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APPLIED BULGAKOV

The Revolutionary Spirit of Revelation:
Sergii Bulgakov’s Personalist Sociology

Regula M. Zwahlen

During World War 1II, toward the
end of his life, Sergii Bulgakov spoke
about the “revolutionary spirit of Rev-
elation.” With this phrase, he meant
that divine “judgement is not only on
individual persons, but also on the so-
cial and political system, all kinds of
despotism, both state and economic.
This is characteristic of [. . .] the revo-
lutionary spirit of Revelation [which]
takes on a somewhat political char-
acter—vengeance for all kinds of vio-
lence done by man to man, [not only]
related to persecution of religion and
its adherents, but to all who have died
from any form of bourgeois-political
terror.”! In this context, any regime
that does not seek social justice but
preserves privileges for a few by op-
pressing many is “bourgeois-politi-
cal.” Bulgakov’s sociopolitical ideal
was to unite “personal freedom in all
of its distinctiveness with a uniform
order equal for everyone.”? His pas-
sionate commitment to guaranteed
freedom, social justice, democracy, le-
gality, and human rights is witnessed
in many texts from his early career as
professor of political economy, such
as this little-known one from 1906:

There is only one way to save Rus-
sia: to put it on the path of truth
and law, to correct the moral dis-
location, to improve the sources
of life, to turn it into a legal state,
to make the kingdom of evil into
a kingdom of truth. [. . .] To give

force to the law and eliminate
arbitrariness, to secure freedom
and put it in a legally defined
framework, and to give it lasting
guarantees—this is the job that
belongs above all to popular rep-
resentation. [...] For this purpose,
[the State Duma] must ensure
and strengthen by law the rights
of man and citizen, as natural and
inalienable rights.?

Bulgakov insisted on the importance
of the rule of law and human rights,
because without them, any political
system—not only a monarchy or a
socialist state but even a democracy —
could become a merciless tyranny of
the majority.* These views were rath-
er unusual among Russian religious
thinkers, who often followed the con-
descending Slavophile attitude toward
Roman law or even Tolstoy’s legal
nihilism. But, following in Vladimir
Solovyev’s footsteps, Bulgakov did
not think of human rights as a specif-
ically Western concept, but rather as a
profoundly Christian one. He claimed
that, “having found the source of hu-
man rights in the divine dignity of the
human person, Christianity thereby
affirmed the rights of the citizen,” and
should “guard the human person’s
natural and sacred rights to freedom
of speech, freedom of conscience, free-
dom of association among people, or,
put in another way, freedom of alli-
ances and gatherings, and so on, and



must exclude class and other privileg-
es, which destroy legal equality among
people. These rights must be an axiom
of Christian politics.”>

Bulgakov never took back his early
words and writings. In the autobi-
ographical notes he wrote in 1939, Bul-
gakov proclaimed his “progressive”
principles of freedom and human dig-
nity to be irreconcilable with any kind
of “totalitarianism.” This is significant
because in today’s Russian context,
progressive is synonymous with liberal,
and Bulgakov explicitly did “not even
want to deny that word.”¢ Further-
more, his view that the Church should
retain its inner freedom and endorse
political reform or even revolution,
if power was abused and not applied
to promote the welfare of the people,
never changed.” He was deeply con-
vinced that the rise of both Marxist
communism and National Socialism
was caused, among other factors,
by the Church’s neglect of the social
question.

Revolution and Revelation

In his 1927-28 lectures on Christian
sociology in Paris, Bulgakov taught
that “at the Last Judgment, the Lord
will ask us what we have done in our
own times, in our circumstances,”
and insisted on the freedom and re-
sponsibility of each person. We will
be asked about what we did in order
to realize our own (and others’) spir-
itual freedom and individual talents
(Matt. 25:14-30) despite any given
circumstances or necessity: “at the
Last Judgment there will be no ques-
tion about external circumstances,
but about our self-determination on
the basis of each one’s freedom.”®
Overcoming present social and mate-
rial circumstances defines Bulgakov’s
concept of human freedom: “It re-
mains true that the human makes his
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history, although he does not make
it out of nothing but out of indirect
and resisting material [. . .]. Whatever
layers of passive matter we uncover
in our [economic] studies, the only
active, truly creative force remains
the spirit, which breaks through
these obstacles, overcomes them,
and in this victory becomes aware of
itself [. . .]. What is truly creative in
history belongs of course to the hu-
man spirit in its living and therefore
concrete self-determination; the na-
ture of the spirit is freedom. History
in this sense is a free act, a work, a
feat of humanity.”® In short, uncon-
vinced by Marxist historical materi-
alism, Bulgakov claimed that social
progress was not a law of historical
development, but a moral task of hu-
man freedom and culture.™

Even ten years after the 1917 revolu-
tion, Bulgakov would not disavow
the concept of revolution itself, de-
spite preferring peaceful reforms.!
During a debate in 1924, Bulgakov
stated that “on a religious (but not
on a practical) level, it is not pos-
sible to assume that all aspects of
the revolution came from the dev-
il.”?? In a time when many Russian
emigrants dreamd about the res-
toration of the Russian monarchy,
it was rather provocative to speak
about how the old system’s flaws
caused the revolution.

