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The problem nowadays

The European Union advances in the political and in the economical fields, contacts of every kind are increasing. Then a question arises: in what measure can we speak of a spiritual unity, how has it developed during the past two thousand years? Memory has a great importance for the human identity. A sclerotic loss of memory leads to destruction of the personality. So when we are looking for Europe’s identity we must return to the past.

It is a general opinion that the European culture rests on three fundamental pillars: on the Greek way of thinking, on the Roman law and on the religion of the Bible. It is also believed that we have arrived at a perfect synthesis of these three components through the centuries. In fact, the purpose of the medieval universities was to unite all sciences in a Summa philosophico-theologica. Unfortunately this vain effort finished in a failure. At the beginning of the new period the Summas were substituted with encyclopaedias and the universal science divided into different branches. We did not feel this dissipation of unity too tragically as long as everything was happening in a closed circle of the European thought. Today the situation is different, however. Europe has to face new cultures, different mentalities, unknown traditions. What are we going to offer to the new peoples that turn to us? Crumbs only? And what are we going to accept from them, if we do not know ourselves what we do possess? 


Elements originating from other cultures and corresponding to other mentalities are being spontaneously absorbed through the modern means of communication. Are we sure they can represent an organic complement to our own growth, or do they rather remain like a piece of a different fabric sewn on a threadbare suit? The politicians are trying to unite the world by fixing fundamental human rights. Will they succeed also in case the very concept of the “right” is different?


The precocious assimilation is indicated by the pejorative term “globalization”. Young people love both protesting against it and undergoing its effects at the same time. Millions of immigrants make efforts to integrate into their new environment but in the end they sadly realize that they did not succeed and they remain outsiders for the rest of their lives.


We can find an analogy in the past – during the mission of Cyril and Method to the Great Moravia at the end of the first millennium. In that period the Roman empire started to split in two antagonistic blocks. Between them, suddenly, found its place the mass of the Slavonic peoples. Were they to belong to the East, or to the West? The Saints Cyril and Method applied to Rome. There they understood that the Slavonic people could become a point of union. Therefore the missionaries received a lot of ecclesial privileges. Unfortunately, the world was already so much divided that the Slavs themselves, who had been supposed to be a bridge, did split in Eastern Slavs and Western Slavs. The situation is much similar nowadays. Eastern and western blocks appear on the world scene. Europe might be a uniting bridge, but first it should become conscious of its own true values. A satisfactory synthesis of the European culture, however, has not yet been done and Europe still cannot “breath with both of its lungs”.


Draft of an ancient synthesis

As said beforehand, the first pillar of our culture is the Greek thought. It can be characterised by the term indicating the truth: alétheia. Ignorance, forgetfulness is léthos, láthos; alpha privativum denies such condition. Therefore, truth is what has emerged from ignorance – it is a discovery. Which human organ has procured it? For the Greeks, who were quite visual from the psychologic point of view, the truth can be discovered through the eyes. Anassagora declared in the VI century B.C. that the eyes were much more reliable than the ears. This attitude brought about the development of natural sciences. We can state today that the empirical sciences made an enormous progress in Europe.


The crisis of scepticism in Athens in the VI century B. C. had yet to be overcome. It was felt that knowledge through senses was subjective, everybody sees in a different way. So if the truth is what we see, then all our knowledge is relative. We are therefore unable to know the absolute truth and we must be satisfied with opinions, with what is being said, dóxa.  The reply of the classical philosophers Socrates, Plato, Aristotle is well-known: knowledge acquired through our senses is really relative, fortunately we have an inner sense – noùs–, our mind, our intellect which is able to know the absolute truth. This inner sense doesn’t rest at the surface of the things but it knows the ideas (lógos). Its possibilities are unlimited. Everything that exists is accessible to our mind. Ens est intelligibile. Also religion belongs to this sphere. According to Plato, God is the supreme idea. Therefore raising one’s mind to God is the peak of the philosophy. Aristotle’s Ethics begins with the distinction of three ways of life: utilitarian, political, philosophical. The utilitarians are not happy, they live from one day to the next. The politicians work for the others, making happy the others but not themselves. A philosopher is concerned with raising his mind to God, to the supreme idea, he nourishes himself with the truth. He must however free himself of the senses as much as possible. Is everybody able to do it and does everybody want to do it? Since the ancient times till the present day we can observe two trends in the European culture: empiricism and idealism. Each of them goes on along its own way, they do not communicate with each other. So appears the first schism in our culture.


