
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Behold, The Man: A Transhistorical, Tripartite Meditation on the Phenomenology of  
 

Suffering in Eastern Orthodox Soteriology 
 

Courtney Z. R. Haubert 
 

Director: Richard Sneed, Ph.D. 
 
 

To experience the life, death, and Resurrection of the Incarnate Christ as salvific 
and life-giving, Eastern Orthodox soteriology maintains that love and suffering must be 
understood as a cooperative synergy, rather than an existential conflict. The current 
project is a meditation on this seemingly paradoxical claim, integrating ancient Patristic 
and postmodern phenomenological theories of personhood (the "powers of the soul" and 
"modes of existence," respectively) to analyze how suffering can be experienced as either 
destructive or as salvific in three domains: the will (Umwelt), the heart (Mitwelt), and the 
mind (Eigenwelt). Each of these domains is illustrated by one of the three protagonists in 
Dostoyevsky's The Brothers Karamazov. Their stories, albeit fictional, serve to anchor 
the abstract theory in the lived experience of Orthodox Christians, inviting the reader into 
the Orthodox perspective of everyday life as sacramental. The limits of this project are 
such that it should not be approached as a remedy for an individual instance of suffering, 
but rather as a broad reconstruction of what suffering is and can be from an Orthodox 
perspective, in light of divine love (agape). 
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PREFACE 
 
 

 
There are two things that I am sure exist. The first is suffering. When the Buddha 

declared in all his wisdom that “Life is suffering,”1 he summarized a lament echoed 

throughout human history, uniting all people under a single creed. Much later, in a 

moment of both comedic wit and philosophical acuity, the great William Goldman added 

“and anyone who says differently is selling something.” In the early days of my spiritual 

wandering, which I can only describe hesitantly as “agnostic,” one of the measures I used 

to judge a religion or philosophy was whether it held up under the weight of this truth. I 

had no interest in a belief system devoted to ignoring, defaming, or refuting a reality 

experienced not only by myself, but by all of humanity. 

The second thing that I am sure exists is love. This complicates things. That love 

and suffering can coexist is such a ridiculous claim that I very well could have driven 

myself mad trying to justify my belief in it. This cognitive dissonance2 was an incessant 

cacophony, and naturally I sought ways to soothe it. The remedy I saw proposed by the 

secular world was to commit oneself wholly to one side or the other– to commit to love 

and reject suffering (hedonism) or to commit to suffering and reject love (nihilism). I 

could not justify this to myself. It would require me to deny one of two things that I knew 

 
1The first of the Four Noble Truths in Buddhism, which are “recognized as perhaps the most 

important teaching of the Buddha,” Carol Anderson, Pain and Its Ending: The Four Noble Truths in the 
Theravāda Buddhist Canon (Hove: Psychology Press, 1999), 55.  

 
2 “Cognitive dissonance” is a psychological term coined by Leon Festinger used to describe a 

feeling of discomfort caused by two conflicting cognitions. Cognitive dissonance theory is the subject of a 
significant body of research in psychology, especially dealing with moral psychology, Leon Festinger, A 
Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1962).  
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to exist, and that would make me a liar. The remedy I saw proposed by the religious 

world was to convince oneself that these truths cancel each other out, pretending that the 

existence of love somehow nullifies the existence of suffering. “Everything happens for a 

reason…,” “God has a plan for this…,” “There’s a blessing in disguise…,” and so on. I 

could not justify this to myself, either. That would make me a coward.  

 The decision loomed, to be a liar or a coward. Both options were troublesome, 

and yet so was the dissonance. Seeing no place to turn, and having no energy left to 

search, I abandoned my efforts and relinquished myself to apathy and ignorance. It was 

then– in the soft, still quietness of the unknown– that the familiar grating dissonance of 

love and suffering culminated into harmony in a single image: God, who is love itself,3 

laid bare to the lowest depths of suffering. God Incarnate, as he whimpered through 

shaking breaths, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani? [My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken 

me?]”4 miraculously synergized the deepest extents of both love and suffering, not in a 

celestial state, but in the form of a human being. This detail is crucial. Some of the most 

precious words in the Gospels are spoken by Pilate as he stood before the suffering Christ 

and declared to the crowd, “Idoú ho ánthropos! [Behold, the Man!],”5 as if cognizant of 

proclaiming the pinnacle of humanity to the world. Whether or not I “believed” in it is 

inconsequential– the idea itself was enough. From there, my work began.  

 
 
 

 
3 1 Jn. 4:16 (KJV) 

 
4 Matt. 27:46 

 
5 Jn. 19:5 

 



 3 

 

INTRODUCTION 

“What is hell? I maintain that it is the suffering of being unable to love.” –Fyodor 
Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov 

 
 

 
 If we are to imagine the Crucifixion of the Incarnate Christ as the glory of 

humankind, love and suffering cannot be seen as an existential conflict, but rather as 

cooperative agents in our salvation; suffering can only be understood in light of love, and 

love in light of suffering, and each as they are epitomized through life, death, and 

Resurrection. This central claim saturates every sinew of the Orthodox Church and her 

theology. It is only through the darkness of Holy Friday that the glorious light of the 

Resurrection on Pascha can have any salvific salience. Seeing this truth reflected 

liturgically, one can recognize it in the everyday lived experience of ordinary people. In 

this way, life itself becomes a holy mystery; a sacrament.  

My current project is a meditation on the salvific synergy between love and 

suffering as it manifests phenomenologically in the lived experience of Orthodox 

Christians. I call it a “meditation” because something so dogmatic as a “treatise” would 

cease to be Orthodox. It is intentional that Orthodoxy lacks, for example, a universal 

doctrinal catechism, as this would reduce our dynamic relationship with the theological 

teachings of the Church to a series of statements fixed in time, space, and culture. The 

chosen vocabulary is an intentional reflection of this.  

Another lexical challenge that must be addressed before embarking on this 

meditation is the ambiguity of the term “suffering.” Indeed, this discussion is not meant 

to encompass the entirety of human suffering, nor to apply directly to an individual 
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instance of suffering. One must not look into the face of those suffering and tell them, 

“Do not worry! For this is unto your salvation!” Rather, this discussion is meant to reflect 

a posture toward suffering taken by the Church, which suggests that suffering is a 

universal and unavoidable reality of human existence, but the subjective experience of 

suffering is varied, and therefore malleable. Further, while some instances of horrendous 

suffering and systems that perpetuate suffering are out of our control, there is an extent to 

which we are responsible for our own suffering, and for the experience we have of an 

instance of suffering.  

Within this context, I delineate between destructive suffering and salvific 

suffering, which I argue is moderated by the activity of divine love (agape) within the 

individual experiencing suffering, drawing one closer to the divine. As Metropolitan 

Anthony Bloom argues, “suffering, when endured in the name of love, for the sake of 

love– ultimately for the sake of God and of man in a personal way– is redemptive.”6 

Those familiar with Orthodox theology should recognize this as the concept of podvig7– 

“spiritual struggle,” as it is sometimes translated. The idea here is that whether we 

indulge in vice or strive toward virtue, we will suffer either way, but when the source of 

our suffering is a holy podvig, “we find that the Lord Himself comes and helps us to carry 

that cross, walking side by side with us.”8 When we confront suffering, rather than avoid 

it, we suffer with Christ, die with Christ, and resurrect with Christ.  

 
6 Metropolitan Anthony Bloom, “On Suffering,” interview by Roy Bonisteel, Man Alive, 

Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, May 3, 1973. 
 

7 This is not to be confused with the Soviet co-optation of the term for military usage. Little work 
has been done in English on the original Orthodox spiritual meaning of podvig [подвиг]. For more 
information, see “Podvig,” The Veil 12, no. 2 (Summer 2005). 

 
8 Ibid. 
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There are three major dichotomies of destructive suffering and salvific suffering 

that I will discuss: egoism vs. asceticism, isolation vs. sobornost, and dogmatism vs. 

humility. While certainly nonexhaustive, these types of suffering each represent conflicts 

within the different dimensions of our Being, reflecting both ancient and postmodern 

theories of the self. Undoubtedly influenced by the Platonic tripartite soul, the ancient 

theory of the self, according to St. Theophan the Recluse, describes three powers of the 

soul: the will, the heart, and the intellect; or, “as the Holy Fathers say,” the “desiring,” 

“incensive,” and “intellectual” powers.9 Though the vocabulary of “powers of the soul” 

may be regarded as unscientific and mythological by current academic standards, this 

theory exhibits incredible intellectual longevity, mapping onto the postmodern theory of 

the self with remarkable precision. Specifically, I identify the powers of the soul with 

existential psychology’s “modes of existence”: the Umwelt (the world of things) with the 

will; the Mitwelt (the world of others) with the heart; and the Eigenwelt (the world of 

self) with the intellect. 

 In his work on the modes of existence, Rollo May “specifically references 

Heidegger’s existential perspective regarding ‘three simultaneous aspects of world – 

which characterize the existence of each one of us,’” meaning that, consistent with the 

powers of the soul, the modes of existence “are by no means three different worlds, but 

three simultaneous modes of being in the world.”10 May explains the modes of existence 

 
 
9 Theophan the Recluse, “The Three Powers of the Soul and their Curative Exercises,” in The 

Path to Salvation, trans. Fr. Seraphim Rose and the Saint Herman of Alaska Brotherhood (Platina: St. 
Herman Press, 1997), 242. 

 
10 Orah T. Krug, “James Bugental and Irvin Yalom: Two Masters of Existential Therapy Cultivate 

Presence in the Therapeutic Encounter,” Journal of Humanistic Psychology 49, 3 (March 2009): 126-127, 
129. 
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as a development out of Heidegger’s Dasein (“there-being”), where Dasein is understood 

as the successful integration of the three modes within an individual. Therefore, the 

Heideggerian journey from the passive modality of Das Man11 to the authentic modality 

of Dasein can be compared to the journey from destructive suffering to salvific suffering 

through the resolution of the conflicts in the various dimensions of Being. 

