capacity, which might
be called “ideal self-determination;” also describes morality (in which case
the self-determining ideal is the good).”? It is what Bulgakov had in mind
in relating faith, freedom, and personhood so integrally. Religious expe-
rience, because it comes from within, depends on freedom. At the same
time, it reveals {or clarifies) the ideals that drive self-determination—as do
other types of human experience, although moral-religious experience is
paradigmatic.

Bulgakov was following a long tradition in Western intellectual history
that identified the capacity for ideal self-determination as central to human
dignity, called it freedom of conscience, and recognized it as the first and
most fundamental natural or human right. That tradition is liberalism. It
maintains that inner freedom is the source of external freedom (secured
through natural rights), and that the very purpose of the state is to guaran-
tee natural rights by the rule of law. Freedom of conscience is the core of the
tradition because of its dual meaning as inner freedom (the capacity for ideal
self-determination) and as external freedom (the right to seek, express, and
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live according to one’s ideals or beliefs). Generally liberalism relates the two
dimensions of freedom of conscience in another way as well, contending that
the ever fuller realization of the inner capacity depends on the free exercise
of the external right.

The ideals that make self-determination possible must, by their very na-
ture as ideals, be freely recognized. It bears emphasizing that the concept
of freedom of conscience does not imply (though the term might seem to
suggest) that the ideals themselves are “free,” in the sense of being merely
subjective or lacking objective truth or value. To the contrary: it is the free
recognition of the ideals as true or valid that gives them (or rather persons)
the power of self-determination. Truth, in short, must be made one’s own,
which can happen only through free recognition and “personal work,”-as
Bulgakov put it. Proceeding from this understanding of freedom of con-
science and of its centrality to human dignity and personhood (lichnost’),
Bulgakov and other Russian neo-idealist philosophers made an important
contribution to the liberal tradition (see the penultimate section below,
“Russian neo-idealism”). For them philosophical idealism was, in part, a
theoretical articulation of the ideals that were lived and felt in religious ex-
perience (or in moral-religious experience).

Russian idealism was closely related to another key intellectual develop-
ment, which Paul Valliere has identified as Russian theological liberalism—
an approach to the problems of church'and society that, he says, affirms two
axioms with respect to religious life: freedom of conscience and the relative
autonomy of the secular spheres of life, such as science, politics, economics,
and art. “As a liberal axiom,” Valliere writes, “freedom of conscience means
not just inner, spiritual freedom, which is conscience by another name, but
outward freedom as well.”" In another place he distinguishes between two
methods that shaped theology in ninéteenth-century Russia. The first was
the historical method, the foundations of which were laid by the century’s
most influential hierarch, Metropolitan Filaret (Drozdov) (1782-1867), with
his call to “return to the sources.” The second was “the experiential or an-
thropological method, which appealed to religious experience and the data
of conscience to elucidate, support or confirm theological beliefs.” Its aim
“was to give voice to the believing conscience, to articulate the living Word.”
The experiential method, with the primacy it gave to conscience, was, ac-
cording to Valliere, the indispensable one for liberalism."

TOLERATION AS RUSSIAN RELIGIOUS POLICY

This volume explores the complex contours and contested meanings of re-
ligious freedom in Russia. The first essential distinction to be made is be-
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tween toleration and freedom of conscience. In European thought toleration
developed in the early modern period from the negative, expedient sense of
the idea (“mere toleration,” or forbearance from religious persecution) into
the positive concept of freedom of conscience. This intellectual development
was essentially complete by 1700."* By then, “toleration” could be used syn-
onymously for freedom of conscience.™

In the context of imperial Russia, however, the two concepts must be
carefully distinguished, because the first did not imply the second. By the
end of the nineteenth century “toleration” could mean freedom of con-
science, but even then that was not its primary meaning. The ambiguity
could be exploited for tendentious purposes, as K. K. Arsen’ev (1837-1919),
the editor. of the liberal historical journal Vestnik Evropy, complained. In
the introduction to his important collection of articles, Freedom of Con-
science and Toleration, he wrote, “words are more elastic than concepts, and
never, it seems, has this elasticity been clearer than in the interpretations
that the word ‘toleration’ has among us.” As an example he points to the
conservative paper Moskovskie vedomosti. In a lead article on toleration in
1896 it asserted that existing Russian laws on toleration granted the right of
freedom of conscience, but also that the “principle of toleration® was “com-
pletely inapplicable” if it contradicted state laws. According to Arsen’ev, the
first assertion was disingenuous, and the second misunderstood the idea
of right. His critique is an admirable formulation of the liberal concept of
freedom of .conscience as a natural right: ““The principle of toleration,’ if
made dependent on changeable ‘state laws,’ ceases to be a principle—that is,
a criterion by which the worth [dostoinstvo] of positive law is measured. ...
It is not the principle of toleration that must be sacrificed to state laws, but
state laws that must be brought into accord with the principle of toleration,”
in the sense of freedom of conscience.’®

The tsarist regime used a number of terms to describe its religious pol-
icy. They included religious toleration and freedom of faith, religion, and
confession. These terms meant something very different from freedom of
conscience as an inalienable individual right.' Toleration in imperial Russia
was a revocable privilege or concession granted by the state to recognized
religious groups or communities. It is worth emphasizing that tsarist tolera-
tion, far from being a right limiting autocratic power, was rather an instru-
ment of that power. As Peter Waldron wrote in an influential essay in 1989,
“religious policy was only one part of the regime’s general strategy” to keep
“the strength and authority of the autocracy as intact as possible.” Waldron
argues that freedom of conscience was inimical to the idea of autocracy (es-
pecially in the mind of the last two tsars), was granted only as a political
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necessity in the 1905 revolution, and was thwarted after 1905 as the regime
recouped and reneged on its promises.”

Laura Engelstein clarified the picture further with an essay published a
decade after Waldron’s. In it she labeled tsarist toleration or “freedom of
religion” (svoboda very) a “peculiar grant” “In the first place,” she writes,
“the freedom to worship consisted of the right to persist in the faith of one’s
ancestors, that is, to continue to belong to the religious community into
which one had been born. It did not endow individual believers with the
right to change religious affiliation,” unless it was to Orthodoxy. “In the sec-
ond place,” she continues, “the price of recognition was subordination to ad-
ministrative authority. And third, recognition did not mean equality.”® The
Russian Orthodox Church was defined by law as the empire’s “preeminent
and predominant faith,” and it alone had the right to proselytize. To help
make the distinction between the state’s policy of tolerating certain religious
cornmunities for its own purposes and liberal recognition of the individual’s
right to freedom of conscience, Engelstein draws on the work of the Russian
legal scholar ‘Mikhail Reisner (1868-1928). In 1900 he wrote that Russian
law “does not observe the division between the state and the religious com-
munities. It acknowledges neither their freedom, nor the freedom of person-
al belief and conscience” Tsarist law, according to Reisner, treats religion
from the instrumental perspective of state interests, “not as one or another
form of a person’s relation to God.” “Our law,” he continues, “supposes that
religion is not practiced by individual persons but by national-spiritual en-
tities—peoples, nations, tribes. But in fact religion will always be religion,
and its true receptacle is not the nation but the individual human heart.