Which of these two trends will we prefer? In our technical era the majority of the people vote for the scientific empiricism. The Greeks, on the contrary, gave their preference to the idealism. Hence follows an important moral conclusion: The first principle is to live according to nature, which means a life according to just moral ideals formulated as a law that is valid for everybody.  In the modern times, Kant defined as “morally correct” what can serve as a norm of action for everyone. The common idea is lógos; but when it is also a moral exigency it becomes nómos, a law common for all civilized people.


Such an identification of the idea and of the law gave birth to the Greek civil city – pólis. It freed itself of the unjust tyrants and introduced the absolute government of reasonable laws. There is a example typically taught in school about the introduction of the law to Leuki Zefiri. It was established that he had to be blinded who had been guilty of adultery. It happened that the governor’s son was caught in adultery. Fiat iustitia pereat mundus! The governor did not hesitate and gave order to blind his son. Anyway, the people wanted to compel the governor to mercy. In the end the governor made pull out one eye to his son and one eye to himself.


Society based on the identification lógos – nómos became the norm of the Roman empire:  pax romana, a common moral and social law had to reign in the whole civilized world. This  concept was transferred also to religion. While God is the supreme idea to Plato, He is the almighty nómos to Marcus Aurelius. Marc-Aurelian pious meditations that exhort to search for God’s will in fact mean to submit to the absolute law governing the universe. The consequence of this was a deterministic fatalism which spread among the people in the form of astrology.


The confrontation with the Bible was yet to come. This happened before the Christian times in Alexandria, Egypt, where lived and worked one of the greatest Hebrew philosophers, Philo of Alexandria. He teached in the famous school. When the Old Testament was translated into Greek (Septuaginta), he shew the text to his colleagues – platonic and stoical philosophers – to convict them that also the Hebrews knew the wisdom. The result was sad though. The philosophers laughed and scorned the biblical concept of God having human features of rage and of mercy and continuously changing His decisions. They concluded that such a religion was not worthy of an intelligent thinker. The pious Christian Philo was unable to give a satisfactory reply to such objections. He only proposed the so-called argumentum ad hominem: were God not free, then also man would not be free, being man an image of God. And, if we are not free, what sense would have talking about the moral dignity of the man?


What is the conclusion then? The relationships among the natural sciences, the rational philosophy and the personal religion end up in a breach.


The Christian Problematics


How was this problem transferred to the Christianism? If there was a discord between the religion on one hand and the science and philosophy on the other hand, the Christians coming from the semitic background had no hesitation what part to take. The pagan wisdom was atheistic to them and it had been condemned by the Christ’s wisdom. In fact, also Philo called the pagan wise men atheists because they did not know the Theós of the Bible. The Bible tells about the personal intervences of God during the world’s history. For this reason, there is no necessity of natural laws.

Theoderet of Cyrrhus wrote the Homilies on Providence where God is represented as the captain of a ship, He conducts it where and when He wants. And the civil laws of the Roman empire? During the times of the catacombs, the emperor was considered the devil persecuting the Christ.


Such a denial of the natural laws and scorn of the social laws could not be accepted by the Christians of Greek origin. They believed that philosophy was compatible with the Bible. They considered their traditional thought a preparation for the Christianism as it was the Old Testament for the Christians of Jewish origin. Plato was to them “Moses who spoke in Greek”. Soon it appeared how fragile was this superficial ecumenism, this synthesis of two so distant cultures.


The question was of topical interest especially in Alexandria where the first Christian school was established. Origen, who taught there, was well conscious that the existence of a free dialogue with God is essential for the prayer. On the other hand, logics and the natural laws need immutable principles. He proposes a solution which is neither that of the logics, nor that of the natural sciences, where conciliation would be impossible. It is therefore necessary to raise oneself to a superior level - the mystic one - to the Christian mystery of the Trinity of God. There the two antinomies – the absolute necessity and immutability of one God and the supreme freedom in the relationships among divine Persons – are conciliated, only there the two realities do not contradict each other.