Quite new was Bulgakov’s presenta-
tion of Christian sociology from the
perspective of “Christian personal-
ism” with its striving for the kingdom
of God not only within (spiritually,
individually) or ahead (eschatolog-
ically), but also around us (socially,
culturally, ontologically), which in
his view entailed a difficult path be-
tween a progressive overestimation
of high ideals and a conservative in-
sistence on old customs.” In political
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matters, and despite his “revolution-
ary spirit,” Bulgakov appealed to Au-
gustine’s motto in necessariis unitas,
in dubiis libertas (in essentials, unity;
in uncertain things, liberty)."* He
considered chiliasm, the search for
social progress on earth, a valuable
driving force in history, but warned
against terrorism and totalitarianism
as soon as individual human dignity
was sacrificed as a means to the his-
torical end of a so-called “kingdom
of freedom” on earth. However, Bul-
gakov promoted an understanding
of the kingdom of God that would
integrate personal strivings and so-
cial activity in this world, because the
“eschatological kingdom of God to
come is unfolding for the world and
in the world as a cosmic and ontolog-
ical event. [It] does not exclude living
in time. On the contrary, it confirms
the significance of what is going on in
time, and in time we understand the
significance of the Last Judgment.”*®

Personalism and Social Sciences

The lectures on sociology show that
Bulgakov remained true to the con-
ceptof “the personin her freedom and
self-sufficiency [camogo0BaeemocTs]”
just as in 1908, when he argued that,
with Christianity, “a new topic ap-
peared in world history: The human
person. One can interpret history in a
certain sense as the unfolding of this
topic, as a search for exterior forms of
living that correspond to the autono-
mous person [aBTOHOMHasl AMYHOCTD]
that has been released by Christiani-
ty. [. . .] In Christianity, a new indi-
viduality was born, [. . .] and, in the
historical sense, that was the great-
est revolution that ever happened
in history, even if it was an inward
and invisible one. Living Christianity
consists of self-conscious individuali-
ties who become aware of their forces
and their moral freedom.”**

Bulgakov’s insistence on individu-
ality must be seen against the back-
drop of the rise of the social sciences
with their one-sided focus on society
or class. He held that in view of the
Christian teaching of a “multi-hypo-
static humanity,” “Christian personal-
ism” should focus on both the individ-
ual person and society."” Like Nikolai
Berdyaev, Bulgakov can be counted as
part of the 1930s current of Christian
personalism, which was character-
ized by its opposition to communist
and capitalist materialism and in its
striving for a community-based con-
cept of person.”® Indeed, Bulgakov’s
Christian sociology is reminiscent of
the social ideal of non-individualistic
persons in a non-totalitarian commu-
nity espoused by his acquaintance,
the personalist Jacques Maritain, who
became a famous Catholic defender of
individual human rights after the Sec-
ond World War.?”

As mentioned above, according to
Bulgakov, human persons do not act
or create ex nihilo but within given
possibilities and communities. There-
fore, his concept of personal autono-
my should not be confused with wild
arbitrariness, since it contains a notion
of voluntary obedience:

Today triumphs the principle of
the freedom of the person (ac-
cording to the Christian under-
standing, the dignity of the sons
of God; according to the liberal
understanding, the rights of man
and citizen), but this principle en-
counters another: obedience. And
just as obedience should not lead
to slavery, freedom should not
lead to self-will (to a “spiritual
revolution”), but both principles
should be accepted.”

In my view, Bulgakov meant what Im-
manuel Kant conceptualized as moral



autonomy: a general human capacity
for critical reflection on social values
and commitments, and hence a capac-
ity for free social commitment and re-
sponsibility. Furthermore, Bulgakov
developed a concept of “creaturely
freedom” that, in its social aspect, cor-
responds strikingly with the concept
of “relative autonomy” described by
the German sociologist Norbert Elias:
“the human being possesses a greater
or lesser degree of relative (but never
absolute and total) autonomy vis-a-
vis other people and [. . .] is, in fact,
fundamentally oriented towards and
dependent on other people through-
out his or her life.”