Robert Crews has likewise offered incisive insights into the autocracy’s
“peculiar regime of religious toleration,” which policy he regards as any-
thing but noninterference. Rather, the tsarist state attempted to maintain
religious conformity and to suppress dissent within the recognized confes-
sions in the empire. “Heresy in any community constituted a political issue
in tsarist Russia: to the police, religious dissent and heterodoxy almost in-
variably involved a broader challenge to the existing order,” Crews writes.”
His case study is Islam, which, he argues, came to rely on or “capture” state
institutions in the policing and disciplining of its own communities. The
result was that the tsarist state and the Muslim authorities whom it backed
were drawn together, as Crews puts it, “in the common enterprise of curtail-
ing liberty of conscience.””

Russian scholarship is well represented by Aleksandr Safonov. An article
he published in 2012-2013 provides a succinct overview of imperial Russia’s
religious policy of toleration, which he contrasts clearly to freedom of con-
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science.” He indicates that the semantic field of the concept “freedom of
conscience,” as used in late imperial Russian public discourse, included ele-
ments of freedom of confession, religious freedom, and religious toleration,
terms that were often equated in prerevolutionary Russian jurisprudence.?
'The title of his article refers to “freedom of conscience and of confession,”
which itself might seem to conflate them. Compared to full freedom of
conscience (freedom of thought and belief), freedom of confession implied
something more limited: freedom of choice, equality, and nondiscrimina-
tion among religious confessions, usually with the intention of excluding
nonconfessional options. In a commendable account Safonov reconstructs
the liberal and conservative contours of Russian public debate over freedom
of conscience and identifies the positions of the main political parties on
the issue after 1905. Despite significant support for freedom of conscience
in Russian civil society by the early twentieth century, the autocracy and its
monarchist supporters impeded its implementation (after the Manifesto of
17 October 1905 conceded it) because, according to Safonov, it was sharply
at odds with their allegiance to the traditional confessional state in which
non-Orthodox religions were merely tolerated.* They resisted a liberal or-
der based on freedom of conscience because, most fundamentally, “the rad-
ical overhaul of religious law necessarily entailed a thorough modernization
of the entire edifice of Russian statehood.””

The appearance of Paul Werth’s The Tsar’s Foreign Faiths in 2014 marked
the culmination of this stage of scholarship on religious policy in imperial
Russia. It is a comprehensive, extensively researched history of the Russian
Empire as “a multiconfessional Orthodox state—that is, a polity that estab-
lished several religions while constituting only one of them as dominant.”*
Establishment in the tsarist coritext meant that the empire’s recognized reli-
gions were under state control, including (and in many ways especially) the
Russian Orthodox Church. The multiconfessional establishment was the
institutional structure of toleration. Although Werth is mainly concerned
with the policy and practice of toleration, he also analyzes its “rhetoric and
content”—that is, its intellectual history. He gives detailed consideration to
the movement toward expanded religious freedom, especially in the form
of freedom of conscience—to its sources, prospects, and the reasons for its
failure. His book has fundamentally deepened our understanding of tsarist
religious policy and the fate of religious freedom in imperial Russia.

‘The focus of the present volume is not religious policy (although it is by
no means absent) but rather the various meanings that religious freedom,
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toleration, and indeed freedom of conscience had in Russia among nonstate
actors—meanings that to various degrees bore the state’s deep imprint. Two
chapters (those by G. M. Hamburg and Victoria Frede) are reprinted from a
2012 forum on freedom of conscience in the journal Kritika: Explorations in
Russian and Eurasian History, which forum served as the foundation for the
present volume. The remaining five are published here for the first time. The
book’s focus is imperial Russia, with one chapter (by Eugene Clay) that re-
veals the striking continuities in religious policy between the imperial and
post-Soviet periods. The chapter by G. M. Hamburg won the Distinguished
Scholar Prize of the Association for the Study of Eastern Christian History
and Culture (ASEC) when it was first published. It isa remarkable history
of religious toleration in the political thought of the Muscovite and early
imperial petiods, one that gives usa richer understanding of the subsequent
history of religious toleration in Russian thought and practice.”

In the book’s third chapter Patrick Lally Michelson demonstrates that
not just the broad category of religious freedom but “freedom of conscience”
itself had contested meanings in Russia. According to him, “Freedom of
conscience could be expressed in a variety of discrete, even antagonistic
idioms that were almost exclusively intelligible to the ideological, sociocul-
tura), and interpretive frameworks in which they originated and operated.”
There was a state administrative discourse on freedom of conscience, a radi-
cal intelligentsia discourse, a liberal discourse, and an Orthodox ecclesiasti-
cal discourse. His chapter expertly reconstructs the emergence of a specifi-
cally ecclesiastical discourse about freedom of conscience, concentrating on
Archimandrite Ioann (Sokolov). Michelson makes it abundantly clear that
Sokolov’s ecclesiastical conception of freedom of conscience had very little
in common with the liberal conception. Rather, loann largely understood it
to be freedom from error and sin, as externally determined and proscribed
by the Church. Michelson writes that his broader purpose “is to decenter all
normative claims made by historical actors in Russia that they alone pos-
sessed the correct interpretation of freedom of conscience.”

The state administrative discourse of freedom of conscience, which
intersected with the liberal discourse, has been closely examined by Paul
Werth. Victoria Frede takes up the radical intelligentsia discourse in her
chapter, and Heather Coleman explores the (international) liberal discourse
in chapter 5. In a fascinating account Frede shows how radicals in Russia’s
first revolutionary group, Land and Freedom, deployed the promise of reli-
gious freedom in propaganda directed at Old Believer and sectarian peas-
ants. They thereby hoped to recruit dissident peasants for the revolutionary
movement; which was actually hostile to religion. That fact discloses some-
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thing about the revolutionaries’ demand for religious freedom-—namely,
that it was instrumental, much like the tsarist policy of toleration.?®

Coleman focuses on another set of the regime’s critics: international
evangelicals and liberals. But they, too, looked to peasant sectarians (in this
case the stundists)—and found in them “martyrs for . . . the liberal value of
freedom of conscience.” She deftly turns the international campaign for the
stundists into a highly revealing historical source for understanding West-
ern attitudes and beliefs about religious freedom, liberalism, and Russia and
for analyzing how Western evangelicals and liberals saw themselves and
their societies. Coleman quotes the English investigative journalist W. T.
Stead’s striking statement of his belief in the normativity of liberalism: “As
water boils at 212° and freezes at the freezing-point in St. Petersburg as well
as in London, so the general principles of religious toleration and the right of
man to full religious liberty are truths which do not depend for their appli-
cation upon parallels of latitude, and which therefore must ultimately prove
fatal to the system now in vogue in Russia.”” Of course, these truths did not
prove fatal to the Russian autocracy, or not in the way Stead expected—the
development of liberal democracy. Coleman’s essay nicely illustrates that
there was an international context to matters that might otherwise seem to
have been entirely internal to Russia itself.

