APPLIED BULGAKOV

Sergii Bulgakov on Science and Theology

Teresa Obolevitch

Sergii Bulgakov considered the
problem of the relationship between
faith and reason, including scientific
knowledge, in a number of works,
especially in Philosophy of Economy:
The World as Household (1912), in Un-
fading Light: Contemplations and Spec-
ulations (1917), in his so-called great
trilogy — The Lamb of God (1933), The
Comforter (1936), and The Bride of the
Lamb (1945)—and above all in his
succinct essay “Religion and Sci-
ence” (1919).

Throughout his work, Bulgakov
continued the venerable tradition of
apophatic theology. He emphasized
the predominance of faith, which is
“a path of knowledge without proof,
outside of logical achievement, out-
side of the law of causality and its
persuasiveness. Faith is a hiatus in
logic,” “the anticipation of knowl-
edge, credo ut intelligam . . . although
for the present it rests on an insuf-
ficient foundation, credo quia absur-
dum.”! Truth is beyond reason. The
only way to attain it is revelation.
Like Pavel Florensky, Semyon Frank,
and other proponents of apophatic
theology, Bulgakov perceived reali-
ty as a whole in terms of an antino-
my, a propositional structure that

admits the truth of two contra-
dictory, logically incompatible,
but ontologically equally nec-
essary assertions. An antinomy
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testifies to the existence of a

mystery beyond which human
reason cannot penetrate. This
mystery, nevertheless, is actual-
ized and lived in religious expe-
rience.?

At the same time, the author of Phi-
losophy of Economy continued Vlad-
imir Solovyev’s task of reconciling
faith and reason. Bulgakov dubbed
his own views “panentheism,”
which is exemplified in his concept
of sophiology, or teaching about the
permanent presence of Divine Wis-
dom in the world, an idea that was
already present in patristic thought.
According to him, “there is no God
without the world, and there is no
world outside of God: the world
is in God.”® Matter constitutes the
boundary between God and the
world and, at the same time, a tool
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Pavel Florensky (left)
walks with Sergei
Bulgakov in Mikhail
Nesterov, Philoso-
phers (1917). State
Tretyakov Gallery,
Moscow.
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for the Creator’s self-revelation.
The Bulgakovian concept of Sophia
as a “medium” between God and
the empirical world had many di-
mensions. Apart from theological
and metaphysical aspects, accord-
ing to which Sophia is an ontolog-
ical foundation of all things materi-
al, it also had a great cosmological
significance: being the soul of the
world, it is an ideal aspect of nature
as a living, growing organism. The
cosmos partakes in the “heavenly”
sphere and seeks its transfiguration
or theosis. The created world is “so-
phianic,” illumined by the world of
ideas. In this connection, Bulgakov
was concerned about the problem
of the justification of the world, or
cosmodicy, which he understood
as “central for both Platonism and
Christian theology.”* In Bulgakov’s
thinking, sophiology provided an
ontological justification of the cos-
mos, on the one hand, while deliv-
ering the most profound reasons for
ecology, or care for the cosmos, on
the other. Sharing the Solovyevian
concept of “religious materialism,”
Bulgakov considered all creation
a “manifestation of the divine cre-
ation action” and power.®

Bulgakov elucidates the origin of
language, especially in The Philos-
ophy of the Name, by means of the
transcendent-immanent  divinity:
for him, words are a theophany
of “the subject of all predicates.”®
To put it another way, words are
nothing more than divine energies
(identified with an ideal founda-
tion of the world, or Sophia) man-
ifested in external (phonetic) form.
Through words, the cosmos speaks
to mankind. This means that both
theological language and scientific
language are of a real, objective—
indeed, divine—and, at the same
time, conventional —human—char-

acter. Language expresses some
truths about God and reality, al-
though not adequately.

Furthermore, in Philosophy of Econo-
my, Bulgakov presents Sophia from
an epistemological perspective, as
a kind of Kantian transcendental
subject of human knowledge that
enables the organization and sys-
tematization of science. Yet, in his
opinion, “the universal ground for
scientific research cannot be just
formal,” but must be a real, univer-
sal subject that encompasses all be-
ings.” There is no better way to ex-
press this view than in Bulgakov’s
own words:

There is a Logos of the world
that in turn sets up a logic of
things, a logic of sciences, a log-
ic of actions: everything exists
in an all-penetrating connection.
For the world in its positive ba-
sis is not Chaos but Sophia. Sci-
ence is sophic . . . It is removed
from Truth, for it is a child of this
world, which exists in a state of
untruth, but it is also a child of
Sophia, the organizing force that
leads this world to Truth, and it
therefore bears the mark of truth-
fulness, Truth as a process, as
becoming . . . The truthfulness
of science is based on its sophic
nature; Sophia’s organizing pow-
er makes it possible. In it Sophia
comes to possess the world. . .
. The roots of knowledge are in
Sophia, in the ideal identity and
self-consciousness of the world,
in its ideal organism. . . . Scien-
tific reason in its sterility cannot
give birth to science; science, like
all that is living and creative, is
generated and created through
extrascientific, suprascientif-
ic means, and scientific genius,
like any other, is the capacity to



see clearly above or deeper than
what is given by reason. But sci-
ence keeps a precise inventory
of the world as it opens itself to
suprascientific, creative, soph-
ic consciousness; science is the
minutes of the revelation of the
world as sophic.?