The task to elucidate these concepts is bound to devolve into fanciful abstraction 

if it is not rooted firmly in the everyday lived experience of humans. A distinctive mark 

of Orthodox theology is that it is intrinsically phenomenological; it cannot exist outside 

of experience. As St. Nikolai Velimirovich proposed, “Our religion is founded on 

spiritual experience, seen and heard as sure as any physical fact in this world. Not theory, 

not philosophy, not human emotions, but experience.”12 Fittingly, stories and parables are 

liberally employed by Orthodox scholars, mystics, and theologians to demonstrate 

complicated theological concepts. To this end, I will turn to one of the greatest 

storytellers in history, whose work is thoroughly entrenched in the Orthodox 

phronema13– Fyodor Dostoyevsky. Specifically, I will use stories of the titular trio of 

 
11 Das Man, meaning “the they,” denoting the mode of being in which a person is consumed by 

the “everydayness” of life, falling into mindless routine rather than meaningful, authentic living, Martin 
Heidegger, Being and Time, John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper Publishing, 1962), 
118.  

 
12 Nikolai Velimirovich, The Universe as Symbols and Signs, ed. Sergei D. Arhipov (Waymart: St. 

Tikhon’s Seminary Press, 2010).  
 

13  Φρόνημα [Phronema] is a  Greek term used to refer to the Orthodox mindset that leads one 
toward theosis (union with God); defined by Archbishop Sylianos Harkianakis of Australia as “the 
charismatic power of the inner person which steadily and selflessly connects him or her with God, as well 
as with fellow human beings (as images or icons of God) and the who le creation (as the work of God),” 
Stylianos Harkianakis, “The Theologian in Modern Society (Phronema and Behavior),” Voice of Orthodoxy 
19, 11 (1998),  
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characters in The Brothers Karamazov to demonstrate the evolution of the soul as it 

struggles to resolve these conflicts and move toward Dasein through salvific suffering.  

As previously mentioned, I will argue that this process is moderated by the 

activity of divine love (agape) in the soul of the individual. Specifically, that different 

aspects of divine love are revealed in the resolution of these three conflicts through 

communion with God, each represented by a Person of the Trinity. Agape as ineffable, 

unintelligible, and a-rational– discovered through conflict of the intellect– is revealed in 

the Father; agape as universal and indiscriminate– discovered through the conflict of the 

heart– is revealed in the Son; agape as self-sacrificial and altruistic– discovered through 

the conflict of the will– is revealed in the Holy Spirit. This is not to suggest that agape is 

divided or apportioned among the persons of the Trinity, but rather to emphasize that true 

communion with God in the Trinity is holistic, balanced, and designed to envelop every 

part of our Being.14  

While ancient and postmodern philosophy are often held to be in conflict, I hope 

to show in this project that the Orthodox perspective is a timeless synergy of past, 

present, and future, allowing us to understand the ancient and the postmodern as part of 

one cohesive cosmic narrative about the reconciliation of God and man. While rooted in 

Holy Tradition, the Church is a living being; Her essence is not found in dogmas or 

creeds, but in people. If the Church is to avoid becoming either an ossified relic of the 

past or a rootless commodity of the present age, it depends on our ability to see the 

relationship between the past and the present just as we see the relationship between love 

and suffering: not in alienation, nor in competition, but in synergy. This synergistic 

 
14 For a visual diagram of the paper’s structure, see Figure 1 in Appendix. 
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reconciliation– of past and present, and of love and suffering– is the image of Christ upon 

the Cross. In His Incarnation, God reconciled all of humankind unto himself, that we may 

see our humanity, however corrupted, reflected within His perfected humanity. In this 

light, we can understand the words of Pilate describing the suffering Christ not as a 

mockery, but as a song of praise: Idoú ho ánthropos. Behold, the Man. 
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PART ONE 

Egoism vs. Asceticism- Dmitri 
 
 
 

————————————————————————————— 
The first dynamic I seek to highlight is the dichotomy between egoism and 

asceticism, represented by the eldest Karamazov, Dmitri. This dichotomy, the conflict of 

the will, integrates the physical dimension of our Being, the Umwelt– the world of things. 

 ————————————————————————————— 
 
 
 
 In an Eastern Christian metaphysic, egoism is the result of a disoriented will. Its 

healthy state is outward facing, desiring to connect and integrate into the divine cosmic 

order. A disoriented will has lost sight of its natural orientation (i.e., toward God and 

creation) and has no object around which to orient apart from itself. The will becomes, in 

the words of St. Augustine, incurvatus in se [turned in on itself].15 This is the essence of 

Adam’s transgression in the Garden. Metropolitan John Zizioulas asserts that “the first 

human beings were called, as free persons, to direct their nature either toward themselves 

or toward that which is outside themselves, God. The first man, Adam, chose, by his own 

free will, the former (the orientation of human nature toward itself)...”16 It was not merely 

disobedience– it was egoism.  

 
15 The term incurvatus in se [turned in on itself] was first used by St. Augustine in The City of 

God to describe human nature after the “fall of man.” While I chose to use this Augustinian vocabulary for 
its illustrative power, it is important to disconnect it from its connotation with the “fall” and its subsequent 
significance in the doctrine of “original sin” when used in an Orthodox context, Augustine of Hippo, City 
of God, trans. Marcus Dods (New York: The Modern Library), 1950. 

 
16 Metropolitan John Zizioulas, Illness and Healing in Orthodox Theology (Alhambra: St. 

Sebastian Press, 2016), 23. 
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It is important to note the element of the freedom of the will in this metaphysic, 

which is not a given in some theologies and philosophies. However, the will in Orthodox 

theology and mode of the Umwelt in existential psychology are characterized by freedom 

due to self-awareness in relation to the physical world. May explains that the recognition 

of freedom allows a person “to grasp the Umwelt, the material world, with greater reality 

than those who segment it into ‘drives’ and ‘substances,’ precisely because they are not 

limited to Umwelt alone, but see it also in the context of human self-consciousness.”17 

This freedom implies that it is always an intentional choice to interact with the physical 

world in cooperation with one’s will, or in subjugation to one’s will (i.e., egoism). 

A will incurvatus in se is toxic to a person. While it appears at first to be a 

celebration, perhaps an exaltation, of the self, it avoids life and seeks out death. Suffering 

is inherent to life, but an egoism causes a person to think that they are entitled not to 

suffer, failing to understand that hedonism is a life-denying philosophy. Hedonism 

desensitizes the body and soul, closing the self off from the world and tightening its inner 

spiral. Unsurprisingly, the majority of symptoms used to diagnose Major Depressive 

Disorder in the DSM-5 are not related to intense feelings, but a numbness to feeling (e.g., 

fatigue, lack of concentration and cognitive acuity, loss of appetite, loss of interest in 

activities, feelings of listlessness and purposelessness, etc.).18 Similarly, the increased 

substance tolerance associated with addiction disorders is a physical numbness and 

 
17 Rollo May, The Discovery of Being: Writings in Existential Psychology (New York: Norton, 

1983), 128. 
 

18 Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (Arlington: American Psychiatric 
Association), 2013, 112-115.  
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desensitization that results the desire to purge suffering.19 Not only may these conditions 

cause physical death, but a person in this condition is inhibited from experiencing life 

even as they are living. 

Part of what causes suffering in a will incurvatus in se is that it is intensely self-

conscious. The will objectifies itself, becoming a prison of subject and object all at once– 

it is the abyss staring into itself. The common image of egoism is a lack of self-

awareness, but this condition is intensely self-aware– that is, constantly aware of oneself 

internally, even if oblivious to the external world. Egoistic hedonists often know that 

their attempts to thwart suffering only compound their suffering– adding another layer of 

discomfort due to cognitive dissonance20– but they are unable to overcome it in their self-

contained state. St. Paul refers to this inner conflict in his epistle to the Romans, saying “I 

do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I 

hate.”21 The suffering of spiritual, mental, and physical harm caused by hedonistic 

behavior combined with the suffering of hyper-self-consciousness is the consequence of 

prolonged and untreated egoism.  

To deal with this suffering, some egoists may turn to religion, leading to the use 

of hedonistic theology. When employing hedonistic theology, the egoist replaces divine 

love with self-love,22 endorsing religious beliefs for the purpose of maximizing comfort 

 
19 Ibid., 395-473. 

 
20 (See 2) 

 
21 Rom. 7:15 (NIV) 

 
22 “Self-love” is the term most often used by the Church Fathers– particularly St. Maximus the 

Confessor– when describing an exaltation of the self over others, but should not be confused with its 
modern usage as caring for oneself, which is often used to contrast self -hatred or low self-esteem. Counter-
intuitively, the Fathers condemn self-hatred as a form of “self-love” (i.e., self-obsession), demonstrating the 
incongruence of the meaning of this term in these different contexts.  
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and minimizing discomfort, often by distancing oneself from moral responsibility. This 

tendency is particularly pervasive in Christianity because of the immediate access it 

offers to a messianic figure as an absolution for guilt. This is the basis of Nietzsche’s 

condemnation of Western Christianity as “décadent” in The Antichrist. He argues that 

Christians have taken morality that was once practical, local, and situational and made it 

abstract, distant, and universal, therefore distancing ourselves from moral responsibility 

by placing moral salience on belief rather than action. By emphasizing transcendence 

(i.e., eternal salvation in the next life) over embodiment (i.e. individual excellence in this 

life) for the sake of comfort, Christian faith is akin to “closing one’s eyes upon oneself 

once and for all, to avoid suffering the sight of incurable falsehood.”23 Rather than 

properly confronting their discomfort, terror, and anxiety, egoists look for quick 

solutions, in this case through religion. 