In The Tsar’s Foreign Faiths Werth expressed the hope that scholars will
explore “the social history of religious freedom in Russia.” In chapter 6
Daniel Scarborough sets an example for scholarship in that direction. He
argues that ordinary Russian Orthodox parishioners were not predisposed
toward religious intolerance; in fact they seemed to resist the highly intol-
erant official diocesan missionaries in their midst. After the position was
created in 1886, the diocesan missionaries were the new agents of state in-
tervention into religious life. They usurped the task of interacting with other
religious groups, a role that should have belonged to ordinary parish clergy
and parishioners. Scarborough sees evidence for the possibility of tolerant
and respectful Orthodox Christian attitudes and practices toward other
religions, but the opportunity was thwarted by the diocesan missionaries,
who often employed the: police in enforcing their ideology of “Orthodox
patriotism” (as John Strickland calls it).” These agents perpetuated religious
intolerance in late imperial Russia. “Thus,” Scarborough writes, “a compar-
atively small minority within the Orthodox Church inhibited processes that
otherwise boded well for the emergence of a civil society with a multiconfes-
sional religious component.” That is a bold and provocative thesis.

In chapter 7, Norihiro Naganawa pursues what might be called the Mus-
lim discourse on freedom of conscience (hurriyat-i diniya). It, too, was dif-
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ferent from the liberal discourse. This is clear in Naganawa’s argument that
the most prominent issue that Muslim Tatar intellectuals addressed in the
name of “freedom of conscience” was preserving and even expanding the
particularistic collective rights that the state assigned to the Muslim com-
munity under the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly. Something
like that goal might have been expected under the tsarist policy of tolera-
tion. But after the October Manifesto of 1905 Muslims in the Volga-Urals
region sought to modify the degree of state control over Islam and to ex-
pand their autonomy. In doing so, Naganawa contends, they “created a new
public sphere between themselves and the state.” His chapter, as he puts it;
“seeks to understand the meanings of religious freedom for Muslims as they
were elaborated in this burgeoning public sphere by analyzing reform plans
for the Orenburg Mohammedan Spiritual Assembly.” It is a most impressive
undertaking,

Eugene Clay concludes our volume by examining the religious situation
in the Russian Federation today in the aftermath of the 1997 Law on Free-
dom of Conscience and Religious Associations (and the new laws, policies,
and legal interpretations that followed it).”? To place the 1997 law in its his-
torical context, Clay provides an excellent, succinct overview of religious
policy in imperial Russia and the Soviet Union (in a section titled “From
‘Confessional State’ to Official Atheism and Back™). He shows that the reli-
gious order in the Russian Federation bears striking similarities to that of
imperial Russia. It favors the traditional religions of Russia, it establishes
a hierarchy among religions, it tends to value religions according to their
perceived contributions to national and ethnic communities, and it regards
religious freedom more as a collective right than an individual one. To as-
certain how minority religions have fared in this environment, Clay exam-
ines four groups: two Buddhist denominations, the growing Presbyterian
movement, and a new religion called the Orthodox Church of the Sovereign
Mother of God. He finds that the worst fears of critics of the 1997 law have
not been realized. The religious groups formirg his case studies have been
able to adapt to the new regulatory environment through creative and en-
trepreneurial strategies, in particular by portraying themselves as “tradi-
tional,” as having historical ties to Russia, and as being loyal.

In what follows, I offer a broad historical-philosophical conceptual-
ization of the problem of religious freedom in Russia. It seeks to provide
the historical context and detail necessary for-a comprehensive introduc-
tion to the general topic, while.also advancing a distinctive interpretation
specifically relevant to this volume’s main theme: the multiple contested
meanings of Russian religious freedom, including freedom of conscience.
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I argue that while the autocracy imposed tight constraints, nonetheless
there was enough external religious freedom for “the varieties of religious
experience.” In fact the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed
a long religious revival, which I reconstruct through presenting a synthesis
of the rich historical scholarship on lived Orthodoxy (together with work on
Russian religious history more generally). This scholarship shows how be-
lievers, through their faithful experience, became highly conscious of their
ideals, freedom, and dignity as persons—how their faithful experience was
simultaneously a process of self-discovery. By the twentieth century many
believers recognized that autocratic government was incompatible with
their freedom and dignity. Their demand for religious freedom, together
with demands for other basic freedoms, led to the 1905 revolution. At the
same time, Russian philosophers like Bulgakov theoretically formulated the
experiential basis of religious freedom in their neo-idealist defense of liber-
alism. As a defense of human rights, freedom of conscience first of all, they
held that their liberal theory was indeed normative. How could they not?

I focus here on Russian Orthodoxy for four reasons: first, that is where
the religious-philosophical nexus was most evident and important; second,
the basic model for the empire’s multiconfessional establishment was state
control of the Russian Orthodox Church through the Holy Synod; third,
the fate of religious freedom in Russia was most closely tied to the status of
the Russian Orthodox Church; and fourth, the co-editor of this volume has
written an entire book on the regime’s policy of toleration of non-Orthodox
religions in the Russian Empire.