Bulgakov’s contemporaries con-
sidered his attitude toward science
ambiguous and unclear. According
to Nikolai Berdyaev, “he does not
like science and lacks the pathos
of scientific knowledge.”® Indeed,
on the one hand, Bulgakov main-
tained —contrary to positivism—
that science and rationality itself
have an extra-scientific source. On
the other hand, Bulgakov accused
scientific knowledge of failing to
see the Truth. This seeming contra-
diction is easily resolved if we keep
in mind the philosopher’s view that
science is a secondary sphere of ac-
tivity and cannot be compared with
the suprarational root of cognition,
which apprehends reality sub spe-
cie aeternitatis. Scientific truth is “a
process and never a fixed result.”'
By no means did Bulgakov negate
scientific knowledge as such. For
instance, the laws of nature ground-
ed in Sophia allow a human to rec-
ognize God. At the same time, Bul-
gakov postulated that

science must finally be liberat-
ed from the captivity of pseu-
do-scientific godlessness . . . In
other words, between religion
and science must be a direct and
positive relationship, which, of
course, does not touch sincerity
and freedom of science. . . . Sci-
ence . . . should have a certain
inner part. Above all special
methods, it must have a general
spiritual method —humility and
reverence.!
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Summing up, let us once again em-
phasize that Bulgakov offered an
“attempt to demonstrate the com-
patibility of science and religion,
or reason and revelation.”'? He ac-
knowledged that science describes
reality—at least to some extent.
Hence, science is labor that “pursues
two fundamental aims: to broaden
experience or accumulate knowledge
... and to organize them, to general-
ize them scientifically into concepts
or laws”; it is “a sort of condenser
of life experience.”*® Bulgakov ar-
gued that the chief deficiencies of
modern science, which professes a
mechanistic worldview, come from
its unjustified denial of the existence
of God. “Due to this, science has
ceased to be what it ought to be—
natural theology, rational compre-
hension of the miracle of creation.”!*
Another of Bulgakov’s objections
concerning scientific knowledge was
that it lost a fundamental sense of
wonder about the world, pretending
to possess absolute truth, whereas
“the picture of the world yielded
by science really always exists only
in the images yielded by particular
sciences: it is always contingent.”'
For this very reason, Bulgakov saw
science as a branch of philosophical
anthropology: “In order to under-
stand science we must understand
man.”!® Therefore, we must place
science in the broader context of
human cultural activity. From his
sophianic perspective, Bulgakov
criticized positivism for “its depen-
dence on external experience, and
hence neglect of the inner self . . .
its conversion of science into a faith,
and hence reluctance to address real
problems of metaphysics and reli-
gious belief; its preoccupation with
phenomena, resulting in a pluralism
and fragmentation of knowledge.”"”
In this context, he had some objec-
tions to the theory of evolution relat-
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ed to its positivistic, naturalistic di-
mension, but not to the fundamental
idea of an evolutionary dynamic. As
he wrote:

Evolution leads not to a super-
human being but away from the
human and beyond the human.
This evolution has no end or
limit; the absolute exists for this
radical evolutionism only as a
possibility of limitless move-
ment. '®

Bulgakov was convinced that “life in
nature acquires consciousness by a
long and roundabout path, not im-
mediately.”” He regarded creation
as “an ongoing process that has not
ended and will not end” and the ma-
terial world as “Sophia in the mak-
ing.”? Nevertheless, Bulgakov in-
sisted that “man’s humanity (and, in
man, the humanization of the animal
world) is attained not as one of the
stages of the evolutionary process
but as something completely new,
a transcensus, and even, as a sense,
an ontological catastrophe.”* Thus
Bulgakov successfully combined the
truth about creatio ex nihilo with the
theory of evolution by means of So-
phia which participates in God and

religious thought.

in the empirical world. “God’s life,
by a single eternal act, exists in the
heavens, in Sophia, but it is mani-
fested and, in this sense, created in
time.”?

In Bulgakov’s opinion, science and
theology “are two very different
fields of study that must coexist and
complement one another.”? The
philosopher described his mode of
philosophizing as “a sort of syzygy,
an organic whole, a symphonic in-
terconnection,” rather than a system,
which would have represented “a
dominance of philosophical presup-
positions over the primacy of reve-
lation.”* Symphony presupposes the
unity of God and creation, symbol-
ized by Sophia. As V. V. Zenkovsky
comments, Bulgakovian metaphysics
“is a very close approach to the de-
sired synthesis” of philosophy, the-
ology and religion.”® Although some
thinkers, such as the proponents of
the neo-patristic synthesis, treated
Bulgakov’s sophiology as heretical,
he managed to keep a delicate bal-
ance between God and the world,
theology and cosmology. The Bulga-
kovian vision of science is a kind of
religious materialism of the kind ini-
tiated by Vladimir Solovyev. &
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