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“Sweet Yielding Consent of Sophia”
:

The Wisdom Visions of Merton via Solov’ev and Bulgakov

From the second half of 1956, Thomas Merton (1915-68), a Trappist monk at the Abbey of Gethsemani in Kentucky, began to read the works of an earlier generation of Russian religious philosophers.  These were the seminal thinkers of the religious renaissance which began, for all intents and purposes, with the work of Vladimir Solov’ev (1853-1900).
  Merton progressed unevenly through the available writings of Solov’ev, beginning with Lectures on Godmanhood,
 and a few of those (e.g., Pasternak and Evdokimov) influenced by him, but most notably for our purposes Fr. Sergei Bulgakov (1871-1944).  Merton experienced an almost visceral response to their fascination with the idea of Sophia as a female entity.  Like them, he understood Sophia as Divine Wisdom and as the Eternal Feminine.  

In Solov’ev’s writings, and those of Bulgakov and Merton, one sees a pattern of spiritual crisis, vision, and preoccupation with a female image.  Each identified with the archetypical symbol.  She was for each of them the prima materia of creation, the Gnostic Anima Mundi (the dark Soul of the World, Sophia Pruneikos
), Hagia Sophia (Holy Wisdom or the Wisdom of God), the Theotokos (the Mother of God or Bogomater), the Blessed Virgin Mary (Bogoroditsa), the erotic Bride of the Lamb (from the biblical Song of Songs), the Eternal Feminine, the Universal Church, sister, wife, and playmate.  

Solov’ev (if we interpret his poetry thus) had an ecstatic vision of Sophia during a church service in 1862.  He described it and two subsequent visions in his 1898 poem “Three Meetings.”
  This poem makes it clear that the image of Sophia was a dream he grew up with, as had Dante with his Beatrice.
  The first time Solov’ev saw her, he was nine years old, in church, and she was bathed in a golden azure light.  Later in life, he knew himself to have been a strange child with strange dreams, and indeed in “Three Meetings,” there is an element of humor (Merton, too, had a well-developed sense of humor and of the absurd).
  As Solov’ev grew older, he actively sought Sophia in his studies, his writings, and his life.  In his 1875 “Sophia Prayer,” he prayed to her to appear in visible form.
  In the course of his London research in that same year, during which he read only esoterica about Sophia, he had a second vision in the British Museum.  Again he experienced her in a golden azure light.  At this point, she became an integral part of how he experienced the world.  Taking her direction, he traveled to Egypt and experienced a third vision of Sophia in the desert.  In a glow of heavenly purple, with her eyes a blazing blue, she smelled of roses.

Solov’ev identified his Sophia with Wisdom in the Old and New Testaments, the Kabbalah
, and in Eastern and Western esoteric and mystical traditions.
  He was not the first intellectual to be “seduced by the [. . .] concept of the primacy of Sophia Wisdom over the Creation, or by the psychic power of Gnostic imagery and mythology (which can be very powerful indeed).”
  

Solov’ev led an ascetic life and never married, but this is not to say that he did not experience lust or romantic love.  In fact, he loved often and projected his Sophia onto several real women during his lifetime.
  His visions,
 and those of his philosophical heirs and acolytes, were not historically unusual.   From the Russian intellectual spiritual crisis, it has been suggested, there emerges the idea of “some ineffable female force” which offers to lead [male] “intellectuals to salvation.”
 

In 1894, the young Marxist philosopher Sergei Bulgakov experienced a spiritual crisis, embraced idealism, and began to move from Marxism toward Russian Orthodoxy.  He discovered Solov’ev’s philosophy in 1902 and then came to Sophia “by way of economics.”
  It was she who would bring him back to the Russian Orthodox Church, in which he became both a priest and a theologian.  

Traveling in the Caucasus in 1895, Bulgakov had his first definable perception that someone or something had been revealed to him.  Later, he was to identify this as his first encounter with Sophia.
  A beautiful sunset, against which stood the outline of the mountains, reawakened a suppressed yearning for spirituality.  “A revelation of love spoke to me of another world, of much that had been lost,” he wrote.
  Then, while contemplating Raphael’s Sistine Madonna in a Dresden art gallery in 1898, Bulgakov had a second experience.
  “The eyes of the Queen of Heaven,” he wrote, “pierced my soul. [. . .]  I forgot myself.  My head spun.  Joyous and at the same time bitter tears flowed from my eyes; the ice melted from my heart, and some sort of vital knot in me loosened.”
  The precedent had been set by Raphael, to whom the Virgin Mary appeared in a dream and served as model for the Sistine Madonna in 1513.  Bulgakov, however, knew nothing of Western art; he simply intuited that “Beauty in nature and beauty in art are phenomena of the Divine Sophia and have one essence.  Therefore art, rather than philosophy, is the direct and immediate way to know her.”
  Further, Bulgakov was not the first Russian to experience an epiphany while looking at this painting.  She was the image revered by Vladimir Odoevskii’s idealist Society of Lovers of Wisdom (Obshchestvo Liubomudriia) in the early 19th century, a group which held that the image of a woman was the primary vehicle of artistic beauty.
  

