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Catherine Evtuhov

THE CORRESPONDENCE OF BULGAKOV AND FLOROVSKY:
CHRONICLE OF A FRIENDSHIP

As Dean of the St. Sergius Theological Institute in Paris, and author of a theo-
logical system often referred to as "monumental," Father Sergius Bulgakov was
doubtless one of the dominant figures of "Russia Abroad” in the 1920's and
1930's. He was also, as mentor, friend, and colleague, one of the dominant intel-
lectual and spiritual influences for Georges Florovsky, who came to the Institute
to teach in 1926 at the age of 33 (Bulgakov was twenty years his senior). As is
well known, Florovsky's two major works — on the Church fathers, and Puti rus-
skogo bogosloviia — were written while he was at the Institute, and, as John Mey-
endorff recounted, were conceived as a response to or even refutation of Bulga-
kov's doctrine of Sophia, the Wisdom of God, or Sophiclogy.!

In the fragmented yet intellectually vibrant world of the Russian emigration,
personal relationships like that between Bulgakov and Florovsky became central
to the definition and emergence of new ideas, world-views, and approaches to
history. The nature of Bulgakov's and Florovsky's friendship, however — a rela-
tionship central to our understanding of Russian ideas, culture, and religion in the
twentieth century — remains shrouded in mystery. Florovsky's engagement with
and subsequent rejection of the Eurasian movement, for example, or his well-
documented argument with Nikolai Berdiaev, are amply substantiated by
published polemics. In contrast, the personal and intellectual discussion between
Bulgakov and Florovsky, despite — or, perhaps, because of — its centrality and
depth for both men, has left absurdly scanty traces in print, whether in the works
of the two anthors or in the polemical jowrnals of the emigration.

Scholarly attention, moreover, to this relationship has centered exclusively on
the sensational Sophiclogical controversy which erupted in 1935, when Sergius
Bulgakov was accused of heresy by both the Moscow Patriarchate and the
Karlovci Synod, and Florovsky, against his will, was enjoined to serve on the
commission which finally exonerated him.? Ironically, the most brilliant students
of the St. Sergius Academy — most notably, John Meyendorff and Alexander
Schmemann — , perhaps because they were wilnesses to the acid and often unfair
polemics of the Sophia controversy, have tended vastly to oversimplify the
intellectual disagreement between Bulgakov and Florovsky, reducing it 1o a polar
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opposition.? Following their lead, the common wisdom has become to lump
Bulgakov, together with Soloviev and Florensky, into one "camp," as "Sophio-
logists," in contrast to the historian and son of the Church, Florovsky. Recently,
Andrew Blane has helped remedy this excessively polarized account by drawing a
more subtle picture of Florovsky's friendship with Bulgakov, bringing out the
complicated and painful nature of the relationship. If public debate and public
misinterpretation construed Bulgakov and Florovsky as "enemies,” private com-
ments testify to the depth of the friendship.

While there is no doubt either that Bulgakov and Florovsky disagreed about
Sophia, or that this disagreement was important, the nature of their relationship is
hardly exhausted by this single fact. Behind discussion of Sophia lay an inter-
action of two world-views, two approaches to history, philosophy, and religion
whose interplay was the stuff of which intellectual history is woven — a combina-
tion of influence, absorption, rejection, and inheritance. An essential question
remains: if they were not enemies on the Sophia issue, what were they? What,
really, was the relation between their intellectual positions: to what extent did Flo-
rovsky share or inherit Bulgakov's assumptions? how complete was his rejection
of Bulgakov's philosophy?

The absence of public discussion in Bulgakov's and Florovsky's relationship
increases the value of their private correspondence. Father Florovsky's recently
systematized archive at Princeton University contains seventeen letters from
Bulgakov. [ would like here to present these letters which, while they do not of
course provide a definitive answer to the question of intellectual inheritance and
rebellion, do contain some valuable insights, and suggest directions in which we
may continue to investigate this chapter of twentieth-century Russian intellectual
history.

