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Introduction 

 

Sergei Bulgakov is considered ǲthe twentieth centuryǯs most profound Orthodox systematic theologianǳ1 and is perhaps one of the leading Russian theologians. His spiritual 

journey from Marxism through Idealism and in Orthodoxy is characteristic for an entire generation of Russian intelligentsia of the Silver Age. ) have used the preposition ǲinǳ when describing the return to his childǯs faith, since it describes best the dynamic nature of his 
always seeking mind. This is one of the main characteristics of his thought, namely the ǲunstinting intellectual honesty...unable to rest until the full implications of an adopted philosophical position have been facedǳ2. Bulgakovǯs curious mind which always analyzes 
the effects of his inquiries and searches for solutions is reflected in the pervasive and 

insightful character of his writings and in the numerous antinomies which he confronts3. 

Nonetheless, his philosophical and theological searches were always attuned to the latest 

developments in society, which is a characteristic of the Russian thinkers in general4. Bulgakovǯs concern for the social and political which is still reflected in his later theological 
studies constitutes a convincing argument for a theological-political interpretation of his 

writings. All these fascinating features of his outstanding personality and brilliant intellect 

determined or I would more appropriately say attracted me to find out more about Fr. Sergei Bulgakovǯs life and work. There is a modern revived interest in Bulgakovǯs thought which also encouraged me 

to explore his ideas and to analyze if and how can they be relevant for us today5. And the 

vast proportions, wide variety and the quality of his work were further stimuli in this 

sense. in addition to his great theological personality, Fr. Bulgakov was also a prophet and a 

visionary. He was a prophet inasmuch as he unmistakably sanctioned the social and 

political deviations of his time, and a visionary as he was able to see how they can be 

overcome in the future. One such prophetic vision was his proposal for sacramental 

communion between the Orthodox, Anglicans, non-Chalcedonian Christians, Roman 
                                                           
1 Boris Jakim, introduction to The Bride of the Lamb, by Sergius Bulgakov (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 

2002), ix. 
2 Philip Max Walters, ǲThe Development of the Political and Religious Philosophy of Sergei Bulgakov, ͳͺͺͷ-ͳͻʹʹ: A Struggle for Transcendeceǳ ȋPhD diss., London School of Economics and Political Science, ͳͻ͹ͺȌ, ͳͲ. 
3 Cf. Ibid., 11-17. Among these antinomies which Walter calls ǲdilemmasǳ one will encounter ǲpredetermination versus freedom,ǳ ǲorganicism versus individualism,ǳ ǲmaximalism versus minimalism,ǳ ǲmonism versus dualism,ǳ or ǲimmanence versus transcendenceǳ. Bulgakov continued to question these 

paradoxical affirmations throughout his career and his vast and fertile philosophical and theological work 

was a product of this fruitful dialogue. 
4 Cf. Ibid., 7. 
5 For a comprehensive study on the reception of Bulgakovǯs ideas among the modern theologians see Antoine Arjakovsky, ǲThe Sophiology of Father Sergius Bulgakov and Contemporary Western Theology,ǳ St Vladimirǯs 
Theological Quarterly Vol. 49, No. 1-2 (2005): 219-235. Among the theologians which were directly or 

indirectly influenced by Fr. Bulgakov or had an affinity with him Dr. Arjakovsky includes Olivier Clément, 

Metropolitan John Zizioulas, Karl-Gustav Jung, Paul Ricoeur, Teilhard de Chardin, Fr. Tomas Spidlik, Cardinal 

Hans Urs von Balthasar, Fr. Yves Congar. 
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Catholics, and the Episcopal Church in Protestantism6. As Bulgakov argued, since these 

Churches have preserved the priesthood the efficacy of their sacraments could not have been destroyed and therefore he ǲallows that unity at the Altar may in fact be a valuable precursor to dogmatic harmonyǳ7. Father Bulgakovǯs intellectual evolution from Marxist political economy to 
philosophy and finally theology was another incentive for a theological-political analysis of 

his work. This was in fact the opposite path from mine own academic pursuits. While Bulgakovǯs direction was from politics towards theology, mine was exactly the opposite. 
After having studied theology at a secondary level, I have continued with studies in 

international relations, and have acquired therefore an increasing interest in the relation 

between theology and politics. If an educated university professor renounced Marxism for 

Idealism to finally find a satisfying response only in theology, how could this influence the 

relation between religion and politics in his life and thought? Is this road unilateral or could 

there be a variety of legitimate paths and directions?  

A tentative response would suggest that, although Bulgakovǯs interest in Sophiology 
and theology in general grew stronger throughout his life, his former passion for economy, 

sociology, politics and philosophy was never fully suppressed. Very often his religious ideas 

were permeated by political and sociological ideas. For Bulgakov, religion was not a private 

act that aimed at isolating the individual from the community, but on the contrary. He also 

insisted that theology could be employed in many if not all other areas of expertise, being 

able to give a suitable advice and creative inspiration. The relation between theology and 

all the other sciences should not be considered as mutually excluding, but on the contrary 

complementary and indissoluble. Sophiology in this sense could be interpreted as a 

therapeutic instrument, designed to show the correct path and the aims to be followed by 

all sciences and arts. However, this position does not see theology so much as a science or a 

moral guide but rather as an art: the art of sophianic interpretation of the world. In this sense ) understand Bulgakovǯs Sophiology as the art of perfect communication and 
communion between two apparently opposite realms. It is the perfect unity between the 

divine and human realms, which was at first achieved in Christ and destined to be perfected in the entire creation. )t is the art of distinguishing Godǯs presence within 
humanity, one that is able to proclaim us citizens of Heaven right in our present creaturely 

existence. It is the art of joy and creativity, the art of beauty and goodness, the true art of 

theosis. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Cf. Myroslaw Tataryn, ǲSergei Bulgakov: Eastern Orthodoxy engaging the modern world,ǳ Studies in 
Religion/Sciences Religieuses  31/3-4 (2002): 320. 
7 loc. cit. 
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CHAPTER I. THE HISTORY OF SOPHIA, THE WISDOM OF GOD 

 

§ 1. THE SOPHIOLOGICAL CURRENTS 

 

Looking back to the world history one can notice the high significance that the 

notion of wisdom had in the interpretations of philosophers and theologians. Most of them 

imagined wisdom as an ideal form of human knowledge, desired and praised by all. 

Wisdom was usually understood as the result of a lifetime process, involving not only the 

individual but the entire community and especially the elders. In this sense it represented a 

way to preserve and transmit the cultural values of a society from a generation to another. 

Others have argued that wisdom has divine origins or that it is the characteristic of gods, 

and therefore associated it with religious creeds and practices. Wisdom was then 

understood as a virtue which could be acquired only through a special relation with the 

divinity. In some cases it was personified in a feminine nature, as the divine consort of a 

god, or later as the Eternal Feminine8. 

The theme of wisdom occupied a central place in the ancient Mediterranean world 

as well, as reflected in the sapiential literature of the Near East cultures, in Greek 

philosophy, or in the Jewish wisdom books. The link between wisdom and religious 

thought was also present in the Asian religious systems such as Hinduism and Buddhism. 

This worldwide concern suggests that wisdom has a fundamental value and it may imply 

that the entire regulation of life and society rests on its understanding and practice.  

Today, wisdom has become a secular term, most frequently considered as a superior 

ability to understand and judge things. When the practical consequence of this faculty is 

also taken into account, the definition includes the capacity to make sound choices and to 

offer good advice. In this chapter I will analyze the main philosophical and religious roots 

of the Russian Sophiology with an emphasis on those currents which influenced or are 

believed to have influenced Sergei Bulgakovǯs Sophiology. This is necessary in order to 

verify the charges that at times were brought against his system, and mainly that of Gnosticism and pantheism. The chapter is divided in two main subdivisions, namely ǲThe sophiological currents,ǳ and ǲThe Russian traditionǳ. )n the first subdivision ) will analyze 

the philosophical, biblical, gnostic, and theological theories and currents for which the 

notion of Sophia was significant. In the second one I will try to assess whether and which of 

these previous sophiological threads had an impact on the Russian Sophiology, with an 

emphasis on its founder, Vladimir Solovyov. 

 

A. THE PHILOSOPHICAL THEORIES  

The notion of sophia has a long history in both the philosophical and theological systems. )n Greek the word ǲsophiaǳ underwent a progressive transformation from an 
                                                           
8 For example in the work of Goethe.  
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 initial meaning, denoting a ǲsort of excellence in a particular domain that derives from experience and expertiseǳ9, to a more specific one, which included ǲboth a knowledge base and an intimate familiarity with the applications of that knowledge baseǳ10. Sophia in this 

latter sense was arrogated mainly by the Sophists, who employed it in various domains, 

varying from mathematics to medicine11.  

We will find a more authentic philosophical understanding of sophia in the work of Plato, who sought to separate ǲthe sort of genuine reflective wisdom modelled by Socrates,ǳ12 from the Sophist practical understanding of wisdom. As Mikhail Sergeev asserts, ǲthe Greeks emphasized the intellectual rather than the practical aspect of Sophiaǳ13. Plato will develop this approach into an ǲantisophistic conception of knowledge 
and expertise,ǳ14 although still maintaining an ambiguous relation between knowledge 

(episteme) and sophia. As regards the relation between Plato and the Russian 

sophiologists, Mikhail Epstein agrees that: 

  

Soloviev and his philosophical followers (sometimes strongly critical about their 

teacher),  such as Sergei Bulgakov, Pavel Florensky, and Aleksei Losev, tried to 

overcome or improve the one-sided idealism of Plato with notions of "religious 

materialism," "concrete idealism," or "Sophiology." These improvements 

presupposed that the world of ideas must manifest and embody itself materially in 

the same way that Christ-God became Christ-Man.15 

             

Neo-Platonic thinking was an even stronger influence upon Eastern Christianity 

during the first centuries. Its pantheistic understanding of ǲthe world as essentially one with and emanating from the divine source of unity through the eternal ideas,ǳ16 was 

                                                           
9 Scott Carson, ǲSophia,ǳ Gale Encyclopedia of Philosophy 10 (22006):  41. 
10 loc. cit. 
11 Cf. loc. cit. 
12 loc. cit. 
13 Mikhail Sergeev, Sophiology in Russian Orthodoxy: Solov’ev, Bulgakov, Losskii and Berdiaev (Lewiston, NY, 

Queenston and Lampeter: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2006), 29.  
14 Carson, art. cit., 41. 
15 Mikhail Epstein, ǲThe Phoenix of Philosophy: On the Meaning and Significance of Contemporary Russian Thought,ǳ Symposion. A Journal of Russian Thought, vol. 1 (1996), 

http://www.emory.edu/INTELNET/ar_phoenix_philosophy.html#_ednref18 (accessed July 19, 2011).  

He adds however, quoting Khoruzhii, that there is a basic distinction between the Platonic notions of objects 

and ideas and the Christian understanding of the relation between humanity and God. He argues that the 

Eastern Church Fathers taught a difference of nature between humanity and God, while maintaining their 

continuous communion through energies (grace). As a consequence, in the same article Epstein concludes that a ǲgenuinely Christian philosophy would abandon such Platonic and Neo-Platonic conceptions as 

the total unity of an ideal world and would focus instead on existential intercourse between man and God, 

meditating on such spiritual processes as prayer, repentance, grace, introspection, silence, the unification of 

mind and heart--those acts of free will that truly mediate between the human and divine as distinct entitiesǳ. This idea would suggest that Platoǯs influence upon the Russian thought resulted in a departure of the latter 
(at least in its Idealist form) from the authentic Christian teaching. 
16 Sergeev, Sophiology..., 48. 

http://www.emory.edu/INTELNET/ar_phoenix_philosophy.html#_ednref18
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answered by the Fathers with the introduction of the notion of creation ex nihilo, ǲaccording to which the divine unity creates a universe totally different from itselfǳ17. Even 

so, Christian thought maintained and Christianized the neo-Platonic notion of ǲdivine ideasǳ which matched its own understanding of the eternal plan of God regarding the 
creation of the world. This Ǯeternal planǯ of God was ǲnot inconsistent with the concepts found in the Jewish Ǯwisdomǯ literature, and even more concretely in the Johannine theology of the Logosǳ18. In its final form, this teaching was formulated in Byzantium during 

the hesychast controversy, by Gregory Palamas. What ought to be rejected was ǲthe 
Platonic kosmos noētos,ǳ19 the ǲworld of spiritǳ20, since this  

 represented an eternal reality outside of God, both impersonal and ǲsubstantial,ǳ 
which would limit the absolute freedom of the creative act, exclude creation ex 

nihilo, and tend to diminish the substantial reality of visible creation by considering it only a shadow of eternal realitiesǳ21.  

 

The influence of Platonism upon the Russian Intelligentsia was manifested in 

contrasting ways in post-Revolutionary Russia, given that ǲRussian communism 

emphasized the material and social aspects of the Platonic utopia, while religious thinkers 

emphasized its ideal and spiritual aspectsǳ22. However, this divergence was not a consequence of Platonism itself, whose project was ǲnot separation but unification of both worlds,ǳ23 but a result of a lack of cooperation between these two groups. Here one can 

draw a parallel between the unifying character of Platonismǯs final project and the goal of Bulgakovǯs Sophiology. As a former Marxist converted to idealism and finally to Orthodoxy 

he desired a reunification and to find an equilibrium between the material and the spiritual realities within Christianity. Therefore, ) believe that the ǲultimate project of Platonism,ǳ24 as described by Epstein, namely ǲthe complementarity and even fusion of idealism and materialism,ǳ could be also valid for Sophiology. 

As we stated before, Plato has not distinguished clearly between episteme and 

sophia. This task went to Aristotle who will be the first to carry on such a definitive distinction. (e differentiated, ǲnot only between episteme and sophia, but also among those 

rational faculties and phronêsis (practical wisdom), techne (art, skill), and nous ȋintelligence, understandingȌǳ25. He used sophia not only to describe those who are 

                                                           
17 loc. cit. 
18 John Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology: Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes (New York: Fordham 

University Press, 1983; reprint  1999), 131.  
19 loc. cit. 
20 Cf. Anthony C. Thiselton, Hermeneutics: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009), 106. 
21 John Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology, 131. 
22 Mikhail Epstein, art. cit. 
23 loc. cit. 
24 loc. cit. 
25 loc. cit. 
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 specialized in different areas of expertise, but also ǲto denote those who are Ǯwise in general and not in one departmentǯǳ26. Because it included both the understanding of specific principles and the understanding of ǲthe natures of the principles themselves,ǳ27 or the ǲknowledge of the original causesǳ28 Aristotle concluded that sophia is the ǲmost perfect modes of knowledgeǳ29. The Stoics continued this tradition, considering ǲsophia as the perfection of human 

understanding (Seneca, Epistulae 89.4), and as consisting in a fully comprehensive and 

systematic grasp of the rational order in the universeǳ30. Here we could make a parallel between the Stoic interpretation and that of Bulgakovǯs sophiologic approach. Through his 
Sophiology Bulgakov strived to achieve a wide-sweeping worldview, although not necessarily ǲfully comprehensive and systematic,ǳ based on the understanding of the 
sophianic principles underlying creation. Nevertheless, in his sophiologic outlook Sophia could be considered ǲthe perfection of human understandingǳ only inasmuch as it is both 
human and divine. In any case, ǲperfectionǳ in this latter sense should not be understood as 
a fixed and complete state of the human intellect, but rather as its capacity to be perfected, or ǲsophianizedǳ.  The Stoics understood sophia as ǲknowledge of the divine and the human,ǳ31 which they regarded as a ǲcrucial underpinning for the goal of leading a moral lifeǳ32. In relation 

with this twofold stoic understanding of sophia we can draw another interesting parallel with Bulgakovǯs description of Sophia as Divine and Creaturely which makes his Sophiology 

an integrative way of material and spiritual knowledge. Although he did not stress the 

ethical aspect of wisdom, Bulgakov considered Sophiology as an essential tool to 

understand and interpret the relation between God and humanity. For him this was a way to avoid the usual tension between dualism and monism, resolving it ǲin the synthesis of 
Divine-humanityǳ33. The dualist extreme was preeminently manifested in the Gnostic separation between ǲWisdom from above and Wisdom from below, representing the female or noumenal world, and the male or material world, respectively.ǳ34 Here again one 

can make a comparison between Gnostic dualism and the Russian liturgical tradition. We 

can find a reversed dualism in the Russian liturgical texts dedicated to the feasts of Sophia: 

while the mariological emphasis is related with the creaturely Sophia, the Christological 

emphasis refers to the divine one35. 

                                                           
26 Ibid., p. 42.  
27 Carson, art. cit., 42. 
28 Sergeev, Sophiology..., 30. 
29 Carson, art. cit., 42. 
30 loc. cit. 
31 loc. cit. 
32 loc. cit. 
33 Bulgakov, Sophia..., 14. 
34 Carson, art. cit., 42. 
35 Cf. Bulgakov, Sophia..., 4. 
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The apogee of the ancient understanding of sophia is reached by the philosophy of Plotinus, who considered it as a ǲpure intelligible sphere, but that which has its own becoming or life which is intelligible as wellǳ36. Here we can find an interpretation closer to 

that of Bulgakov, who regarded Sophia not merely as a theoretical concept, but as a living 

reality. Generally, Greek philosophy, with its early development of the notion of sophia can ǲbe considered one of the sources of modern Russian Sophiology,ǳ37 together with the Holy 

Scripture and the Sacred Tradition.  

 

B. THE BIBLICAL NARRATIVES  

As a preliminary to the treatment of the biblical notion of sophia I would like to 

include a brief excursus on the relation between the Jewish wisdom tradition and the social 

and political milieu where it emerged. In the wisdom literature one can find an ancient 

tradition of political-theology, associated closely with ǲa certain political system, namely a monarchy headed by a kingǳ38. An argument in favour of this view comes from the fact that the ǲKing of )srael himself was considered Ǯa divinely appointed agent for organizing and imposing a just order upon earth which would embody the requirements of wisdomǯǳ39. 