Bulgakov married happily in 1898 and formally returned to the Church in 1908.  Reflecting on Solov’ev’s visions of Sophia, he claimed that they were “based on concrete experience” and that “without these visions, Solov’ev’s abstract philosophy was impossible.”  He noted that, while there had been many men who wrote of the Eternal Feminine (e.g., Dante, Petrarch, Boehme, Schelling, Goethe, and Novalis), the “eroticism of Solov’ev’s vision was unique.”
  

After Bulgakov’s exile from Soviet Russia in 1922,
 he stopped in Constantinople, where he had another encounter in the Byzantine cathedral of Hagia Sophia.  He saw, in this most tangible of manifestations, the pagan Sophia of Plato mirrored in the Orthodox Divine Wisdom.
  Bulgakov had no further experiential visions.  From his position as a Russian exile and an Orthodox priest in Paris, he defended his ideas about Sophia for the rest of his life.
  In 1937, he emphasized that “the most holy Mother of God is the created Sophia.”
  Terminally ill with death at hand, Bulgakov embraced his image of and philosophy about Sophia with no need to defend her further.

Thomas Merton, like the Russian religious philosophers, reached Sophia at the highest critical level – that of parallel creation.  At the time he began to read their work in French and English translations, he lived and worked in Kentucky’s Abbey of Gethsemani; officially he was Father Marie Louis, Order of the Cistercians of the Strict Observance.  He was given a special dispensation to live the life of a hermit -- the first Roman Catholic desert father in a thousand years.
  Committed to solitude, silence, and meditation, his task was to write.  In isolation for all intents and purposes, he was nonetheless very much in and of the world.  He routinely invited his literary and secular friends to his hermitage in the woods, and with equal delight, left the monastery by back roads to visit others in Lexington and Louisville.
  “Tom Merton,” wrote a close friend, “knew no strangers.”
                                 

  Merton began to read Bulgakov in April of 1957, at which time he noted that the religious philosopher was a writer “of great, great attention.”
 Bulgakov, wrote Merton, “dared to accept the challenge of the image of Proverbs where Wisdom is ‘playing in the world’ before the face of the Creator.”  Sophia was “somehow, mysteriously, to be revealed and ‘fulfilled’ in the Mother of God and in the Church.”  And, “most importantly of all” for Merton, Bulgakov claimed that man’s creative vocation was “to prepare, consciously, the ultimate triumph of Divine Wisdom.”
  

In July of 1957, Merton read Bulgakov’s Du verbe incarnee, quoted it in his journal, and noted that Bulgakov’s explanation of Sophiology was “clear and satisfactory.”
  Merton discerned that, for Bulgakov, Sophia was “a person!” as well.
  A few days later, Merton quoted Bulgakov:  “Sophia IS the Wisdom of God.”
  Within a week, Merton concluded that he had determined the key to Bulgakov’s Sophianism:  “His idea is that the Divine Sophia, play, wisdom, is . . . hypostasized.”
  [Bingo!]  Merton’s study of the Russian religious philosophers, wrote his biographer, “reached a crescendo” in the autumn of 1957.

Late February 1958 found Merton at work on the eight-page poem “Hagia 

Sophia.”  It begins:

There is in all visible things an invisible fecundity,

a dimmed light, a meek namelessness, a hidden 

wholeness.  This mysterious Unity and Integrity is 

Wisdom, the Mother of all, Natura naturans.  There 

is in all things an inexhaustible sweetness and purity,

a silence that is a fount of action and joy.  [. . .]  This 

is at once my own being, my own nature, and the 

Gift of my Creator’s Thought and Art within me, 

speaking as Hagia Sophia, speaking as my sister, 

Wisdom.

On February 28, 1958, Merton dreamed he was embraced by a young Jewish girl.  He asked her name and she said “Proverb.”  He realized she was Sophia and wrote “I loved wisdom and sought to make her my wife.”
  Merton’s March 4th journal entry is a love letter to Proverb that expresses his joy about and love for her.
  