For the majority of The Brothers Karamazov, Dmitri Karamazov represents the 

quintessential egoist. He is described, and in fact describes himself, as a “Sensualist.” 

Unlike his portentous brothers, Ivan and Alyosha, Dmitri is down-to-earth, emotional, 

and visceral; if the brothers collectively represent the human being– mind, body, and 

soul– Dmitri is the manifestation of the body. 

As an egoist, Dmitri is ruled by a will incurvatus in se, behaving erratically, 

capriciously, and hedonistically, even while knowing that his actions are self-destructive. 

Most notably, he humiliates Katerina Ivanovna by breaking off their engagement to 

pursue an affair with Grushenka– who is involved with his father, Fyodor Karamazov– 

 
 

23 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Antichrist, (Torrance: Noontide Press, 1980), 50. 
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even though he owes Katerina a formidable sum of 3,000 rubles. As the story continues, 

his behavior grows more and more reckless, demonstrating the gradual increase in apathy 

and numbness characteristic of egoism. He also selectively employs hedonistic theology 

to his own benefit. He is not dedicated to atheism, like Ivan, or theism, like Alyosha, but 

instead endorses belief or disbelief as it suits him in the moment. He invokes belief in 

God when confronted by his fear of death, yet denounces belief in God when confronted 

by the immorality of his actions. There are moments where he appears to admire his 

brothers’ integrity for remaining consistent in their beliefs, but also considers them 

foolish for doing so when their beliefs cause them suffering. 

However, even in his egoistic state, there is a symbol of holiness in Dmitri that 

ultimately leads to his redemption- his suffering. While Fyodor seems to revel in his 

debauchery, gaining a sadistic pleasure from the pain he causes himself and others, 

Dmitri experiences the piercing inner conflict of self-awareness described by St. Paul. 

While his behavior throughout the novel outwardly suggests little remorse for his actions, 

there is an inner spiritual turmoil that Father Zosima, the abbot of Alyosha’s monastery, 

immediately recognizes when they meet in Book II. After a meeting with all the 

Karamazovs, ending in an explosive argument between Dmitri and Fyodor, Father 

Zosima honors Dmitri with a silent, cryptic bow. While the bow is never discussed, it 

appears to be Father Zosima’s way of acknowledging the image of Christ in Dmitri’s 

suffering, as if venerating an icon of the Crucifixion.  

At the end of the novel, his salvific suffering comes back into focus when he is 

wrongly arrested for the murder of his father. Without access to the indulgent escapism 

that placated him so for long, he is laid bare to the enormity of his suffering and of the 
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suffering he had brought into the world. Through his own suffering, he recognizes the 

shared suffering of his fellow man– as Father Zosima recognized in him– and he begins 

to draw out of his inner spiral and integrate back into the divine network of creation. He 

recognizes this as an opportunity to atone for all the times that he refused suffering for his 

own pleasure at the expense of others, finally acknowledging the need to take moral 

responsibility for himself and his actions, saying “I understand now that such men as I 

need a blow of destiny to…bind them by a force from without…I accept the torture of 

accusation, and my public shame; I want to suffer and by suffering I shall be purified …I 

accept my punishment, not because I killed him, but because I meant to kill him, and 

perhaps I really might have killed him.”24 After the trial, when he is sentenced to hard 

labor in Siberia, he maintains this outlook, refusing to take the opportunity to escape. He 

further explains his rationale in a passionate, almost ecstatic, monologue: 

“Brother, these last two months I've found in myself a new man. A new man has 
risen up in me. He was hidden in me, but would never have come to the surface, if 
it hadn't been for this blow from heaven. I am afraid! And what do I care if I 
spend twenty years in the mines, breaking ore with a hammer? I am not a bit 
afraid of that it's something else I am afraid of now: that that new man may leave 
me. Even there, in the mines, underground, I may find a human heart in another 
convict and murderer by my side, and I may make friends with him, for even 
there one may live and love and suffer. One may thaw and revive a frozen heart in 
that convict, one may wait upon him for years, and at last bring up from the dark 
depths a lofty soul, a feeling, suffering creature; one may bring forth an angel, 
create a hero! There are so many of them, hundreds of them, and we are all to 
blame for them. Why was it I dreamed of that 'babe' at such a moment? 'Why is 
the babe so poor?' That was a sign to me at that moment. It's for the babe I'm 
going. Because we are all responsible for all. For all the 'babes,' for there are big 
children as well as little children All are 'babes.' I go for all, because someone 
must go for all. I didn't kill father, but I've got to go. I accept it…Oh, yes, we shall 
be in chains and there will be no freedom, but then, in our great sorrow, we shall 
rise again to joy, without which man cannot live nor God exist, for God gives 
joy…And then we men underground will sing from the bowels of the earth a 
glorious hymn to God, with Whom is joy…I seem to have such strength in me 

 
24 Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 412. 
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now, that I think I could stand anything, any suffering, only to be able to say and 
to repeat to myself every moment, 'I exist.' In thousands of agonies I exist. I'm 
tormented on the rack but I exist! Though I sit alone on a pillar I exist!”25 

 
Even though he is not directly responsible for the crime of murdering Fyodor 

Karamazov, he is willing to accept exile for the sake of his spiritual transformation. This 

kind of holy suffering, imbued with the divine love that unites all of creation, is his first 

step away from egoism and toward asceticism. 

Asceticism is the Church’s cure for egoism. While egoism tries to deny and repel 

suffering, thus compounding it, asceticism accepts and embraces suffering, thus 

transforming it. It is a confrontation with one’s own wickedness and an active 

participation in the suffering that it causes with the goal of turning away (μετάνοια- 

metanoia) from wickedness. Often translated as “repentance,” the Orthodox 

understanding of metanoia remains closer to its Greek origins. Meta- (expanding, 

transcending, going beyond), -noia (coming from the Greek nous- mind, intellect, 

consciousness, self). Nous has had many meanings in the Greek language over time, but 

it is used by the Fathers “to refer to reason as well as to this noetic26 energy that descends 

and functions in the region of the heart,” meaning that its activity is neither merely 

cognitive nor merely emotional, but an integrative concept for rational faculties within 

the soul.27 So, when brought together, metanoia is the process of transcending the self 

and integrating into the “larger self” or “larger Being” that is Christ as God.  

 
25 Ibid.  
 
26 Νοητός [noetic]: “that which belongs to or is characteristic of the intellect [nous],” “Glossary,” 

In The Philokalia, 1240-1246, comp. Nikodemos of the Holy Mountain and Makarios of Corinth, trans. G. 
E. H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, Kallistos Ware, and Holy Transfiguration Monastery, (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1995): 1243.  

 
27 Father John Romanides, Patristic Theology, (Thessaloniki: Uncut Mountain Press, 2008), 19. 
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Asceticism, coming from the Greek ἄσκησις (askesis) (to train, exercise, strive), 

is a process of constant metanoia. It forces a person to look beyond themself and draw 

nearer to the divine– the divinity of God Himself and of the presence of God in creation. 

As St. Thalassios of Libya explains, “just as love and self-control destroy evil thought, so 

contemplation and prayer destroy all self-exaltation.”28 However, asceticism is not 

merely an intellectual activity. It is embodied in action, meaning that it is necessarily 

practical, local, and situational– a direct contrast to the abstract, distant, and universal 

moral imperative that Nietzsche found so contemptible about Western Christian morality. 

Rather than “closing one’s eyes upon oneself” in the face of our wickedness, asceticism 

demands that we open our eyes to a larger reality and train ourselves to overcome our 

“small self” as we grow into a collective “larger self” in Christ. To aid in this process, the 

Church integrates these ascetic practices naturally into our daily lives through the yearly 

liturgical cycle. This is primarily accomplished through prayer, fasting, abstinence, 

giving alms, and extending compassion to those in need– the opposite of Dmitri’s 

behavior throughout The Brothers Karamazov.  

While asceticism’s focus on the self may seem to be a sort of egoism, and may 

turn into egoism in the absence of love, ascetic practices are outward-oriented, as 

opposed to egoism being inward-oriented. While these practices certainly bring healing to 

the self, they also bring healing to the world. From a contemplative perspective, each of 

our individual sins contribute to the collective, atmospheric pollution of sin in the world. 

 
28 Thalassios of Libya, “On Love, Self-Control, and Life in Accordance with the Intellect,” In The 

Philokalia, comp. St. Nikodemos of the Holy Mountain and St. Makarios of Corinth, trans. G. E. H. 
Palmer, Philip Sherrard, Kallistos Ware, and Holy Transfiguration Monastery, (London: Faber and Faber, 
1995), 555.  
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Just as when we sin against our fellow man, we sin against all creation, when we draw 

nearer to God, we draw all of creation nearer to God. This is why during Forgiveness 

Vespers in the Orthodox Church, we ask for forgiveness not only from those we have 

hurt, but also from those we have never met, because we have sinned against them as our 

fellow man. We are actively acknowledging the image of Christ in our neighbor and co-

suffering with them, as Christ co-suffers with us. When Dmitri accepts his sentence in 

Siberia for a murder he did not commit, he is acknowledging the reality that his sin is 

intertwined with all of humanity’s and takes ownership of it, committing himself to 

metanoia through ascetic suffering.  
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PART TWO 

Alienation vs. Sobornost- Alyosha 
 
 
 

 —————————————————————————————  
 

 The second dynamic is the dichotomy between alienation and sobornost, 

represented by the youngest Karamazov, Alyosha. This dichotomy, the conflict of the 

heart, integrates the social dimension of our Being, the Mitwelt– the world of people. 