The correspondence between Bulgakov and Florovsky began while both still
lived in Prague, in 1923; it intensified as Bulgakov moved to Paris, and as the two
made extensive arrangements for Florovsky to come teach at the newly-founded
St. Sergius Theological Institute; written communication was renewed, though in
a much terser manner, in the mid-1930's as both became active in the ecumenical
movement and meetings with representatives of the Anglican Church. Bulgakov's
letters help concretize three important aspects of their relationship. First, naturally,
they impart a sense of the tene of the two men's personal friendship. They also
deal reasonably explicitly with the philosophical issues which divided and united
them. Finally, the correspondence, less consciously, gives us a glimpse of the
more mundane, material business of setting up life in emigration — a no less
important context for the evolution of their ideas.

The relationship between Bulgakov and Florovsky was one of teacher and
student, rather than of two equals. Bulgakov, as Meyendorff puts it, was
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Florovsky's "older {and respected) colleague."s Bulgakov's letters shed some light
on the genesis of this particular relationship, and indicate that this sense of
inequality was meaningful for their friendship, and the result of more than a mere
difference in age.

The tone of Bulgakov's and Flerovsky's friendship was established relatively
early, in 1924/25, and developed in response to a specific crisis. In the summer of
1924 Florovsky decided to leave the citcle, founded by Bulgakov in 1919 and
headed by him in Prague and in Paris, known as the Brotherhood of St. Sophia.
Bulgakov tock this very badly; the friendship seemed on the verge of breaking
off. Alternately accusing and cajoling, Bulgakov argued against Florovsky's
decision:

IIns 31010 {HEXOTERYA) ¥ MEHs TPH NPHYMHEL, KPOME OJHOMN — TV1aB-
HO# M SIMHCTBEHHON, YTO 9T0 ABUTCH NPENSTCTBHEM [ CNabbIX
HAaNIHX CHI MOGUTE ApYT APYTA: BO-TIEPBRIX, A lenio Batue ygacTie,
Baute MHenMe, CTIOBO, KPUTHEKY [...}. Bo-2x, Bam shixop u3 Gparer-
Ba, K&K OLI MBl HU XOTEJH GBITh APYT K APYLY BEANKOAYUIHDE, BCE-
TaKH HE MOXeT He OTPasHThLCH Jalblle H Ha HALIMX OCHOBHBIX OT-
HOINEHHAX, HANp. B AKAJEMMV, KAK COBEPUIHBIIHACH B HEKOTOPOM
POJie TYXOBHBIN Pa3BOf, B BO BCSAKOM ClyYae aKT HemobeH. B-3x —n
raapHoe — g4 Bac 0YeHs Xanew B aTOM, 0. 4. CYHTAIO 3TOT HOPANOK
MBICTEH M 1YBCTB HEMPABMILHBIM M CAMOYGHHCTRENHEIM, KAK CBOE-
HpaRHe: MOKHO H OJIKHO OTPEKATHCSA U OTCEKATh OT €64 MHOTOE,
B TOM 4Hcle U ofileHue, pagy Bora — Ha 5TOM OCHOBAHA ACKETHKA
MOHACTHIPA ¥ MYCTHIHHHYECTBA, PAIN TPYa W THOPYECTBA, Ha ITOM
OCHOBAHA ACKETHKA BCAKOTD MACTEPCTEA, HO HE pajgy NpocToro
camMoonpeneneHus (YTBepXIeHus): 1 — Takos.

Above all else, Bulgakov saw Florovsky's departure as an assertion of willful
individualism, as an unwillingness to take part in the "common task" of the
Brotherhood. Dismissing, rather abruptly, Florevsky's misgivings about what he
perceived as the Brotherhood's "Tolstoyism" and tendency to elevate "feeling"
above "knowledge," Bulgakov described Florovsky's withdrawal as an exercise
in negation (netovshchinag). In concluding his letter, Bulgakov wrote irately, "If [
am not mistaken,...your personal affairs are unfavorable to you, but favorable to
your misanthropism. I am sorrowful about this."’