REPRESSION AND REVIVAL

Russian religious life unfolded in the inhospitable political environment of
Russian autocracy. In 1721 Peter the Great abolished the patriarchate of the
Russian Orthodox Church and replaced it with a collegiate board of bishops
called the Holy Synod, which would govern the Church until 1917.* The
Synod was supervised by a lay official, the chief procurator, whose power
greatly increased in the nineteenth century. The Fundamenta] Laws of the
Russian Empire (first codified in 1832) made it clear that “in the administra-
tion [upravienie] of the Church, the Autocratic Power acts through the Most
Holy Governing Synod, established by this Power.”* The aptly named Spiri-
tual Regulation (Dukhovnyi reglament, 1721), which established the Petrine
system of church-state relations, regulated Russian religious life in numer-
ous ways. For example, it condemned “whatever may be called by the term
‘superstition,” such as “false miracles” and officially suspect shrines and
holy places, icons, saints, and relics.”® At issue, according to Vera Shevzov,
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was “religious authority and the prerogative to discern what events or expe-
riences were authentically revelatory and therefore ‘of the community.’”*

Peter’s reforms also regulated the clergy—first of all by turning itintoa
closed estate. Parish priests lost many of their rights and privileges, suffered
from poverty and low status, and were subject to tight control by both state
and episcopate.”” Notoriously, the supplement to the Spiritual Regulation re-
quired that priests “expeditiously report” any criminal intentions heard in
confession, especially those directed against the sovereign or state.*® Cath-
erine 1T continued Peter’s policies. In 1764 she decreed the secularization of
ecclesiastical lands. Monasteries suffered a catastrophic decline; more than
half were closed.” In the nineteenth century the state increased its control
of the Church through powerful chief procurators, notably N. A. Protasov
(1836-1855) and K. P. Pobedonostsev (1880-1905).% 'They were assisted by
other lay officials who staffed the synodal and diocesan ‘chancelleries (bu-
reaucracies). As thie Synod’s lay archivist wrote in the 1890s, “it is not the
hierarchs who govern the Church, but Synod officials.™

The Church’s subordination to the autocratic state produced two very
different responses in Orthodox religious society. One was irreligion or in-
difference, doubt, and full-blown atheism, though the latter did not clearly
emerge until the mid-nineteenth century. Atheism represented the culmi-
nation of people’s alienation from the autocratic order and a reaction to the
state’s instrumental use of religion for its own purposes.®? The other type of
response was, ironically, religious revival, which became possible because
the Synodal Church could not monopolize Russian Orthodoxy altogether;
room for robust religious development and expression remained despite the
external constraints and controls. Believers found diverse ways to encounter
the divine, to cultivate their religious’ consciousness, and to deepen their
faith. Their determination and persistence sustained the nineteenth-century
religious revival, which culminated in the Russian religious-philosophical
renaissance at the end of the century.* By then many religious believers and
seekers were beginning to demand constitutional recognition of the spiritu-
al freedom they had discovered within themselves. Through “indépendent
religious innovation” they had become “religious agents,” as Paul Werth
characterizes the process.# An inner dynamic of the long religious revival
drove many people toward recognition of freedom of conscience as a human
right and, therefore, toward liberalism and constitutionalism. Russian neo-
idealist philosophers like Bulgakov sought to make the logic of this dynamic
explicit and inescapable. But there were powerful obstacles—the autocracy
first of all—that impeded and ultimately thwarted the dynamic.
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The long religious revival began with hesychastic spirituality and contempla-
tive monasticism.* Hesychasm (from the Greek word hesychia, “stillness”)
is a mystical tradition of contemplative prayer going back to the fourth-
century Cappadocians. It achieved prominence in Eastern Orthodoxy
through the work of the fourteenth-century Byzantine theologian St. Greg-
ory Palamas (1296-1359). In the “hesychast controversy” St. Gregory de-
fended the position (against Barlaam the Calabrian) that through strict as-
cetic discipline and prayer (especially the Jesus Prayer) the hesychast could
experience God (in his divine energies or grace) and aspire toward theosis
or deification—Qrthodoxy’s supreme ideal.*® Hesychasm was revived in the
late eighteenth century by the Philokalia, a collection of patristic and medi-
eval mystical-ascetic texts prepared by Greek monks on Mount Athos and
published in Venice in 1782.¥ A Church Slavonic edition of the Philoks-
lia, known as the Dobrotoliubie, was published in Moscow in 1793, It was
prepared under. the direction of the Ukrainian monk Paisii Velichkovskii
(1722-1794).8 St. Paisii spent seventeen years on the Holy Mountain before
moving in 1763 to Moldavia, where he and his disciples at the Neamt Mon-
astery revived the hesychastic tradition of spiritual eldership (starchestvo).*’

Thus it happened that “neo-hesychasm” came to Russia from Moldavia.
Optina Pustyn’ emerged as the main center of spiritual eldership in Rus-
sia. A hermitage or skete was built near the main monastery in 1821; until
then the Petrine Spiritual Regulation had banned them.® The Optina Pus-
tyn’ hermitage was home to three famous elders (startsy): Leonid (Nagolkin)
(1768-1841), Makarii (Ivanov) (1788-1860), and Amvrosii (Grenkov) (1812-
1891).3! Their illustrious predecessor was St. Serafim of Sarov (1754-1833).%
Serafim and the Optina elders modified, even transformed, certain tradi-
tional aspects of starchestvo. First, they “advocated the interiorization of
spiritual life,” in contrast to an emphasis on strict physical asceticism and
meticulous observance of church canons and rituals. Second, they expanded
the audience for elders’ spiritual guidance from primarily other monks to all
those who sought it. Such guidance was offered in person and by letter; when
collected and published, the letters formed a distinctive type of Russian spir-
itual literature.®® More and more people, from cultural elites to large num-
bers of lay believers and pilgrims, came to revere elders as models of spiritual
perfection. Gradually starchestvo came to be regarded as the “quintessence
of Orthodox spirituality.”* One need only think of Dostoevskii: Zosima in
The Brothers Karamazov was modeled on Amvrosii (St. Ambrose of Optina)
after Dostoevskii’s pilgrimage to the hermitage in June 1878.%
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SLAVOPHILISM

Before Dostoevskii the Slavophiles eagerly promoted spiritual elders and the
philokalic tradition more generally. 'This was one way they played such an
important role in Russia’s long religious revival. The key figures were Ivan
Kireevskii (1806-1856) and Aleksei Khomiakov (1804-1860). The first ex-
perienced a “conversion,” as his pious wife Natalia Petrovna née Arbeneva
(1809-1900) called it, which was completed by 1842 under her influence and
that of her spiritual adviser, the monk Filaret (1758-1842) of the Novospass-
kii Monastery. Kireevskii immersed himself in the religious world of Optina
Pustyn’, located near his family estate.” Accotding to V. V. Zenkovsky, “his
whole personality and spiritual world were shot through with the rays of re-
ligious consciousness. His was a genuine and profound religious experience,
and in giving it meaning he drew very close to the immense spiritual wealth
that was opened to him in the Optina Cloister.” The Optina elder Makarii
was the most important spiritual and intellectual influence on Kireevskii’s
life from 1845 on.®® They collaborated on an important project: translating
and publishing Greek patristic texts, in effect continuing Velichkovskii’s
work. Their publication program resulted in sixteen volumes by 1860.”