This interpretation suggests that one of the functions of Jewish wisdom tradition was that 

of maintaining the status quo40. Others interpreters, such as Leo Lefebure, have argued that 

the roots of the wisdom tradition are in fact to be found not among the upper level of the 

ruling class, but among the lower, ordinary people who41. In this case, wisdom was used as 

disapproval tool against the upper, wealthier classes. Regardless of its origin, one can 

already distinguish a political function of this wisdom tradition that was not only employed 

in theological circles but also applied in social and juridical matters42. In the same time it 

gives us a clue about how an early differentiation between the divine and human wisdom 

was made by this tradition. The Old Testament notion of Sophia is nonetheless dominated by the idea that ǲAll wisdom is from the Lord, and with him it remains foreverǳ43. The biblical word ǲsophiaǳ translates the (ebrew ǲHokhmah (also meaning ǮwisdomǯȌǳ44. In the Old Testament, Sophia appears mainly in the Sapiential Literature, in 

the Proverbs, in the books of Jesus Ben-Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) and in the Wisdom of Solomon. )n the latter it is presented as ǲthe emanation of Godǯs glory, the (oly Spirit, the immaculate mirror of his energy, nay, even the spouse of the Lordǳ45. Litva states that Bulgakovǯs understanding of Sophia, as a special entity related to Godǯs substance, is drawn 
                                                           
36 Sergeev, Sophiology..., 30. 
37 Ibid.,  28. 
38 Ibid.,  39. 
39 Ibid. See, for example, Prov. 16:10. 
40 See. Ibid.,  40 
41 See loc. cit. 
42 See Ibid.,  39. 
43 Sir. 1:1 
44 Gilles Quispel, ǲSophia,ǳ Gale Encyclopedia of Religion 12 (22005):  8522. 
45 Quispel, art. cit., 8522. 
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from the Sapiential Literature, mainly from the books of Proverbs and Psalms46. Bulgakov 

himself makes a short review of the principal biblical passages where Sophia appears47. He 

mentions that the Wisdom of God can have different meanings, such as ǲa qualityǳ48 in Proverbs chapters from ͳ to ͳͲ, or ǲas something divine and quasi-hypostatic, though not a personǳ49 in Proverbs 8: 22-͵ͳ. Additionally, there is an ǲontological interpretation of Wisdomǳ50 as Bulgakov himself puts it, to be found in the books of Wisdom of Solomon and 

Wisdom of Ben-Sirach. These books are considered as ǲa sort of metaphysical commentary on Proverbsǳ51 which portray the Wisdom as ǲthe master-workman of all,ǳ52 the ǲpure influence flowing from the glory of the Almighty,ǳ53 and ǲthe unspotted mirror of the power 
of God (tou theou energies) and the image of his goodness"54 (Wisdom of Solomon, chapter 

7). According to Maria Rigel Langella, since it presents the Wisdom as the maker of 

everything, this chapter55 becomes essential in understanding Bulgakovǯs theory56. From this chapter one can learn that Wisdom engages humanity ǲthrough communication with specific individuals,ǳ57 and that she is active ǲin history and influences human affairs by guiding, teaching and saving her followersǳ58. 

Nevertheless, Bulgakov shows that Wisdom is not only a creative reality present 

with or in God, but also one which preserves and protects the world,59 an active agent of 

the Providence (Wisdom of Solomon, chapters 10-ͳʹȌ. (owever, Bulgakovǯs intention is not 
to make a comprehensive exegetical analysis of these passages, and he finishes the Old Testament review concluding that this ǲstriking imageǳ of Wisdom would not allow any 
interpretation as an attribute or quality60.  

Bulgakov continues the biblical survey with a brief presentation of the New 

Testament occurrences. Apart from a verse which can be interpreted christologically (1 

Cor. 1:24), and a few others which have no Christological connotation, most of the verses 

clearly present wisdom as property61. While the majority of these occurrences are of little help for Bulgakovǯs argument against understanding Divine Sophia merely as one of Godǯs attributes, he asserts that ǲeven this christological adaptation should be understood in the 
                                                           
46 Cf. Litva, op. cit., 13. 
47 See Bulgakov, Sophia..., 26 - 28. 
48 Ibid., 26. 
49 loc. cit. 
50 Ibid., 27. 
51 loc. cit. 
52 loc. cit. 
53 loc. cit. 
54 loc. cit. 
55  i.e. chapter seven of the Wisdom of Solomon 
56 See Maria Rigel Langella, Salvezza Come Illuminazione. Uno studio comparato di S. Bulgakov, V. Lossky, P. 

Evdokimov (Rome: Gregorian University Press, 2000), 108. 
57 Sergeev, Sophiology..., 38. 
58 loc. cit. 
59 Cf. Bulgakov, Sophia..., 27. 
60 Cf. Ibid, 28. 
61 Cf. Bulgakov, Sophia..., 28. 
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light of, and in connection with, Old Testament Sophiologyǳ62. An argument for this connection is also given by Stendhal, who asserts that ǲWisdom literature....seems to have 
been studied in the school of Matthew, and related to Jesus, equating him with wisdom.ǳ63 

James D. G. Dunn concludes his essay64 with a reference to Christǯs own claim to be not merely a ǲteacher of wisdom,ǳ65 but as a teacher and minister ǲof Godǯs final will for his people )sraelǳ66 to be indeed the incarnate Wisdom67.  Besides the image of Wisdom, Bulgakov discovered in the Bible ǲanother striking figure, namely, that of the Shekinah, the Glory of Godǳ68. After the exposition of the biblical 

passages where Shekinah is described, and the interpretation of several prophetic visions related to this subject, Bulgakov concludes that in the Bible, the Glory of God ǲis obviously intended to represent a divine principle...it differs from Godǯs personal being, yet it is 

inseparably bound up with it: it is not God, but divinityǳ69. In this sense Shekinah differs 

from the way in which Sophia is described, which at times allows for an understanding of Sophia ǲas either a created principle or a Ǯpropertyǯ of Godǳ70.  

After this short biblical survey Bulgakov finally concludes that ǲGod has, or 
possesses, or is characterized by, Glory and Wisdom, which cannot be separated from him 

since they represent his dynamic self-revelation in creative action, and also in his own lifeǳ71. Furthermore, he adds that while the Old Testament remains silent about ǲthe Face of Godǳ, in the New Testament this is revealed ǲin its tri-personal natureǳ72. This allowed Bulgakov to assume that the ǲdivine Ǯsubstancesǯǳ73 of Wisdom and Glory pertain to the 

Holy Trinity, and not merely to a single person, since the Bible does not allow for such an 

attribution74. 

Commenting on the image of the Holy Trinity as it is revealed by Scripture, Bulgakov affirmed that although such philosophical terms as ǲsubstanceǳ are not to be found, there is 
nevertheless a ǲrevealed teaching on the life of the triune Godǳ75 which can be 

                                                           
62 Ibid. 29. 
63 Krister Stendahl, The school of St. Matthew, and its use of the Old Testament (Doctoral dissertation, Upsalla, 

1954), 142. 
64 James D. G. Dunn, ǲJesus: Teacher of Wisdom or Wisdom )ncarnate?ǳ in Where shall wisdom be 

found? Wisdom in the bible, in the church and the contemporary world, ed. Stephen C. Barton (Edinburgh: T&T 

Clark, 1999), 75-92. 
65 Ibid., 92. 
66 Ibid., 91. 
67 Cf. loc. cit. 
68 Bulgakov, Sophia..., 29. I have added this short excursus on the biblical figure of Shekinah since it is crucial for Bulgakovǯs ǲconception of the self-revelation of the Godhead in the double figure of Wisdom-Glory, which corresponds to the dyad of the Word and of the Spiritǳ in 68 Bulgakov, Sophia..., 50. 
69 Bulgakov, Sophia..., 30.  
70 loc. cit. 
71 Ibid., 31. 
72 loc. cit. 
73 loc. cit. 
74 Cf. loc. cit. 
75 Ibid., 25. 
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distinguished in its content. As Bulgakov also noticed, most of this material was 

unfortunately disregarded by the theologians in the process of development of the 

Trinitarian dogma. However, it is exactly in this point that John Milbank discovers the genius of the Russian sophiologists. Their originality was ǲto link the under-unexplored 

matrix of material in the Bible concerning wisdom with the new issues posed by modernity 

concerning nature, humanity and evilǳ76.  

 

C. THE GNOSTIC MOVEMENTS  

The Gnostic tradition continued earlier beliefs in which Sophia occupied a 

significant role. This personified entity was interpreted in various ways, but was almost constantly presented ǲas the manifestation of divine insightǳ77. Her role was to make divinity manifest in the world ǲas the light of god with us and in usǳ 78. 

Stemming most probably from an Egyptian or Canaanite tradition, which assumed 

that a goddess is always in the face of the divinity ǲto please and entertainǳ79 later Jewish 

traditions considered that God is either a female or that he has a wife80. These ideas were 

confirmed by archaeological evidence in form of inscriptions which conveyed such names 

as Asherah or Anat Jahu, to designate the spouse of YHWH81. From Judaism this idea was 

taken further by the Gnostics.  Simon Magus, or the Magician was considered to be ǲthe father of all heresyǳ82. He 

associated Sophia with the Holy Spirit, and considered her a divine figure having the role of 

divine consort83. Being ǲthe first )dea of Godǳ84 and ǲthe spouse of the Lordǳ85 she came down on earth ǲto produce the angels and powers that created the worldǳ86. After this initial cosmological act those powers ǲoverwhelmed her and forced her reincarnation again and againǳ87. Besides her initial role in cosmogony, she had a permanent and effective 

presence on earth afterward, as a result of her reincarnation. This allowed Simon to 

identify her with a Phoenician prostitute, rehabilitated by him and made his Ǯdivineǯ consort, while he declared himself to be Ǯthe messiah'88. The original trait of his teaching 

                                                           
76John Milbank, ǲSophiology and Theurgy: the New Theological (orizon,ǳ 

http://www.theologyphilosophycentre.co.uk/papers/Milbank_SophiologyTheurgy.pdf (accessed July 4, 

2011). 
77 Marvin Meyer, ǲGnosticism, Gnostics, and the Gnostic Bible,ǳ in The gnostic Bible, ed. Willis Barnstone and 

Marvin Meyer, (London & Boston, MA: Shambhala, 2003), 2. 
78 Ibid., 5. 
79 Quispel, art. cit., 8522-8523. 
80 Cf. Ibid., 8523. 
81 Cf. loc. cit. 
82 Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, (Boston, MA: Beacon, 32001), 103. 
83 Cf. Quispel, art. cit., 8523. 
84 loc. cit. 
85 loc. cit. 
86 loc. cit. 
87 loc. cit. 
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 was thus, to propose a feminine divine principle as ǲa means of redemption for all who believed in them bothǳ89. 

 ǲThe Apocryphon of Johnǳ, a Gnostic text written in Alexandria, presents Sophia as ǲthe last of the spiritual entities to come into existenceǳ90. (er thought ǲto make the likeness appear out of herselfǳ91 determined her collapse into the cosmos where she fought ǲagainst the demiurge in her struggle to make man spiritually consciousǳ92. However, this episode called ǲthe Ǯsuffering of the Sophia,ǯǳ93 appears to be merely emotional when compared to the ǲǯsubstantialǯ role it plays in the Valentinian systemǳ94. 

 Valentinus was one of the most preeminent Gnostic theologians, although his 

writings were considered rather mystical95. In the second century BC he founded in Rome96  

one of the most influential Gnostic sects, which will become widespread all over the Roman 

Empire. According to his teaching, the world was divided into ǲa phenomenal world and a spiritual world, the Pleromaǳ97. In the spiritual world there were 30 Aeons who emanated 

from the Father in pairs, the last of these being Sophia98. Influenced by the Christian ideas, 

Valentinus taught that Sophiaǯs fault was her disdainful wish ǲto penetrate the mystery of ultimate being,ǳ99 which caused her fall, but also her redemption by Christ100. After her fall ǲinto passion and disgraceǳ101 the matter was formed and a Demiurge appeared (The Old Testament Y(W(Ȍ, ǲwho shaped matter into our worldǳ102. This episode of creation by the 

fall of Sophia appears in almost every Gnostic cosmogonic story, and is considered103 to be 

the main difference between the Christian and the Gnostic descriptions ǲof Christ as Sophiaǳ104.  

 The Gnostics provide us with the image of a dual Sophia, ǲas the living entity which symbolized the integration of divine perfections and the sinful world of matterǳ105. 

Valentinus taught about two manifestations of the wisdom: ǲa higher wisdom called Sophia and a lower wisdom called Achamothǳ106. Sergeev affirms that although the Russian 

sophiologists were not interested in the corrupted side of Sophia, they were still influenced 

                                                           
89 Ibid, 104. 
90 Quispel, art. cit., 8523. 
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94 loc. cit. 
95 Cf. G. W. MacRae, ǲValentinus,ǳ The New Catholic Encyclopedia 14 (22003): 374. 
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by the tendency to portray her ǲas a dual entityǳ107. (e contends that this ǲsophiological temptationǳ108 was manifested in the writings of Solovyov, Bulgakov or Berdiaev, who ǲdemonized Sophia when trying to understand the creation of the sinful world by the all-
good and omnipotent Creatorǳ109. We will later analyze in which measure Bulgakov was influenced by Gnosticism in constructing his ǲdualǳ Sophia and whether he demonized 
Sophia or not when constructing his cosmology and theodicy. 

 

D. THE CHRISTIAN SOPHIOLOGIES  

Besides the Gnostic schools, Sophia continued to be present in the theological and 

philosophical mainstream circles. She is present in the writings of Philo of Alexandria and 

Origen, standing as another name for the Divine Logos, or Christ110. For Origen, Christ is the 

redeemer of the human nature, as He restored the possibility to acquire wisdom to every 

human person111. Stating that the possession of wisdom was ǲthe goal of human life,ǳ112 

which was nonetheless impossible before Christ, Origen seems to connect wisdom with the 

notion of grace. This association seems to be supported by Augustine, who did not perceive wisdom merely as one of the ǲhuman virtues acquired by oneǯs own efforts,ǳ113 but as ǲa 
precious divine gift achieved as a result of the super-natural act of Godǯs graceǳ114. In his treatise ǲOn the Trinityǳ, after quoting the biblical statements that ǲGod is loveǳ and ǲGod is light,ǳ Augustine adds that God is also Wisdom, ǲthe Father is wisdom, the Son is wisdom, 
and the Holy Spirit is wisdom, and together not three wisdoms, but one wisdom: and 

because in the Trinity to be is the same as to be wise, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, are 

one essenceǳ115. Here Augustine apparently relates the notions of love, light and wisdom 

with the essence of God. We can find the same treatment of wisdom in connection with Godǯs grace and Godǯs essence in Bulgakovǯs Sophiology.  

The symbol of Sophia as expressed in Holy Scriptures and in the writings of the 

Fathers of the Church was also conveyed trough different liturgical texts and icons, and by the architectonic legacy of the churches built in the name of Sophia, and ǲdedicated to 
Christ, but to Christ in the aspect of Sophia – to Christ-Sophiaǳ116. Nonetheless the symbol 

remained a mystery, as it was not elucidated by the Byzantine scholars117. This problem 

was disregarded in Rome as well, and the only place where it reached a fertile soil was the 
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 newly baptized Russia, where ǲthis mysterious and as yet undisclosed revelation of Sophia 

enshrined in the hieroglyphics of ecclesiastical architecture,ǳ118 was later to be revealed to 

the world.  

 In the West the idea of the Jungfrau Sophia appeared in the seventeenth century 

Germany119 in the writings of Jacob Boehme, and is considered to be ǲthe first in the history 
of Christian thoughǳ120. Boehme was a German mystic and theologian, regarded by Bulgakov as ǲperhaps the greatest genius among German thinkersǳ121. His ideas together with those of Eckhart represent ǲthe secret dynamic of the philosophy of (egel and 
Schelling, of F. Baader and the romanticistsǳ122. Nikolai Berdyaev appreciates Boehmeǯs teaching of Sophia to be ǲof geniusǳ123 and totally original124. Although there is agreement on Boehmeǯs brilliance and originality, the influence of his writings upon the Russian 
Sophiology is uncertain. Berdyaev assumes that Boehmeǯs Sophiology has influenced 

Solovyov, the father of Russian Sophiology, ǲimperceptibly and unconsciously...since Boehme is the source of the teaching about Sophia,ǳ125 although Solovyov himself was ǲquite hesitant to allude to himǳ126. Bulgakov claims that although Boehmeǯs works were read by the Russian Freemasons and ǲhad a lasting influence on Russian thought,ǳ127 the ǲmodern Russian teaching on Sophia does not derive from these sources, but from holy traditionǳ128. The question remains if Bulgakov includes Solovyov too in the notion of Ǯmodern Russian Sophiologyǯ. An even greater disagreement appears in relation to Boehmeǯs own teaching 
orthodoxy. While Berdyaev considers Boehme's Sophiology ǲprofoundly and completely Christian,ǳ129 Bulgakov is highly critical. He charges Boehme for being, first of all 

excessively rationalistic, albeit his rationalism was of a different, mystical type130. Bulgakov also argues that Boehmeǯs conception of God renders everything intelligible, explained and 

rationalized, leaving any room for antinomies, and thus placing him closer to the modern 
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theosophy131. Bulgakov also accuses him to present an emanationist system, resembling 

the anti-creationist theory of Plotinus132. Boehmeǯs philosophical type resembles the 
monistic pantheism of Spinoza, although his character is more dynamic than that of 

Spinoza133. All these issues are supplemented by Boehmeǯs problematic rejection of matter, 
the flesh representing for him only a mask, a bark or a scale which is bound to disappear, 

excluding therefore any possibility of resurrection or transfiguration of matter134. This tendency has consequences on Boehmeǯs position on sex and his reluctant attitude towards 
marriage135. The general ascetic inclination of Boehmeǯs system finally becomes a refusal or 
negation of the world itself136. As regards Boehmeǯs Sophiology, Bulgakov criticizes his androgynic theory which 

holds that the human sexual differentiation was caused by the Fall, the woman being 

created for man after he separated from the Jungfrau Sophia, the abstract principle of 

Wisdom137. As Bulgakov further remarks, Sophia for Boehme is generally not a revelation of the Divinity, a theophany, but an Ǯauto-phanyǯ which constitutes a moment of 
development in God himself138. Boehmeǯs negative attitude regarding feminity determined 
him to negate the immaculate character of the Mother of God, rejecting therefore the 

veneration of Mary139. Christ was not born from the human Virgin, but only from the seed 

of the Jungfrau Sophia, leading Boehme to a monophysite and docetic conception140. Berdyaev blames Bulgakov for giving ǲa quite inaccurate explanation of the teachings of Boehme, especially the part concerning Boehme's teaching about Sophiaǳ141 and for being ǲvery unjust to himǳ in his book Svet Nevechernii142. One of the reasons for this sharp criticism can be Bulgakovǯs desire ǲto attain a purified theological teaching about Sophia, in accord with traditionǳ143. Berdyaev seems to offer a less severe account of Boehmeǯs ideas. (e asserts that 

 

The fall through sin is also a loss of his Sophia-Virgin, which has flown off to the 

heavens. Upon the earth instead has arisen the feminine, Eve. Man grieves with 

longing for his lost Sophia, his lost virginal state, the wholeness and chasteness...In 

                                                           
131 Cf.  Ibid., 160-161. 
132 Cf.  Ibid., 162. 
133 Cf.  Ibid., 163. 
134 Cf.  Ibid., 167-168. 
135 Cf.  Ibid., 168. 
136 Cf.  loc. cit. 
137 Cf.  Ibid., 249. 
138 Cf.  Ibid., 249-250. 
139 Cf.  Ibid., 251. 
140 loc. cit. 
141 Berdyaev, Studies concerning Jacob Boehme... 
142 The original version of La Lumière sans déclin. 
143 Berdyaev, Studies concerning Jacob Boehme... 