The incident both strengthened the bond between them, forging a deeper love;
and added an element of sorrow, an acknowledgment of the gulf that divided
them. It was in direct response to this event that Bulgakov developed a new
attitude towards Florovsky, filled with love for his younger friend, yet also with
disappointment, and sometimes bitterness, that they could not agree: he dealt with
Florovsky's "betrayal” by assuming the tone of a loving father, caring deeply for
his "son" yet constantly disappointed by his wayward manners and lack of true
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understanding. More than a year later, Bulgakov wrote, in a suspiciously bitter
tone, that he had got over the Brotherhood's dissolution (Berdiaev, and othexs,
had also abandoned it); here he formulated his new position:

S omymare g cebd ¥ 3a cela BRIXOA 13 GpaTcTBa Kak rpex H 00-
MHPILEHNE, HO A, PA3YMESTCH, HE XOYY HABA3EIBATE CBOETC OTHO-
LfeHH Wi MEPUTE Bac cBOEIC MEPKOIO. A NIOBEPX BCETC OCTAETCH
CNOBO ANOCTONBCKOE: M08 doazomepnum, BCS IOKPLIBAET, BCEMY
Bepy &miier, Besl ynoBaeT, Bed Tepnut. IlyeTs 310 1 Ang Hac ocTa-
eTCsl BBICIIKMM 3aKOHOM OBITHS, H ellie Ipouy Bac: noxany#cra ne
AyMaiiTe, 4TO 4 oWyao Balll BuIX0] Kak HelpUusa3KeHHOe I celx
JNeHicTRYe, TAKOTO AU4HO20 OTHOILEHHS ¥ MeHS HeT (MIH 1 He YMEIo
ce6s BUAETR). BRI MO-peXXHeMy OCTaeTeCh JIISl MEHA MYXOBHLIM
CBIHOM M JIHYHO GAMIKUM HEAOBEKOM, H 1 NIOHMMAIQ, uTo 1 Bam
Henerko.8

The tone of "spiritual father,” simultaneously loving and patronizing, pervades
Bulgakov's communications to Florovsky from then on. When Florovsky tried to
explain his turn to the Church fathers, Bulgakov patted him on the back,
applauding his progress — which, for him, was Florovsky's recognition of the
centrality of the dogma of Chalcedon and attention to the hesychastic teaching
conceming energies — but noting that Florovsky had not quite got the point.

Borocnos doaxcer ObITh DHONESHCTOM, He MOXET MM He ObITh, U 3TO
paHblile WIH, [1Q KpaiiHell Mepe, CHOBPEMEHHO ¢ H3YICHHEM OTLIOB.
OTipt BeeTakd CMAR 30J10TA H LIAKOB, BHONH — 4HCTOE 30JI0TO.
W soT npefnema cyIHOCTH W HepTyil ecTh BceTaku mpobieMa
Codbum, xak Deus ad extra. 310 ecTh caMoe UEHTPAILHOE, 000OGILA-
Iolee OOHATHE Beero Gorocnopus.’

The same attitude manifested itself in more trivial matters. Bulgakov, for example,
treated the assignment of professorial positions at the Theological Institute a bit
like rewards for winning his philosophical approval: initially, Florovsky received
the position in patristics because it was supposed to be good for him; later, he got
philosophy, as Bulgakov half-jokingly (but half-seriously) noted, when he
showed that he had come around to something closer to Bulgakov's position,10
Another amusing incident took place when Florovsky, obviously trying to be
friendly, sent Bulgakov the book of a German "Sophiologist." Bulgakov thanked
him in a tone of resignation: Florovsky had betrayed his utter lack of
understanding.!! The sophiological ruminations of an obscure German thinker
were of no value to Bulgakov, who, as the preceding quotation underlines, had
already found the "central concept of theology” and was interested in bringing it
to fruition, not engaging in abstract philosophical speculation.
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Bulgakov's authoritarian manner by no means contradicted the seriousness of
his feelings for Florovsky. Their friendship — from Bulgakov's perspective —
could become, through their personal bond, a living enactment of theological
ideas, and was heightened (or should have been) through their involvement in a
common project. In a moment of identification with the Trinity (this was not the
first time this had happened to Bulgakov), he argued that the fact that he and
Florovsky were of two different natures (inoprirodnye) need not preclude their
working topether in a common task. In moments of ire, Bulgakov seems truly to
have seen their relationship in theological terms. Florovsky's individualism was a
betrayal of sebornost: "For our famous sobornost is not just a verbal fist we use
1o hit Catholics in the snout, but labor, exploit (podvig), the ascesis of collective
(sobornogo) self-creation.” Sobornost here, to put it bluntly, meant that
Florovsky should do as Bulgakov wished; but he seemed genuinely surprised,
and hurt, that Florovsky might refuse to join in, Bulgakov had a heightened sense
of mission - one that, he felt, one he loved should share.