Through Orthodox spiritual experience and faith Kireevskii arrived
at his landmark concept of “believing reason” or faithful reason, which
would have a formative role in the future development of Russian religious
thought.® By integrating faith and reason, it strives to achieve “the inner
wholeness of the mind essential for the comprehension of the integral
truth.™ Kireevskii insisted that spiritual wholeness—the preeminent Slavo-
phile principle—was an ideal and aspiration; as a moral task it depended
on human freedom. Referring to both Kireevskii and Khomiakov, Nikolai
Berdiaev called Slavophile philosophy “the philosophy of the integral life of
the spirit,” which was impossible without freedom.®? While integral reason
must be faithful, so too should faith be reasonable. Khomiakov wrote of
“intelligent faith,” and Kireevsky asked, “What kind of faith is it that is in-
compatible with reason?™® Both thinkers deplored blind faith and religious
fanaticism. They firmly defended freedom of conscience as the very condi-
tion of genuine faith, which can only come freely from within, not from co-
ercion by external authority. Berdiaev remarked that the Slavophiles’ “love
of freedom was astonishing.™*

Religious experience was no less formative for Khomiakov than for
Kireevskii.* Their fellow Slavophile Iurii Samarin (1819-1876) was the first
to emphasize the experiential character of his theology, especially for his
ecclesiology or theory of the Church.* For him the Church was an expe-
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riential reality, a “living organism of truth and love” (as Samarin put it).
The true Church is one through its free communal experience and embodi-
ment of the Holy Spirit.’” The idea of sobornost’ (conciliarity)—a neologism
coined later, by others, to express Khomiakov’s vision—~was premised on
inner freedom. S. S. Khoruzhii defined it as “the freedom of self-realization
in truth.™® Samarin celebrated Khomiakov’s ideas as a ringing defense of
freedom of conscience, writing that he “represented an original manifes-
tation of total freedom in religious consciousness, one nearly unprecedent-
ed in our land.” According to Samarin, his legacy affirms that the Church
and faith are perfectly compatible with civil freedom, “in the sense of the
absence of external compulsion in matters of conscience,” and with free-
dom of thought, “the most precious, most sacred, most necessary of all the
freedoms.™ While the Slavophiles’ teaching on conscience as inner truth
and freedom was not yet the liberal concept of freedom of conscience as an
individual right guaranteed by law, nonetheless it helped promote the rise
of such a concept.”

MoONASTIC ENCOUNTERS WITH THE DIVINE

Having discovered the ideal Orthodox Church through the Optina elders
and patristic writings, the Slavophiles despaired at the reality of the Petrine
state church. Yet they could find hope in the new Russian monasteries. The
spiritual authority of elders was a major factor in the growth of Russian
monasticism after the disaster of secularization in the eighteenth century.
Their authority came not primarily from the institutional Church but from
their own spiritual experience and charisma. Elders helped make monaster-
ies holy places, as did saints’ relics and miracle-working icons. As Scott Ken-
worthy remarks in his masterful history of the Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra,
monasteries became “the destination for the massive upsurge of pilgrim-
age in the nineteenth century, as millions of believers from all social back-
grounds were annually drawn to the relics of famous saints, the solemn lit-
urgies, and the living holy men who were the real-life Zosimas.” They were,
he says, places “par excellence of encounter with the divine.””!

The nineteenth century saw a dramatic increase in the number of mon-
asteries and in the number of monks, nuns, and novices, with female mo-
nastics substantially outnumbering their male counterparts by the early
twentieth century.”? Women monastics were inspired by the ideal of ascetic
life and by the example of spiritual elders, but they were also devoted to edu-
cational, charitable, and otherwise philanthropic service.” Russian monas-
ticism became a “mass phenomenon,” in Kenworthy’s characterization, not
only because monks and nuns were now largely commoners by social origin
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but also (which is more important) because of its success in communicat-
ing its contemplative ideals (hesychasm and starchestvo) and in meeting the
spiritual needs of lay believers.” The main reason for their success was that
Russian monasteries were places of meaningful religious experience, both
for their tens of thousands of community members and for millions of pil-
grims and visitors.”

Elders exemplified the essential role of spiritual experience in the pur-
suit of holiness and theosis. Among ordinary believers, religious experience
could take a variety of forms and have diverse meanings. (Following James,
I use “religious experience” to mean an awareness, feeling, or sense of the
presence of the divine or of the holy. Merely viewing an icon is not a reli-
gious experience; venerating one is, if it evokes a feeling of the presence of
the divine.) It could be inspired by contact with elders, priests, and other
revered figures.”® It could flow from conventional religious practices such as
prayer, liturgy and other forms of worship, the sacraments (including con-
fession), pilgrimage, and veneration of saints, icons, and holy relics. It could
accompany wonder at being and creation, or it could be evoked by beauty,
perhaps especially by music. It could be elicited by compassion and love for
human persons and in reverence for their dignity. One path to religious
experience was through education and learning—from the saints’ lives and
popular religious literature to theological scholarship but also secular learn-
ing and self-improvement. Another path was through “good works,” from
dutiful action to philanthropic service, charity, and, ultimately, building the
kingdom of God on earth.

For a person of faith a wide range of human activities could elicit or
become religious experience, thereby clarifying and empowering the ideals
that drive self-determination. Ultimately for such a person life as a whole
could be approached prayerfully, lived in accordance with higher spiritual
ideals, and filled with a living awareness of the presence of the divine—
Shekhinah, to use the beautiful and evocative Hebrew word. What is essen-
tial to this conception of religious experience is human agency and initia-
tive, or faith in Bulgakov’s sense of the term. For him faith involves human
will, first to open oneself to religious experience and then to deepen one’s
faith and ideals through cultivating such experience. In short, Bulgakov un-
derstood faith as spiritual work—asceticism (podvizhnichestvo), as he put it
in the title of his famous Vekhi essay.” In nineteenth-century Russia monas-
tic life, with its ascetic discipline {especially in the hermitages), was a pow-
erful demonstration of spiritual work and religious experience. Surely it is
striking, as Kenworthy notes, that “massive numbers of individuals—froma
variety of classes and social backgrounds—sought to pursue the most rigor-
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ous path of spiritual life” by joining monastic communities.”® Their example
inspired still larger numbers of people.

Each year, especially after 1861, millions of Russian pilgrims traveled to
monasteries and other holy sites. Pilgrimage was one of the main forms of
religious devotion in nineteenth-century Russia.” For many who embarked
on a journey, pilgrimage was both its own type of religious experience and
a pathway to other types.® Pilgrims went to holy places for different rea-
sons, including spiritual guidance, to experience the holiness of the sacred
site, or to venerate a miracle-working icon or a saint’s relics. In the case of
the Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra, Kenworthy writes: “Thus the monastery drew
pilgrims because it represented heaven on earth. It was holy because of all
the prayers that had been said and all the people in it who had engaged
in spiritual struggles and worked out their salvation for centuries, many
of them saints.® If prayers and spiritual struggles made monasteries holy,
then faith—the human act of veneration—activated the miracle-working
power of icons and saints’ relics.