22 

 

his teaching about androgyny Boehme stands in the same line, which is to be found 

in the "Symposium" of Plato, and the Kabbala144. 

 Berdyaev also underlines the fact that Boehmeǯs Sophia is essentially pure, representing ǲthe integral wholeness and chasteness of man, the image and likeness of God in manǳ145. This trait distinguishes Boehme from Solovyov, characterized in Berdyevǯs view by ǲa great murkiness in his sophianic settingsǳ146. )n Boehmeǯs teaching 

 

the theme of Sophia is a theme about the possibility of such a transfiguration [of the 

creature]. Boehme was not a pantheist, but he denied that a transcendent chasm 

exists between God and the creation, between God and the world. He did not think 

the world process to be something completely external to God and having no sort of 

relation to the inner life of the Divine Trinity.  

 The most important contribution of Boehmeǯs Sophiology, one that has infused the Russian 

Sophiology as well, was its success to find a ǲco-unifying principleǳ147 between God and humanity. This mediatory sophianic principle allowed to ǲovercome the hopeless dualism and the transcendent chasmǳ148 that separated them, and to oppose ǲthe process of godlessness and neutralisation of the creaturely world, the cosmosǳ149. 

From Germany Boehmeǯs influence spread across the continent and particularly in 
England, influencing such personalities as the Anglican priest and Christian mystic John 

Pordage, who wrote various treatises on Sophia,150 and the influential French philosopher 

Louis Claude de Saint-Martin151. The most excellent of his inheritors is considered however, 

the German philosopher and theologian Franz Xaver von Baader, ǲthe greatest and most 
remarkable of the Boehmists and the most churchly in his world-outlookǳ152.  

 

 

§ 2. THE RUSSIAN TRADITION 

 

A. PRELIMINARIES 

In his study Gilles Quispel considers that Sophiology was exported from Germany to 

Russia, manifesting a direct influence over the Russian Freemasons and the Russian 
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sophiologists, such as Vladimir Solovyov and Sergei Bulgakov153. Unlike Quispel, 

Berdyaev154 and Bulgakov himself155 prefer to consider the Russian Sophiology not as a 

development of the German one, but as a living aspect of the holy tradition of the Church, in 

perfect continuity with the Byzantine legacy, although expressing a particular trait of the 

Russian soul as well.  

We can find these ideas developed by Nicholas Zernov, a Russian theologian and 

founder, together with Bulgakov and others, of the Fellowship of Saint Alban and Saint 

Sergius in Oxford. He dedicated a chapter of his book156 to perform a detailed analysis of 

the Russian idea of Divine Wisdom. He saw Haghia Sophia or the Holy Wisdom as the ǲfundamental conviction of the Russian religious mind,ǳ157 namely ǲthe recognition of the 
potential holiness of the matter, the unity and sacredness of the entire creation, and manǯs call to participate in the divine plan for its ultimate transfigurationǳ158.  

Zernov also recalls the artistic manifestation of Sophia in the Russian Church, through icons which ǲexpressed in a figurative wayǳ159 the popular belief: 

 

that the cosmos did not merely reflect the Heavenly Glory, but had a potential 

personality and therefore could participate in the designs of its Triune Maker. 

Matter was conceived as spirit-bearing, as a living and responsive partner in the 

great drama of the fall and redemption.160 

 

We will later see how these intuitions of the Russian tradition regarding the sacredness of the matter and the unity of creation and its personality influenced Bulgakovǯs notion of 
Creaturely Sophia. Concerning the artistic expression of Sophia, Zernov points out the 

churches dedicated to St. Sophia, among which the eleventh century cathedrals of Novgorod and Kiev ǲstill represent some of the greatest achievements in ecclesiastical architecture in the countryǳ161. However, unlike Bulgakov who maintained that these 

churches were associated with the Logos, Christ – Sophia,162 as a continuation of the 

Byzantine tradition, Zernov asserts that they were linked with the Theotokos - the Mother 

                                                           
153 Cf. Gilles Quispel, art. cit., 8523. 
154 Berdyaev notes: ǲessentially between the teachings of J. Boehme about Sophia and the Russian teaching about Sophia, as it was formulated among us, there is a differenceǳ. )n Berdyaev, ǲStudies concerning Jacob 

Boehmeǳ. 
155 Commenting on the Western Sophiology, Bulgakov states that ǲit cannot altogether be accepted by modern Orthodox Sophiology, though this latter must give its dueǳ in Bulgakov, Sophia..., 7.  
156 See Nicolas Zernov, ǲThe Divine Wisdom,ǳ in The Russian Religious Renaissance of the Twentieth Century 

(London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1963), 283-308. 
157 Ibid., 285. 
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of God, a sign which showed the maturity and creativity of the Russian religious thought163. 

The departure from the Byzantine model was required in order to bring together Mother 

Earth164, the ancient pagan belief widely circulated among the peasants, and the Christian 

veneration of the Mother of God165. This connection, described by Dostoevsky ǲas one of the 
deep-rooted convictions of the Russian Christians,ǳ166 was for others a cause of scandal.   

 

B. SOLOVYOV While Dostoevskyǯs desire to expose the insights of the Russian soul was manifested 
mainly in literature, thus being remote from any academic rationalization, his friend Vladimir Solovyov, was the first to attempt a ǲscholarly exposition of the Sophianic interpretation of Christianityǳ167. Bulgakov, in his turn, recognizes him as ǲthe first Russian sophiologistǳ168. Solovyov was a complex spirit. (e was a ǲphilosopher, poet, polemical essayist, and literary critic,ǳ169 but also a ǲmystic and seerǳ170 and ǲan original theologianǳ171. (is personal spiritual evolution passing through a ǲnaive Orthodox 
childhood, rebellious atheistic youth and then theorizing religious adulthoodǳ172 can be 

reckoned as representative for some of his followers, such as Losskii, Berdyaev and 

Bulgakov. + Zernov – synthesis of theology&philo&science Solovyov considered Sophia ǲa personal friend and a trusted teacher. For her sake he was ready to bear any sacrifice; in her service he found the final purpose of lifeǳ173. This is not an allegory, but a personal, yet mysterious understanding of Sophia as ǲthe Eternal 
Feminine, the Queen of Heavens or the Eternal Wisdom of God,ǳ174 whom Solovyov encountered during three visions, which are recollected in his poem ǲThree Meetingsǳ175. 

His theoretical expression of the doctrine of the Wisdom of God176, still bearing witness of 
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his mystical visions, appears for the first time in Solovyovǯs Lectures on Divine Humanity. (is desire was ǲto conceptualize this mythological character by making it the foundation for a philosophical systemǳ177. In his Lectures, Sophia is understood as:  

 

the eternal ideal prototype of humanity, as the world soul actively engaged in 

actualizing this prototypical idea, and as the fully developed divine-human 

organism. She is portrayed both as the active principle of the creative process and as 

its realized goal, the kingdom of God, the society of those participating in Divine 

humanity178 

 For Solovyov, Christ and the Church represent ǲthe ultimate manifestation of Sophia, the wisdom of Godǳ179. We can find at Solovyov a first attempt in the Russian religious thought to place Sophia in a Christian setting. (owever, Bulgakov considers Solovyovǯs Sophiology to be ǲundoubtedly syncretistic,ǳ180 presenting Gnostic and Western sophiological 

influences, while he recognizes in the same time the influence that Solovyovǯs thought manifested in his transition ǲFrom Marxism to )dealism,ǳ181 and back to the Orthodox 

Church182.  Despite acknowledging Solovyovǯs ǲenormous merits in the setting of the problem,ǳ183 of Sophiology, Berdyaev admits that ǲit is regretably [sic] impossible to say, 

that his teaching concerning Sophia was entirely chaste and renunciatory...[since] He allowed of a great murkiness in his sophianic settingsǳ184. Solovyovǯs fascination for Sophia was owed to her ǲfeatures of feminine charmǳ185. Although 

 

In feminine beauty there is indisputably a glint of the Divine world...the woeful 

problem is in this, that with Vl. Solov'ev the image of Sophia becomes twofold, and 

deceptive images of Sophia appear for him.186 

 

As Berdyaev argues, for Solovyov Sophia was ǲtotally and exclusively cosmicǳ187. He did not perceive her ǲthrough a contemplation of the Divine Wisdomǳ188 and she did ǲnot possess, 
                                                                                                                                                                                           

Bulgakov, Losskii and Berdiaev (Lewiston, NY, Queenston and Lampeter: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2006), 75-

89. 
177 Sergeev, Sophiology..., 69. 
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179 Sergeev, Sophiology..., 83. 
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182 Cf. Bulgakov, Sophia..., 10. 
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 as with Boehme and Pordage, a direct relation to the (oly Trinityǳ189. This is why Berdyaev concludes that ǲthe Russian theological sophianism is certainly very distinct from the poetic sophianism,ǳ the originator of which was Vladimir Solovyov. Andrew Louth recognizes that while Solovyovǯs influence upon Bely, Block or Florensky can be recognized, ǲthe lines of communication between Solovǯev and Bulgakov are complexǳ190. 

 )t remains to be further assessed whether Solovyovǯs Sophiology together with his 

ideas of Divine-humanity, theandry, or theantrophy, (Bogochelovechestvo) and total-unity 

was simply continued or totally transformed in the work of Sergei Bulgakov.  Berdyaev considered that Bulgakov was ǲfar removed from the sophianism of Vl. Solov'evǳ191 and 

that he did not have any connection with the sophianism of Boehme. As stated before he 

also thought that the Russian theological Sophiology, which had been established by Pavel 

Florensky and Bulgakov himself, was clearly different from the poetic sophianism of 

Alexander Blok or Andrei Bely. Louth however, considers that Bulgakov resembles Solovyov in the treatment of Sophia as ǲan expression of mediation,ǳ192 and also in identifying it with ǲthat in virtue of which the three Persons are consubstantial,ǳ193 namely Godǯs substance, essence or Ousia. Moreover, Louth finds another common trait of Solovyov 

and Bulgakov in their common reference to the Russian churches of Holy Wisdom and the 

conceiving of Sophia not theoretically but as an experience194.  However, unlike Solovyov, 

who experienced her as a young beautiful girl, Bulgakov discerned her in the transfigured 

nature and in art195. 

With the exception of Berdyaevǯs opinion, Solovyovǯs influence upon Bulgakov is 

undisputed. But the mode and degree of such an influence are still open to discussion. Even Berdyaevǯs assertion was made in ͳͻ͵Ͳ, when Bulgakov had already published his 
theological ǲlittle trilogyǳ196. The things are further complicated by the considerable difference between Bulgakovǯs early writings and those of maturity. )n this regard Berdyaev evokes Bulgakovǯs ǲgreatest efforts to attain a purified theological teaching about Sophia, in accord with traditionǳ197. Louthǯs remarks can be helpful in assessing the general resemblance between Solovyov and Bulgakov, while regarding Solovyovǯs influence upon Bulgakov the only explicit affirmation is related with the latterǯs understanding of Sophia 
as Ousia198. Louth himself recognizes that while Solovyovǯs influence upon Bely, Block or 
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 Florensky can be recognized, ǲthe lines of communication between Solovǯev and Bulgakov are complexǳ199. 

Among all these sometimes contradictory ideas one thing is certain. While Bulgakov 

could have taken up from Solovyov such concepts as ǲGodmanhood,ǳ or ǲDivine humanity,ǳ ǲtotal-unity,ǳ or ǲSophia,ǳ it is certain that in his later career he struggled significantly to ǲChristianizeǳ these concepts and develop their potential in his own dogmatic treatises. 
Even so, one can argue that Solovyov still had an indirect influence upon Bulgakovǯs later 
works, inasmuch as the latter ǲremained a philosopher even when he turned entirely to theologyǳ200. )n this sense Berdyaevǯs remark is cogent when he states that ǲFr. S. Bulgakov 
desires to be a theologian, and not a theosophist. )n this is the difficulty of his positionǳ201. We will further analyze his ǲgreat trilogyǳ in order to assess in what degree his project 
succeeded in this sense. 

In the end of this chapter we are already able to notice that Bulgakovǯs Sophiology, 
even in its early philosophical structure, was far removed from the ideas of Sophia as 

present in Gnosticism or pantheism. Nonetheless, these intuitions will be further detailed 

in the next chapters of our study. In the same time, we can appreciate Bulgakovǯs 
contribution in the rediscovery of the biblical sophiological themes, together with the 

revival of different sophiological motives of the Fathers, in his intention to give his 

Sophiology a pure Christian foundation and content. We will examine in what measure he 

succeeded to do this in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER II. THE CONCEPT OF SOPHIA IN THE THEOLOGICAL WORKS OF 

SERGEI BULGAKOV 

 

§ 1. INITIAL FORMULATIONS 

 

In this second chapter ) will attempt to give a brief account of Fr. Sergei Bulgakovǯs 
Sophiology, focusing mainly on those themes that were considered ambiguous and 

sometimes even heretical and which in the same time are important for a theological-

political appraisal of his work. In this sense, while it constitutes an essential part of this 

study, the chapter has also a functional role. First of all it aims to develop the intuitions of 

the first chapter by evaluating the influences of previous sophiological currents on Bulgakovǯs later Sophiology. And secondly, it lays the foundation for the developing of 

these themes into a theological-political treatise of Sophiology, in the next chapter. The 

chapter will follow the structure of the main themes of Sophiology as presented in Bulgakovǯs works and particularly in his outline of Sophiology Sophia, The Wisdom of God. 

As shown in the previous chapter, Bulgakovǯs philosophical outlook was 
significantly influenced by both Solovyov and Florensky202. Yet, as Zenkovsky argues, their influence was distinct. While Bulgakovǯs metaphysics was deeply imbued with Solovyovǯs 
ideas,203 and particularly with the ǲbasic idea of Ǯtotal-unity,ǯǳ204 it was Florenskyǯs version 
of Sophiology that ǲfirst captured Bulgakovǯs mindǳ205.  

Bulgakov employed it as an interpreting lens and applied it to his own ideas and 

beliefs, finally developing it into his own theological world-view. His desire was to purify 

the concept from any Gnostic influences, and to propose therefore a fully Christian concept 

of Sophia206. However, Bulgakov considered his undertaking not as something original and 

unprecedented, but as a continuation and a re-evaluation of the tradition of the Church, ǲa 
call neither to superstitious idolatry, nor to rationalistic contempt, but rather to creative understanding and developmentǳ207. For him Sophiology represented not a new dogma, nor a heresy ǲtinged with the peculiar exotic Oriental flavor of Ǯgnosis,ǯǳ208 but ǲa dogmatic 
metanoia, nothing less than a change and a renewal of human heartsǳ209. In this sense 

Sophiology was connected with the latest evolutions in society, dealing ǲwith questions of 
                                                           
202 Cf. V. V. Zenkovsky, A History of Russian Philosophy, 2nd ed., vol. 2 (New York: Routledge, 2003), 897. 
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208 Ibid., 12. 
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 practical everyday Christianity in our own timeǳ210 and highlighting the responsibility of 

the Church in the emergence of different regretful developments.  

Sophiology was advanced in a structured way for the first time in Bulgakovǯs ͳͻͳʹ 
work Philosophy of Economy211, which was in fact the first part of his doctoral thesis212. His 

desire was to present Orthodoxy in a way that would fit the latest developments in science 

and technology213 in an era characterized by Bulgakov as ǲa time of decaying dogmatic self-
consciousness, when religion is most frequently reduced to ethics, merely tinged with pietistic Ǯsufferingsǯǳ214. )n order to achieve this goal, it was important for him to ǲset out 
the ontological and cosmological side of Christianity, which is partly revealed in the philosophy of economyǳ215. But to realize this on the basis of ǲKantianized and 
metaphysically emptied theologyǳ216 seemed impossible, and so Bulgakov turned to ǲthe 
religious ontology, cosmology, and anthropology of Saints Athanasius of Alexandria and Gregory of Nyssus and other fathers of the churchǳ217. In the Philosophy of Economy the 

notion of Sophia ǲwas an elusive concept that Bulgakov took care never to define precisely: Sophia consisted of the totality of eternal ideas that confronted God at the creationǳ 218. 