————————————————————————————— 
 
 
 

 Humans were made to live in community. As God made Eve for Adam, he made 

each of us for one another. The image of unity among humans mirrors the unity of the 

Trinity, in whose image we are made: many persons, one nature, united in love. This is 

reflected in Christ’s prayer “that they all may be one, even as Thou, Father, art in Me, 

and I in Thee, that they also may be one in us…And the glory which Thou gavest Me I 

have given them, that they be one just as We are one.”29 Fr. Thomas Hopko elaborates 

further that “the calling of the Church to be one in all things is the prototype of the 

vocation of all mankind which was originally created by God as many persons in one 

nature.”30 However, sin inverts our Trinitarian union, creating a state of disunity and 

alienation. 

The world is not only tragic without other persons– it is indecipherable without 

them. Self-consciousness both shapes and is shaped by other consciousnesses; they can 

 
29 Jn. 17: 21-22 

 
30 Thomas Hopko, The Othodox Faith- Volume I, (Yonkers: St. Vladimir’s Press). 
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hardly be thought of as separate. May, working within the tradition inherited from 

Heidegger and Hegel, explains that “the world includes the structure of meaning which is 

designed by the interrelationship of persons in it.”31 This structure of shared meaning 

through collective consciousness is the Mitwelt– literally, the “with-world.” A healthy 

integration in the Mitwelt requires one to eschew the luxury of distance from the 

Constitutive Other, and to recognize them as, in fact, not an “Other,” but as a part of 

oneself.  

Without the Body of Christ sustaining the mystical Us, we are condemned to see 

ourselves as a sea of stranded Is. Having no shared goals, other individuals become either 

a means or an obstacle to our individual goals; not persons, but things. St. Maria 

Skobtsova explains that when a person relates to the world in this way, “the world is 

some sort of inanimate comfort for him, or some sort of inanimate torture, to which his 

uniquely animate ‘I’ is opposed.”32 The resulting engagement with others is objectifying, 

instrumental, and utilitarian– what Martin Buber calls an I-It relationship, in contrast to 

the loving I-Thou relationship.33 When made an It, our fellow human becomes an object 

fixed in space and time, having neither presence nor futurity. “Objects,” Buber explains, 

“subsist in time that has been…The object is not duration, but cessation, suspension, a 

breaking off and cutting clear and hardening, absence of relation and of present being. 

 
31 May, The Discovery of Being, 128. 

 
32 St. Maria Skobtsova, “The Mysticism of Human Communion,” in Mother Maria Skobtsova: 

Essential Writings, ed. Helene Klepinin-Arjakovsky, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, 
(Ossining: Orbis Books, 2002), 77. 

 
33 Martin Buber, I and Thou, trans. Walter Kaufmann, (New York: Scribner, 1970).  
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True beings are lived in the present, the life of objects is in the past.”34 Dasein, by its 

very definition, is stolen from the objectified It; It has no “there-being,” only “then-

being.” Therefore, the Constitutive Other is seen not only as a separate being, but as a 

separate category of being– an inferior category of being, robbed of autonomy. 

The question of presence and autonomy is central to the distinction between It and 

Thou. To preserve the autonomy of a Thou requires a commitment to imagine them as 

Dasein, with both presence and transcendence. May et al. explains that “if we are to 

understand a given person as existing, dynamic, at every moment becoming, we cannot 

avoid the dimension of transcendence. Existing involves a continual emerging, in the 

sense of emergent evolution, a transcending of one’s past and present in order to reach 

the future.”35 This is the threshold between the “world of experience”– the world of It– 

and the “world of relations”– the world of Thou.36 If a person cannot make the 

commitment to enter the world of relations, they will be unable to form meaningful, 

intimate relationships and are bound to suffer from loneliness and isolation.  

This is the situation in which we find Alyosha, the youngest Karamazov. Without 

careful attention, a reader may struggle to identify the cause of his suffering, or to 

recognize that he suffers at all. He is the most functional and likable of the brothers, 

leading the holy and righteous life of a novice.37 He displays concern for the wellbeing of 

 
34 Ibid., 13.  

 
35 May, et al., Existence: A New Dimension in Psychiatry and Psychology, (New York: Basic 

Books, 1958): 71. 
 

36 Buber, Ibid., 6-7.  
   
37 The title of a  monk before his tonsuring.  
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others, including his wicked family, making his kind-heartedness stand out in an 

otherwise dark and sullen landscape. At the same time, however, he is described as 

having “a sort of inner preoccupation entirely personal and unconcerned with other 

people,”38 which those close to him recognize as profound and honest sadness– perhaps 

only because it is the part of him in which they see themselves. It is a constant, gnawing 

background-anguish that lingers within him, never solid enough to grasp onto, or even to 

name. This was a driving factor that led him to the monastery in the first place. The 

narrator explains that the reason “he adopted the monastic life was simply because at that 

time it struck him, so to say, as the ideal escape for his soul struggling from the darkness 

of worldly wickedness to the light of love.”39 And so, it is not out of ignorance or 

idealism that he loves the world, but a sober recognition that he does not know how else 

to survive in it. 

When the reader first meets Alyosha, he appears well-suited for monastic life and 

highly dedicated to it. However, there are hints hidden in the narrative that foreshadow 

the dysfunctional relationship he has with the monastery. One instance of this occurs in 

Father Zosima’s meeting with Madame Khokhlakov, the widowed mother of Lise– a 

young, disabled woman who Alyosha falls in love with later in the novel. Madame 

Khokhlakov is deeply self-centered, lamenting her daughter’s condition for pity in one 

moment and glorifying it for praise in the next. When she tells Father Zosima that she 

suffers from a lack of faith, he responds that what she truly suffers is a lack of love for 

others. He then tells her the story of a doctor who once came to see him: 

 
38 Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, trans. Constance Garnett, (New York: Modern 

Library, 1950): 7.   
 

39 Ibid.  
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He was a man getting on in years, and undoubtedly clever. He spoke as frankly as 
you, though in jest, in bitter jest. “I love humanity,” he said, “but I wonder at 
myself. The more I love humanity in general, the less I love man in particular. In 
my dreams,” he said, “I have often come to making enthusiastic schemes for the 
service of humanity, and perhaps I might actually have faced crucifixion if it had 
been suddenly necessary; and yet I am incapable of living in the same room with 
anyone for two days together, as I know by experience. As soon as anyone is near 
me, his personality disturbs my self-complacency and restricts my freedom. In 
twenty four hours I begin to hate the best of men: one because he's too long over 
his dinner; another because he has a cold and keeps on blowing his nose. I 
become hostile to people the moment they come close to me. But it has always 
happened that the more I detest men individually the more ardent becomes my 
love for humanity.”40 

 
This anecdote demonstrates a magnification of Alyosha’s distorted relationship with the 

world. Like the doctor, Alyosha loves humanity in general, but not in particular; in 

theory, but not in practice. This is because his love is indeed not for people as they are in 

the world, but as they are in his mind– which is, by extension, himself. When he draws 

near to real people, in the fullness of their presence, he is overwhelmed, disillusioned, 

and burdened. Schopenhauer calls this the “porcupine’s dilemma,” which he explains in 

this manner:   

One cold winter's day, a number of porcupines huddled together quite closely in 
order through their mutual warmth to prevent themselves from being frozen. But 
they soon felt the effect of their quills on one another, which made them again 
move apart. Now when the need for warmth once more brought them together, the 
drawback of the quills was repeated so that they were tossed between two evils, 
until they had discovered the proper distance from which they could best tolerate 
one another.41 

 
Schopenhauer goes on to suggest that the best-case scenario for a porcupine is to be adept 

at generating its own internal warmth without the help of others. This is the function that 

 
40 Ibid., 37. 
 
41 Arthur Schopenhauer, Parerga and Paralipomena: Short Philosophical Essays, Volume 2, 

trans. E. F. J. Payne, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974): 651-652.  
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Alyosha’s vast interior life serves. If he can preserve his inner world, where he is in 

control, he can stand distance between himself and his outer world, where he is 

vulnerable.  

The monastery is a manifestation of this distance, both physically and 

symbolically. Though his heart aches for the suffering people in his mind, he has pushed 

away the suffering people in his community. As if a monk has any duty if not to weep for 

the brokenness of the world! He has failed to understand that the monastery is meant as a 

refuge for those outside of its walls, not inside of them. St. Maria Skobtsova explains that 

“it would be normal for the whole world to want to be in a monastery, but the whole 

world does not have access to an external monastery!...There is more love, more 

humility, more need in remaining in the world’s backyard, in breathing its bad air, in 

hungering after spiritual food– sharing all these burdens and all the world’s anguish with 

others, lightening them for others.”42 Like Mother Maria, Father Zosima understands that 

a monk who joins a monastery to avoid the problems of the world has fundamentally 

misunderstood the purpose of monastic life. Therefore, Zosima, in an act of love and 

fatherly wisdom, makes it his dying wish for Alyosha to leave the monastery, marry, and 

return to his life in the real world.  

 Predictably, Alyosha is left hurt and confused by this request, but it is the impetus 

for his transformation and redemption. His journey is not a heroic quest for 

enlightenment, nor a triumph of asceticism; instead, it takes place through everyday 

encounters where he is confronted by the infinite face of the Other. “Face” here is not to 

 
42 St. Maria Skobtsova, “Toward a New Monasticism I,” in Mother Maria Skobtsova: Essential 

Writings, ed. Helene Klepinin-Arjakovsky, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, (Ossining: 
Orbis Books, 2002): 95. 
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be taken as the physical, aesthetic object, but rather as the Levinasian sense of “living 

presence” or “expression.”43 Further, an authentic face-to-face encounter is taken to be 

distinct from the everyday confrontations with physical faces; it requires an active 

engagement with face, beyond mere perception. 