Icons AND WOMEN'S RELIGIQUS EXPERIENCE

Icon stories tell us something about the religious experiences that generated
the stories in the first place. These sacred stories recount the life of famous
icons, from the circumstances of their discovery to the healings and other
miraculous or heroic events associated with théir veneration. Typically the
stories begin with the experience of individual believers, with their prayers
and dreams, then show how the icon became central to a particular fajth
community (such as a monastery). Interestingly, startsy frequently appeared
in icon stories, usually as part of a dream or a vision. Vera Shevzov explains
why this is significant: “Icon stories in this respect often pulled the dynam-
ics of religious experience back to the inner world of the individual and de-
manded an independent exercise of will and discernment,™? In these stories
the starets was internalized as a type of second conscience, as if to ensure
that no one would mistake his role for an external preacher of the truth. Part
of the message was that faith was the inner core of religious experience. It
could even work miracles.

The veneration of miracle-working icons and saints’ relics (in and out-
side of monasteries) has attracted special interest among scholars of religion
in Russia.®® There are two related reasons for this interest. The first, as [ have
just suggested, is what the veneration of icons and holy relics reveals about
faith and its relation to religious experience. Shevzov has done fundamen-
tal work exploring this relationship. She emphasizes that for everyone who
experienced a miracle-working icon, faith was the enabling condition of the
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experience. The faithful came “toa specially revered icon as alocus of divine
presence, as a possibility of immediate personal encounter with the holy
that was itself beyond history.” Together with the individual experience, it
was believed that the collective and historical faith of the community that
venerated the icon could increase its miracle-working power. Thus venera-
tion was also an act of remembering all the faithful who had come before to
experience God’s grace. “Remembering was integral to an icon’s efficacy,”
Shevzov writes.*

The Slavophile Ivan Kireevskii seems to have understood the veneration
of icons in just the way Shevzov indicates. There is remarkable passage in
Alexander Herzen’s memoirs in which he is quoted as follows:

I once stood at a shrine, gazed upon a miracle-working icon of the
Mother of God, and thought of the childlike faith of the people praying
before it; some women, infirm people, and old men knelt and, crossing
themselves, bowed down to the earth. With ardent hope I beheld the holy
features, and little by little the secret of their miraculous power began to
become clear for me. Yes, this was not simply a board with an image—for
ages it bad absorbed these streams of passionate hopes, the prayers of af-
flicted and unfortunate people; it must have become filled with the power
pouring from it and reflected upon believers. It had become a living or-
ganism, a meeting place between the Creator and people. Thinking about
this, I looked again at the old men, at the women with children prostrate
in the dust, and at the holy icon—then I myself saw the animated features
of the Mother of God; she looked with mercy and love at these simple
people . . . and I fell to my knees and meekly prayed to her.*

For Kireevskii, “the secret of their miraculous power” was that icons were
conduits for divine-human encounter. The faithful were not merely passive
recipients of supernatural agency; they were themselves agents in the divine-
human process.

Pursuing a research interest closely related to the veneration of icons,
Shevzov has analyzed Russian Orthodox thought about miracles, selecting
a group of academic theologians (generally those who were graduates of, or
professors in, the theological academies). In a subtle distinction she found
that while these thinkers did not maintain that faith was necessary for mir-
acles to occur, faith “did matter in the process of identifyinga phenomenon
or event as miraculous®—that is, in the process of discernment and per-
ception. In this sense miracles were dependent on faith, as Pavel Florenskii
(1882-1937) in particular concluded.® If inner spiritual effort (faith) could
help someone to “see” or apprehend the miraculous, then the exercise of



INTRODUCTION 19

o A A - AR - RIS S

v A oo

faith could deepen the individual’s sense of personal agency and self-worth.
It could be empowering and liberating. This emphasis on the inner role of
faith helped counter the fear that miracles, if taken as external coercive
events, could be enslaving because they paralyzed the will. According to
Shevzov: “In contrast to modern enlightened rationalists and Deists who
denied miracles and revelatory acts of God in the name of freedom of spirit
and independence of thought, Orthodox thinkers argued that those who
embrace the notion of divine revelation ‘know that they do not lose freedom
but discover it.”¥

The sécond reason for scholarly interest in the veneration of icons and
holy relics is that such veneration demonstrated that believers could take
the initiative, assert their independence, and challenge the official Church.
Shevzov shows how the Synodal Church’s efforts to regulate piety and
suppress “superstition” were resisted by the laity, who wanted to maintain
control of their own religious experiences.® In one striking case from 1887
“believers from the Kursk diocese criticized church officials for conduct-
ing a scientific analysis of the spring water in which a particular icon had
been found and that was now being credited with healing powers. They
claimed that they would never attribute the power of healing to the water.
That power was to be found in ‘the deep faith in the miracle-working nature
of the icon which drew [believers] from hundreds and thousands of miles
for prayer and repentance before it.” In the next decade there appeared to
be a growing crisis of episcopal authority as the laity defended the venera-
tion of icons that they held to be miracle-working,. Shevzov refers to a stark
comment made in 1900 by residents of the town of Mozdok (Vladikavkaz
Diocese) and filed with the Holy Synod: “the bishop is subordinate to the
icon, and not the icon to him.”®

Russia’s religious culture was Marian-centered, and Shevzov has been
rightly credited with undertaking “the first systematic examination of
Marianism in 19th-century Russia.”® In Russia believers have experienced
Mary not primarily through visions and apparitions (as in the Christian
West) but rather through Marian icons. A rich tradition of icon stories grew
from these experiences. In the nineteenth century many of these stories, at
least half, related the religious experiences of women. Through them “the
experiences of women entered into the annals of Russian Church history,”
Shevzov writes. Here are some of her conclusions from Marian icon stories
immortalizing these experiences:

She [Mary] was the face of hope to which believers would turn to find
their own “faces” when their identity was critically threatened by the
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ravages of physical or emotional ailments. The believers described in
such stories did not simply blend into a faceless mass. ... While they as-
sembled around a Marian icon, believers did so as distinct persons, and
they remained as unique persons before the image, each with his or her
own unrepeatable fate. The corporate prayer into which their cries may
have blended still preserved the distinct voice of every person present.
The power of healing, as the lives of Marian icons testify, consequently
remained rooted in the faith and hope of the person. '

Like icon stories telling of dreams or visons of startsy, Mary’s image “of-
ten accompanied stories that related the exercise of independent will and
discernment by lay men and women.” Or, we might say, the exercise of
freedom of conscience.