Nevertheless, this does not lead to a static image of Sophia, who is responsible only with 

creation, but to a dynamic one in which she becomes part of the everyday life. In this sense Sophia is a ǲconstant flux, it is joyousness, it is play, it is wisdom, it is loveǳ219. This initial 

formulation of Sophiology was less theological and more philosophical, being correlated 

with the economic and social spheres220.  Bulgakov continued his study in Political Economy with a specific ǲunderstanding of the nature of the world and of man, i.e. a particular cosmology and anthropology,ǳ221 

developed in his philosophic work Svet nevechernii (The Unfading Light), published in 

1917. Bulgakov began this study with an analysis of the apophatic theology of Platon, 

Aristotle, Plotin, the Alexandrinian and Cappadocian fathers, Jean Scot Erigène and 

Nicholas of Cusa, and the Jewish and German mystics222. Bulgakov found a tension between the ǲabsolute noǳ of the apophatic theology which did not allow for a positive doctrine of 
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 God and the world, and the ǲabsolute yesǳ of faith and religious experience in which 

humanity recognizes its Creator. This is why he believed that through faith, the relative can 

contemplate the Absolute, and as such can find itself in the Absolute, because outside the 

Absolute there is nothing223. But to know the Absolute means that a relation has to be 

established and this was carried out through creation. Here the figure of Sophia is introduced, ǲas the intelligible basis of the worldǳ224. It implies that the basis of creation cannot be ǲsimply Ǯa thing in itselfǯ but belongs to God, is divine wisdom, and cannot be apprehended apart from Godǳ225. 

While Bulgakov did his best to prove the orthodoxy of the notion of Sophia, it was its 

universal character that contributed more to the success of his social philosophy as 

outlined in Svet nevechernii226. Even if she was already present in the Bible and in the writings of the Fathers, the notion of Divine Sophia ǲwas much broader than Christianity; it 
had roots in Gnosticism and Judaism and parallels in Platonism (the World Soul); indeed, 

the sense of elusive and beautiful divinity would not be alien to a Muslim or even a Buddhistǳ227. Describing the early formulations of Bulgakovǯs Sophiology, Andronikof argues that 

between 1912 and 1935 these were performed in a rather disjointed and unfinished way, 

although presenting a continuous improvement228. In Svet nevechernii his quest was still ambiguous, mainly because Bulgakov employed the term ǲhypostasis,ǳ even though placed between quotation marks, to describe Sophia as a Ǯfourth hypostasisǯ229. While this 

particular way of using theological terms attracted the condemnations of some 

ecclesiastical authorities, the incident was later elucidated by Bulgakov in his essay 

'Ipostas' i Ipostasnost': Scholia k Svetu Nevechernemu'230. Moreover, it compelled Bulgakov 

to write a systematic treatise of Sophiology, namely The Wisdom of God: A Brief Summary of 

Sophiology231.  While Bulgakovǯs initial Sophiology was still elusive and in continuous search for 

new formulations, his mature Sophiology presented an entirely Christian understanding.  
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This does not imply that the later developments constituted a static and established 

system. As Lev Zander remembers, Father Bulgakovǯs thought was ǲtentative, always progressing and seeking a new approachǳ232. His other disciple, Constantin Andronikof, 

noted that this continuous quest to penetrate further the mysteries of Christian revelation 

had at its center the struggle to establish a ǲbinding energyǳ between them, which was 
found in the image of Sophia, the Wisdom of God233. This identification was not artificially 

constructed, since it was based on the substance of the Divinity itself, which by being love 

is also relational234. My analysis of Sergei Bulgakovǯs Sophiology will concentrate on the late development of his ǲtheological or...dogmatic interpretation of the world ȋWeltanschauungȌǳ235, as outlined in his systematic treatise, ǲSophia, the Wisdom of God: 
an Outline of Sophiologyǳ and in his major trilogy ǲOn Divine-humanityǳ ȋO 

BogochelovechestveȌ which includes: ǲThe Lamb of God,ǳ ǲThe Comforter,ǳ and ǲThe Bride of the Lambǳ volumes.  
 

 

§ 2. THE THEOLOGICAL CONCEPT 

 

A. PRELIMINARIES At the very core of Bulgakovǯs Sophiological system stands ǲthe relation between 
God and the world, or...God and humanityǳ236. It is therefore not merely an attempt to 

formulate this relation and to unfold it into a theological system, but above all an 

ontological enquiry into the primordial bond between the Creator and creation. This 

relation is expressed using a term related to the person of the Divine Logos, first introduced by the Chalcedonian formula of the ǲGod-humanǳ237. However, Bulgakov did not 

try to limit the interpretation of this term to Christ, but intended to analyze its relation with 

every person of the Holy Trinity238. Therefore, the Chalcedonian ǲnoǳ had to be developed into the sophiological ǲyesǳ. As a result, from the ǲGod-humanǳ archetype as realized in the 

person of the incarnate Logos, the term was developed into ǲGod-manhoodǳ or ǲDivine-humanityǳ as initially employed by Solovyov in his ǲLectures on Divine humanityǳ239. Not 

only was the term transformed but also its content enlarged so as to include ǲthe theandric 
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union between God and the whole of the creaturely world, through humanity and in humanityǳ240.  

However, in this undertaking Bulgakov did not intend to be innovator in the 

negative sense of the word. The originality of Sophiology was for Bulgakov not a scope in 

itself, since it was manifested more in the way of expression rather than in its content. As 

he claims, his main desire was to recover a forgotten Church tradition241 that seemed 

essential for the revival of religious life of the twentieth century. In this sense Sophiology, 

by attempting to recover the ontological bond between God and his creation, is an 

alternative to both cosmism and anti-cosmism, ǲthe two disintegrated aspect of the one 
divine-human theocosmism,ǳ242 as expressed in their historical form of secularization and 

Manichaeism. The potential of Sophiology resides in its all-embracing character and in its 

orientation towards life itself rather than being limited to pure academic speculations. Its 

uniqueness rests on its ability to provide a via media between the cosmism of 

Secularization and the anti-cosmism of Manichaeism. As Bulgakov puts it, only ǲa sophianic 
perception of the world in the Wisdom of God...can give us strength for new inspiration, for 

new creativity, for the overcoming of the mechanization of life and of human beingsǳ243. And in this sense that was ǲa call neither to superstitious idolatry, nor to rationalistic contempt, but rather to creative understanding and developmentǳ244 on which nothing less than ǲthe future of living Christianityǳ245 itself rests. 

Before approaching the notion of Divine Sophia proper, it must be affirmed that for 

Bulgakov Sophiology was neither a dogma, nor simply his personal theological outlook, but 

a sort of panacea that could solve ǲall the dogmatic and practical problems of modern Christian dogmatics asceticsǳ246. While this vision could be considered overenthusiastic or romantic, its definition as ǲa theology of crisis, not of disintegration, but of salvationǳ247 

brings it closer to our reality, dominated by the pressure various crises. Our goal therefore is to offer an accurate yet modern interpretation of Bulgakovǯs Sophiology, hoping that our 

endeavour will contribute to a renewed interest in it, and eventually to the discovery of 

new and insightful solutions to the crises of our times. Bulgakovǯs interest in the notion of Divine Sophia was his desire to enrich the Aristotelian notion of ǲsubstanceǳ or ǲessenceǳ. As he notes, the term was interpreted by 
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theologians both in the Eastern and Western Christianity ǲpurely as a philosophical abstractionǳ248 which could not ǲembrace the divine revelation with regard to the one common life of the (oly Trinityǳ249. As Barbara Newman observed, Fr. Bugakov 

 

could not endure the presence of a sterile, Ǯscholasticǯ concept in the doctrine of the 
living God. By glossing the dry and colorless term ousia with the radiant name of 

Sophia, he thought to infuse a new fervour and vitality into dogma, without loss to 

orthodoxy.250 

 

The starting point for this new approach to the dogma of consubstantiality was the ǲrevealed teaching on the life of the triune Godǳ251 as it appears in the Old and New 

Testament. As we have already seen in the previous chapter, Bulgakov studied the Biblical 

passages describing Sophia, the Wisdom of God, and found support for his sophiological 

themes. Since we have already treated this issue we will not go into detail. It is important however to note that the essential quality of Sophia, that of being ǲquasi-hypostatic, though not a personǳ252 or ǲpersonal, but not a person,ǳ253 was inspired by such a Biblical passage, 

namely Proverbs 8: 22-31. After having investigated the Biblical references to Sophia, Bulgakov concluded that the ǲprinciple of Wisdom has never received satisfactory  
theological interpretation or application, so that even today it is overlooked by theology and only succeeds in creating misunderstandingǳ254. With all these in mind he proceeded to 

a further analysis of the notion of Sophia in relation to ousia or the substance of God, and 

with each person of the Holy Trinity individually. 

  

B. THE DIVINE SOPHIA AND OUSIA 

 When considering these concepts and the potential relation between them one will 

naturally question if such a relation exists ontologically or is just a theoretical construct. Bulgakov was perhaps accustomed with such reactions and knew that theology ǲhas failed to observe any relationship at all,ǳ255 which for him equated with a denial of such a relation. But to do so is, as he said, to generate ǲa dualism in the Godheadǳ256 and to empty the 

concept of ousia of its content and manifestation257 which the Biblical text describes as 

Wisdom and Glory. Bulgakov argues that the dogmatic notion should never be separated 
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from the Biblical ones, if we want monotheism to be kept untouched258. Therefore, he concludes that on the terminological level and ǲfor the sake of simplicityǳ259 we can ǲfuse 
this triad of definitions, Ousia=Sophia=Glory, and express its significance by any one of the three terms at randomǳ260. At the same time, he adds, ǲit seems more natural to link the problems of our time with the term ǲSophiaǳ ȋfurther amplified by the term ǲGloryǳȌǳ261. 

One can argue that such an arbitrary synthesis cannot simplify the theological language, 

but on the contrary would lead to ambiguity. Yet, for Bulgakov the fusion was necessary in order to save the concept of Ousia from becoming ǲan empty, abstract metaphysical schemaǳ262. Newman aptly summarizes Bulgakovǯs motivation for such an understanding of 
Ousia: 

 

 Although theologians have traditionally spoken of the ousia in abstract and, 

most often, apophatic terms, Fr. Bulgakov will not tolerate any suggestion of the 

impersonal in his doctrine of God. At this point, therefore, he faces a dilemma: either accept the Ǯcompromiseǯ of an impersonal essence or allow Sophia to become a 
fourth hypostasis, as it were, and so vitiate the whole Trinitarian dogma. 

Significantly, he at first chose the latter alternative.263 

 )t is notorious that in his early philosophical treaty Bulgakov called Sophia a ǲ«quatrième hypostase»,ǳ264 even if the expression was placed between quotation marks by Bulgakov himself. Zenkovsky shows that this ǲfourthǳ hypostasis becomes ǲa Ǯthird beingǯ between God and the worldǳ265. (e goes on to cite Bulgakov, stating that Sophia as a Ǯmetaxu,ǯ ǲcannot be conceived merely as the ideal cosmos...[God] externalizes Sophia 

[metaphysically], pouring upon it the life-creating strength of tri-hypostatic Loveǳ266. The conclusion is that this ǲǯobjectǯ of divine love must be a Ǯsubject, a person, an hypostasisǯǳ267.  Still, this formulation reflects Bulgakovǯs initial philosophical struggles to Ǯlocateǯ and describe the Ǯplaceǯ of Sophia in relation with God and creation. The initial and inherent terminological imprecision was further clarified in his study ǲ)postas i ipostasnostǳ268 and in his theological treatises, by developing the notion of ǲipostasnost,ǳ which was commonly 
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translated as ǲhypostaseity,ǳ ǲhipostasizedness,ǳ or ǲhipostaticityǳ269. About this 

development Newman states that  

 

in response to vigurous criticism, he [Bulgakov] corrected and refined his doctrine by developing the notion of Ǯhypostaseityǯ ȋipostasnost). This term, as applied to the divine Sophia, denotes a Being which is not hypostatic, but Ǯhypostasizedǯ; personal, 
but not a person270. 

 To understand this concept properly it is necessary to correlate it with Bulgakovǯs insistence on ǲthe Palamite distinction between the transcendent divine essence and the 

immanent energiaǳ271. Only thus can one realize that Bulgakov understood Sophia ǲneither 
as the divine nature in itself nor as a mythological individual, but as an aspect of the divine 

nature in action, in relationǳ272. In his article ǯ)postasǯ i )postasnostǯ Bulgakov provided an initial formulation of ǲhypostaticity,ǳ one that conveys a strong impression of personality, 
although not an isolated but always a relational one273. For him, hypostaticity 

 

 is the capacity to hypostasize oneself [ipostasirovat’sia], to belong to a hypostasis, to 

be its disclosure, to give oneself up to it. This is the special hypostatic state, not through oneǯs own, but through another hypostasis, hypostasization through self-

surrender274. 

 

The actual meaning of the expression depends on how the verb ipostasirovat’sia  is 

understood275. As Gallaher and Kukota note, depending on the translation, ipostasirovat’sia ȋǲthe capacity to hypostasize oneselfǳ276Ȍ can mean either ǲthe capacity to be hypostasized 

in particular hypostases, which hypostasization is accomplished by a hypostasis in Sophia 

(the passive sense of ipostasirovat’sia),ǳ277  or ǲthe capacity and striving of Sophia to give 

herself up or to hypostasize oneself (ipostasirovat’sia in its literal reflexive senseȌǳ278. Clearly, Bulgakovǯs preference was for the first meaning, yet what was more important for 
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him was giving Sophia a sense of living reality279. This personifying of Ousia as Sophia is 

essential if one knows that ǲthe nature of a spirit is not a thing, but a living principleǳ280. 

 Finally we arrive at the goal of Bulgakovǯs construct of Sophia as a living entity 
which possesses hypostaticity. This understanding is crucial if one tries to relate Sophia-

Ousia with the intra-Trinitarian love that unites the persons of the Holy Trinity. Bulgakov argues that the Johannine definition ǲGod is Loveǳ281 cannot posit love merely as a ǲquality 
or a property peculiar to God, but as the very substance and vigor of his lifeǳ282. Consequently, if ǲthe tri-hypostatic union of the Godhead is a mutual loveǳ283, and Ousia-Sophia also ǲbelongs to the realm of Godǯs Loveǳ284 it is necessary that Sophia is itself love, ǲthough love in a special and un-hypostatic embodimentǳ285. Being love, Sophia is loved by 

God and loves God in return286. )n this way the Ǯdeadǯ philosophical concept of Ousia becomes the ǲliving and, therefore, loving substanceǳ287 of Sophia which Bulgakov sought 

with so much passion. At his point the risk of personifying Sophia as a Ǯfourth hypostasisǯ 
increases, yet we have already seen how Bulgakov resolved it linguistically by coining the term ǲhypostaticityǳ.  
   

C. THE DIVINE SOPHIA AND THE PERSONS OF THE HOLY TRINITY 288 

After having considered the relation between Ousia and Sophia, with the brief conclusion that ǲthe very conception of Ousia itself is but that of Sophia, less fully developed,ǳ289 we will now present the relation between Sophia and each Person of the 

Holy Trinity. Before an individual account of Sophia could be made, Bulgakov found it necessary to eliminate the prejudice which associated of Sophia ǲonly with one hypostasis, namely, that of the Sonǳ290. This would imply that the other two Persons of the Trinity 

would not possess Sophia, an absurd idea which was overcome by such theologians as St. 

Augustine, as Bulgakov also shows291. And due to the accent that Bulgakov places on Ousia, he expounds ǲthe dogma of the Trinity as a revelation of the One Godǳ292. There is a ǲthreefold character of the divine Sophia,ǳ293 which means that ǲthere is only the one 
                                                           
279 Cf. Ibid., 29. 
280 Bulgakov, Sophia..., 34. 
281 1 John 4:8 
282 Bulgakov, Sophia..., 34. 
283 loc. cit. 
284 Ibid., 34-35. 
285 Ibid., 35. 
286 Cf. loc. cit. 
287 loc. cit. 
288 This title matches the second chapter of Bulgakovǯs Sophia, the Wisdom of God. 
289 Bulgakov, Sophia..., 36. 
290 Ibid., 38. 
291 Cf. loc. cit.  
292 Newman, art. cit., 49. 
293 Bulgakov, Sophia..., 38. 



37 

 substance, whose being is determined in a threefold mannerǳ294. This ǲtri-unity of the single divine Sophia,ǳ295 reflects Bulgakovǯs distrust at any formulation of the dogma of the Trinity ǲin personalistic categories aloneǳ296. As Paul Valliere argues, for Bulgakov ǲthe 
divine ousia does not exist apart from the Persons, but it cannot be reduced to them, either,ǳ297 for ǲif we consider Ousia only in the aspect of personal being, we effectively abolish itǳ298. Surely, ǲthis is bad theology because it makes God Ǯpoorer than created spirit,ǯ construing his personhood as Ǯan empty, abstract ego rather than as a vital spirit with a nature of its own.ǯ299 Based on the ǲJohannine affirmations: God is Spirit and Light and Loveǳ300, Bulgakov presents the Divine Sophia, the interior life of the (oly Trinity as characterized by ǲthe 
principles of self-knowledge, self-revelation, and self-givingǳ301. With regards to the hypostasis of the Father, Sophia ǲconnotes predominantly Ousia – prior to its own revelation as Sophiaǳ302 since He  

 

possesses her as a source of revelation, as the mystery and depth of his hypostatic 

being, in a true sense as his own nature—natura—which has still to be manifest, and 

is to be disclosed in the hypostases which reveal him.303 

 

This means that ǲthe hypostasis of Father in himself remains undisclosed, for he is only 
revealed in the other hypostases by the power of his self-denying sacrificial loveǳ304. With this notion we arrive at an extended concept kenosis in which ǲthe Father Ǯempties (imselfǯ 
in begetting the Son, and the Son in equally sacrificial love renounces Himself, content to be the Word of (is Father onlyǳ305. 