Such theological reflections were too complicated for the new mass of christened barbarians. Following the model of the ancient empire, the most noble among them desired to build up a society with laws common to all. Thus they introduced the Roman law. Also Rastislav of the Great Moravia asked at Constantinople to send missionaries who would bring “good order”. Among the first translations we find Nomocanone, a collection of state and ecclesial laws. Some bishops were martyred for the observance of such laws, among them the Prague Archbishop St. Adalbert. Did they realize that a just law can eventually become an unjust tyrant? When Plato experienced that the just laws of Athens condemned the just Socrates to death, he convinced himself that the perfect justice would be only after the death, in the world of ideas. We cannot find it in this world. Medieval canonists were more optimistic. They admitted that the heavenly sphere can occasionally intervene into the earthly one in the form of a law dispensation, the application of which may cause damage to some just people. But those who govern by grace of God must not do it too often, only as an exception.


Scholastic philosophy took over the conviction of the ancient philosophers regarding the value of the immutable rational principles as taught by the logics, together with the cosmic laws through which God governs the universe. The medieval society wants to remain fundamentally religious. Everybody should have the possibility to practice the religious faith based on free dialogue with God. Nevertheless, this can be carried out only at a superior level, almost in private, as a permitted exception. The scholasticism distinguishes two orders: a natural one and a supra-natural one; they are different but it is not admitted that they were incompatible. The supra-natural order does not destroy the natural one, on the contrary in supposes it: grazia supponit naturam. The theologists are looking for a fundamentum rationale fidei, they apologetically prove that the faith does not contradict the reason – fides residet in intellectu. No wonder that this way of thinking makes effort to produce Summa philosophico-theologica. The Church wants to create a perfect society adapting the ancient Roman law. Christians are exhorted to speak freely with God but at the same time this freedom is tolerated only within the limits of the canonic law. Even the religious organizations established to cultivate the mystic life must submit to the legal structure with a strict admonition: Serva ordinem et ordo servabit te! 


Is this a synthesis? It resembles a synthesis for some features but, as we have said, it has not enough consistency to last long.


Problems of the modern times


Secularization and rationalism progress rapidly at the end of the Middle Ages, strengthening both the moral and social abstract principles. The Cartesian idea clara ed distincta a quavis alia asserts itself as a solid basis of the thought. Production of such ideas is identified with the very substance of the man: Cogito ergo sum. All reality can be conceived rationally. Wisdom, or philosophy, is die Wissenschaft des sich selbst begreifenden Geistes, according to Kant. What I think is real. Is there still place for the religion, for the mystic sphere, at least in private? The pious Jew Spinoza does not follow Philo’s footsteps but those of his rivals. For him there should be also religio mathematico modo tractata, transferred into the rational sphere. The catholic theology produces now fewer writings de mysterio divino and more apologetic tractates on the rational fundaments of the faith.


Natural sciences are cultivated in parallel. Rationalism does not oppose them, but leaves them apart. Empiricism and idealism do not need either to oppose, or to communicate with them in the modern age. The mystic trends have not disappeared totally, on the contrary, they become strong in certain periods but they intend to communicate neither with the sciences nor with the rational thought.

This lead V. Soloviev to conclude that European culture was divided into three main, independent spheres: the empirical sciences, Kantian rationalism, and the Mystical movement, and hope for a synthesis seemed irreparably lost. Assemblies were convened exclusively to discuss and argue over the issue of lógos -  nómos, i.e., for better ideas and laws in organising public society. When this struggle was fought too radically, wars broke out and totalitarian systems came into being. On the opposing side, great fighters struggled for human liberty, but risked becoming anarchists when boundaries were overstepped. The Mystics locked themselves into closed circles, spoke disdainfully of the world, and were frequently dissatisfied with everyone in the official Churches. 

Yet, some sort of coexistence on common ground was considered essential, and it could only be achieved by means of “wise” compromises. Dostoyevsky used The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor to parody this method in his novel, The Brothers Karamazov. The story-line is familiar: In Seville, Spain, a powerful inquisitor would burn at the stake anyone who disturbed the established order by dissenting. One day, the Inquisitor returned home quite satisfied with himself after an auto-da-fè, but ran into someone else preaching in the streets without official permission. The Inquisitor had him arrested straight away, and that evening, the Inquisitor went to the dungeons to speak to the prisoner. There, he found to his horror that the prisoner was Jesus himself, who had returned to the world with a message of complete freedom for all mankind. The inquisitor did all he could do to convince Jesus of the unattainability of this ideal. He told him how we cannot allow irresponsible people who wish to pursue absolute freedom to destroy the values that have taken so much effort to construct, that we are therefore ready to allow limited freedom to the people--a type of freedom that would be tolerable to the weak. Christ remained silent the whole time and kissed the Inquisitor on the forehead after he had finished. The Inquisitor then opened the door, saying “Get out and return no more!”

