I have placed the notes at the end of the document so that they won’t be encrypted.  Please be aware that the article from which this was taken was written in 1990, adn that much new material has since been published, included Paul Valliere’s articles and books, as well as others (e.g., Bernice Rosenthal) which shed light on Bulgakov’s sophiology. KG

“Bulgakov/Sophia”

Excerpted from Kristi Groberg, “The Feminine Occult Sophia in the Russian Religious Renaissance: A Bibliographical Essay,” Canadian-American Slavic Studies 26, nos. 1-4 (1992):197-240.  Special issue of CASS edited by Bernice G. Rosenthal.

p. 228-34 (proceeding from discussion of Sophia in the works of Pavel Florenskii):


Sergei Bulgakov (1871-1944) was a contemporary and friend of Florenskii’s.  By 1888 Bulgakov had completed seminary training but was an ardent advocate of Marxism.  1890 found him enrolled at Moscow University as a student of political economy and the empirical sciences; his interests, however, were in philosophy and literature.  He graduated in 1894 and started to publish writings on Marxist economy; at this time, Bulgakov experienced a spiritual crisis and began to read Fedor Dostoevskii and Vladimir Solov’ev.  Gradually he embraced idealism and moved toward Orthodoxy.  Traveling in the Caucasus (1894), he had his first revelation that someone or something had been revealed to him; later, he identified this as his first encounter with Sophia.[103]  Then, while in the Dresden Gallery (1898) before Raphael’s Sistine Madonna, Bulgakov had a second mystical sophianic experience.[104]  A third miracle happened in 1908 while he was on retreat in a northern monastery.[105]


Why or how Sophia gained conceptual significance for Bulgakov he did not explain, but he obviously accepted Solov’ev’s ideal and as early as 1905 published responsa to writings about her.[106]  By 1912, he had applied a feminine sophiology in his doctoral dissertation, The Philosophy of the Economy.[107]  His first major work that dealt specifically with Sophia was The Unfading Light (1917), which provided a biblical exposition on the feminine Sophia; yet nevertheless Bulgakov concluded that there was a religious truth in pagan worship of the Great Mother, and that this feminine hypostasis of God was a mystery seldom considered by Christianity.  Sophia was the Great Mother worshipped of old; she was Demeter, Isis, Cybele, and Ishtar, and he perceived Her in the hierarchies and pantheons of occultism, fairy tales, legends, folklore, beliefs, and superstitions.[108]  Moved by the intuition that Sophia should be identified with the Platonic kingdom of ideas, Bulgakov sought a reconciliation between his perspective and Orthodox tradition.  In addition he developed a sophianic creation myth in which Sophia was Beginning--a primordial Earth; in it he called her Eternal Femininity, but used other Great Mother terms such as Root of Being and Archetype of Creation.  He wrote that not even in Eden was this archetype as fully realized as it was in Sophia.  In her cosmic aspect she was Anima Mundi, the alchemical World Soul; she was Talent, Beauty, and the Church.  In June of 1918 Bulgakov was ordained a priest; he then lost his professorship at Moscow University, after which he devoted himself to writing.  During this same year he published Quiet Meditations (Tikhiia dumy) in which his fascination with Solov’ev’s poetics was evident; the mystery of the world was Eternal Femininity for Bulgakov, and he deemed Sophia the Eternal Feminine, the maternal womb of being, a living essence (ousia).


Bulgakov remained in Soviet Russia until 1922, when he was exiled as part of a group of intellectuals and clerics.  His first stop was Constantinople, where he experienced another sophianic encounter in the Byzantine cathedral of Hagia Sophia.  There, he saw the pagan Sophia of Plato mirrored in the Orthodox Divine Wisdom; in this most tangible of Sophia manifestations, he envisioned the origins of the Divine Symphony of Orthodox worship.[109]  Bulgakov finally settled in Paris, where he joined the faculty of the Russian Theological Academy (St. Sergius).  In 1924 he again visited Raphael’s Sistine Madonna, this time finding her image pagan in comparison to Orthodox Mother of God icons.  During this year he published an article entitled “Hypostasy and Hypostaseity” in response to criticisms of his expressions of sophiology; in it he redefined his doctrine of Sophia:  her hypostaseity denoted a being who was not hypostatic, but hypostasized (in other words, while not an actual historical figure, she was for some a personalized hypostasis of God).[110]