 The Son in his turn is the Logos, the Second (ypostasis, one who ǲdirectly reveals the Father,ǳ306 as ǲthe image and radiance of his glory, his revelation in the worldǳ307. In relation with Sophia Bulgakov distinguishes between ǲthe hypostatic Word itself which speaks and the Words of words spoken, or the content of the Wordǳ308. And he argues that ǲit is precisely this content of divine thought which is disclosed in the hypostasis of Sophia, 
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 or the divine Wisdomǳ309. )n this sense the Word is ǲthe self-thinking Divine Thought, noēsis 
tēs noēseōs, whose object and content is itselfǳ310. As Barbara Newman notices, for 

Bulgakov ǲall that is implicit in the Father is manifest in the Son, and the paternal Silence is fully expressed in the filial Wordǳ311. 

 The (oly Spirit, as the Third (ypostasis is the one that ǲunites the First and the 
Second Hypostases, the Father and the Sonǳ312. Therefore, the relation between the Third (ypostasis and Sophia is conditioned by the ǲhypostatic place of the (oly Spirit within the (oly Trinityǳ313. Bulgakov defines that place as a relational kenotic existence in which 

  The (oly Spirit Ǯproceedsǯ from the Father to the Son, as the hypostatic love of the Father, which Ǯabidesǯ in the Son, fulfilling his actuality and possession by the Father. )n turn the (oly Spirit passes Ǯtroughǯ the Son ȋemmesos), returning, as it were, to 

the Father in a mysterious cycle, as the answering hypostatic love of the Son314 

 )n this way the (oly Spirit Ǯlosesǯ itself in a kenotic self-giving to the other two Persons of the (oly Trinity, yet in the same time by doing so it can ǲachieve its own fulfillment as the 
hypostasis of love. He is Love within love—the Holy Spirit within that tri-hypostatic Spirit which is Godǳ315.  

 A characteristic of Bulgakovǯs Trinitarian theology is what he calls ǲthe dyad of the Son and of the (oly Spiritǳ316 which reveals the Father. )n this dyad ǲthe Son and the Holy 

Spirit, together, inseparable and unconfused, realize the self-revelation of the Father in his natureǳ317. This definition which echoes the Chalcedonian formula proposes a common 

revelatory work of the Two Hypostases, still maintaining their different participation. While the Word concerns the content, the (oly Spirit ǲrelates not to the content, but to the special formǳ318 of this self-revelation of Sophia since ǲWisdom is the matter of Glory, [and] Glory the form of Wisdomǳ319. Barbara Newman resumes this inner Trinitarian inter-relation by saying that ǲwhile the Father is the primordial subject of Sophia and the Son her rational ȋɉογɇɈόςȌ content, the Spirit is (er manifest splendorǳ320. In this sense 
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Sophia belongs to the Father, for he is her initial and ultimate subject. She 

represents the disclosure of his transcendence, of the silence and mystery of the 

Godhead; she is the Father manifesting himself through the Son and the Holy 

Spirit.321 

 

However, this belonging of Sophia to the Father does not exclude the other to Persons of 

the Trinity from participation to it. On the contrary, we can affirm with Bulgakov that ǲSophia, as the self-revelation of Godhead, belongs to all three persons of the Holy 

Trinityǳ322. )t can be said that ǲthe entire (oly Trinity in its tri-unity Ǯis Sophia,ǯǳ323 and that 

in the same time each of the hypostases of the Trinity is Sophia324 with the necessary comment that such formulations ǲcannot be reversedǳ325. However, the mode in which they possess Sophia is specific for each of them: ǲthe Father, Deus absonditus (the hidden God), 

possesses her as his revelation in the dyad of hypostases which reveals him. The Son 

possesses her as his own revelation, which is fulfilled, and accomplished through the Holy Spiritǳ326.  

 

D. THE CREATURELY SOPHIA 

 Bulgakov could not accept any extreme interpretation of the apophatic way of 

knowledge which would hinder or even halt the theological discourse. In this sense he 

warned that any overemphasis on the via negations could lead to ǲa form of agnosticism 
which merges into practical atheismǳ327. Against such a deviation he brings the argument of the divine revelation which is Godǯs discovery in creation. Besides the general significance of these ideas, they also constitute Bulgakovǯs own defense in front of the accusation 

brought against his Sophiology. Throughout his theological career Bulgakov has always 

tried to base his creative and sometimes provocative ideas on the witness of the Scripture 

and the Fathers of the Church.  

With regards to the doctrine of creation things were further complicated by his desire to always see God in relation with creation and vice versa. Based on ǲthe Biblical in 

principio and the patristic ex nihiloǳ328 Bulgakov identifies the beginning with the divine 
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Sophia and nihil with the non-being, or becoming329. With this identification he tries to convey 
the fact that in the process of creation of the world the Absolute abandons his state of 
absoluteness and “establishes in dependence upon his own absolute being a relative creaturely 
being”330. Based on Basil‟s the Great affirmation that “The notion of God is a relative one,”331 
and on Sir Isaac‟s Newton similar assertion that “Deux est vox relativa”332, Bulgakov concludes 
that it is only in relation with the relative being that the Absolute can be called God333. In the 
introduction to his translation from Bulgakov‟s Agnets bozhii (The Lamb of God) Rowan 
Williams argues that for Bulgakov “God is in one sense not „God‟ without creation – since „God‟ 
is not the name of the divine essence (which cannot be named) but the name of the One who 
emerges from transcendence to be the God and maker of a universe”334. This moment constitutes 
for Bulgakov what he calls “the ultimate antinomy,”335 a “state in which the absoluteness of the 
Absolute is combined with the relationship joining the world to God, the divine life itself in the 
one hand with its manifestation in the created universe on the other”336. And here the cataphatic 
way finds its limit, “a bound which we cannot pass”337 and the human intellect “can do no more 
than recognize the existence of this antinomy, accepting both its postulates as equally necessary, 
though by their very essence mutually exclusive”338.  

What is essential for Bulgakov‟s Sophiology with regards to creation is his desire to 
understand “the positive foundation in God for creation”339. Without question this foundation 
which “freely necessary, determines the entire life of God, and outside of it nothing can be 
conceived in God”340 is love. In relation with creation this love can be considered „a free 
necessity,‟ meaning that “it is equally „necessary‟ for the God who is Love to love in Himself, in 
the Holy Trinity, in His nature, and in creation”341. God‟s love, as „free necessity‟ is the reason 
for the creation of the world. This is enacted by “the force of God‟s love overflowing beyond the 
limits of its own being to found being other that his own”342. In a sense one can say that God 
“„needs‟ the world, not to be what God is or to satisfy a lack (the divine life is self-sufficient in 
the mutuality of the Trinity) but to express the illimitability of the outreach of love”343. Outside 
or without this „need‟ the existence of creation would be inexplicable. It is the „need‟ of love and 
goodness to share themselves in an overflowing joy toward the other. 
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In God‟s love there is no lack or necessity, since “love is realized in God in all its fullness 
and possibilities”344. However, Bulgakov places exactly among these realized possibilities “the 
kenotic sacrifice of God‟s love that is expressed in the positing, alongside divine being, of 
creaturely, non-divine being, given to itself”345. This is the same as to affirm that “the world 
could not have been not created”346. This „necessary‟ kenotic moment means that 

 
the hypostatic God, eternally possessing this divine world as His own nature, releases it 
from the depths of hypostatic being into self-being, makes it the cosmos in the true sense, 
creates the world “out of nothing,” that is, out of Himself, out of His own divine 
content.347 

 

This is the Sophiological interpretation of which affirms that ǲthe divine Sophia, Ǯreleasedǯ from the triune God, appears as the Ǯcreaturely Sophia,ǯ the entelechy and telos of the emerging worldǳ348. As Williams pointed, for Bulgakov Sophia ǲis a way of speaking about 

the non-arbitrarinessǳ349 of the relation between God and creation since ǲthe worldǯs life is shown to be established on the same ȋsophianicȌ foundation as Godǯsǳ350. And since ǲGod is love, and love is Godǯs ontological self-determinationǳ351 we can affirm that the world is nothing else but ǲthat complex of relations that is God in eternity translated into process and temporalityǳ352.  

 For Bulgakov the divine and the creaturely worlds are essentially identical or, in 

sophiological terms, the Divine and the creaturely Sophia are identical in their essence353. And although this may seem difficult to accept, the opposite is yet more difficult, namely ǲto 
understand the entire difference between the Divine and the Creaturely Sophiaǳ354. To accept Bulgakovǯs view is necessary to understand that for him the creation of the world is 

a divine act of self-determination in which ǲGod posits (imself as the Creatorǳ355. And this identity is not something accidental, ǲrather, God is the Creator by virtue of the inner 
necessity of His nature, divine love, because God is love, which is exhaustive and includes all its modes, and in particular love for creationǳ356. However, this total identification 

between the Divine and the creaturely Sophia do not imply in any sense that God and 

creation are identical. For Bulgakov even though ǲcreatures exist by the power of God and 
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their being is affirmed in God, they nevertheless form a different and special world, a world 

that is new in a certain senseǳ357.  

 At the same time there is a distinction between the Divine and creaturely Sophia in 

their relation with God. This differentiation runs as follows: 

  

God has Divine Sophia. She belongs to God, and she herself in this sense is God, His 

eternal power and divinity, the uncreated divine essence. In contrast, the creaturely 

Sophia, or the world, belongs not to God, but to herself. She is created (or more precisely, is eternally being createdȌ by God, is Godǯs creation. Although she is 
grounded in divine power and is capable of limitless deification, she is not God (even 

in her limit).358 

 Thus, we can find ǲtwo different forms of Sophia in God and in the creatureǳ359 which can be differentiated ǲon the one hand, as the simple and simultaneous perfection of eternity, as against temporal becoming, and, on the other, as divine, against participated beingǳ360.  

To understand better the idea that the creaturely Sophia is characterized by ǲbecomingǳ 

and ǲparticipated being,ǳ one must relate it with Bulgakovǯs idea of ǲhypostaseityǳ or ǲhypostaticityǳ of Sophia. According to this idea ǲthe creaturely Sophia requires a created hypostasis, its subject in the world,ǳ361 one that she finds in humanity. And since ǲhumanity 
was created in God’s image,ǳ362 and for Bulgakov this image is not merely a metaphor but 

an ens realissimum which ǲestablishes a true identity between the image and its prototypeǳ363, we must accept Ǯthe primary and the ultimate antinomy of Sophiologyǳ 
which states that the creaturely Sophia is both identical and in the same time different from the Divine Sophia. And for Bulgakov this antinomy ǲonly serves to express the still deeper 
antinomy from which all theological thought springs and to which it inevitably returns: that of the identity and distinction between God and the Absoluteǳ364. Here we must recall the fact that for Bulgakov God is the Absolute in its relation with creation, so that ǲthe Absolute 
is God, but God is not the Absolute insofar the world relates to himǳ365. Based on this antinomy one can interpret all the other paradoxes present in Bulgakovǯs theology, for 
example the relation between God and the world or Divine and creaturely Sophia366. 
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364 Ibid., 76. 
365 loc. cit. 
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 The fact that between God as prototype and humanity as image there is a ǲtrue identity,ǳ implies ǲnot only the Ǯdivinityǯ of humanity on account of the image of God in it, but also a certain Ǯhumanityǯ of Godǳ367. This identification of the two Sophia 

  

remains problematic as a speculative postulate. If one takes the divine world to be 

the prototype of the visible universe, the postulate seems to imply a kind of 

pantheism. If, on the other hand, one imagines the divine world to be radically 

unlike the visible universe, the postulate leads to some sort of gnosticism.368  

 

We will discuss the charge of pantheism in Bulgakovǯs theology in the next chapter. 
As regards his charge of Gnosticism, this charge already becomes curious in the light of the 

previous affirmation, if pantheism and Gnosticism are opposite points of view. More than this, ǲthe anti-cosmic dualism of Gnosticism solves no problems for the Orthodox seeker of dialogue with the worldǳ369. Bulgakov was more likely attracted by pantheism although, as he has affirmed, by ǲan entirely pious one,ǳ 370 or as he preferred to call it, by ǲpanentheismǳ. This position was designed to express ǲthe profound link between divinity and humanity manifested in the creation of human beings and in the incarnationǳ371 which 

implies, as we have already stated, ǲnot only the divinity of human beings but also a kind of 
humannes [chelovechnost’] in Godǳ372 . Bulgakov could not accept a suppression of the human element or assign it ǲa secondary role in the cosmos,ǳ373 and therefore his position opposes abstract pantheism, which ǲdehumanizes the world in order to deify itǳ374. Through his panentheism and ǲby means of Sophiology Bulgakov seeks a middle way 

between the extremes of abstract pantheism (a deified world lacking humanity) and 

abstract trinitarianism (a super-essential Trinity disconnected from the world)375. Being always dynamic as it was oriented towards the real world, his position ǲwill never possess the completeness or polish the extreme positions appear to haveǳ376. Nonetheless, this incompleteness ǲis a weakness in a purely speculative context and in theological context 
and in theological contexts where doctrinal purity is valued above relevance to everyday human experienceǳ377.  

Although highly philosophic and theoretical, Bulgakovǯs theology was at the same 
time deeply rooted and concerned with humanity. It was against contemporary issues such 

                                                           
367 Ibid., 78. 
368 Valliere, Modern Russian theology..., 334. 
369 loc. cit. 
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373 Ibid., 336. 
374 loc. cit. 
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as secularization and Manichaeism that he tried to formulate its ideas and propose 

solutions. As Nikolai Berdyaev signaled, 

 

It is impossible to carry out a complete split between the Creator and the creation, a 

completely godless neutralisation and secularisation of the creation. The limits to 

this rift is [sic] revealed by naturalism, positivism and materialism, which have 

pervaded also the churchly consciousness, penetrated into the school theology. The 

sophiological theological efforts of  Fr. S. Bulgakov signify a return to the sacred, the 

Divine cosmos, the restoration of the organic-mystical connection between God and 

the creaturely world.378 

 

As Fr. Bulgakov suggested, the task of theology is to ǲovercome the secularizing forces of Reformation and Renaissance, not in a negative way or Ǯdialectically,ǯ which is in any case 
merely theoretical and powerless, but in a positive way—through love for the worldǳ379. 

And this recommendation is perhaps still valid today, when secularization increases in 

many areas around the Globe and the theological discourse becomes more and more 

specialized and thus very often inaccessible. For Bulgakov a solution to these problems can be achieved ǲonly through a change in our conception of the world, and through a sophianic perception of the world in the Wisdom of Godǳ380.  

As we have proposed in the beginning we hope that with this chapter we have covered the main themes of Bulgakovǯs Sophiology which are essential for a further 
theological-political reflection. In the same time we hope that with it we have confirmed 

the solid Christian foundation of this system and that its most innovative aspects could not 

in any way be considered heterodox or heretic. Besides this we have presented the basic 

notions of panentheism which will be further developed in the next chapter in relation with 

its political implications. 
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CHAPTER III. SOPHIOLOGY AND POLITICAL THEOLOGY 

 

§ 1. POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS OF SOPHIOLOGY 

 

A. WHERE IS ǲPOLITICAL THEOLOGYǳ TO BE FOUND?  

Right from the beginning I must state that the motivation underlying my desire to 

write a study on Political Theology was not based on a comprehensive knowledge of the 

subject but exactly on my desire to find out more about a theme that interested me. This is 

partly due to the fact that my previous academic preparation was oriented towards both, 

Theology and Politics, even if until now I have studied them in a separate way. Although my 

formation was based on both theological and political grounds my awareness of Political 

Theology as an autonomous academic field only begun with my studies at Leuven. Before 

this, the few connections I could make between religion and politics were driven mainly 

from my little book of prayer. From it I found out already at an early age that as Christians 

we have a duty to pray for our civil authorities, this being one of the ǲNine ecclesiastical commandmentsǳ381 of the Orthodox Church. Besides this specific demand the book 

provided a model of prayer as well. Among other requests, the text reads as follows:  

 ǲO Good One, strengthen our ecclesiastical and mundane leaders. Give them to 
reason what is good and useful for our Church and for our Country. Protect them 

from the visible and invisible enemies, so that they can direct us towards the path of prosperity with peace and with loveǳ382.  

 

Thus, the Church urges us to pray for the leaders of the State, teaching us that their 

successful leadership has a theanthropic dimension, following St. Paulǯs recommendation 
that 

 

supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings should be made for 

everyone, for kings and all who are in high positions, so that we may lead a quiet 

and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity. This is right and is acceptable in the 

sight of God our Saviour, who desires everyone to be saved and to come to the 

knowledge of the truth.383 

 

From this we understand that their success does not rely exclusively on their political 

skills, but comes also from above, as ǲ...every perfect gift, is from above, coming down from the Father of lightsǳ384 which can be interceded through the prayers of the people. We find 
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382 Ibid., 74.  
383 1Timothy 2: 1-4.   
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 the same idea expressed by the European political theologians who insist that ǲhuman attempts at Ǯenlightenment, Ǯprogressǯ and Ǯmodernityǯ, conducted independently of God are doomed to failǳ385. 

Other few theological-political realities of my knowledge were the ǲGod emperorsǳ of Egypt, the )mperial cult of Rome, and the line of Ǯdivinely appointed kingsǯ of the Old 
Testament386 culminating with the person of David - Prophet and King. Besides these, I also came to learn about the ǲTheory of divine rightǳ sustained by such monarchs as James I of 

England and Louis XIV of France and in contemporary period to witness that the British 

monarch is in the same time the Supreme Governor of the Church of England, and that the 

Supreme Pontiff of the Universal Church is the Sovereign of the State of Vatican City as well. 

These are living examples of the way in which the political and theological realms still 

overlap today. As I was to experience, all these ideas were only the first steps towards a 

passionate and sometimes intriguing journey.   

A primary question naturally comes to mind when someone begins to explore a new 

academic subject, namely: ǲwhat does this subject aims at? What is its relevance?ǳ. And as a 

response to this natural preliminary question I started to learn more about Political 

Theology. I understood that this is an area which analyzes the relation between religion 

and politics in general typically, structured upon a chronological criterion. When it 

examines the religious in its most general sense and the State as the political in its various 

historical forms it could include the entire span of world history387. When it refers to the 

study of the relations between the Church and the State, Political Theology would limit to Ǯthe Christian Eraǯ388. 