His first confrontation with society after leaving the monastery is a scene of utter 

disunity– the details of which, and the transformation that occurs thereafter, I admit can 

hardly be recounted with the same nuance and profundity. On his way to visit Lise and 

Madame Khokhlakov, Alyosha encounters six schoolboys fighting against one sickly 

boy, Ilusha, as they throw rocks at each other, apparently as revenge for Ilusha stabbing 

one of them, Kolya, with a penknife at school. As he approaches the group, Alyosha is 

struck by a rock intended for the schoolboys, who snidely remark that Ilusha hit him on 

purpose on account of the Karamazov family’s reputation. Alyosha pays no mind to this, 

and shields Ilusha from further advances. The boys retreat and begin to run away, but 

they warn Alyosha not to go near Ilusha, calling him a “beast” who “will stab you in a 

minute, on the sly.”44 Alyosha ignores this, too, and approaches the young boy. It is clear 

that Ilusha indeed recognizes him, and in fact hates him, though Alyosha does not know 

why. After Ilusha rebukes him angrily, Alyosha abandons his efforts, only to be hit with 

another stone as he walks away. He engages once more to ask what he had done to 

deserve such treatment, and Ilusha bites him viciously on his finger before bursting into 

tears and running away, leaving Alyosha bewildered. 

 
43 Reference Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, trans. Alphonso Lingis, (Pittsburgh: 

Duquesne University Press, 2000).  
 
 

44 Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 119-120.  
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 Had it not been for Zosima’s decree, Alyosha would have retreated into the 

monastery with yet another reason to avoid real human contact. However, in his new life, 

he is no longer able to hide from his community at the first sign of discomfort, and 

instead he finds himself more deeply intertwined in their affairs. When he arrives at the 

Khokhlakov house, though he avoided getting involved for as long as possible, he 

becomes embroiled in a dispute between Ivan and Katerina.45 They are obviously in love 

with each other, but rather than making the sacrifices necessary to be together, they bask 

in the melodrama of their own volition, feeling sorry for themselves over a problem they 

created. Alyosha eventually grows frustrated and exposes the unpleasant truth. They 

retreat into their facade of feigned indifference toward one another, joking that Alyosha 

had misinterpreted the situation, and Ivan leaves hurriedly. Katerina then tells Alyosha 

that the week before, Dmitri had savagely beaten a man in front of his son over a 

meaningless dispute, and she prompts him to find the father and give him two hundred 

rubles on her behalf as an apology. He soon realizes that this man is Ilusha’s father, 

explaining Ilusha’s mysterious hostility toward him. The father– a retired military captain 

struggling to cope with his family’s poor health, especially Ilusha’s, which declined after 

he fell into a depression– is at first overwhelmed by a frenzied gratitude. Seeing how 

desperately happy this made him, Alyosha assures him that he would provide whatever 

amount he needs if he asks for it. Suddenly, a realization washes over the captain that 

accepting the money would tarnish his honor, so he stamps it into the mud and sends 

Alyosha away.  

 
45 The same Katerina mentioned previously– Dmitri’s fiancé whom he abandoned in pursuit of his 

father’s lover, Grushenka.  
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Though these encounters were painful for Alyosha, they helped him gain a 

powerful insight about how he relates to the world. He came to understand that his 

empathic face-to-face encounter had opened up the most vulnerable parts of these people, 

and rather than walking with them gently through this space, he unknowingly inserted 

himself as the master of their experience. This transgression of autonomy made them 

hyper-aware of their vulnerability, causing them to close off once more, perhaps even 

more tightly than before. When later recounting the story of the captain to Lise, he 

explains that “when he [the captain] had poured out his heart, he felt ashamed at having 

shown me his inmost soul like that. So he began to hate me at once.”46 When the other 

person is first made aware that their private world is no longer private, it is important not 

to make judgements, suggestions, or conclusions about that world, but rather to 

experience it with non-judgmental compassion, no matter how flawed or misguided it 

might be. In such a sacred space, one must be a guest and not an intruder. This insight 

gleaned from his encounters with the Other marks a change in his heart, beginning his 

transition out of alienation. 

It is impossible to leave unchanged and unperturbed by an authentic encounter 

with the face of the Other, because the task itself implies a shift from I-It to I-Thou– a 

radical change in perspective about the relation of the self to the world. Typical 

interactions imply the self as subject (infinite, dynamic, I) and the Other as object (finite, 

temporal, It). From the vantage point of “subject,” we do not interact with the face itself, 

but with whatever illusory impression that our perspective can manage to capture. An 

authentic face can never be made into “object” – it is infinite, “present in its refusal to be 

 
46 Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 145. 
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contained.”47 Therefore, a face-to-face encounter necessitates a phenomenological 

transcendence of the subject-object distinction. Both parties are implicated in this 

transcendence. As May argues, “the essence of relationship is that in the encounter both 

persons are changed.”48 The two people are no longer Is to themselves and Its to one 

another– they, together, become I-Thou.  

The problem remains, however, that an I-Thou relationship requires a 

commitment to some level of discomfort, pain, and suffering. The encounter itself does 

not take this away; the porcupine still has needles. To mitigate this burden, the temptation 

for many is to pick and choose who among them is worthy of inviting into this space of 

full personhood. While it is true that not all relationships can be I-Thou all the time, it is a 

dangerous mistake to create artificial borders around which people, or which “kinds” of 

people, are acceptable to engage with meaningfully because it is simply too much effort 

to leave that door open to all. Inevitably, this person will watch their criteria for 

acceptability– which were baseless to begin with– narrow as they brush up against the 

annoyances, inconveniences, and disappointments implicated in relationships, until they 

find that there is not a single person they can stand to be around. This is the reality that 

Schopenhauer imagines, and even advocates for, as a response to the porcupine’s 

dilemma.  

The Christian life demands, in fact requires, a radical alternative: if not a single 

one is worthy of love, you must love every single one. After all, “Christ’s love does not 

 
47Ibid., 194. 

 
48 May, The Discovery of Being, 128. 
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know how to measure and divide, does not know how to spare itself.”49 This 

impossibility is made possible only through the mystical communion of mankind in the 

Body of Christ. Christ’s dual-natured hypostasis at the Incarnation simultaneously gives 

one face to both God and mankind. An encounter with this face makes possible the 

subject-object transcendence whereby I-It can become I-Thou, not only for God and man, 

but also for man and mankind, as a mystical communion united in the Body of Christ.50 

St. Maria explains it like this: 

We may get a disturbing neighbor in the same apartment, or an all-too-merry 
drinking companion, or a capricious and slow-witted student, or obnoxious ladies, 
or seedy old codgers, and so on, and relations with them will only weary us 
physically, annoy us inwardly, and deaden us spiritually. But, through Christ’s 
image in man, we may partake of the Body of Christ. If our approach to the world 
is correct and spiritual, we will not have only to give it from our spiritual poverty, 
but we will receive infinitely more from the face of Christ that lives in it, from our 
communion with Christ, from the consciousness of being a part of Christ’s 
body.”51 

 
To experience solidarity with all of mankind as Thou in veneration of the image 

of God in humanity– this is what the Church refers to as sobornost. Rather than creating 

distance to avoid being poked and prodded by our neighbors, sobornost teaches us to 

voluntarily undergo the suffering of solidarity with our neighbors as a community. With 

spiritual discipline, participation in the Church as sobornost helps us develop a “thicker 

skin” so that the sacrifices we make for the sake of our community do not vex us, but 

bring us closer to our salvation.  

 
49 Skobtsova, “The Mysticism of Human Communion,” 78-79.  

 
50 For a formal logic proof of this argument, see Figure 1 in the Appendix. 

 
51 Skobtsova, “The Mysticism of Human Communion,” 81-82. 
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Sobornost is “an untranslatable Russian word which means a community 

integrated from within through the power of love and perfect spiritual freedom.”52 The 

underlying concept of sobornost is present across the Orthodox world, but this term is 

used specifically to refer to the intellectual movement originating among 19th century 

Orthodox scholars in Russia which began as a theo-philosophical movement, partly as a 

reaction against the trend of hyper-individualization and community fragmentation in the 

West. In contrast to the idea of freedom as independence from others, “sobornost 

signifies a quality of life which affirms the reality of freedom by widening the scope of 

freedom and by revealing its transcendent, universal dimension…Freedom of the spirit 

has in fact nothing in common with individualism: to be free is not to be insulated; it is 

not to shut oneself up, but, on the contrary, to break through in a creative act to the 

fulness and universality of existence.”53 

Integration into the community of the Church does not require a sacrifice of 

personal identity, but rather a reconfiguration of how identity is derived. Metropolitan 

John Zizioulas calls this the “move from the state of being individuals to that of 

personhood.”54 He explains that “‘Individual’ is an arithmetic concept derived from its 

isolation from other individuals– it is what it is because it is not something else.”55 In 

contrast, sobornost challenges us with the notion that the self can only be understood and 

 
52 Janko Lavrin, “Khomyakov and the Slavs” The Russian Review 23, no. 1, (January  

1964): 42. 
 

53 Nikolai Berdyaev, Dream and Reality, trans. Katherine Lampert, (New York: Collier Books, 
1962): 63. 

 
54 Zizioulas, Illness and Healing in Orthodox Theology, 45. 

 
55 Ibid. 
 



 30 

actualized through participation in community. This is a restoration of the Trinitarian 

unity described at the origin of humanity. Zizioulas goes on to say that “the three persons 

of the Trinity are different from one another, not because they are isolated and recede 

from one another, but rather because they are inextricably bound together. The more 

inseparable the unity is, the more it begets and produces diversity.”56 It is not an affront 

to the individuality of each Person of the Trinity that they are inextricable, but rather a 

celebration of the wholeness that comes about through their trihypostasis.  

In this light, it is not a coincidence that the Greek word ἰάομαι (iaomai), found 

multiple times throughout the New Testament, is interchangeably translated as “to heal” 

and “to be made whole.” In English, too, “heal” and “whole” are etymologically related. 

Integration into the wholeness of the Body of Christ in an act of self-sacrificial solidarity 

trains us to see the inherent value in ourselves and in our neighbor without qualification. 