In other words, there is no place in this world for perfect freedom. Dostoyevsky set his story in the Middle Ages, in Catholic Spain, fearing Czarist censure, but he was well aware that the issue represented a key problem for all of Europe, i.e., that of balancing between two extremes—between the need for greater order and perfect liberty. The exact centre is never reached, but were it so, two basic human needs would be restricted: the needs for complete freedom and perfect order. 

Dostoyevsky found a solution in the Mystical, Christological order. Yet, people today know well how a solution must also be found in the anthropological order—in human existence in and of itself. The currents of modern Personalism are aimed to this end. In simplified form, they distinguish between the absolute validity of abstract principles and the personal value that originates in relation among free persons. The ensuing moral consequences are extremely bold: Why should we let ourselves be guided by ideal principles, if they do not constitute a personal value for us? I do not intend to discuss here what has been proposed elsewhere, but shall now outline the Slavic thinkers’ contribution. 

The priority of the person for the Slavic thinkers 

Let us put aside ecclesiastical authorities for the moment and examine the ideas of lay thinkers. One of the major thinkers in this field was the Slavophile A. Chomjakov. He was born to a typical Russian noble family after the Napoleonic wars. Neither his economic nor his domestic situation was ideal. His father enjoyed hunting and gambling; the village pope was good at singing, but did not know much else; and the Batiushka czar was indifferent to the destitution of his subjects. Yet, out of this depressing setting emerged the immaculate figure of his mother. She knew how to find the way out of any difficult situation. For example, his father was losing money at cards, but she even managed to build a church. The young Chomjakov departed for the city, devoted himself fervently to his studies, and soon learned, like Pico della Mirandola, how to discuss de omni re scibili--anything from canine species to the philosophy of Kant. He started to admire the culture of Western Europe, the land of wonder. Yet, he saw something in that advanced West that did not quite tally. With all of its intelligence, Europe was agonisingly divided—politically, ideologically, and religiously. Why was that? He did not feel this division in his own home country, and he arrived at the following conclusion: that Western Europe was in a constant search for an ideological and juridical constraint). Back home, it was his mother who unified everything. In fact, the principle of unity among living persons can mean none other than intense personal relations--the  sobornosť of God’s people. In other words: it would not be ideas and laws that would definitively unite human beings, but human beings, rather, who would manage to unite in dialogue, even if their different ideals and legal systems were bent on dividing them. 

Now, let us take a leap forward in time, to note how beautifully the Czech poet J. Wolker managed to express the unifying function of the human person in his poem, On the Shores of Krk Island. This was where the young man first encountered the sea, about which he had read so many wonderful things. He had his own idea about it, which he considered the truth, but the sight of the real sea was a disappointment to him; it looked to him like, “a blue bird, which for six days came in through the rocks and in the evening, tired, slipped away”. His empirical experience of the sea, therefore, did not reconcile with his ideal concept of it. Searching for a compromise between two, such different types of knowledge would be a banal enterprise, yet, the person-hood of the living man manages to unify the two. The poet found his true sea on the seventh day, in the eyes of sailors who “build the sea and from the sea are built”. The truth was not only thought or seen, but also experienced. 

Various Slavic thinkers, such as N. Berdiaev, P. Florenskij, and S. Bulgakov, reported similar experiences and explained them theoretically.

Slavic vitalism 

We began with an analysis of the word truth, characterising the Greek alétheia as a discovery. Let us now attempt a similar analysis of Slavic terms. The Czech term pravda is of moral origin and means justice. True knowledge, therefore, can develop only in good relations among men. But the Old Church Slavonic term is istina--an ontological term, like the Latin est and the German ist. Yet, it is also consistent with the Sanskrit asmi and asti--to breathe. Hence, what truly exists is that which breathes, that which is alive. Knowledge of truth, therefore, is developed through living; it seizes life, which is a more important reality that what any formal and general, abstract ideas can offer us.  