Democracy, Social Christianity, and
Pantheosis

In Bulgakov’s view, modern Christian
politics should emphasize individual
human dignity and social welfare and
promote a democratic system, separa-
tion of Church and state, and the rule
of law. Excited about the “gift of free-
dom,” especially for the Church, after
the first revolution in February 1917,
he claimed that “there is no doubt that
in its own social and political sphere,
democracy has its own justification
and its rights. The majority’s voice,
the counting of votes is the only and,
comparatively, the best instrument to
reveal the interests and needs of the
people. [. . .] The task of the Church
is to lift up, to educate democracy, to
bring it close to being a ‘people be-
longing to God, a royal priesthood” [1
Peter 2:9].”% In other words, it is the
Church’s task to encourage individual
human social responsibility and ac-
tion, political participation and “legal
consciousness,” because in a demo-
cratic state, “power is a common task
of the Christian people, everybody is
responsible.”? Under democratic cir-
cumstances “the Church’s methods
of influence change; the work is no
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longer done outside, from above, but
from within, from below, from the
people and by the people.”* Thus, the
Church should focus on “sociality”
and not on the state, which “appears
to be a kind of callosity on the skin
of the social body” due to its com-
pulsive character.® With regard to a
“Christian state,” Bulgakov remained
very skeptical that “such a thing ever
existed or can exist,” and even recom-
mended that the separation of church
and state be received into Church
dogmatics.?

Already in 1906, Bulgakov claimed
that “the Church, which has deeply
realized and identified the task of per-
sonal salvation, of personal holiness,
must still be just as deeply conscious
of and identify the task of Christian
sociality, which seems to us at this
time the central question of historical
and world consciousness, posed for
future generations.”# This text did not
lose its relevance, because thirty years
later, Bulgakov still argued that the
“mastery of the social element” was
one of the main tasks before contem-
porary humankind.?® What was new
in his argument was that such orga-
nization “must be understood in the
light of the coming transfiguration of
the world [as the] further unfolding of
the Chalcedonian and ditheletic dog-
ma, according 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 it.” During these
long years, Bulgakov’s “philosophy
of economy,” based on the concept of
human freedom overcoming resisting
material, had evolved into a Chalcedo-
nian theology of culture. Paul Valliere
counted Bulgakov among the Russian
“theologians of culture” who not sur-
prisingly ended up with dogmatic
theology: “The convergence of theol-
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ogy of culture upon dogmatics has to
do with the bridge building between
religion and modern civilization. [. . .]
What is the dogma of the incarnation
of the Word, after all, if not a bridge
to the world?”? Hence, the Chalcedo-
nian dogma became Bulgakov’s main
key to understand the ontological —
unconfused, unchangeable, indivis-
ible, inseparable—relation between
God and creation, spirit and matter.
In Bulgakov’s “personalist sociolo-
gy,” theosis is not only about personal
development and individual relation-
ship with God, but about the common
work of pantheosis, “the complete
penetration of the creature by Wis-
dom.”* That is not only a “social” or
“ethical”, but also an economic, cul-
tural, and “ontological” task, because,
being made in God’s image and like-
ness, human persons are called to par-
ticipate in the joint task of “building
God’s kingdom” as a “divine-human
affair: the divine power is combined
with human freedom, as the dogma of
ditheletism makes clear. As the com-
mon work, history is a synergism.”!

As for the Church, “it is clear that the
fragmentation of Christianity into
different confessions serves as an
obstacle to such [social] mastery; for
as long as Christianity is incapable
of overcoming this fragmentation, it
will remain impotent in the task of
the social ordering of human life.”*
Therefore, by engaging in the “so-
cial ecumenism” of the 1930s, when
churches sought common ground

on social questions, Bulgakov insist-
ed on dogmatics and criticized the
movement’s striving for a “Nicaea
of Ethics,” because in his view, “So-
cial Christianity, engrossed with its
practical aims, has not yet faced its
dogmatic problem, namely, that of
justifying the world in God, in con-
trast to excommunicating it from
God.”® A “new apprehension of the
world in God” should motivate “the
social mission of the Church, which
leads it to extend its solicitude to, and
to accept responsibility for, the re-
demption not only of the individual
personality, but also of social life.”3*
To be clear: by “redemption of so-
cial life,” Bulgakov did not mean the
enforcement of “traditional values”
by state law but the development of
practical solutions for tangible social
issues (see Matt. 25:34-45), a social
ethos “for the life of the world,” as it
were.®

In Bulgakov’s works, the apocalypse
is the ultimate revolution against so-
cial, economic, and political evil and
the ultimate revelation of God’s king-
dom of freedom throughout history.
His personalist Christian sociology
is based on a vision of divine-human
communion existing in a Chalcedo-
nian mode as the creative interrelation
of divine power and human freedom
(enabled by divine kenosis). “In the
light of this dogma, the ‘cosmos’ is not
the “kingdom of this world” but God’s
radiant creation, which is raised by
man toward deification.”* &
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