This is referred to in Rogerian person-centered therapy as “unconditional positive 

regard,” a posture taken toward the Other where "there are no conditions of acceptance, 

no feeling of ‘I like you only if you are thus and so.’”57 Sobornost expands this to a 

community-level, where “the Church heals by being such a community in which 

people…grow accustomed to loving and being loved freely.”58  

 Alyosha’s transition into sobornost occurs toward the end of the novel, where he 

not only integrates back into community, but also creates community for those around 

 
56 Ibid. 
 
57 Carl Rogers, “The Necessary and Sufficient Conditions of Therapeutic Personality Change,” 

Journal of Consulting Psychology 21, no. 2, (1957): 98. 
 

58 Zizioulas, Illness and Healing in Orthodox Theology, 47.  
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him. The reader learns that after the incident with the captain, Alyosha continued visiting 

Ilusha and his family. By now, Ilusha is bedridden, dying of consumption. Kolya, the boy 

who Ilusha had stabbed with a penknife, recalls that Alyosha began inviting some of 

Ilusha’s schoolmates on his trips, and many of them, a group of about ten, now visit daily 

without Alyosha’s prompting. Kolya is the only boy left who has not made amends, much 

to Ilusha’s disappointment. Being the oldest, most daring, and most popular of the group, 

he is something like a role model for Ilusha. 

The story picks up again as Kolya embarks on his first visit to Ilusha with 

Smurov, another schoolboy. He becomes defensive when Smurov asks why he has not 

come until now, and why he changed his mind, denying vehemently that he has come to 

make up with Ilusha. He says stubbornly, “I allow no one to analyze my actions… I am 

going of myself because I choose to, but you’ve all been hauled there by Alexey 

[Alyosha] Karamazov.”59 He is skeptical of his schoolmates’ newfound admiration of 

Alyosha, yet he is childishly intimidated by him and secretly craves his approval. When 

they arrive at Ilusha’s house, he insists on speaking with Alyosha privately before going 

inside, “to show his independence.”60 His insistence on individuality and air of 

superiority thinly veil his debilitating insecurity,61 causing a discrepancy between his 

authentic self, which he keeps hidden, and his public self, which he uses to win others 

 
59 Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 364. 

 
60 Ibid., 369.  

 
61 It is widely recognized in Adlerian psychological literature that a “superiority complex” can 

develop as a reaction against feelings of inferiority. For more information, see Alfred Alder, The Science of 
Living (Psychology Revivals), (London: Routledge, 2013).  
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over. He exaggerates his charm and intellect to compensate for his perceived 

shortcomings, placing his identity in whatever ideology he has adopted at that moment 

(presently, it is atheism and Socialism). Whether or not this is intentional, Kolya is 

described much like a young Ivan Karamazov.  

 When Alyosha comes outside to meet him, the narrator notes that “Alyosha’s 

appearance had undergone a complete change since we saw him last. He had abandoned 

his cassock…and his hair had been cropped short… His charming face always had a 

good-humored expression; but there was a gentleness and serenity in his good-humor.”62 

This external transformation reflects an internal one, as he transitions out of monastic life 

into life in a community. Kolya expects to be chastised and interrogated for his absence, 

but instead Alyosha rushes outside to meet him without even putting on his coat. Like the 

father running to embrace the Prodigal Son, he does not ask questions or require an 

explanation from the boy, but says simply, “Here you are at last! How anxious we’ve 

been to see you!”63  

Nevertheless, Kolya proceeds to justify himself. Alyosha perceives genuine 

remorse in his explanation, but that it is filtered through a fabrication that Kolya finds 

more palatable than the truth. He explains that his contention with Ilusha began when 

Kolya’s schoolmates teased him for spending time with a younger boy, including 

spreading a rumor that he was seen playing robbers with children. This was true, he 

explains, but only out of kindness because he was watching after them. In a display of 

unconditional positive regard, Alyosha replies, “But what if you had been playing for 

 
62 Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 369. 
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your own amusement, what’s the harm?”64 Here, he shows that it does not make a 

difference to him what Kolya has done or why he has done it; before he can expect Kolya 

to invite him inside his inner world, he must demonstrate a willingness to accept 

whatever he finds there with gentleness and understanding. He continues speaking to him 

with warmth and dignity, subtle enough not to come across as forced or patronizing. 

Kolya’s demeanor softens, and his guard begins to lower. He continues his story. 

It happened that Kolya sought to distance himself from Ilusha after being teased 

by his peers, and the opportunity presented itself when Smerdyakov65 dared Ilusha to feed 

a dog a piece of bread with a pin hidden inside. Though he knew Ilusha was already 

remorseful for his actions, Kolya rebuked him publicly and swore not to speak to him 

again. He expected Ilusha to apologize, but instead, he lashed out in bitterness, apathy, 

and cruelty.66 With his poverty and dysfunctional family, Ilusha was already an outcast 

among the schoolboys, but without Kolya’s protection he became an active target of 

torment and beatings. When word got around that Dmitri had beaten Ilusha’s father, their 

cruelty intensified. Though Kolya felt pity, he simply laughed alongside them, prompting 

Ilusha to attack him with his penknife, precipitating the rock fight. When Ilusha fell ill, 

Kolya was struck with shame, knowing that he was responsible for his alienation. The 

 
64 Ibid., 372. 

 
65 The same Smerdyakov who killed Fyodor Karamazov.  

 
66 This reaction is evidence of an early maladaptive schema (EMS) developed from repeated 

interpersonal trauma in childhood. For more information, see Karatzias et al., “Early maladaptive schemas 
in adult survivors of interpersonal trauma: foundations for a cognitive theory of psychopathology,” 
European Journal of Psychotraumatology 7, no. 1, (2016). 
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longer he speaks, the further he strays from his original excusatory narrative, without 

even realizing it. 

All the while, Alyosha listens perceptively, not offering commentary, advice, or 

judgment. The narrator explains that “Kolya was much pleased with Alyosha. What 

struck him most was that he treated him exactly like an equal and that he talked to him 

just as if he were ‘quite grown up.’”67 In doing so, he respects Kolya’s autonomy to feel, 

think, and react authentically, as a full person– as Dasein. Having established a 

foundation of trust, Alyosha is able to address the wounds that underlie the incongruence 

in Kolya’s identity. Kolya tells him, “I am convinced now that you don't despise me; it 

was all my imagination. Oh, Karamazov, I am profoundly unhappy. I sometimes fancy… 

that everyone is laughing at me, the whole world, and then I feel ready to overturn the 

whole order of things."68 Alyosha, of course, already knew this, but has learned through 

his mistakes with Ivan, Katerina, and the captain not to assert his insight onto the 

experience of another, but to allow them to come to terms with their experience in their 

own timing. This method is consistent with modern person-centered therapies that “evoke 

self-directed change, which locate power in the person, not the expert.”69 Through 

repeated authentic encounters with the face of the Other, Alyosha has learned the truth 

that, in the words of Carl Rogers: 

 “When the other person is hurting, confused, troubled, anxious, alienated, 
terrified; or when he or she is doubtful of self-worth, uncertain as to identity, then 
understanding is called for. The gentle and sensitive companionship of an 

 
67 Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 372. 
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69 Carl Rogers, “Empathic: An Unappreciated Way of Being,” The Counseling Psychologist 5, no. 
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empathic stance– accompanied of course by the other two attitudes [congruence, 
or authenticity, and unconditional positive regard]–provides illumination and 
healing. In such situations, deep understanding is…the most precious gift one can 
give to another.”70 

 
The novel ends with Ilusha’s funeral, where the impact of Alyosha’s 

transformation comes to fruition. Though the captain is beset with grief– sobbing, 

wailing, and prostrating as “the touching and impressive funeral prayers moved and 

roused his soul”71 (this is the beauty of Orthodox funerals, that through structure and 

ritual, expressions of grief are made public, and therefore communal)– he is surrounded 

by a community who partake in his suffering voluntarily and without reservation. Such 

solidarity is indeed a form of suffering, but it is suffering undertaken for the sake of 

another in the spirit of universal and indiscriminate love, held together by the divine bond 

of sobornost. This suffering is not destructive, but instead salvific. The suffering of true 

solidarity unites us with the essence of our humanity, culminated by the solidarity of 

Christ with humankind in the Incarnation. As Father Dumitru Staniloae argues, 

“According to our faith, each human person in a certain way is a hypostasis of the entire 

cosmic nature, but he is this only in solidarity with others.”72 

There is a virulent ideology growing within the Church that encourages faithful 

Orthodox to retreat from the suffering, sickness, and debauchery of the world and form 

exclusive, insular communities for the sake of “holiness.”73 This is no better than 

Alyosha hiding from reality in the monastery, because his cowardice outweighed his love 

 
70 Ibid., 9. 

 
71 Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 536. 

 
72 Dumitru Staniloae, Orthodox Dogmatic Theology: The Experience of God- Volume 2, trans. 

Ioan Ioanita and Robert Barringer, (Brookline: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2000), 2.  
 

73 This is especially rampant online, in a  phenomenon dubbed “Internet Orthodoxy.” 
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for others. Like Alyosha, these people enter into a sort of pseudo-monasticism that 

completely disregards and misunderstands the monastic vocation. I don’t mean to suggest 

that there is anything wrong with remote lifestyles (homeschooling, homesteading, off -

the-grid living, etc.), or to promote urban life over rural life, but simply to dispel the 

romanticization of seclusion as an inherently holy act. When holy hermetic monastics 

undertake seclusion as a spiritual discipline, they do so with a profound concern for the 

suffering of the world, not a repulsion to it. They do not seclude themselves to avoid the 

pollution of the world, but to attend to the pollution of their own souls, and to ease the 

suffering of the world through their prayers. Love must be the primary motivation– not 

self-preservation, disgust, or fear.  