Once in Paris, Bulgakov’s sophiological teachings--in particular their feminine imagery--became the major point of contention among warring factions of the Orthodox Church outside Russia.  During the 1920s he completed a trilogy, the first volume of which was The Burning Bush (1927), with its emphasis on sophiology in mariology.[111]  During this year Bulgakov attended the First World Congress of Faith and Order in Lausanne, where he propagandized for Mary as a symbol for ecumenicism; urging devotion to her in prayer and worship, he insisted Mary was essential (as a common archetype) for a successful unity between Eastern and Western churches.[112]  Among the responses to Bulgakov’s sophiology-mariology were those of his fellow émigrés Vladimir Il’in, who called Bulgakov, Florenskii, Rozanov, Ivanov, and Blok “Gnostics,” and V. V. Zenkovskii, who saw the problem of Sophia as one that could be satisfactorily concluded by overcoming “Platonism.”[113]


In the course of the 1930s, Bulgakov’s feminine Sophia became the subject of even greater controversy.[114]  The first volume of his 1,500 page trilogy On Godmanhood, The Lamb of God, was published in 1933.[115]  This book, which developed his sophianic theory, was denounced as heretical in 1935 by the Moscow Patriarchate under Metropolitan Sergei, and by the Holy Synod of the Emigré Russian Church at Karlovci, Yugoslavia.  Between these two bodies and the Russian Theological Academy in Paris (under the direction of Metropolitan Evlogii, appointed exarchate by the Byzantine Patriarch), a power sturggle had been underway for some time.  As early as 1925, the Emigré Russian Church had condemned the Paris group for its susceptibility to “Occultism, Theosophy, Spiritualism, and other immoral Eastern cults, Freemasonry and its organizations, especially the YMCA.”[116]  Met. Evlogii, Bulgakov, and those around them were suspected of operating a “Brotherhood of Sophia” that was anti-Orthodox.  In 1935 Bulgakov was deemed a heretic in the tradition of Böhme and Solov’ev and called a “Gnostic” (Gnosticism was read into his feminine terminology relating to Sophia).[117]  Met. Evlogii saw nothing incorrect in this sophiology and stood behind Fr. Bulgakov’s right to interpret Orthodox theology.  Bulgakov himself responded with a collection of writings entitled About Sophia, Divine Wisdom of God.[118]


The response from the religious community was overwhelming.  Archbishop Serafim of Boguchar responded with a vigorous four-year attack  against sophiology, initiated by his New Teachings on Sophia, Divine Wisdom of God (1935), a second work of criticism and interpretation (1936), a massive document upholding the Emigré Russian Church against Bulgakov’s “assault” (1937), and two years later yet another publication (1939).  Serafim was quick to condemn Bulgakov for Gnosticism and a feminine Sophia, and for expounding both Platonisms and the teachings of Kabala; he feared Bulgakov’s sophiology would destroy the entire Orthodox Church, and called upon him to recant in public.[119]  In 1936-37, Bulgakov countered with explanatory articles and his book, The Wisdom of God, a synopsis of his sophiology.[120]  In it he admitted that the Church venerated the Mother of God as Heavenly Queen, and that this bordered on idolatry; yet his main point remained that the dognma of divine maternity “is fully illumined only in the light of the doctrine of Sophia, the Divine Wisdom.”  Bulgakov pointed to the Divine Office of Sophia, wherein he saw the “Mario-Sophianic” interpretation clearly:  Mary could be given the name Sophia because she was a Spirit-Bearer, Head of the Church, and Universal Mother.  “Thus it is,” he wrote, “that the Most Holy Mother of God is the created Sophia, and is acknowledged and venerated as such by the piety of the Church of Russia.”[121]  1937 also found him in attendance at the World Conference on Faith and Order in Edinburgh, where he again stressed the pivotal place of Mary in the Orthodox Church; prominent in Bulgakov’s thesis were the five basic themes of his sophiology.[122]  Among his fellow émigré churchmen who responded critically to the controversy were Nikolai Arsen’ev and Vladimir Losskii.[123]  Reactions to Bulgakov’s feminine Sophia were also found in philosophical and theological periodical journals published in Paris, Rome, Berlin, and other cities.[124]  In 1939 a terminally ill Bulgakov examined his image of Sophia in the light of his impending death.[125]  When he died in 1944, his sophiology was much commented on in eulogy and memorial, and works which discussed it were quickly published by the émigré community.[126]

[103]  S. N. Bulgakov, “Dve vstrechi,” Avtobiograficheskaia zametki, ed. L. A, Zander (Paris: IMKA, 1946), pp. 103-12, hereafter Avtobiograficheskaia.  For a basic treatment of Sophiology in Solov’ev and Bulgakov, see A. Walker, “Sophiology,” Diakonia 16, no. 1 (1981):40-54.
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