That which is true is also beautiful. But what do we consider beautiful? In Latin, it is formosum—that which has beautiful forms. In Russian, the ancient word for beautiful means red, i.e., that which strikes us with the brilliance of its colour. And in Moravian needlework, we find flowers and the birds creating on their own the rhythm of forms--the opposite of arabesques where forms predominate. Are these small details not also evidence of different mentalities?

In both philosophy and theology, absolute truth coincides with God. At the same time, however, this concept, as L. Šestov noted in the book Athens and Jerusalem, can also be ambiguous: the Athenian God, who is thought, is not the God of Jerusalem, who is a paternal person. It was just this kind of God who wanted to meet the above-mentioned Czech poet, J. Wolker. 

The good God came to me

as a beggar with a bag and staff. 

He smelled of the fields in June—he most likely slept in the hay.

He stopped in doorways to inquire.

At the time, I had many bad things stifling my breath:

a black suit, a collar, leather-bound books,

and as I was full, I had been reflecting on

 whether it was better to live or die.

I gave him nothing

I had no hands. 

Yet, I felt ashamed, when I saw his eyes

blue from the West to the East. 

The good God went away.  

The doors remained open.  

These pulled me out without my Collar and without my books,

they gave me the bag for my voyage and a child’s smile, 

much sadness and offence in the bag
and the silver memory of my mother. 

Now I walk around the city and I search for the good God.

I know he walks here with his bag and his staff,

I know that one day I shall find him,

but that no longer troubles me,

because I do not have any of the bad things any more.

He will take me with him. We shall place ourselves at the corner

with our hats in our hands and with the sun on our heads.

“We are begging for love, oh men of God, 

open your hearts!”

The need for unity between knowledge and life inspired Soloviev’s prophecy concerning the future of the Slavic culture. He wrote that the Slavs arrived last on the scene in the history of Europe, and that they have not yet made a decisive  contribution to the world. This should mean that what they can give us should come now and that they should decisively give the vital strength and value to that which is weakening. It is not advisable to believe prophecies until they come true; yet, one aspect already lies before our eyes: many already find Slavic thinking fascinating, with its vitalistic and personalistic aspect.
 “True knowledge of truth—wrote Father Florenskij—is conceivable only in love and also, conversely, the knowledge of truth appears as love”. Truth is dialogic; it develops through continuous dialogue with other people and personalises the whole cosmos, using it as the word of communication among human beings. Through the strength of this love all of reality appears as if unified in a “universal unity” (vsejedinstvo). The famous Russian Sophiologist wanted to see the world as a living and eloquent word, as a reality with which mankind is constantly dialoguing. In this sense, it is useful to cite Wolker once more: 

I love things, silent companions,

because everyone treats them as if they were not living.

But they do live and they watch us

like faithful dogs with dedicated eyes

and they suffer because no one says a word to them.

They are shy, they dare not speak first, they hold their tongues, they wait, they hold 

their tongues

and yet, so many of them would like to converse with us!

That is why I love things and I love the whole world. 

Practical consequences

Personalist authors have searched for a new methodology, which can be described in four points: 1) to establish a new criterion for knowing people; 2) to establish a new conception of freedom; 3) in Sociology, to avoid moving from abstract principles to people, but moving in the opposite direction--from a given person to general nature; and 4) establishing that integral knowledge cannot be achieved by intellect only, but one must turn to the heart.

How can we know a person?

N. Berdiaev said that we must realise once and for all that knowledge of things is different than that of knowing people. Knowledge of things is based Cartesian evidence: idea clara et distinta. We can draw logical conclusions and then hypotheses from this incontrovertible statement, and our society is proud of the results obtained with this scientific method. Yet, it is not applicable to people. We never have a clear and unmistakable idea of them, and they are not separable from other people. Hence, how can we get to know them? Florenskij established three steps:

1. Credo quia absurdum. I place faith in a person, not knowing well why. Once I have trusted this person, he starts to open up with the same trust in me. 

2. Credo, ut intelligam. Now I start to believe that I can understand that person, because I believe what he is telling me about himself. 

3. Intelligo ut credam. Now I can see that my original trust has been justified, the confirmation that my first step in trusting was the right one. 

Florenskij adds: “Such is the initial attitude…Knowledge therefore is not seizing a non-living object from a greedy individual, but a moral and living communion between people, where each one is both object and subject. In fact, only a person is knowable and this, through another person.” 