If we still want to narrow down the subject more we could employ the definition 

provided by Michael Kirwan; when he speaks about the modern-day Political Theology he 

understands specifically the ǲGerman Political Theologyǳ389. He goes on to argue that this academic quest was a return to the Kantian method, ǲnamely, addressing the philosophical 
                                                           
385 Michael Kirwan, Political Theology. A New Introduction (London: Darton, Longman and Todd,  2008), 126. 
386 For more details see: J.G. McConville, God And Earthly Power. An Old Testament Political Theology (London: 

T&T Clark, 2008). 
387 See Eric Voegelin, Religiile Politice [Political Religions], trans. Bogdan Ivașcu (București: Humanitas, 2010). 

In his introductory study to the Romanian translation, Bogdan Ivașcu remarks that Voegelin was able to move 

easily from Akhenaton to Plotin, from Louis XIV to Maimonides, from St. Augustin to Hobbes, Aquinas, 

Gioacchino da Fiore, St. Paul or Ernst Jünger, without necessarily following a chronological criterion, but 

making surprising connections between apparently incompatible realities. As early as 1938 he could critique ǲthe modern attempt to separate the political sphere from any religious contentǳ and perform ǲan essential 
radiography of the spiritual-intelectual level underlying the totalitarian movementsǳ. My translation from: 
Bogdan Ivașcu, ǲOrdine și istorie. Eric Voegelin și diagnoza modernității. Studiu introductivǳ [Order and 
history. Eric Voegelin and the diagnose of modernity. An introductory study] in Eric Voegelin, Religiile Politice 

[Political Religions], trans. Bogdan Ivașcu (București: Humanitas, 2010). 
388 See Oliver O'Donovan and Joan Lockwood O'Donovan, eds., From Irenaeus to Grotius: A Sourcebook in 

Christian Political Thought, (Grand Rapids, MI , and Cambridge: Eerdmans, 1999) whose comprehensive study 

encompasses a wide-ranging variety of themes and authors covering a period from the Late Antiquity to the 

Reformation, and constitutes an unique resource of theologico-political ideas.  
389 Kirwan, Political Theology..., 126. 
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foundations of religious belief from the point of view of practical rather than theoretical 

reason (ethics instead of epistemologyȌǳ390. This brief characterization already allows 

remarking a similarity between the approach of the classical Political Theology and that of 

Sergei Bulgakov. Even the latter was a religious Ǯontologist,ǯ a metaphysician preoccupied 
with the sources of existence, this does not imply that he disregarded the historical events 

of his time or that he neglected their ethical implications, but on the contrary.  

Political Theology in its contemporary European form is the fruit of such German 

theologians as Johann Baptist Metz, Jürgen Moltmann, and Dorothee Sölle391. It has 

developed as a reaction against the Nazi drama and as such, pledged for the rejection of any 

privatization of religion which ǲhas prevailed in the modern period, but at an unacceptably high cost: the negation of any kind of prophetic ȋwhat Metz calls ǮmessianicǯȌ power to challenge and oppose injusticeǳ392. So here we could find one of the main tasks of political 

theology, that is maintaining a public status and a critical voice which enables the Church to 

perform its prophetic duty. It allows her to criticize and condemn any form of structural sin 

and action directed against the integrity and well-being of the human persons. This ǲsemantic vigilanceǳ393 becomes much needed today when humanity confronts many crises 

and thus the risk of limiting or controlling democracy by some authoritarian leaders is 

increased. A second approach is provided by Kirwanǯs394 interpretation based on Peter Scottǯs and William T. Cavanaughǯs Blackwell Companion to Political Theology395. ǲTheology as 

critical reflection on the politicalǳ396  is a Ǯrisky businessǯ, being ambivalent as it relies on the 
method and the purpose of those who enact it. It can be used by those who have power in order to impose more easily their will ǲby masking the conditions of alienation and 
injustice on which their privilege restsǳ397. In the same time it can be employed by such individuals as the Latin America liberation theologians who use ǲthe strands of subversion and prophecy within )sraelǯs political traditions, as well as the assertion of Godǯs 
preferential option for the poorǳ398 and literally risk their lives to unmask any alienating 

form of religious belief399.  

                                                           
390 loc. cit  
391 See Johan Verstraeten, ǲReligion and Politics: Revisiting an Old Problem in Light of Different Models of Thought,ǳ Hapag: a Journal of Interdisciplinary Theological Research Vol. 7, Issue 1 (2010): 13-36.  
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 A final approach is considered by Kirwan ǲbest suited to a post-Marxist contextǳ400 

one that would presumably fit my home country, Romania. It regards Theology and Politics as ǲsimilar activities...constituted in the production of metaphysical images around which communities are organisedǳ401. )n this case the role of Political Theology is to reveal ǲthe false theologies underlying supposedly Ǯsecularǯ politics and promoting the true politics implicit in a true theologyǳ402. Kirwan summarizes403 these interpretations as follows: ǲthe 
maintenance of a cordon sanitaire between politics and religion,ǳ the ǲreflection on unjust and alienating political structures,ǳ and the ǲproduction of metaphysical images around which communities are organisedǳ404.  

 

B. ARE SOPHIOLOGY AND POLITICAL THEOLOGY ǮCOMPATIBLEǯ? 

After having presented different definitions of Political Theology, it is now 

appropriate to consider if any of them could be compared with Bulgakovǯs Sophiology and 

what its relevance would be in this case. As we have already seen, Sophiology is not a 

dogma for Bulgakov, nor even a theologoumenon, but rather a Weltanschauung, as he calls 

it himself405. This means that by its all-encompassing character it can be employed to 

interpret a wide range of theoretical notions and existing realities. More than this, as Bulgakov himself emphasized, ǲthe sophiological point of view brings a special 
interpretation to bear upon all Christian teaching and dogma, beginning with the doctrine 

of the Holy Trinity and the Incarnation and ending with the questions of practical everyday Christianityǳ406. This means that Sophiology can be adapted or used as an interpreting lens 

regardless of whether we consider theological, political, social or cultural realities. 

 In the Introduction to Sophia, the Wisdom of God Bulgakov already gave us a clear 

example on how Sophiology could be applied to different historical realities. First of all, he 

distinguishes two opposing tendencies existing within Christianity in his own time, namely a ǲworld-denying Manicheism, which separates God from the world by an impassable gulfǳ407, and the ǲacceptance of the world as it is, combined with the submission to its values, which is termed Ǯsecularizationǯǳ408. These divergent stances, although problematic 

in themselves, constitute an even greater difficulty when they coexist within the same entity. This is happening in the Church each time ǲǯsalvationǯ is interpreted as a flight from the world, and is at the same time associated with a servile attitude toward itǳ409. Bulgakov 

argues that this is the reason why so many alienate from such Christianity and atheism 
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become more frequent in modern societies410. He also admits that in his time Christianity was ǲpowerless to overcome this cleavage, this gulf between religion and the world which 
is apparent in modern life, for the gulf exists not only outside, but within Christianity itselfǳ411. Sadly, today we can witness the same tendency of an ever increasing chasm 

between the two realms.  

 The same holds truth for what Bulgakov calls ǲǯSocialǯ Christianity...a sort of Ǯapplied Christianityǳ412. In this regard as well 

 

 Christianity followed in the train of life, lagging behind, without assuming any 

leadership. Furthermore, how can one lead in regard to something which one does not accept, in which one does not believe, toward which oneǯs attitude is merely that 
of missionary adaptation, of philanthropy, or of moralism?413 

 

For all these developments Christianity bears the main responsibility. And perhaps a first 

step towards a resolution would be a public mea culpa springing from a metanoia, understood not merely as repentance but literally, as a ǲrenewal of mindǳ. Necessarily, 

Bulgakov wonders if there still exists a ladder connecting heaven and earth or if this ladder is now ǲonly a convenient emergency exit for those who wish to be Ǯsavedǯ by forsaking the worldǳ414.  

He finds an answer and a solution to the present crisis of Christianity in the ǲfundamental dogma of Christianity concerning Divine-humanityǳ415. Although this 

doctrine was already formulated by the Church at Chalcedon416, he argues that it was 

neither fully developed nor applied to the life of the Church itself. This doctrine praises the intimate bond between the Creator and (is creation since ǲthe creaturely world is united with the divine world in divine Sophiaǳ417. Although this expression may seem esoteric in 

its formulation, in fact it is only another way of affirming that all creation originates in God 

and therefore nothing created is alien to God, and at the same time that nothing can exist 

besides God:    

 

Heaven stoops toward earth; the world is not only a world in itself, it is also the 

world in God, and God abides not only in heaven but also on earth with human 
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beings...Divine humanity represents a dogmatic call both to spiritual ascesis and to 

creativity, to salvation from the world and to a salvation of the world.418  

 

We find in this passage a curious antinomical solution to the contemporary problematic 

antinomy of secularization and Manicheism. First of all, we are advised to ǲabstainǳ from 
the world, liberating ourselves from any passion which could affect our freedom, judgment, 

or love, yet without considering anything created by God bad in itself. At the same time we 

are urged to become actively involved in the world and to change it with a good and 

spiritual creativity which can be achieved only through sophianization of creation, that is, the cooperation between our own created freedom and Godǯs Divine Grace.  
 

C. SOPHIOLOGY - BETWEEN PANENTHEISM AND PANTHEOSIS The idea that the ǲworld is not only a world in itself, it is also the world in God,ǳ may 
appear pantheistic; a fact which is true only in part. Bulgakov had another term for it, 

calling it panentheism, which in this case is another word for Orthodoxy. The distinction between the two terms is that while in pantheism God can be defined as ǲpan-divinity and thus the absence of divinity,ǳ419 or, in a different translation, as ǲGod as the All, with the consequent disappearance of God,ǳ420 panentheism states that ǲall is in God or for Godǳ421. This short statement determines both the origin of creation ǲin Godǳ and its final purpose ǲin Godǳ without suspending creation as such. For Bulgakov, what characterizes pantheism is ǲthe absence of the idea of the createdness of the world, and this absence is, of course, rooted in the denial of the existence of the Creatorǳ422 which finally equates pantheism with 

atheism423. 

As noted previously, the similitude with pantheism is only partially valid. Bulgakov 

was also aware of this fact as well as of the possible charges he may receive, and therefore 

left a clear definition of what he understood by panentheism. He admitted that in a way his view could be equated with pantheism, ǲbut an entirely pious one; or more precisely, as ) 
prefer to call it in order to avoid ambiguity, it is a panentheismǳ424. Bulgakov views 

pantheism as a dangerous conception only if it is understood as a self-sufficient one, ǲfor 
that would truly be pagan cosmotheism, the worship of creation instead of and in the 

capacity of the Creatorǳ425. At the same time, he admits that ǲit is even less possible to reject 
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it totally, for it is a dialectically necessary movement in the sophiological cosmologyǳ426. 

The very notion of creation ex nihilo implies that ǲno other principle of creation exists outside God or apart from Godǳ427. This means that  

 

There can be no source of the world but God. This is as much as to say that the 

world has been established in its being by God, that it has been created by God by 

his own power and out of himself. Therefore the creature is distinct from the deity 

itself not in respect of the source of its being, but only in respect of the particular 

mode of its reception of that being.428 

 

Although these affirmations may appear shocking to some, they are part of Orthodoxy and 

its cosmology, and in any case, they are not pantheism which confounds Creator with the 

creation. This confusion is resolved, as Bulgakov argues, by Sophiology429. As he views it, 

 The divine foundation of the world ȋits ǲpantheismǳȌ is determined not by the fact 
that the personal God Himself is present by His Personality in the world and thus is 

identified with it, but by the sophianicity of this foundation: God creates the world 

by and in Sophia; and in its sophianic foundation the world is divine, although it is at 

the same time extra-divine in its creaturely aseity.430 

 

This idea was not fabricated by Bulgakov in order to have a unifying principle on 

which his Sophiology could be built. It was based on the Tradition of the Church which 

affirmed that  

 

God contained within himself before the creation of the world the divine prototypes, 

paradeigmata, the destinies, proörismoi, of all creatures, so that the world bears 

within it the image and, as it were, the reflection of the divine prototype.431 

 

                                                           
426 loc. cit. Here Bulgakov bases his argument on two biblical passages, namely on Acts 17:28 and Ps. 104: 29-͵Ͳ. An intriguing similarity to Bulgakovǯs argumentation can be found in one of his contemporaries, Nicholas Zenkovsky who argued that ǲPantheism, like the Ǯevil spiritǯ in the Russian fairy tale, sticks so closely to Ǯtotal unityǯ that it is impossible to throw it off completely. Of course, this is not pantheism in the usual sense of the 
word; it does not identify or equate God with the world, but it relates to [sic, recte the] two in such a way that the Absolute becomes Ǯcorrelativeǯ to, and inconceivable without, the world.ǳ in Philip Max Walters, ǲThe 
Development of the Political and Religious Philosophy of Sergei Bulgakov, 1885-1922: A Struggle for Transcendeceǳ ȋPhD diss., London School of Economics and Political Science, 1978), 274. 
427 Bulgakov, Sophia..., 61. 
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 The world was thus created by God ǲby Wisdom and after the image of Wisdomǳ432. This 

means that Godǯs substance constituted the foundation of creation, although (e has created 
it out of nothing,433 which entails ǲthe fundamentally divine character of the worldǳ434. (owever, this is not pantheism, in which ǲthe world is identical with God, and, therefore, 
strictly speaking neither the world or God exists, but only a world which is a god in process of becoming,ǳ435 but panentheism, which affirms that ǲGod confers on a principle which originates in himself an existence distinct from his ownǳ436. 

I believe that Bulgakovǯs own argument for the unavoidability of a ǲpanentheisticǳ 
view is self-evident. Therefore my intention is not merely to make the apology of his sophianic vision and to ǲdefendǳ it against the charges of Gnosticism or pantheism. )n what 
follows I will try to argue that Sophiology is an indispensable methodology for an accurate 

contemporary understanding of the relation between God and His creation in general, and 

the political and theological in particular. In its most basic intuition Sophiology insists that 

whenever we analyze political, social or cultural realities on the one hand, and divine ones 

on the other, we should never do it partially, i.e. separating God from the world and vice 

versa. On the contrary, we must strive to always be aware that God is always present in the world and that the world ǲis not only a world in itself, it is also the world in Godǳ437. 

I have already stated that panentheism can be considered as another term for 

Orthodoxy, understood in its most general sense. This is valid if we look back in the 

Orthodox Tradition and seek for the way in which different theologians understood 

Orthodoxy and its political implications. One notable case is that of Eusebius of Caesarea, the famous ecclesiastical historian. As he was ǲresponsible for the almost complete assimilation of (ellenistic political thought by Eastern Christianity,ǳ438 his main legacy is the ǲundaunted optimism that the power of God can and does transform not only men and women, but also societies and nationsǳ439. We could consider this view as an early form of the Ǯactive panentheism,ǯ or a Ǯpanentheism in actuǯ as Bulgakov would put it, which in this 
case is only another term for the Divine Providence.  
                                                           
432 Ibid., 71. 
433 Cf. loc. cit. 
434 loc. cit. 
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We arrive here at another implication of panentheism, which I consider to be the 

most relevant one for the study of Political Theology, especially from the perspective of 

Eastern-Christianity. Besides the account of the origin of creation, where Bulgakov 

elaborates a version of creationism as distinct from pantheism, his panentheism includes a 

narrative of the goal of creation as well. In this case Bulgakov calls it pantheosis440, a term 

which rather describes the process or the method of how this final goal could be achieved. 

Again, this theological neologism coined by Bulgakov is defined in contradistinction with 

another term representing the heterodox tradition, namely Apokatastasis. The parallel is perhaps made in order to contrast the mechanical ǲdeus ex machina,ǳ an a-historical or 

post-historical nature of Apokatastasis, with the free and active collaboration between God 

and humankind within history presented by the process of pan-entheosis or pantheosis.  

For Bulgakov pantheosis cannot be simply an arbitrary eschatological decision of 

God which would suspend the freedom of individuals that He Himself established, as if God would contradict or deny (imself, but ǲthe complete penetration of the creature by 
Wisdom, the manifestation of the power of Divine-humanity in the whole worldǳ441. In this 

sense pantheosis or panentheism represents nothing else but the Christian idea of theosis, 

the progressive deification of human persons and the spiritualization of the whole creation. 

While this notion will always be susceptible of upholding a certain restrain on human 

freedom, Bulgakov appreciates that ǲthere will be nothing violent or mechanical about this accomplishment, nothing to violate or set aside the liberty of the creatureǳ442. He is positive that ǲthe freedom of the rebellious creature cannot stand up to the end against the divine 

Wisdom on the empty resources of its own nothingness...Yet he [God] does not constrain freedom; he convinces itǳ443. That leads to an understanding of the ǲcontent of lifeǳ444 which is specific for the Orthodox Tradition of the Church, namely that ǲthe creature to 

receive and effect after its own manner, in freedom, and endlessly to prolong that realization of the divine in the created Sophia, which is the Churchǳ445.  

Based on this concise definition one would remind that Bulgakov has an original 

view of the Church, which for him encompasses, as it does, the entire creation in its every 

single aspect. In its ultimate goal she446 is the space where deification of humanity takes 

place, the ǲrealization of the divine in the created Sophiaǳ447 through a continuous 

penetration of the latter by divine energies. One should assume that there can be no place 

                                                           
440 Bulgakov, Sophia, 147. 
441 loc. cit. 
442 loc. cit. 
443 Ibid., 148. 
444 loc. cit. 
445 loc. cit. 
446 I have used the feminine article when referring to the Church, based on the Romanian feminine gender of 

the noun. 
447 In this formulation Bulgakov could have been inspired by the definition of St. Seraphim of Sarov, who affirmed that ǲthe acquisition of the (oly Spirit [i.e., prophecy] is the goal of the Christian lifeǳ in Bulgakov, 

The Bride..., 292. The editing belongs to the author. 
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for narrow-mindedness, clericalism, or religious hatred in this definition; neither can it 

justify caesaropapism, ethnocentrism or ultranationalism in its political implications. On 

the contrary, it would rather encourage innovation and openness to what is new, increased 

involvement of laity in the Church, and of the Church in society as well as irenic relations 

between different Churches. At the political level it would promote the separation between 

the Church and the State. And finally, it would sustain the efforts towards an increased 

global responsibility and the cooperation between the states at humanitarian, ecological, 

juridical, economical and diplomatic levels448. 