This intensity of emotion, coupled with a heightened sense of mission and
urgency, was summed up in the stance of spiritual father that Bulgakov assumed
towards Florovsky.

In their correspondence, Bulgakov and Florovsky addressed quite explicitly
some of the philosophical issues essential fo their dialogue. One of them, not
surprisingly, was Sophia. In his public defense of Sophiology, Bulgakov repea-
tedly insisted on two points: first, that his doctrine was an interpretation of
Christian dogma, and that he did not claim status as dogma for his own theories;
second, that he had no intention of inventing a fourth hypostasis.)?

What lay behind these two claims becomes clearer from his letters. Bulgakov
perceived his Sophiological doctrine as 1) an interpretation of what, to him, was
the key formulation of Christian dogma — the dogma of Chalcedon;!3 2) a reitera-
tion of the beliefs of St. Gregory of Palamas — 1.e., what might be called "neo-
hesychasm;" 3) a refutation of what he saw as the pernicious (perhaps, heretical?)
philosophical views of Karsavin, whose "philosophy of all-unity” Bulgakov
interpreted as "monism.” Around Easter of 1926, Bulgakov wrote to Florovsky,
warning him of the dangers of Karsavin's ideas:14

BceeTaky B ocOBe BCero gorMar ¢s, {...] n enuuocymnnia Tporup
i, KaK ero packpbiTe B TRopenuu, Xankngonckuil gorMar. U sor
COEJ[MHAA 3TO B HEKQTCPOE EHCTBO, ONnpefensiowlce hyHgaMenT
BCero GOTrOCNORCTBORAHNKNA, 5 MPOJICIKAID HE BHICTL MHOTO HCXONA,
HWHOH BO3MOXKHOCTH 3TO OOT'OCIOBCKH OCMBICNHTL, KaK [TOMOIIERD
Teonorymena o Cocus, npefseunoii, TRapHoil 0, HAKOHEL, B ejUHe-
HAW TOH ¥ Apyrodi, — Xankup<onckuli> gormar. Huaye epuHcTRen-
HBI HCXOMT — B MOHHM3M, lyo-MoHu3M Kapcapuna. U mMue kaxercs,
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9T0 Bl npu Beelt Bamme#t aHTENATHE K STOMY IYTH, HAESTE HMEHHO
MM, KaK Gorocnos,!3

In another passage, Bulgakov clarified the relation of his own neo-hesychasm to
Gregory of Palamas' original doctitine.