Dostoyevsky illustrated the reawakening of freedom with a parable on the Crystal Palace in his book, Notes from the Underground. A rational and scientific man built his house out of glass, so that only what was transparent and clear could enter therein. He went inside to live there and remained fascinated by his own work. But only too soon did he discover that neither freedom nor love resided within, because the two will never be clear. And there was who tried to convince the underground man that after one or two centuries, everything would be as clear as two plus two makes four. But, he responded by saying “What will I still be doing there? In other words, the secularised world has lost interest in mysticism and religion, but has discovered another mystery—itself. If we do not know man, we know nothing about the most important reality in the world, and we therefore do not know truth. 

Creative freedom

The uniqueness of human beings derives, first of all, from their freedom. Yet, the concept of liberty is as mysterious as people themselves. We generally limit ourselves to defining freedom as liberum arbitrium, i.e., the sheer faculty to one thing or another, but this limited type of freedom does not suffice to allow individuals to come out of their isolation. On the contrary, it locks them inside themselves even more, breaking off contact with what is outside of them. This is the Aristotelian God: As a perfect being, he is self-satisfied; he desires only himself; he needs no one. He cannot, therefore, love the world. 

Contrary to this opinion, the Church Fathers found that the foundation of personality is love. Without love, wrote Vyšeslavcev, human liberty would be satanic. An egoist may think that he will be more of a person if he shuts himself off from others. Yet, person actually means communication. We can say that a “great person” is a person with many contacts. Thus, Frank, a disciple of Berdiaev, concluded that, “ ‘I’ and ‘we’ are two categories constituting a person. ‘I’ is not possible without ‘you’, and this opposition can be overcome with ‘we’”. The more extensive the communication is, the greater the person deriving from it. Tu es ergo sum, wrote V. Ivanov.

Hence, freedom is not the sheer faculty to one thing or another. It is the desire to live and to accomplish as much good as we are able. A groom is free to marry, as long as there are no obstacles to his taking a wife. It is an active, creative force, as Berdiaev called it. We create our own person and through it, we create the world, thereby showing our fundamental attitude towards the world and society that determine us. 

The origin of person-hood

From Botieus’ time, European mentality grew accustomed to moving from the general nature of things towards the individual--individuals who nearly all represent exceptions, with respect to the rule valid for everyone. The thinkers we have been discussing herein reversed this procedure. To begin considering people, we must start from an actual person, who is unrepeatable and unique. When we say, “This is Mozart, “ or “This is Rembrandt”, we find ourselves on personal ground, which is not identical to that of any other. 
The unrepeatable person searches for opportunities to realise him- or herself in the shared order of the world and society. Totalitarian systems proceed in the opposite direction, devising a common order and endeavoring to educate people according to these uniform ideas. Berdiaev maintained that a certain type of totalitarianism is still present in European thought, even in religion, and there is an effort to justify it. In fact, reason has no trouble finding arguments in its favour, but the heart rebels. 

We can illustrate this from a religious perspective by using an example from the history of Russian monasticism. We know that after the christening of the ancient kingdom of Kiev, the monasteries there became the predominating cultural power, and economical power as well, which later lead to spiritual decline. As a result, two great reformers emerged at the end of the 15th century: Joseph of Volokolamsk and Nil Sorskij. In modern terms, the first can be considered radically conservative in that he maintained that all evil derives from the non-observation of well-established ancient formulas. The other reformer can be viewed as progressive, as he introduced new formulas originating from Mount Athos into the antiquated Russian way of life. We can easily verify which of these two tendencies met with success--both, in the beginning, but for only one or two generations. Neither the ancient, nor the new formulas managed to seriously revitalise the monasteries. The real revival of Russian monasteries came later with the startsi--spiritual fathers, who knew that true spiritual life flourishes in intimate contact among living people who know each other, communicate with each other, and find reassurance thereby in the order that corresponds to the voices in their hearts. 

The heart 

In the Bible and in the common parlance of various peoples, the term “heart” conveys the fullness of the life of the spirit. Even after they had become Christians, the Greeks (being intellectuals by nature) substituted the biblical term kardía with  noùs (mind, intellect). Religion was therefore defined as the elevation of the mind to God. Mediaeval scholars reacted against this bias, in favour of will. According to Saint Thomas Aquinus, the New Testament precept of loving God with all one’s heart meant actus voluntatis qui hic significatur per cor.  Hence, the dignity of Mankind rested on in what one knows and wills. The heart, considered an organ of the emotions, became something secondary and trivial. 