  

C. PANENTHEISM AS APOCATASTASIS, OR GODǯS LOVE FOR CREATION 

Based on the previous arguments, one would conclude that Bulgakov rejected any 

kind of idea of Apokatastasis. In fact, even the notion of pantheosis includes within it a 

certain understanding of Apokatastasis, as a restoration of ǲthe image of God in manǳ449. 

This has already been accomplished through Christǯs Incarnation, Suffering, Death and Resurrection and at the Pentecost, which represented ǲnot only what in a certain sense can 

be called the apocatastasis of creation, its liberation from the vanity of original sin, but also its glorification and transfigurationǳ450. However, Apokatastasis will ultimately be, the work of the Father, ǲthrough the Son, by the (oly Spirit,ǳ451 not as ǲa new creation in the 

strict sense, but only [as] a restoration (apocatastasis) of the original creation, which is raised to its highest and ultimate beingǳ452. These are the events described by the author of 

the second letter of Peter regarding the creation of ǲnew heavens and a new earth,ǳ453 

which were already foretold by the prophet454 and reminded by the author of the 

Revelation455. The Apokatastasis presupposes a ǲbodily resurrection,ǳ456 as well, and in this sense ǲresurrection is an apocatastasis; a human being is re-created in his original form, consisting of a soul and a bodyǳ457. (owever, when he mentions the city of God, ǲthe holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven,ǳ458 as ǲthe Bride of the Lamb 
(vv. 9-10), that is, the Church,ǳ459 Bulgakov portrays it as  

 

                                                           
448 In selecting the levels of cooperation between the states I was inspired by the titles of the main chapters of Peter Singerǯs One World (New Haven, CT: Yale, 2002). 
449 Bulgakov, The Bride..., 189. 
450 Ibid., 422. 
451 Ibid., 430. 
452 loc. cit. The italics belong to the author.  
453 2 Peter 3: 10-13. 
454 See for example Isaiah 65: 17 or Isaiah 66:22. 
455 See Revelation 21:1. 
456 Bulgakov, The Bride..., 435. The author bases his argument on Rom. 8:11 and 1 Cor. 15:38. The italics 

belong to the author.  
457 loc. cit. See for example Ezekiel 37. 
458 Ibid., 521, citing Rev. 21: 2. 
459 loc. cit. 
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the perfect revelation of God and the perfect communion with God. This is no longer 

a restitution (apocatastasis) of what has been lost, but the accomplishment of the 

new by the transformation and glorification of the old...460  

 

This, as we have seen,461 has already been achieved in the events on which the Church was 

founded, namely the Incarnation and the Pentecost. Therefore, the Church represents not 

merely a repetition of these events462 but rather a continuous and real re-enacting of them, 

so that the world is constantly transfigured and spiritualized by God through her. By its 

gracious acts in general and especially through its sacraments the Church transforms the entire creation, Ǯripeningǯ it towards its final fulfilment in the New Jerusalem. There is a 
theandric aspect of this maturation of creation, and not merely a human independent 

development or divine Providence on its own. This is reflected in the divine pronouncement: ǲwhatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you 
loose on earth will be loosed in heaven,ǳ463 or ǲif two of you agree on earth about anything 
you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, ) am there among themǳ464. From here we can assume that the 

transformative power which was given to the apostles in particular and to every Christian 

community in general, lies in their permanent communication and communion with Christ, 

which is Divine humanity in process. Without going into much detail about Bulgakovǯs eschatological understanding of 

Apokatastasis, it is suffice to say that his ideas were highly complex and cannot be altogether equated with Origenǯs theory of Apokatastasis or Gregory of Nyssaǯs 
eschatology, although he was influenced by both465.  Bulgakovǯs Eschatology covers the 

third section of his magnus opus, The Bride of the Lamb, being considered ǲthe bookǯs most profound chapterǳ466. Treating realities of the end times such as the Parousia, the 

Ressurection and the Final Judgement, Bulgakov does not however limit to a simple 

exposition of these events, but analyzes their implications for his contemporary realities as 

well. These implications were studied by Philip Walters in his doctoral thesis mentioned above. (e contends that Bulgakovǯs main achievement was his success in overcoming the 

dilemma of the antinomies inherent in the nature of the human life by adopting a different attitude towards life itself. As Walters comments on Bulgakovǯs approach, although ǲirreconcilable within secular time and spaceǳ467 

                                                           
460 Ibid., 525. 
461 See note 38. 
462 We can see this in the symbolism of the Byzantine Liturgy, in which the life of Our Lord is reenacted every 

time this service is held. 
463 Matt. 18: 18. 
464 Matt. 18: 19-20. 
465 An argument for this is that in his eschatology Bulgakov quotes both Fathers and most frequently together.  
466 Boris Jakim, introduction to The Bride of the Lamb, by Sergei Bulgakov (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 

2002), xiii. 
467 Walters, The Development..., 19. 
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such contradictions are deprived of primacy when the individual orientates himself [sic] towards the Transcendent and assumes what ) shall call an Ǯapocalypticǯ 
attitude towards the phenomena of the world. A Christian who adopts the Ǯapocalyptic mentality is free from the tyranny of antinomies – free even from the 

antinomy of immanence and transcendence itself.468 

 

This cannot simply mean a departure from the world which would be nothing else but a 

modern Manichaean temptation, strongly criticized by Bulgakov himself. At the most it can imply an Ǯabstainingǯ from the world which is done not against the world, but exactly for it. 

It is not only human effort which in itself is insufficient, nor divine Providence alone which 

would deny any real human freedom, but Divine-humanity - the truly effective reality that 

is able to maintain the two without confusing them. It is an Ǯapocalypticǯ attitude inasmuch 
as the Apocalypse is understood not as an arbitrary act of the Creator, or as an absolute 

predestination which would annul the freedom of creation, but as the love of God for his 

creature, the generosity of the Father Who is not merely waiting for the Prodigal sonǯs 
return, but runs and puts his arms around him and kisses him469. 

In my view the idea of pantheosis or simply, theosis - Divine-humanity actualized in 

creation, is a paradigm that allows the understanding of salvation as a gift, and does not 

supra-evaluate the human agency in an illusory attempt at auto-deification of humanity. It permits to maintain the unique character of Christǯs sacrifice, since ǲthe Father has sent his Son as the Saviour of the worldǳ470. Moreover it helps us realize that our good deeds should 

be performed neither out of a terrifying fear of punishment or Hell471, nor out of an egoistic 

desire to achieve sanctity and Heaven in an individualistic way that excludes others472, but 

as our sincere response to Godǯs love, since love means ǲnot that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sinsǳ473. In its ultimate logic, 

panentheism or pantheosis means a humble and honest recognition that in the end God is 

our only source of love, and that if we are also like Him, i.e. being able to love, this is 

only ǲbecause he first loved usǳ474.  

We could identify this love with the very primordial act of Creation, when God 

decided to create human being in His image,475 ǲthus reflecting in himself the divine infinity 

                                                           
468 loc. cit. 
469 Cf. Luke 15: 20. 
470 1 John 4:14. 
471 Cf. 1 John 4:17-18. 
472 Cf. Sfântul Teofilact Arhiepiscopul Bulgariei, Tâlcuirea Sfintei Evanghelii de la Luca ȋBucurești: Sophia, 
2007), 216-217.  
473 1 John 4:10. 
474 1 John 4:19. 
475 See Genesis 1:26 
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 in his capacity of infinite progressǳ476. Nevertheless, this image represents ǲnot merely a Ǯresemblanceǯ or a Ǯproperty,ǯǳ477 but ǲan energy of God-likeness and God-likening,ǳ478 whose quality ǲcreates an indissoluble connection between it and the Proto-image, whose copy it isǳ479. This makes the human person a special and original creature, different from the rest of creation ǲin the ontological nature of this connection, uniting divinity and nothing, immersing the Ǯenergiesǯ of the divine life in creaturelinessǳ480. A direct implication of this statement is ǲa certain inseparability of God and manǳ481 which is not 

external but essential. It suggests the idea that humans are so deeply united with their 

Creator that any attempt of separation would lead to tragic existential imbalances and 

crises in their lives. We could conclude that humans were created as beings designed and 

destined to love, and that they could never be fully satisfied with anything less than 

genuine love. It is only in this sense that we can accept a ǲpre-destination,ǳ in as much as we were Ǯprogrammedǯ as loving and lovable beings.   
The image of God as the Loving Father persists even in our most corrupted spiritual 

states482. It is a powerful motive that can bear significant impact in our contemporary societyǯs struggle to understand Godǯs love amidst so many shocking events and violent 
wars. This is also one of the images that led to the final conversion of Bulgakov during a 

visit to a Russian hermitage. He describes the episode as follows 

 Then suddenly ) found myself before the Elderǯs cell. ) had been led there. ) had 
intended to go in another direction, but absent-mindedly took the wrong turn...A 

miracle had happened to me. The Elder, seeing the prodigal son approach, ran to 

meet me. From him I learned that all human sins were like a drop in the ocean of Godǯs mercy. ) left him forgiven and reconciled, trembling and in tears, feeling as if ) 
were carried on wings...483 

 

                                                           
476 Lucas Francisco Mateo-Seco and GIulio Maspero, ed., The Brill Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa, trans. Seth 

Cherney (Boston, MA: Leiden, 2010), 263. Bulgakov also speaks about this infinite progress when he states that the ǲCreaturely sophianicity presupposes the possibility of unlimited sophianization, the approximation 

of the image to the Proto-imageǳ in Bulgakov, The Bride..., 203. To understand this correctly it is necessary to know that for Bulgakov ǲManǯs sophianicity signifies the universal fullness of his being, whereas his 
creatureliness signifies this fullness only in a state of potentialityǳ in Ibid., 202, and that sophianization represents ǲthe reception of grace,ǳ or deification, in Ibid., 203. 
477 Bulgakov, The Bride..., 202. 
478 loc. cit. 
479 loc. cit. 
480 loc. cit. 
481 loc. cit. 
482 ) have analyzed these ideas in detail in my paper: R. )acob, ǲ)maginea lui Dumnezeu ca Tată iubitor în 
Parabola fiului risipitor. (Luca 15: 11-32) ǳ [The image of God as a loving Father in the Parable of the Prodigal 
Son. (Luke 15: 11-32)] (MA thesis, Universitatea București, 2010). 
483 Christopher Bamford, foreward to Sophia, the wisdom of God: an outline of Sophiology, by Sergei Bulgakov 

rev. ed. (Hudson, NY: Lindisfarne, 1993),  xii. 
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One of the most important manifestations of the divine love takes place within the Church, understood as ǲan object of divine loveǳ484. It involves a synergism, a ǲunion of divine and creaturely principles, their interpenetration without separation and without confusionǳ485. 

It can be manifested in a visible, sacramental way, but it can never be totally reduced to 

it486. Without this ǲgiving and receiving of divine giftsǳ487, Christǯs words: ǲBe perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect,ǳ488 would seem utopian. This is possible 

however in the Church, where the human desire and divine action come together489. Here the grace ǲis not only given to creation; it is also received by creation – humanum capax 

diviniǳ490 and this makes the Church ǲthe life of grace, Ǯgratification,ǯ deification in processǳ.491 

In developing his Sophiology Bulgakov did not try to create a new doctrine, but to 

elucidate the ways in which the dogma of Divine-humanity could be relevant for his time 

and help Christianity to overcome the serious challenges it faced. Sophiology for him 

represented more than an original way of expressing the Orthodox dogma bringing it thus 

into modernity. It also suited  

 

his simultaneous proclivity to welcome and adopt philosophical systems which 

claim a watertight universality of application and which appeal to him because of 

the hope they appear to offer of solving all problems of contemporary Russian 

society492. 

 

In this way, he left us a precious inheritance but also a task to continue his quest of 

continuously unfolding and applying the Chalcedonian dogma to the diverse contexts we 

live in today. In fact, if we define Political Theology as the study of the relation between the 

Polis and Theos, we will realize that these terms stand precisely for what Chalcedon 

introduced with its definition of the God-human. In this sense Political Theology would be 

nothing less than the application of the Chalcedonian dogma of Divine humanity, and its 

actualization within diverse historical contexts. And since at Chalcedon the Divine and the 

human natures were regarded as united in Christ ǲwithout confusion, without change, without division, without separation,ǳ493 we find in Christ the ontological basis for the 

union between the Polis and Theos as well as the preeminent model of their relation. We 
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could therefore postulate that no true unity between the two realms can be made apart 

from Christ, for He said that apart from Him we can do nothing494. (e is the ǲone mediator between God and humankind,ǳ495, and therefore any effective Political Theology should be 

first of all thoroughly Christological and at the same time thoroughly Pneumatological, thus following ǲthe Dyad of the Word and the Spiritǳ496 who reveal the Father497. This follows the path of pantheosis understood as a ǲpan-Christismǳ and a ǲpan-pneumatismǳ498. These actions interpenetrate, with Christ being ǲin the process of being enthroned in the world by 

the Holy Spiritǳ499 leading to ǲthe Divine-human deification of creationǳ500.  Although it 

begins within history, the full accomplishment of the deification of entire creation through 

the common work of God and humanity will be achieved in eschatological times, when ǲGod may be all in allǳ501. 

  

§ 2. POLITICAL THEOLOGY 

 

B. SOPHIOLOGY AS HISTORIOSOPHY 

 Bulgakovǯs Sophiology was a comprehensive worldview which unsurprisingly also 

included a speculative philosophy of history. His study is based on an analysis of history, 

exploring the evolutionary path of humanity and its impact on the natural world. The 

central goal of his historiosophy was to find the ultimate goal of creation, and to investigate 

if God and humanity could work together towards its achievement. Bulgakov considered 

that the main questions of historiosophy were present more than ever in the collective 

mentality of his epoch,502 perhaps also an effect of the atmosphere created at that time by 

the Two World Wars.  

 

In as much as it includes all the human stances and activities, this aspect of 

Sophiology is also significantly political. Bulgakov gave a brief account of his philosophy of 

history in the sixth chapter of his book The Bride of the Lamb503. He has an original and 

                                                           
494 Cf. John 15:5. 
495 1Timothy 2: 5. 
496 For more information about the idea of a Divine Dyad see Bulgakov, ǲThe Dyad of the Word and the Spirit,ǳ 
in The Comforter, 177-189. 
497 See Id., Sophia..., 46. 
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499 loc. cit.  
500 loc. cit. 
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 modern view of the Ǯevolutionǯ of history which could accommodate more easily different 
scientific theories and appreciates the role of human agency in the historic process. Bulgakov admits an evolution of history as ǲthe dynamic development of its statics,ǳ504 meaning that the fullness of creation ǲis not yet a fully actualized one but is still only potentialǳ505. This view allows for a superior recognition of the role of human creativity in the process of ǲhumanization of the world and of man himself, [and] the manifestation of the fullness of powers implanted in his humanityǳ506. These are ideas already developed by 

Bulgakov the political economist, in his Philosophy of Economy. 

 For Bulgakov the fullness of creation is twofold. On the one hand he places the 

primordial fullness conferred to it by God, and on the other the actualization of this fullness in time through a ǲhuman self-creative activity in the worldǳ507. Although essential for the full development of the potentialities Ǯimplantedǯ by God in creation, ontologically, the 
human effort does not introduce anything new in creation. This would contradict the account of creation in Genesis and imply that in fact Godǯs creative act was deficient. The human person acts in the world ǲnot as creator Ǯout of nothingǯ of course, but as the accomplisher of Godǯs designs508. This endeavour does not represent only a way of 

subsistence for the human agent, but contributes to the development and Ǯmaturingǯ of creation, without which ǲthe universe cannot attain its end and its ultimate transfiguration, the passage to the new state of the future ageǳ509. However, although the world is subject to a continuous creation ǲinto the fullness of its being,ǳ510 ultimately the realization of this fullness will be ǲa new action of God upon the world, analogous to its creationǳ511. 

 Human activity is clearly inevitable in history. Its inescapability may however be 

perceived as a curse or a blessing. Depending on its goals, it can move towards progress or, 

on the contrary towards decline and collapse. A series of rhetorical questions naturally 

occurs 

 

Can human creative activity be accomplished in the name of Christ; can it be the work of Christǯs humankind? Does it accomplish Godǯs original and unchanging will 
concerning humanity, or does it consist in robbery and revolt?...[and finally] Does 

the human creative activity manifested in history belong to the kingdom of God, and 

is it destined for future glorification, or is it the domain only of the prince of this 

world? Is Christ the King to whom all power in heaven and on earth is given? Or 

does He reign only in heavens, outside and above this sinful world?512 
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It is said that in some contexts it is harder to ask the right questions than to give the right 

answer, and I believe that in the context we live in today questions such as the above are 

more necessary than ever. As an answer to all of these questions, Bulgakov proposes his 

optimistic perspective. Christ is without question the King of this world, not only as God 

but also through his human nature513. Our Lord has already Ǯconqueredǯ this kingdom 
through his earthly sacrifice, but the effects of this victory are developing in history and 

humanity since then514. Due to this constant process, in the end there will be ǲnothing 
human that would not be made divine-human,ǳ515 since ǲthe kingdom of God is being built in the world on the foundation Ǯwhich is Jesus Christǯ ȋͳ Cor. ͵:ͳͳȌǳ516. However, this is not 

to be understood as blind determinism or automatism which sanctifies creation through a 

violation of its laws or its freedom. The great and challenging task of building the kingdom 

of God in the world was entrusted to the Church, which ǲacts as a leaven, until all the dough risesǳ517. This course is described by Bulgakov as an ǲecclesializationǳ518 of the world.  

Nonetheless, this process is not evolving constantly and by itself, without any 

external influences. There are forces that do not only affect it but actually fight against it, making its evolution a task which is an ever difficult one to achieve, ǲfor our struggle is not 

against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against 

the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly placesǳ519.  