Banre codueGoperse peieT Bac K TAKEM COMHMTENBHBIM HYSAM KAk
"agmuienTansHoCTL" sHepruit u ("Ciasa" xe 910 M ecTh Cods,
reck B.3. rosopur 06 arom!) K pazceuennto Cr. Tpouupl, korna Be
pa3naraeTe OTHOLIEHHE TRAPHOIO co3Hanus K Bory Kak k MoocTacy
XpucToROM @ MnocTack [Iyxa, a NPA 9TOM HeM3IGeXHO POBOAUTECE
umi K "dnocodu BeeepuHeTa", K MOHEIMY Kapcasnackaro Tumna.
B uacTHocTH B orHOWEeHMH K cB. I'puropric ITaname cnegyer
palIHYaTE UCHXACTHYCCKYIO CTOPCHY YIeHHH, rfe ¢aM 3a ¢ebs K o
cefe FOBOPHT MOJBHT, M PElIUT<HO3HO>-(hinoc<ocekyio> dopMy-
NMPOBKY yueHUs OO sHEpeUAax, K<OTO>Pad, ci He [IPAMO HEflo-
CTATOYHA, TC BO BCAKOM cityqae Tpe@yer yrouueuus, xoTH OBI
NOHATHI: APHCTOTENIeRCKAR EM€pYeLa OepeTes He B OTHOLICHHR K
Stvays, Ho K oboia: TonyuaeTcsd mapa NOHATHI, TPYIHO COBMECTH-
Mbix. Ho 370, KOHEUHO, OTHOCHTCH TaKXKe X Sorocnosckoll gopMe,
HO He CYLIECTBY, HO TepMHHOB. TPYNHOCTH BefyT H K HEMETIOCTSIM,
10Ka He NPEeoRONeHbLl: IOJHAs aHATIOTHS ¢ TePMIHAMH UTdoTIOLS W
oboia no Rannagoxuiiles. A noaemuka ¢ Ilanamoir, uTo OH BBOIHT
MHOTCO0XK HE, €CTh NONHOE AHATIOTHA ¢ O0BHHEHUIMH coduebopues
OTHOCHTENBHO YETBEPTOH Hnocracu!s

What is interesting about Bulgakov's identification with Palamas here is that he
perceived Sophia not as the introduction of a new element or new hypostasis, but
the only means of conserving the perfect unity of the Trinity — a unity that
Florovsky was in danger of sacrificing as had Karsavin, Subjectively, as least,
Bulgakov believed not that he was inventing a new dogma, but providing the only
interpretation that could make sense of the stated doctrine of the Christian Church,
and thus defending it against the incursions of mystical philosophy.

While clarifying the hesychastic references of Sophiology, the letters also shed
light on a second philosophical issue: the relation of Bulgakov's theology to the
philosophy of his great predecessor, Vladimir Soloviev. There is no doubt that,
when Bulgakov first spoke of Sophia in his early and important religious-
philosophical work, Filosofiia khoziaistva, the inspiration came from Soloviev.
By the late 1920s and 1930s, however, there was much water under the bridge;
and Bulgakov's words to Florovsky warn us against identifying the two
philosophers, or labelling Soloviev himself a "Sophiologist.”1?

Bulgakov's intellectual hiography was punctuated by sharp shifts in werld-
view: from Marxism to idealism (1904), from idealism to religious philosophy
(1909); and, finally, from religious philosophy to theology.!? The letters are



The Correspondence of Bulgakov and Florovsky 43

helpful for understanding this final dramatic shift, when Bulgakov began his
“"second life" as a theologian, and tracing it to a specific date: 1926,

Like the previous intellectual shifts, this one was associated with a deep per-
sonal crisis and, through it, a moment of epiphany. Bulgakov fell seriously ill in
January of 1926. He recounted, in his essay "Sofiologiia smerti" {appropriately
excerpted in the Aviobiograficheskie zametki), that this illness was like a "furnace
of fire" [Mat 13:42].19 Through the fever of his illness and the cool relief when it
ended, Bulgakov experienced the miracle of God's forgiveness: "There was the
feeling: my sins had burned up, they were gone."20 This was a moment of rebirth,
when Bulgakov began a new life.

Bulgakov's letters to Florovsky, at this time, provide insight into the intellectual
content of Bulgakov's rebirth. Here, too, Bulgakov told his friend, “it seems to
mie, partly, that many things finished burning, while others burned up completely
in my fever."2! The main thing to burn in the fire, as his next lines make clear,
was Bulgakov's old relation {o Vladimir Soloviev. Whereas he had earlier chided
Florovsky for "using Soloviev as a springboard"?? without respecting him
sufficiently, he now relinquished his defense of the philosopher.