The entire Book of Proverbs was important to Merton, especially the Chapter 8 verses in which Wisdom plays in a cosmic dance before God.  These are reflected in his poem “Hagia Sophia”:

Sophia, the feminine child, is playing in the world, 

obvious and unseen, playing at all times with the Creator.  

[. . . ]  Sophia is Gift, is Spirit, Donum Dei.  She is God-

given and God Himself as Gift.
 

The feminine Wisdom was illuminated for Merton by the Russian religious philosophers and sophiologists whose work he continued to read.  He had plans to continue a “huge study” of Russian literature, art, and politics; to this end he ordered books, articles, and music from various libraries.

On March 18, 1958, Merton left the monastery to run an errand in Louisville, Kentucky.  As he stood on a street corner, he had an epiphany – the “Vision in Louisville” that became a turning point in his life.
  “I was suddenly overwhelmed,” he wrote, “it was like awakening from a dream of seperateness. [. . . ] “This sense of liberation from an illusory difference was such a relief and such a joy to me that I almost laughed out loud.”
  He met his Proverb and she was Sophia:  “woman-ness” was “at once original and inexhaustibly fruitful, bringing the image of God into the world”; every woman was “Wisdom and Sophia and Our Lady.”
  “Dear Proverb,” he wrote on March 19, “I have refrained from speaking to you until seeing you again.  I knew that when I saw you again it would be very different, in a different place, in a different form, in the most unexpected circumstance.  I shall never forget meeting you yesterday.  The touch of your hand makes me a different person.”
  

Merton heard about Boris Pasternak in May of 1958, noting in his journal that he looked forward to the English version of Doktor Zhivago.
  He exchanged letters with Pasternak through a third party.  In time he wrote about the dream of Proverb.
  Merton’s response to Zhivago floated in his consciousness.  He could not have known that later scholars would connect Pasternak’s heroine Lara, via Solov’ev, to Sophia,
 but he did discern Pasternak’s links to the “sophianic” Russian religious philosophers, notably Solov’ev.
  Lara does appear to Zhivago in a vision,
 and for Merton she had “all the characteristics of the Sancta Sophia who appeared to Soloviev in Egypt.”

During a visit to the scholar and icon-writer Victor Hammer in April of 1959, Merton saw an unfinished work and was drawn to the image.  A female figure crowns a man whom Hammer knew to be Christ, but he claimed the woman was a mystery.
  Merton was deeply moved and interpreted her as Sophia, the Wisdom of God, and this prompted him to write the poem “Hagia Sophia.”
  Like ideas swirled in Merton’s intellectual consciousness.  In 1959 he read Paul Evdokimov’s Woman and the Salvation of the World,
 which he understood as “a whole survey of Sophianic theology.” His journals fleetingly reflect that in this work, Evdokimov meets “the concept of natura naturans [nature acting according to nature] – the divine wisdom in ideal nature, the ikon of wisdom, the dancing ikon – the summit.  [. . .]  Faith in Sophia, natura naturans, the great stabilizer today – for peace.  [. . .]  The dark face, the ‘night face’ of Sophia – pain, trouble, pestilence.”
  Merton also turned to St. Julian of Norwich, whose understanding of the feminine face of God helped him to explore “God’s feminine aspect” and “linked his dream of Proverb to Holy Wisdom.”
  And, as if to cement his growing realization, he experienced dream-like personifications of Proverb in both a Louisville hospital and a Cincinnati museum.

On March 23, 1966, Merton experienced his Sophia in the flesh.  In a hospital bed recovering from back surgery, he was awakened by the hand of a student nurse.  He lurched toward the livid reality and fell in love with her, known in his journals and correspondence as “M” or “Margie.”
  “She resembled the original Proverb of his dreams.”
  Merton’s vow of chastity, wrote a close friend, then began “to contend with an uncontrollable desire to be in love and to be loved.”
  Yet the relationship, never consummated, was one of cognizant and immediate love, as well as a profoundly spiritual experience for him.

As had Solov’ev and Bulgakov, Merton found his center in his multivalent understanding of Sophia.  All moved from their readings to their visions, and then, to a spiritual understanding of Wisdom as a pervasive female force in their lives.  Bulgakov knew of Solov’ev’s visions, and Merton knew of both of theirs.  The fact that all three came to virtually the same conclusions, despite their religious and philosophical proclivities, begs questions that merit further explanation.  A close reading of Merton’s journals and his correspondence reveals that his sophianic experiences emerged only after he began to read the philosophers of the Russian religious renaissance.  How deeply his own early dedication to the Virgin Mary affected his Sophia remains vital factor in determining what occurred to him and how he defined it.  The Russian connections, however, and especially the intriguing visions that mark them, strongly indicate a syncretic convergence that transcends both time and place.
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