Bulgakov made a parallel between the apocalyptical figure of the beast rising out of 

the sea520 ǲwhich affirms itself as the supreme and unique principle...in place of the spirit, 

against the spiritǳ521 and the absolutist state ǲthat does not recognize any principle 
superior to itself; it is the ideology of force, which tramples conscience and, as such, is 

inevitably theomachic in characterǳ522. )n historical sequence the first Ǯbattleǯ against the 
absolutistic Roman state has already been though by the Christians of the first centuries, 

but we have unfortunately experienced an even crueller battle in the second half of the 

twentieth century523; the countries under communist regimes were exposed in varying 

degrees to the evil represented by their atheistic ideology and violence524.  
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As an antidote to such atrocious deviations Bulgakov proposed a visionary plan 

which involves the active participation of the Church in society, with all its creative and transformative powers. Given the Churchǯs awareness of the negative forces always active in the world, its task ǲconsists not in ascetically deadening the human nature but in manifesting it in the power and fullness of Christian inspirationǳ525. One would perhaps 

wonder what this power and fullness of the Church, understood as Christianity in its whole, 

could be. Without going into unnecessary deductions, it suffices to assume what has always 

been believed, namely that the power of Christianity lays not in its institutionalized 

organization, but in its divine institution. We have seen an expression of this institutional 

frailty caused by its human aspect in the inability to resist different oppressions and to 

oppose such totalitarian systems as the Nazi and the Communist regimes in Europe. Today 

we experience yet another form of such an institutional feebleness in the incapacity of 

Christianity to gather together as a single Christian body. Therefore, if the power cannot be 

drawn from its human organization, we should assume that it is above where we should 

seek for it.  

The power of the Church is visible in its divine-human aspect, in its capacity to bring 

the Heaven on Earth and spiritualize humanity and the entire creation through its 

sanctifying acts and sacraments. However, despite constantly looking above and interceding through its prayers for the divine grace, Christianity should never become ǲin-human or extrahumanǳ526. On the contrary, it must be entirely aware of its human 

component so that it can develop it on its utmost potential. Conscious that its power is not 

that of itself but that which God entrusted to it, Christianity  

 

cannot be noncreative and passive in history. All passivity is a capitulation before 

the enemy, who occupies the place left vacant. We observe this in history in the enslavement of Christianity or, more precisely, of ǮMosesǯ seatǯ ȋMatt. ʹ͵: ʹȌ by the 
pagan state and the powers of this age, by the rulling classes.527 

 

Bulgakov was a vigorous militant for a dynamic and innovative presence of Christianity in 

society, even if he understood that a full Christianization of the world would never be 

accomplished within the boundaries of history528. He nevertheless contends that 

Christianity must be present and involved in the polis, so that its lethargy would not be 

considered a surrender to the enemy. Here one could make a parallel between Bulgakovǯs 
prophetic call and those issued by such theologians of the German Political Theology as 

Jürgen Moltmann, Johann Baptist Metz or Dorothee Sölle. For example, Moltmann has 
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assumed that the inability of the churches to resist the Nazi Leviathan could have been caused by the limitation of the ǮTwo Kingdomǯ doctrine proposed by Luther529. As opposed 

to what Political Theology and Bulgakov put forward, this doctrine 

 

insisted on allotting spheres of influence to Church and State, which resulted in a 

withdrawal into interiority for the faith, as the political realm was left in the hands of the princes. Coupled with this quietism, Lutherǯs uncompromising refusal of the 
right of resistance, even against unjust rulers, was of course, a disastrous 

precedent.530 

 Bulgakov was fully aware of the danger of privatization of the faith, cautioning that ǲone 
should not limit the power of the Church to the inner world of man, just as one should not 

see its manifestations only in the external action of the ecclesiastical organizationǳ531. 

Solovyov argued before him that while the first tendency was characteristic especially of the 

Eastern Christianity, the second was more an attribute of the Christian West532. Similarly, Metz made ǲthe critique of the privatised bourgeois Christianity that so spectacularly failed when put to the test in Germany in the ͳͻ͵Ͳsǳ533. Both of these attitudes come against (anna Arendtǯs claim that ǲChristianity lacks an amor mundi; it promotes an inner 

withdrawal from the world, and is therefore incompatible with politics534. In a synthesis of 

these diverging opinions, Solovyov preserves his optimism while confronted with the 

religious crisis of his time, showing that 

 

The old, traditional form of religion issues from faith in God...Contemporary 

extrareligious civilization proceeds from belief in humanity...But when both of these 

beliefs, the belief in God and the belief in humanity are carried consistently to the 

end and actualized in full, they meet in the one, complete, integral truth of the Divine 

humanity535 

 We can find in Solovyovǯs idea the departing point for the historiosophy further developed 
by Bulgakov. While he accused the Church of its different historical faults, such as the 

Inquisition or any other limitation of freedom or ǲpersecution of thought and knowledge,ǳ536 Bulgakov also admitted that ǲthe direct influence of historical ecclesiality on the history of culture can inwardly transform the elements of the worldǳ537. Even if it is not 
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frequently possible to observe it directly, ǲfor it is accomplished inwardly by virtue of an inspiration that deifies creation by the general atmosphere of its thought and life,ǳ538 such a 

transformation is real and effective. Ultimately the life of the Church, understood as an  

 

ecclesial humanism needs to manifest its potencies by a creative activity that is 

accomplished by the gifts of the Spirit, of the Pentecost, and that embraces the 

whole cosmos539  

 

Bulgakov tries to present the antinomies he confronted with in their entirety.  While he speaks about deification of creation which is accomplished ǲby the gifts of the Spiritǳ, at the 
same time he cannot accept a human creative activity characterized by a lack of freedom, or by a ǲmechanical automatismǳ540. Here he balances between and accepts altogether both 

the necessity of divine grace as well as of human freedom in the realization of personal 

salvation and spiritualization of creation. Another antinomy emerges here, corresponding 

to the individual and the collective aspect of creative activity. Due to its reliance on the human freedom and to the fact that ǲit is not singular in character but universal,ǳ541 the sphere of creative activity ǲis so susceptible to being corrupted by sinǳ542. While on the personal level the sin could be characterized by a refusal 

of communion with God and his divine grace, on the communitarian one it can be described as ǲa broad development of creativity Ǯin its own name,ǯ by a deluge of anthropotheism, in 

the form of a luciferian creative intoxication, and by an immersion in dull sensual paganism,ǳ543 still so present in our society characterized by a secular culture, atheism and 

sensuality.  Bulgakov warns us that such ǲdevelopments cannot be overcome by mere rejection; 
they can be overcome only by the unfolding of a positive Christian doctrine of the world and creative activity, and by manifestation of its powerǳ544. This brings us back to the recurring theme of the Chalcedonian dogma ǲaccording to which the fullness of the human 
nature and the entire power of human creative will and energy in Christ are united with the 

divine nature, are co-manifested with it and are deified by itǳ545. The effects of this initial 

union in Christ are valid for the entire humanity546, making it possible that the very human 

creative activity can be performed in the name of God, eventually raising the entire cosmos 

toward deification547. 
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For Bulgakov human history is primarily ecclesiastical history, since for him the Church is ǲnot only outer and institutional, in the sense of her destiny in the world, but also 

inner, as the spiritual force that accomplishes Divine-humanityǳ548. Yet, this complete 

synergy is not mechanically achieved; within human history, the success of its achievement 

is not guaranteed in any sense. As Bulgakov puts it,  

 

the fundamental, guiding idea of this historiosophy is that the history of the Church is not a peaceful Ǯprogressǯ that leads to a harmonious resolution within the limits of 
this time, but a battle and a tragedy that end in a universal-historical catastrophe 

and a universal fire...And the whole of world history consists of the growth in 

intensity of this spiritual antagonism and combat549. 

 The limitation of the ǲpetty-bourgeoisie,ǳ as Bulgakov calls it, of Marx and the socialists in 
general was that they could not perceive the complete dimension of this progress, limiting 

it only to the economic aspects550. Although they may appear similar, the main difference between Christian humanism and the ǲpetty-bourgeoisǳ one lays in the fact that while for the former one ǲeschatological progress is a condition of the end,ǳ551 for the latter ǲthe 
evolutionary progress is a complete rejection of the end, and its replacement by bad infinity, which continues on the same historical planeǳ552. This does not imply that the 

historical process is without its own intrinsic value. As Bulgakov affirms, ǲin history all that 
can be achieved with regard to the earthly contribution to the construction of the City of God must be achievedǳ553.  

 In the conclusion of his ideas about the purpose of history Bulgakov urges us to never deny the importance of history ǲsolely because it will pass through fire,ǳ554 since between history and eschatology there is a ǲcertain ontological identity...by virtue of the 
fact that the new creation is based on the original creationǳ555. This gives us great 

responsibility, as it makes us aware of being part of a grander plan regarding creation and 

its transfiguration in Eschaton. But at the same time, we are reminded that ǲnothing earthly should be absolutized,ǳ556 and that ǲall earthly things must be perceived in the light of the coming end, the eschatological culminationǳ557. This Ǯeschatological mentalityǯ is essential, since in fact ǲit is precisely this that gives to earthly works their exclusive significance, 
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placing them in the perspective of eternityǳ558. ǲManǯs likeness to God is actualized in historical creative activity,ǳ559 and history is considered ǲthe common work of humankindǳ560. (owever, ǲthis creative work not only does not exclude the participation of 
the divine power but even presupposes itǳ561. 

 

C. THE CHURCH AND SOCIETY   One of the most important ideas of Bulgakovǯs ecclesiology, which has significant 
power to challenge the way we imagine and construct the relations between the Church 

and the State, is his comprehensive understanding of the Church, recognized as an 

organism which is universal not only in its potentiality but also in fact. Based on this 

original view one should be able to make a resourceful and creative contribution to the 

area of Political Theology. One of the immediate consequences would be the way in which the classic question of Political Theology: ǲShould the Church be involved in society?ǳ is 
formulated. If one understands the Church as a global organism (sobornost) they are impelled to pose the question the other way around, namely: ǲshould society be involved in the Church?ǳ.  Thus being formulated, the question becomes rhetorical or perhaps even 

nonsensical.  

If, like Bulgakov, we could understand the Church as not merely including a part of 

humanity but ontologically being humanity, our question would become an affirmation and 

a pledge for the continuous and active involvement of society in the Church as an 

institution. This direct and vigorous participation is not simply a right acquired by the laity 

at a certain moment in time562 but exactly the nature of the Church as it is. The Church 

essentially needs this participation. Without it, the Church is prejudiced and endangered, 

like organism breathing with only one lung563. Some of the consequences of clericalism can 

already be noticed with the emergence of the so-called phenomenon of secularization, 

especially or initially in the West, but now threatening the East as well.  I believe that, 

besides other causes, this trend was a natural consequence of the reduced level of 

participation of laity in the life of the Church. And this is a fact which should bring the 

Church to metanoia, understood not simply as repentance, but literally as a ǲchange of 
mind, a reorientation, a fundamental transformation of outlook, of man's vision of the 

world and of himself, and a new way of loving others and Godǳ564. This is not as much about 
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 ǲparticular acts of contrition, but an attitude, a state of mind.ǳ565 It requires a process of 

discernment not only at hierarchical level but also at the lay one. What is needed is a 

profound analysis of all the possible causes that allowed for such a clear-cut separation 

between the two, together with a renewed consideration of all of the possible ways to restore the normal ǲunity in diversityǳ of the Church. Sergei Bulgakov expressed this need 

of metanoia of the Church in a clear and insightful way. For him, modern atheism, for example, ǲis not, as it is frequently claims to be, the zero of religion, but a minus of Christianityǳ566. Moreover, he considers that  

 

Christianity has followed in the train of life, lagging behind, without assuming any 

leadership. Furthermore, how can one lead in regard to something which one does not accept, in which one does not believe, towards which oneǯs attitude is merely 
that of missionary adaptation, of philanthropy, or of moralism? 

 (ere Bulgakov does not plead for a patronizing Ǯacceptanceǯ of the world as a kind of 
concession to it caused by the unavoidable contact with it. On the contrary, his argument is 

in favour of a total assumption of the world, understood as Godǯs good creation, bearing the 
same divine stamp as Christianity itself. His plead is for a more active participation of 

Christians in society, for a full appreciation of both their Christian background and position 

in the public sphere. (ere he comes close to C. S. Lewisǯ conception of what the leadership 
of the Church implies. He agrees as well that the Church, understood as the whole body of 

believers, needs to give a lead to the people567. By this leadership he understands  

 

that some Christians—those who happen to have the right talents—should be 

economists and statesmen, and that all economists and statesmen should be 

Christians, and that their whole efforts in politics and economics should be directed to putting ǮDo as you would be done byǯ into action.568 

 This would ease, Lewis claims, the finding of ǲthe Christian solution for our own social problemsǳ569. But at the same time he is aware that when people ask the Church to give them a lead, ǲmost people mean they want the clergy to put out a political programmeǳ570. 

He finds this second approach to be at least impractical. His argument runs as follows: 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

regret of past evil but a recognition by man of a darkened vision of his own condition, in which sin, by sepa-

rating him from God, has reduced him to a divided, autonomous existence, depriving him of both his natural glory and freedomǳ. To this ) would add that even the recognition of oneǯs sinful state, although essential, 

cannot be achieved by the human persons alone.  In their darkened state only a light from above can be the 

source of such a regenerated spiritual vision.  
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The clergy are those particular people within the whole Church who have been 

specially trained and set aside to look after what concerns us as creatures who are 

going to live for ever: and we are asking them to do a quite different job for which 

they have not been trained. The job is really on us, on the laymen. The application of 

Christian principles, say, to trade unionism or education, must come from Christian 

trade unionists and Christian schoolmasters: just as Christian literature comes from 

Christian novelists and dramatists—not from the bench of bishops getting together 

and trying to write plays and novels in their spare time.571 

 

One could object that Lewis stands here for the privatization of the Church, which has 

already been condemned by different theologians and especially those pertaining to the 

German Political Theology for being one of the causes of the success of totalitarian regimes 

and the incapacity of the Churches to resist them. But here Lewis does exactly the opposite, 

and in an original and fascinatingly lucid manner. He does not intend in any way to lift the 

burden from the shoulders of the Church and transfer it to those of lay people. Like 

Bulgakov, he does not divide the Church between clergy and lay people, but views it as the 

unique body of Christ. Rather than looking for the source of evil in institutions and 

practices, he finds the problem exactly in the human persons themselves572.  

If the entire society were truly Christian, then the problem of totalitarian leaders 

would not exist. Nonetheless, this does not absolve the Church of its fault, but the opposite. 

And here we can find the main responsibility of the Church. Her main task is not to assume 

political leadership, but to take care of the Christian education of its members. And this 

includes the formation of the future political leaders. If sometimes the Church found herself 

in the position to challenge the oppressive practices of the absolutist state, this was 

precisely because she has not performed her formative mission well.  

Rowan Williams presents Bulgakovǯs critique of the fact that ǲtheology must sail 
between the Scylla of social utopianism, the Church identifying itself with a confident 

progressivism, and the Charybdis of clericalism, the Church seeking to control the social processǳ573. The exit pass from these ǮCaudine Forksǯ is simply for the Church ǲto be what it 
is meant to be, a living model of renewed social relationships depending upon renewed relation with Godǳ574. (ere Williams finds some similarities between Bulgakovǯs vision and 
those of Milbank, Stanley Hauerwas and William Stringellow575. In order to be able to 

transform society and its structures, the Church should first of all inwardly transform 

herself576. Nevertheless, this does not suggest a flight from this world, but only a metanoia, 
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a radical inner transformation of the Church577. The need of Christian activism is not suppressed, since without it ǲpeople will be drawn away to the counter-religion of 

socialismǳ578. Bulgakov is not proposing the abolition of spiritual asceticism or of social 

activism, but only the correct cronological succession of these moments. Together with Paul Valliere we will conclude that Bulgakovǯs project was ǲto develop a theology of 

engagement with and involvement in the secular world, to offer a sympathetic theological 

interpretation of secular experience, and thereby to introduce into Orthodox theology a 

more positive and affirmative relationship between church and world than can be found in 

the traditional fathers of the Churchǳ579. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Studying Fr. Sergei Bulgakovǯs thought and especially his Sophiology one may find pertinent answers to the spiritual crisis of our time, since for him ǲsophiology is a theology 
of crisis, not of disintegration, but of salvationǳ580. He conceived his theological work in 

permanent connection with the issues of his time especially Manichaeism and 

secularization, which still affect our society today. Bulgakov perceived the crisis of his time 

in all its profound implications. He identified this impasse with a spiritual crisis of 

humanity which affected in its turn science, culture and politics and all areas of human 

activity. Since the nature of the crisis was spiritual the responsibility for this difficult 

situation fell on the Church. As Bulgakov remarked  

 

the secularization of life—only indicates the general spiritual paralysis of 

modern Christianity, which is, in practice, powerless to direct or to control 

life. Instead it submits to the existing order of things. Such worship of the 

status quo shows that it has no answer to the problems of life.581 

 This tendency is furthermore aggravated by another one, namely a Ǯpiousǯ Manichaeism which constantly ǲconfronts human with an Ǯeither, orǯ—either God or the worldǳ582. Finally, when both these attitudes are present in the Church and  

 ǲsalvationǳ is interpreted as a flight from the world, and is at the same time 
associated with a servile attitude toward it, we cannot be surprised that the 
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world turns away more and more from such Christianity, and come to regard 

itself and its own life as constituting its own standard of values.583 

 

This enables Bulgakov to see the contemporary atheism not as a lack of spirituality or religion, and precisely not as ǲthe zero of religion, but a minus o Christianityǳ584. This drama 

of modernity should cause a metanoia of the Church, a reconsideration of its lacks and sins, 

a true desire to repent, and a concrete action taken in this sense. Sophiology therefore, has 

considerable significance for us today, and determines Bulgakov to prophetically state that ǲThe future of living Christianity rests with the sophianic interpretation of the world and of its destinyǳ585. 
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