Crpanunpl ¥3 Tuxux JyM, K<0To>pble Br, oueBHHO, pasyMenu,
CTOpENH llie paHblle, BMecTe co Beell HImupronorued. Mue neve-
ro HASONOTHYecKH JaluilaTh NpoTHe Bac ko Ba. C<onoBee>Be, 1
¢ 0coboit OYeRUIHOCTLIO 1A cefs 5TO MOYYBCTBOBAN, KOTHA Ghilna
Ero NaMsTh. ECTh pasHuLa SMOLMOHAIEHO-TICHXONOTHYECKAS, KpoMe
TOro, 4TO IWIE MeHH OH OCTAaeTCA OfHHM M3 "oTuoR", ECThL 3aK0OHO-
MEPHO BO3SHHKAIIIME B IYIIEBHOCTH (He NYXOBHOCTH} "TpaHcuen-
NeHTANBHBIS MILTIOHE", KR<COTO>PLIE TAKOT NPOCTO NPY NEpexole 8
NYXOREYIO XH3HL, B C<OnoBpe>Be MHE KaXKeTCd W3BECTHOE peJlu-
r<HO3HOE> HECOBEPIIEHHOMAETHE, C €TI0 CBOHCTBAMM — OHINETAHT-
HIMOM, 3XCIEPUMEHTHPOBAHHEM, ONIETAMH BOOGPAXKEHAA ¥ TPOY.
Tel quel on npocTo peauzioano HeybeluTelleH H HEARTOPHTETEH,
He crapell, a BCEro MEcaTelNlk (BIpoueM COBEPUIEHHO TOXE 1 JyMAato
H 0 [I<ocToencko>M). 1 cornaces ¢ Bamu, UTO MOOJIMHHAS KH3HDL B
Ilepkey 03Ha4aeT faXe He NMPECNONEHHe, 8 OCBOBOXACHNE WAK
nepepacTanie C<onoBLe>Ra, OH mam He muraer. Ho v xoten Gbl,
yTOOL] OHO BLINO 3psAvee, cRoboAHOE, Be3 BCAKArD 3aXMYPHBAHHT U
fpej| TpaHCH<HeHIeHTaNLHEIME> WUTo3uaMe [...]. Begr C<ono-
BLE>E XKHBET eIlle U NOHLIHE B HALIHX CORPEMEHHMKAX, K<OTO>phIe
HYX[IAICTCH B KAKO{-TO NOMOLM, a HE TOJBKO RPOMUBACHUYU WAl
Kpewjenuu. 2

Bulgakov's "entry into the spiritual life" definitively set him apart from the
mystical "other worlds" of the Silver Age youth he had shared with his Symbeolist
contemporaries — Blok, Bely, Gippius, Merezhkovsky; now they seemed to him
mere "transcendental illusions."” He noted, with some amusement, the shock
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experienced by Zinaida Gippius, when he referred to Soloviev, in his speech at
the philosopher's memorial service, not as "Vladimir Soloviev," but as "God's
servant Vladimir, may he rest in peace™ (pochivshii rab Bozhii V1), "But," he
remarks, "I could and wanted to speak and see him only thus,"24

This was the moment when Bulgakov decisively crossed the boundary from
religious philosophy to theology: the next year his first "Sophiological tritogy”
appeared, to be followed in the 1930's by his vast treatise — also a &rilogy — on
Godmanhood. Bulgakov's turn to theology — his intellectual "new life" which
continued until his illness (1939) and then death — was subjectively made possible
by the "burning up" of Soloviev, by his growing out of Soloviev's philosophy
from within. The Sophia of Bulgakov's final period was no longer the half-
Romantic Ewig Weibliche; she had been replaced by the ecumenical, spiritual
Divine Wisdom of the Church in Constantinople.

Getting Soloviev out of the way cleared the path for a philosophical and intel-
lectual rapprochement between Bulgakov and Florovsky. It was with considerable
relief that Bulgakov welcomed what he saw as Florovsky's parallel "release from
the shallows of anti-Solovievianism [...] into the open waters of theology and new
themes and thoughts."23 Following their "parting of the ways™ over the Brother-
hood of St. Sophia, the two thinkers found each other again in their mutual disco-
very of theology. Even if the two did not, ultimately, agree, they had common
ground and a common understanding.