The Church is meant to function like a hospital, providing healing to the 

spiritually wounded and ailing; a Church that only seeks holy people is like a clinic that 

only treats healthy people. We must not get so entangled in piety that we make gods of 

ourselves and demons of our fellow man. “Piety, piety,” says St. Maria, “but where is the 

love that moves mountains?”74 Christ himself did not flee from the world by making 

himself accessible only to the righteous few. Instead, he sought out the broken and 

marginalized and brought them into a community of healing. Neither did he abandon 

those in the land of the dead after his Crucifixion by ascending straight into heaven. 

Instead, he undertook the Harrowing of Hell, lowering himself into its depths and 

embracing the captives therein. Christ, who was without sin, had no reservations 

associating himself with sinners, so how can we, who are sinners, take issue with this 

 
74 Jim Forest, “Introduction: Mother Maria of Paris,” in Mother Maria Skobtsova: Essential 

Writings, ed. Helene Klepinin-Arjakovsky, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, (Ossining: 
Orbis Books, 2002): 27.  
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notion? As Vladimir Solovyov, a major thinker of the sobornost movement and allegedly 

Dostoyevsky’s inspiration for the character of Alyosha,75 once wrote, “Men have 

imagined that the acknowledgment of the divinity of Christ relieves them of the 

obligation of taking His words seriously.”76 As Orthodox Christians, the essence of our 

faith is not merely to affirm the truth of the claims about Jesus, but to pick up our own 

crosses and follow in the path he set forth for us. 

It is clear that our lives in the Mitwelt will involve suffering in some form, but we 

get to choose whether this suffering destroys our souls or edifies our souls. When we 

return to the sacred unity in which we were created, our place in the universe takes on its 

true meaning. While it is uncomfortable to live in sobornost, this is how we engage with 

the indiscriminate and universal agape revealed in Christ. Through our communion with 

the Body of Christ in solidarity with our brothers and sisters, we can partake in Christ’s 

miraculous accomplishment on the Cross. 
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romance the name of the third brother is Aliocha [Alyosha], but his readers were well aware that his name 
stood for that of Solovyov,” Michel d’Herbigny, Vladimir Soloviev: A Russian Newman (1853-1900), trans. 
A. M. Buchanan, (London, 1918): 86. 
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PART THREE 

Dogmatism vs. Humility– Ivan 
 
 
 

—————————————————————————————  
 

The final dynamic I wish to discuss is the dichotomy between dogmatism and 

humility, represented by the middle Karamazov, Ivan. This is the conflict of the mind 

(nous), integrating the intellectual dimension of our Being, the Eigenwelt– the world of 

the self.  

 —————————————————————————————  
 
 
 

The desire for knowledge is a noble and honorable quality in humans. It has 

fueled the great discoveries in science, mathematics, art, astronomy, medicine, etc., and 

continues to be a source of inspiration for intellectual advancement. Taken to the 

extreme, however, a desire for knowledge can devolve into an obsession with certainty. It 

morphs from a pursuit to know to an intolerance of the unknown. In this case, 

dogmatism, rather than wonder, is the primary motive. This way of being is incompatible 

with a world of unknowns. One must choose from which to suffer: the struggle to either 

efface the anxiety of the unknown, or to embrace it– the former cultivating dogmatism, 

and the latter humility. 

 It is normal to experience discomfort when confronted with the unknown. The 

tragedy, however, is that our essence is predicated upon the unknown and projected 

toward the unknown. The moments when this reality is brought to our attention– that the 

givens of our existence are not, in fact, given– force us into greater awareness of our 
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presence in the world. In this state of heightened awareness, we realize that our actions 

are not the passive consequences of external forces; rather, they are decisions. Whatever I 

am doing right now, I chose to do from an array of alternatives. I did not choose to drink 

coffee over tea this morning, but coffee over tea, water, Diet Dr. Pepper, chocolate syrup, 

an entire bottle of wine, nothing at all, or whatever other absurdity I could have 

concocted. The fact that it did not occur to me to drink chocolate syrup for breakfast this 

morning– or that I had compelling reasons not to– does not preclude my freedom to do so 

if I desired. This freedom is mostly benign when it comes to breakfast, but when applied 

to questions of career, religion, relationships, and overall purpose in life, it becomes 

entirely overwhelming. The awareness of our equal capacity to make absurd, self-

destructive decisions as rational, beneficial ones on an existential scale brings to our 

attention that all of our decisions gradually move us closer toward death, and we must 

choose wisely or else face regret when death inevitably comes. These questions target the 

center of one’s existence, confronting us with the possibility, and in fact eventuality, of 

our nonexistence. This creates existential anxiety, described by Kierkegaard as the 

“dizziness of freedom.”77  

 Anxiety is rooted in the Eigenwelt (the world of the self), or the nous (the 

intellective power). This domain does not only involve cognition, but also metacognition 

and the relativity of cognition to people, objects, and ideas as they interact. As previously 

discussed, nous is an untranslatable Greek word with many meanings, but is most 

commonly described as the “eye of the soul.” Its most cogent translation for my purposes 

is “mind,” but I will note that the nous encompasses much more than merely reason and 

 
77 Soren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Anxiety, trans. Alastair Hannay, (New York: Liveright 

Publishing, 2014), 188. 
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intellect, including an apperceptive and relational awareness of self with the capacity for 

divine insight and intuition. When a person is unable to cope with the freedom brought 

about by the many unknowns of life, May explains that “anxiety overwhelms the person’s 

discovery of being, blots out the sense of time, dulls the memory of the past, and erases 

the future– which is perhaps the most compelling proof of the fact that it attacks the 

center of one’s being,”78 i.e. the nous or Eigenwelt.  

 Though he is stoic, confident, and self-assured from the outside, Ivan Karamazov 

suffers terribly from anxiety. Highly rationalistic, he searches for a systematized way of 

dealing with moral problems that is demonstrably true and universally consistent, to no 

avail. The harsh realities of life do not fit into his rigid schemata. Though his ideological 

quandary is explored throughout the book, he explains it most profoundly in a 

conversation with Alyosha, shortly after he cut ties with Katerina and vowed to leave for 

Moscow with no plan of return. He presents various cases of horrific violence inflicted 

upon innocent people; one in particular involves a little boy who injures the paw of a 

vicious general’s favorite dog while playing. The general strips the boy naked before 

sending him away; as he runs, the general sends a pack of hunting dogs after the boy, 

who tear him to pieces in front of his mother. He then asks Alyosha what is to be done 

with the general. “To be shot,” he replies reluctantly, seeing the argument come together. 

“What I said was absurd,” he adds, “but-.” Ivan cuts him off. But. That is the key. The 

paradox of justice resides within that but; for how can an act of cruelty be more just than 

an act of mercy? Ivan reasons that the impulse to shoot the general is not a genuine 

expression of moral conviction, but rather a way for us to deal with the moral discomfort 

 
78 May, The Discovery of Being, 110.  
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of such an injustice. And yet, to not shoot the general would be to extend mercy on behalf 

of the boy and his mother, whose suffering is is not ours to forgive. Neither action can be 

systematically deemed just. 

 He then asks whether it would be just to create an entirely peaceful, honest, 

virtuous, and happy world at the expense of one innocent infant, who would be tortured 

to death for the sake of such as world. Alyosha answers no. If this is the case, he wonders 

how there can be justice in Heaven and Hell. If the general suffers in Hell, this does not 

undo the suffering of the little boy. And yet, neither does forgiveness. If God forgives the 

general and reconciles him with the little boy and his mother in Heaven, this also does 

not undo or bring justice to their suffering. In fact, it does nothing but justify cruelty for 

the sake of harmony; it is no different than the innocent infant who is tortured  for the 

sake of a perfect world. He is bewildered by the image of such twisted harmony. This 

puts God in a catch-22; He can neither forgive nor punish the wicked and still be just. It 

is noble that Christ would voluntarily take the role of the tortured infant, but it is not just. 

Therefore, Ivan says he has no issue with God himself, but with the world He created, 

because it presents an impossible moral problem. 

 He then considers an alternative, wondering if God could have created the world 

in some other way that would make justice possible. If this alternate world is possible, 

then God would have intentionally chosen injustice; if this world is not possible, then the 

dilemma of divine justice endures. He considers that perhaps suffering and injustice 

could be avoided altogether if humans had no choice but to be just, and explores this in 

the story of The Grand Inquisitor. This story supposes that during the Spanish Inquisition, 

Christ returns to the Earth and is arrested by the Inquisition for causing unrest among the 
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people. After sentencing him to death, The Grand Inquisitor visits Christ in prison to 

explain the charges against him. For 1500 years, he explains, humanity has desperately 

awaited his return. In agony, they cried out for God to come back to the Earth and save 

them from this cruel world, and yet he did not come. Out of love and pity for God’s 

suffering people, the Church took matters into its own hands, becoming Christ on his 

behalf, to fill the void he left behind. It became a shepherd for the people, providing 

security and protection in exchange for freedom. He curses Christ for demanding virtue 

from humanity before ensuring their wellbeing. It ought to be the other way around, he 

argues, because when people only act viciously when their needs are unmet; before you 

can expect virtue from people, you must first attend to their needs. In due time, mankind 

will “want to base justice on reason alone…and they have already proclaimed that there 

is no more crime, hence no more sin on earth,”79 but only hungry people. 

The Church also gave the people miracles as definitive proof of Christ’s divinity. 