Popular mentality, however, never shared the same opinion and spontaneously reacts in favour of the heart. In Russia, intellectuals intentionally defended this reaction against Hegel’s philosophy, and in the Orthodox Church, against Western rationalism in general. Nineteenth-century theological authors wrote apologetics, maintaining that Christian faith “is understood exclusively as religious feeling” (N. Malinovsky). Spiritualists declared that the only true prayer is prayer from the heart. These expressions provoked scornful judgement in the West against what was seen as Slavic sentimentality and primitive irrationalism.

Given that the matter represents a serious ecumenical issue, I have dedicated special research to it, interpreting one of the characteristic representatives of Russian spirituality of the 19th century, Theophanes the Recluse (La doctrine spiritelle de Théophane le Reclus. Le Coeur et l’Esprit, Rome 1965 ; trad. It., Editrice Vaticana) and illustrating its content in various articles and conferences. 

We must first establish that in Eastern spirituality, the heart is not intended as an organ that is different from the intellect and will, but as something expressing the integrity, the wholeness of man. We cannot achieve true knowledge through intellect only, and true morality is not only decision by will. The entire person--with all of his or her faculties--must be involved. 

This unity can be considered in two lights--how shall we call these two aspects? If we can call one  “static”, the other will be “dynamic”. Static unity is achieved in all human strengths collaborating in a present action, in a given moment. There is none of the contradiction that frequently occurs with certain acts, such as when we desire to and manage to do someone good, even when we find that person disagreeable. To illustrate this internal division, Theophanes used the example of an actor who recites his lines in his own room. It is not possible that this recitation has the same effect as it has on stage. Such are the acts when a human faculty is operating separately from others. Unfortunately, most human actions today appear similarly separate from the integrity of life. 

An individual, however, can also appear as a unity over the course of her life. Her single acts, even if they are perfect, will be soon forgotten. We know well how man is not what he thinks and decides in a given moment; his true “self” is hidden in the depths of his spirit and does not always agree with what he does or thinks. It is not by chance that the moral books, written in the West, focussed on the perfection of single moral acts, analysing each one separately in terms of its goodness or evil, e.g., “Is what you did now good or bad?” But which am I?” “This is something of yours that is private, no else can judge it”. The Eastern spiritual fathers, the startsi, were less interested in single acts, but tried to understand the state (katástasis), the stable disposition of the person with whom they were communicating, i.e., the state of his or her heart. 

Yet, a serious problem arose therein: single acts are visible, easily observable, and can therefore be judged. How can we know what state a person is in, what is in her heart? The authors answered that, with feelings from the heart…we can know immediately. To the question, “Can we trust this feeling about ourselves and others?”, they answered affirmatively, as long as one’s heart is pure--purified by love. Only he who sincerely loves another can truly judge him, Only he who loves another possesses infallible intuition for the truth. 

A brief conclusion

The person is formed through personal contact. Knowing is the first condition for relations among living beings. The truth arrives accordingly and was felt by the Slavs to be a living thing: “We know what we live” was the conclusion reached by the Slavophile Kireevskij, who first attended Hegel’s lectures in Germany and then came into contact with the startsi of Optino.

Living truth is also material. Fedorov held Plato responsible for the “death of philosophy”, because Plato separated thought from action. The same objections were made against Hegel by those who, like Bakunin, shifted from German idealism to Marxism. But N. Losskij maintained that Europe would not reach a balance between opposite the aspects that derive from thinking and acting: “if we want to reach the apex of philosophy, we must unite two opposite, not-easily-reconcilable capacities: the height of abstract thought and our ultimate capacity to contemplate concrete reality”.  

Who can unify the two? Not logic, but only a living person. Hence, truth is personal and dynamic. Yet, how do we keep truth from becoming relative, subjective? Preferring one over the other--yielding to thought over the observation of reality or conversely, to empirical observation over thinking--does not solve the problem. The two can be united by means of a supra-logic principle, i.e., with love. “Communion in love,” wrote Berdiaev, “readiness to conciliate is also a criterion for knowledge—one that is opposite to that of the Cartesian Cogito ergo sum. The ‘I-alone” does not think.  “We” think, and this “we” means “communion in love”. Love is then reflected in the Spirit of our hearts, and human dialogue thereby becomes “human-divine dialogue”, i.e., life participating in Life. 