By the end of the 1920s, neither Bulgakov nor Florovsky was a "Solovievian;"
yet both had "been through" his philosophy. In a broad sense, the appeal of
Soloviev's Universal Church continued to animate both thinkers. As Florovsky
once put it, Soloviev "could be reinterpreted in a wider sense, and, in that case we
would have an important and truly ecumenical plea."?5 In terms of the history of
ideas, Soloviev was of immeasurable importance to both Bulgakov and Florov-
sky; he pointed the way, for one, towards a theological system and, for the other,
towards patristics and the history of the Church.

This exchange forms the backdrop for Florovsky s sensitive and respectful (if
scant) remarks on Bulgakov in Puti:

Ot Conoseepa myTh Hazay K IHestAHry # K HEOMEATOHHKAM, HO H K
naTpucTHKe, K onbiry Benukoit Hepksd, B ncropuueckyio Hep-
KoBL, B Lle pKOBE mpeaHus W OTIO0B.BracTs HeMel-
Ko# (pmocodmu OYeHb YyBcTBYeTCd M ¥ Bynraxosa, octpos Band-
uue lilenmunra B ero xo3gficTaeHHol punocody [...]. Ho ot penu-
ruoznoit dunocodmy byarakor yEepeHHO RO3BpallaeTcd
K GorocnoB M. B 3moMero MCTOPHYSCKOE IPEUMYILECTRO,
B 3TOM €0 ChIHOBHAS cBoBopa... 27
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Florovsky's intimate knowledge of, and sympathy for, Bulgakov's views, ex-
plains, as well, the position he took up when asked to serve on the commission to
judge his friend. Unable to agree with Bulgakov's theological position, he was
equally unable to condemn his views as heretical.

Bulgakov's and Florovsky's friendship, and the evolution of their ideas, deve-
loped in the context of emigré life. Amidst philosophical ideas and ecumenical
projects, the letters chronicle Bulgakov's gradual immersion in the unreal realities
of emigration. These realities, to judge by ithe letters, were not all bad.

On the negative side, naturally, were the sheer material difficulties of emigré
existence in the France of the 1930's. Bulgakov had trouble even arranging for a
room for Florovsky and his wife to stay in when they came to the Institute; timely
salaries were sometimes a problem; and each additional course, each addition to
the Institute's program caused a strain in the budget, mostly provided by gifts and
grants from "foreigners."28 These difficulties grew particulardy acute in 1936,
when British and American money dried up.2? The status of the Institute was also
a problem: juridically, for example, its lack of recognition as an institute of higher
learning prevented it from exempting students from the draft (the case of a Polish
student);30 more fundamentally, the Institute remained, of course, subject to the
political and jurisdictional divisions of the Orthodox Church in diaspora, and all
the practical problems this entailed.

More positively, even penury itself was in some ways a liberating experience.
Bulgakov scunded truly happy when he spoke, early on, of his detishche (child) —
the Theological Institute — and its modest resources. Peace and love, he said,
reigned in their small pedagogical family, and “the blessing of St. Sergius and his
help clearly and tangibly hovers over all of this."3! In contrast, for example, to
Marina Tsvetaeva's pained songs of loss and loneliness, Bulgakov noted that he
had no complaints conceming the attitude of the French, though he also remarked
that he noticed Paris but little from his "cloister."32 As time went on, there were
more and more rewarding contacts with British, American, and French friends,
the founding of the St. Sergius-St.-Albans Fellowship, congresses of the Russian
Christian Student Movement, travel 1o England and America. The antipathy of
both the Moscow Patriarchate and the Bisheps' Synod of Sremski Karlovei to
Bulgakov's teaching was to some degree compensated by a growing interest from
representatives of the Western Churches, and Bulgakov's ecumenical activies and
writings about Orthodoxy certainly did much to spread familiarity with the faith in
Europe and America. By the mid-1930's, Bulgakov's letters were peppered with
English names and expressions,