The experiences depicted in Marian icon stories were not, of course, the
only type of women’s religious experience in Russia. As noted above, in the
nineteenth century there was a great increase in the number of women’s
monasteries and other religious communities (zhenskie obshchiny).” Wom-
en’s asceticism had a very strong service ideal, and women religious were
deeply engaged in social welfare, educational, and charitable activities.”
Their social engagement was held up as a model for (male) monastic reform
in this direction. Apart from monastic communities, women found more
and more opportunities in society (especially from the 1860s) for educa-
tion, work outside the home, cultural engagement, social and civic activ-
ity, public service and involvement, and, in general, for greater autonomy
and self-realization. The Russian Orthodox Church itself was increasingly
a source of some of these opportunities. For many women their work and
service held deep religious meaning. Such a sensibility was highly conse-
quential, as William Wagner has shown in an incisive essay. For one thing,
it led in the early twentieth century to a movement for the restoration of the
office of deaconess in the Church. The Church Council of 1917-1918 heard
petitions to this effect and was generally supportive.*

Women’s religiosity helped shape and reshape images of womanhood
that were articulated and debated by Orthodox writers (almost exclusively
male). Although a conservative, domestic image remained dominant, there
was also a more liberal variant of this “Orthodox ideal of domesticity.” One
of Wagner’s liberal Orthodox writers is Aleksei Govorov, who wrote a trea-
tise on the “woman question” (1907).% In it Govorov argued that Christi-
anity established the principles of “equality of rights for men and women”
and “the moral dignity of the individual personality.” Historical progress
consisted in the realization of these principles.” Wagner also calls to our
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attention one E. Liuleva, a Christian woman writer whose ideas were even
more progressive and far-reaching. In her 1906 pamphlet The Free Woman
and Christianity she wrote, “Christ posited the principle of the liberation of
women and gave them access to the only work necessary for humanity, the
seeking of the Kingdom of God.” With its historical growth in power the
Church betrayed Christ’s message of full equality and participation, but in
the modern era “women slowly have conquered for themselves the rights
given them by Christ and have struggled ceaselessly for their human digni-
ty, independence, and freedom.” Women, she concluded, “not only can but
must insist on their independence and freedom, and their obligation before
God and humanity, to throw off the chains placed on them.™” It is difficult
to determine to what extent Govorov and Liuleva appreciated that freedom
of conscience was intrinsic to the concept of human dignity to which they
appealed, but Liuleva in particular seems to have spoken from the depths of
religious experience. -

Russia’s theological academies were integral to the country’s religious reviv-
al and thus to the problem of spiritual freedom.’ The four academies—in
Kiev, Moscow, St. Petersburg, and Kazan—were established in their modern
form by Alexander Is reform of the whole system of ecclesiastical education,
which also included the diocesan seminaries and lower-level schools (parish
and district).”® Filaret (Drozdov), first as rector of the St. Petersburg Theo-
logical Academy (1812-1819) and then as metropolitan of Moscow (1821-
1867), sought to give the academies and thus the Church a new intellectual
direction. He opposed the dominance of Latin scholasticism in the church
schools (and the use of Latin instead of Russian) and turned to rediscovery
of the church fathers and the Eastern patristic tradition, through which he
wanted to bring about a reawakening of Orthodoxy. According to Robert
Nichols, “Filaret’s ascendency among the school reformers marks the begin-
nings of a Russian Orthodox theology.” Yet he did not neglect philosophy
and made both theology and philosophy central to the curriculum of the
new ecclesiastical schools, thus laying the foundations for the rich Russian
tradition of philosophical idealism and religious philosophy.!®

Georges Florovsky devoted a chapter section of his classic Ways of Rus-
sian Theology to “theology in the reformed ecclesiastical schools.” Several
of his observations are worth remembering in the present context, begin-
ning with his first sentence: “Filaret was one of the most influential and
prominent representatives of the new ‘theology of the heart’ taught in the
reformed ecclesiastical schools.” Quoting from the reform statute (30 Au-
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gust 1814), he continues: “The aim of this instruction was ‘the education
of the inner man,’ by imparting a living and well-founded personal .con-
viction in the saving truths of faith. ‘The inner education of youths for an
active Christianity will be the sole aim of these schools.™ This “theol-
ogy of the heart” in the church schools corresponded to the broader ex-
periential nature of the Russian religious revival. Florovsky indicates that
Kirill Bogoslavskii-Platonov (1780-1844), rector of the Moscow Theological
Academy, was close to the disciples of the Moldavian startsy and that the
academy itself became a “semi-hermitage,” a kind of learned monastery of
the heart. % By the early twentieth century this milieu produced, in Paul
Valliere’s words, “perhaps the most thorough-going theological liberal of
his time” in the person of Mikhail Tareev (1866-1934), professor of moral
theology at the Moscow academy. Freedom of conscience was at the center
of his “theory of Christian freedom.”®

Florovsky opposed the “theology of the heart” to another current (which
he disliked), the “moral-rationalistic school,” but it too was experiential.
According to him, its best representative was Father Gerasim Pavskii (1787-
1863), chair of Hebrew at St. Petersburg Theological Academy and professor
of theology at St. Petersburg University. Florovsky says that Pavskii pro-
fessed a highly personal religious-moralistic idealism and quotes him as
follows: “Religion is the feeling by which man’s spirit inwardly embraces
and is blessed by the Invisible, Eternal, and Holy. The study of religion is
designed only to awaken, enliven, and nourish this holy feeling, so that it
might strengthen, enlighten, and enflame the inner man.” Clearly spiritual
freedom was integral to Pavskii’s understanding of religion as human expe-
rience of the holy.'*

The theological academies undertook a remarkable research program
that involved extensive translations of patristic texts and a large body of
historical and theological scholarship. Initiated in the 1820s and continu-
ing for the rest of the century, this massive project focused on the fourth-
century Cappadocian fathers (Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus,
and Gregory of Nyssa) and on Maximus the Confessor in the seventh cen-
tury.s These and other church fathers, especially in the Byzantine East,
developed a theological anthropology (or conception of human nature)
based on Genesis 1:26, “Let us make man in our image, according to our
likeness.” They interpreted the verse to mean that while human beings are
graciously created in God’s image, they must assimilate to God’s likeness
by their own free will and spiritual effort—in short, by self-determination.
The transcendent culmination of this divine-human process is theosis. This
“similitude anthropology” closely related human dignity to the capacity
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for self-determination, perfectibility, and free assimilation to the divine
likeness.!*

What Michelson calls “the sacred tradition of theocentric humanism”
entered into Russia’s public sphere when the theological academies began to
translate the patristic writings into Russian. The most extensive effort was
the Moscow Theological Academy’s Works of the Holy Fathers in Russian
Translation, which began publication in 1843 and eventually ran to forty-
eight volumes. In addition, there was a series of supplemental volumes
containing a wide range of biographical, historical, and scholarly materi-
als.'” By the 1860s Russian academic theologians were promoting a moral
(rather than strictly mystical or ascetic) understanding of theosis, accord-
ing to which salvation follows from human striving for moral perfection.'®
Among the studies that Michelson highlights is Pavel Soliarskii’s Orthodox
Moral Theology, which was commonly used as a seminary handbook in the
latter half of the nineteenth century. Soliarskii wrote that the human soul
possesses “free will, according to which it can determine its actions based on
the idea of what is good and holy; based not on external coercion but on the
Jaw of its own reason and conscience.”® Only through reason, conscience,
and free will could human beings approximate to the divine likeness and
make progress toward theosis. This was “an entirely new anthropology of
moral perfectibility, human dignity, and theocentric freedom.” By the end
of the nineteenth century this neo-patristic anthropology, Michelson con-
cludes, offered theological support for the defense of freedom of conscience
and for Russian liberalism more generally.'®

In the second half of the nineteenth century the parish clergy formed an-
other vital element in Russia’s religious revival. Their newfound role was a
consequence of their education inthe reformed ecclesiastical schools. Greg-
ory Freeze refers to the “radical improvement in clergy’s educational stan-
dards” He reports that by 1860, 83 percent of all priests in the empire held
a seminary degree. Twenty years later the figure had increased to 97 percent
(though by 1904 it dropped to 64 percent). Educated clergy were painfully
aware of the discrepancy between their sense of self-worth and aspirations,
on the one hand, and their status, income, and opportunities, on the oth-
er. Further, they increasingly resented their ecclesiastical superiors, “whose
high station—at least in part—derived from their once superior education,
not their spiritual superiority as monastic ascetics.” The result, Freeze con-
cludes, “was rising dissatisfaction among parish clergy-—over their meagre
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incomes, humiliating dependence upon parishioners and total subordina-
tion to the whims of ‘tyrannical’ bishops.™!! In 1858 a famous statement of
the emerging new clerical consciousness was published abroad and smug-
gled back into Russia. It was written by Father Ioann Belliustin (1819-1890),
who saw priests as the natural moral and religious leaders of their commu-
nities but thought their role was thwarted by the privileged and powerful
episcopate. “Altogether, Belliustin’s essay offered a devastating portrait of
the Church,” in Freeze’s summation.''

Belliustin’s sensational essay prompted public discussion for the first
time of “the clerical question” and raised expectations that the Church
might participate in and benefit from the unfolding era of Great Reforms.
The new minister of internal affairs, Petr Valuev (appointed in 1861), was
a champion of clerical reform—and beyond that of freedom of conscience.
In September 1861 he submitted a lengthy report, “On the Present Condi-
tion of the Orthodox Church and Clergy” In it he wrote that the Church
“resorts to the display of force and relies primarily upon its ties with civil
authorities” to combat non-Orthodox religions. Its reliance on the state de-
prived the Church of spiritual independence and energy. He deplored the
clergy’s low social status, demoralization, and “feeling of profound, bitter
abasement.” Diocesan hierarchs reign over priests, Valuev wrote, “with the
most cruel despotism, and that despotism is all the more oppressive because
it is exerted mainly through the avarice of diocesan chancelleries and con-
sistories.”"® His analysis of the condition of the Russian Orthodox Church,
together with his efforts to deal with problems confronting non-Orthodox
religions in Russia (such as forced conversions and laws on mixed marriage
in the Baltic region), led Valuev to advocate a broad policy of freedom of
conscience for the empire. He was the first senior government official to do
so, and his efforts abetted the emergence of “freedom of conscience” as an
administrative discourse in the 1860s.1"* Several years earlier, in 1857, Boris
Chicherin called freedom of ¢onscience “the first and most sacred right of a
citizen.”™ It was the first of the seven core principles that Chicherin‘identi-
fied—on the eve of the Great Reforms—as constituting Russian liberalism
as a political program."¢

Dmitrii Tolstoi, chief procurator of the Holy Synod from 1865 to 1880,
also wanted priests to have more authority, autonomy, and influence. His
reform program was designed to- achieve those ends. “The overarching
goal,” according to Freeze, “was to reconstitute the clergy into a more dy-
namic, more effective, more committed class of pastors—a change intended
to serve primarily the interests of the Church.” The aim was to transform
the clergy “from a moribund hereditary estate into a more dynamic pro-
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fession of zealous, dedicated pastors.”™" The prospect of reform, set against
the background of the clergy’s higher educational achievements and pro-
fessional ambitions, led to the emergence of what Freeze has called “cler-
ical liberalism” among younger priests. Initially it concentrated on estate
(soslovie) concerns but later developed in the direction of broader social is-
sues, “suggesting that a true pastor must be concerned with temporal issues
as well as spiritual ones.”"® This evolution followed naturally from the new
conception of priest as pastor, which gave more attention to moral-spiritual
development and social ministry, in contrast to the previous primary em-
phasis on liturgical and sacramental functions.

The development of a pastoral sensibility, even a sense of mission, among
Orthodox clergy was a significant aspect of church life in the postreform pe-
riod.!’® Pastoral service, compared to traditional conceptions of the priestly
role, was more experiential and “lived.” It involved preaching, charity, pop-
ular religious enlightenment and education more generally, various other
forms of social engagement and outreach, and even, by the early twentieth
century, politics. It was premised on (and helped deepen) respect for lay
persons as responsible religious agents and as active participants, moved by
faith and conscience, in the Church’s work of building a more Christian so-
ciety. (Of course, lay participation in pastoral work, and more generally the
laity’s increasing engagement with Orthodoxy and parish life—the way they
lived and experienced Orthodoxy—deepened their own faith, conscience,
and self-respect.) Beginning in the 1860s, especially in St. Petersburg and
Moscow, pastors worked to revitalize their parishes and turn them into
faithful and socially committed communities.'** They organized education-
al and charitable associations in the hope that the revival of parish life would
reverberate throughout Russian society and base it more firmly on Chris-
tian moral and social principles.'* Indeed, as Jennifer Hedda has written of
Russian pastors, “they were motivated in large part by their shared ideal of
bringing the Kingdom of God into reality through preaching and acting on
an ethic of Christ-like love and service to others.”* Charitable work was
especially important to this mission and in creating a sense of Chr