The philosophical differences between Bulgakov and Florovsky translated, as
well, into the particular practical roles they played in the ecumenical-movement,
While Bulgakov sought 1o create a rapprochement on the basis of common
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doctrine, and believed that Sophia could hold the key to such union, Florovsky's
"ecumenism in time" relied on what George Williams has called "neo-patristic
synthesis," on a return to and reanimation of Christian Hellenism.33

The experience of emigration as it emerges from the correspondence,
characteristically, might best be summarized as a coexistence of fragmentation, in
which the contours of life have been exploded and it becomes a struggle for daily
existence, and a sort of forced cosmopolitanism, in which the impossibility of
return to Russia productively directed emigré intellectuals into defining and
articulating the Orthodox faith, and communicating its message to others.

B & *

The correspondence between Bulgakov and Florovsky documents a friendship
in which Bulgakov conceived himself as:"spiritual father;" a philosophical
dialogue that dealt with both thinkers' interpretation of dogma and their relation to
Soloviev's philosophy; and an emigré existence that was at once fragmented and
cosmpolitan., A key to ite significance, however, lies ountside the letters
themselves. In 1923, having just left a Russia consnmed in the flames of civil
war, Bulgakov stood inside the cathedral of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. As
he wandered about the church, he feit himself experiencing a new apocalyptic
vision: a new, true Third Rome, in which, before the end, the Church must appear
in its fulness and entirety. St. Sophia would fulfill its designated role of universal,
ecumenical Church — a role it had lost in history. It would become, once again, the
meeting place of heaven and earth experienced by Vladimir's emissaries almost
one thousand years earlier. Bulgakov chided himself immediately: the time for
such visions was over, for "launching new schemes” and building "houses of
cards.” Had he not just seen where projects of this kind might lead?34

But in the end he could not resist. The powerful vision won him over, and he
concluded that in this vision lay the voice of the Church. The last twenty years of
Bulgakov's life were a playing out of this theme, this inner struggle, as, amidst the
details of petty fund-raising and scraping to make the Theological Institute and the
RSKhD wotk, he launched on an extraordinarily ambitious, messianistic effort to
reinterpret Christian doctrine for the medern age. Bulgakov's life, from his
“flirtation” with Catholicism "by the walls of Chersonesus” through his answers
to Catholic dogma in his mariology and angelology, to his ultimate efforts to
introduce a new principle for defining the relation between Christ's human and
divine natures in On Godmanhood, and ending with a "final" bock on the
Apocalypse of St. John the Divine, constituted a passionate, apocalyptic
expectation — chaianiie — of an Eighth Ecumenical Council, in which his challenge
to Orthodoxy and to Christian doctrine in general would finally be met. If,
intellectually, Bulgakov "grew out of” Soloviev, in his personal life and social
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goals he "couldn't resist” the messianism, intensity, excitement that bound him to
his own Silver Age and to a tradition of the Russian intelligentsia that reaches
back to the fervid intensity of Russian Hegelianism and (he Romantic friendships
and circles of Premukhine, of Stankevich and Bakunin, Herzen and Opgarev, in
the 1830s and '40s.

The dialogue between Bulgakov and Florovksy, I would suggest, is about the
end — or at least the crisis — of the Romantic tradition in Russian thought.
Florovsky, I suspect, neither understood nor wished to understand Bulgakov's
insistence on a personal playing out of Christian dogma, whether it took the form’
of identification with Christ or the replication of sobornost through unity in a
common task. Florovsky's historicism, from the moment of his rejection of the
Brotherhood of St. Sophia to the Puti russkogo bogosloviia, represents a new
beginning in Russian ideas. Florovsky belonged to a new generation, comfortable
in a new international world, at once Russian and cosmopolitan, and decidedly
antipathetic to messianistic projects.

Florovsky himself observed a kind of "silence about Sergius Bulgakov”; while
commenting on virtually every other major Russian thinker, he merely mentions
Bulgakov in passing. Yet his works bear ample testimony to the importance of
this friendship for Florovsky's own task as an historian and carrier of the
Orthodox tradition.
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