1500 years without miracles would have crushed the people’s faith, because “man seeks 

not so much God as the miraculous. And as man cannot bear to be without the 

miraculous, he will create new miracles of his own for himself and will worship deeds of 

sorcery and witchcraft.”80 The Church serves as an outlet for humanity’s ongoing need 

for the miraculous, which Christ refused to satisfy. By providing demonstrative proof of 

God’s existence and power through miracles, the Church gains control of the peoples’ 

reason, thereby removing the burden of faith. According to the Inquisitor, the Inquisition 

was necessary for the Church to become everything that Christ failed to be: the Good 
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Shepherd,81 the Bread of Life,82 and the Lord of lords.83 The Church has become a sort of 

Anti-Christ, carrying out Satan’s work rather than God’s on the basis of a moral 

objection. 

Having made his case, the Inquisitor tells Christ that he will be burned the next 

day and awaits his reply. Christ looks at him gently and silently, offering no words of 

objection. His only response is to approach the Inquisitor and kiss him softly, without 

saying a word. Trembling, the Inquisitor opens the prison door and sends him away, 

warning him never to return. In the last line of the story, Ivan says that “the kiss glows in 

his heart, but the old man adheres to his idea.”84 

 Through this story, Ivan admits that this option is no more satisfying than the first. 

God could not have created humankind without free will, even if it would prevent 

suffering, because freedom is an essential part of what it means to be human. To take this 

freedom away would be a grave injustice. While this removes some of the moral blame 

from God, it does not solve the greater problem about the nature of divine justice in a 

world with so much suffering. 

Therefore, Ivan has settled on a third possibility, which is that there is no God, 

and thus no morality. He concludes that this world is the least just of all, but it is the only 

one he can rationally fathom. In this case, not only is there no justice or retribution for the 

cruelty, but the concepts of goodness and cruelty lose their meaning entirely. Human 

beings, he reasons, judge the morality of their actions based on future consequences, 
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ultimately punishment or reward in the afterlife, but since there is no afterlife, this 

morality becomes meaningless. If people have the freedom and the power to enact their 

will, then they ought to do so, whatever this entails. This is, in fact, our evolutionary 

duty, to strive for greater adaptiveness in an antagonistic environment in pursuit of our 

desires. To hamper this process with irrational emotions such as pity would be a disgrace 

to the human species. The little boy will suffer. His mother will weep. Perhaps the 

general is shot. It will not matter either way.  

This realization agonizes Ivan. He is deeply troubled over the suffering of 

innocents, but his reason suggests that there can be no justice for them, that their 

suffering is in fact meaningless, and that the natural order of the world is merciless and 

apathetic. He wants to love the world, but he does not understand how such a world could 

be worth loving. He says, "I have a longing for life, and I go on living in spite of logic. 

Though I may not believe in the order of the universe, yet I love the sticky little leaves as 

they open in spring. I love the blue sky, I love some people… though I’m convinced in 

my heart that it’s long been nothing but a graveyard.”85 Like the Inquisitor, the 

experience of love glows in his heart, but he adheres to his idea. He tells Alyosha, “I 

understand nothing… I don't want to understand anything now. I want to stick to the fact. 

I made up my mind long ago not to understand. If I try to understand anything, I shall be 

false to the fact, and I have determined to stick to the fact.”86  

Alyosha wonders how he can possibly go on living this way. Ivan retorts that it is 

all meaningless nonsense anyway, so he will do as he pleases until he reaches thirty, and 
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then kill himself or escape further into debauchery, “the Karamazov way.”87 He grows 

bitter as he says this, supposing, perhaps hoping, that Alyosha will object and rebuke 

him. Instead, the thoughtful Alyosha, in another display of unconditional positive regard, 

embodies the humble Christ of Ivan’s imagination; he looks at him gently and silently, 

offering no words of objection, and his only response is to approach Ivan and kiss him 

softly, without saying a word. Ivan knows what he is trying to do, joking that it is 

“plagiarism,” but he is touched by this act of love nonetheless. As they part ways, he tells 

Alyosha, “If I am really able to care for the sticky little leaves I shall only love them, 

remembering you. It's enough for me that you are somewhere here, and I shan't lose my 

desire for life yet… When at thirty, I want to 'dash the cup to the ground,' wherever I may 

be I'll come to have one more talk with you.”88 

Unfortunately, Ivan’s dilemma is a very real one. It would be foolish to deny that 

the existence of profound injustice and suffering problematizes the existence of a just and 

all-loving God. However, it is significant that the conclusion which is the most logically 

true is the most intuitively false. Ivan’s rationality forces him to deny his compassion for 

humanity, which is one of the most profound and powerful intuitions we experience. He 

has bought into the Enlightenment’s persuasion that intuition is not a legitimate form of 

knowledge, reducing the nous to a mere computational apparatus. This implies a sharp 

distinction between mind and body, as is advocated in Cartesian dualism, an idea that is 

not found in the East. 
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This idea has contributed to the ongoing rift between the East and West, 

manifesting in doctrinal differences as well as cultural. For example, the Eastern Church 

sees the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception as a rationalization of Mary’s purity and 

moral excellence, rather than a mystical exaltation of it. The fact that is it mystical 

implies that it cannot be rationalized. The same can be said about the different doctrines 

surrounding the Mystical Supper, the Eucharist. The emphasis on rational 

comprehensibility has been taken so far in Protestant theology that the Body and Blood of 

Christ have been deemed too unbelievable altogether. This is not to say that Orthodox 

worship is in any way irrational– in fact, the epiclesis in the anaphora of the Divine 

Liturgy specifically describes the Eucharist as an offering of “rational [λογικὴν] and 

bloodless worship”89– but it allows reason to be a part of our worship, rather than at the 

heart of our worship.  

Intuition, as a function of the nous, can therefore be understood as a form of 

knowledge equal in importance to logic. As with any intellective activity, intuition is a 

skill that must be exercised and refined to be of any use. The training of the nous to 

perceive divine insight through intuition is called noesis, which is referred to in the 

Scriptures as acquiring “the mind of Christ.”90 The Philokalia explains that noesis is “not 

an abstract concept or a visual image, but the act or function of the intellect whereby it 

apprehends spiritual realities in a direct manner.”91 Noesis will never involve proofs, 
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91 “Glossary.,” In The Philokalia, 1240-1246, comp. Nikodemos of the Holy Mountain 

and Makarios of Corinth, trans. G. E. H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, Kallistos Ware, and Holy Transfiguration 
Monastery, (London: Faber and Faber, 1995): 1243.  

 



 47 

formulas, or formal systems of categorization “because accurate designations can only be 

established concerning earthly things. The things of the world-to-be do not possess a true 

name, but only simple cognition.”92 These “simple cognitions” are insights achieved 

through contemplation on the divine. Acquiring the mind of Christ through noesis is a 

therapeutic, restorative process, healing the nous from the damage caused by sin, which 

distorts our thoughts and intuitions toward self-destruction.  

The Church has a rich history of miraculous hesychastic experiences of the divine 

achieved through noesis, but it important to remember that it also manifests in small, 

quotidian “miracles” that gradually enter us into a deeper and fuller understanding of the 

universe. Sacred truths about the universe are hidden within everyday encounters that the 

“eye of the soul,” the nous, is unable to see without such mystical intervention. St. 

Nikolai Velimirovich likens this process to a child learning to read.93 First, the child 

perceives letters. This is the “alphabetic” or “idolatrous” stage, where the form only 

represents a physical reality, without symbolic meaning. Over time, the child learns that 

these letters comprise words, and that these words represent symbolic realities beyond 

what can be seen in form. This is the “spiritual” stage, where proficiency is achieved in 

interpreting symbolic realities. Those who are only able to perceive the universe in its 

physical form are like children who have not yet learned to read. Consider this passage 

from Demonstration 14 of St. Aphrahat the Persian Sage: 

Who perceives the place of knowledge? Who comprehends the foundation of 
wisdom? Who discerns the place of understanding? It is hidden from every living 
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thing, and from the thoughts of all flesh. It cannot be bought with gold by the 
foolish. Its treasure is opened and permitted to those who ask. Its light exceeds 
that of the sun; its glory is more beautiful and attractive than the moon. The inner 
chambers of the mind search it out, the faculties of thought acquire it, and the 
fullness of the intellect inherits it. The one whose heart has an open door finds it, 
and the one who extends the wings of his intellect inherits it. It lives in those who 
are diligent, and is planted in the midst of the heart of the one who is wise...[The 
King] carries his mind to the heights, and his thought flies to his sanctuary; he 
shows him all kinds of treasure. His intellect is absorbed with vision, and his heart 
is captivated by all its senses…His [the wise man] form and his vision are on the 
earth, but the senses of his intellect are above and below.94 
 

Here, we see how the symbolic nature of the universe is revealed to humanity only 

through communion with God. It cannot be taught or demonstrated, but only experienced, 

making it a phenomenological exercise as much as a religious one.  

The counter-intuitive component of noesis is that, lacking theological proofs and 

systematized theologies, the existence of the divine itself is never a guarantee. One must 

act as if there is a God without first knowing that there is. The concept of “divine 

hiddenness” is often posed by philosophers and theologians as a problem to be overcome, 

but Orthodox theology shows us that God’s “hiddenness” is built into the nature of what 

it means to be a Christian. This is an idea that Ivan, and the Western Church with him, 

cannot accept. While he intuitively desires to help those who are suffering, he refuses to 

do so until he understands why he should. Everything that precipitates therefrom is a sort 

of false, self-defeating moralism, because the conclusion undermines the basis upon 

which it is built. He is so entangled in the quagmire of rationality that he has reached the 

ridiculous, absurd, and pathetic conclusion not to care about the suffering of humanity on 

the basis that he cares too much about the suffering of humanity. In contrast, Orthodoxy 
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Demonstrations of Aphrahat, The Persian Sage, trans. Adam Lehto, (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2010): 
337-338 
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teaches us intuitively to pursue justice even if we don’t have a rational, systematized 

concept of what justice is, because this pursuit is powered by divine insight that is 

gradually revealed as one grows in love of justice.  

This is what Alyosha means when he encourages Ivan to “love life more than the 

meaning of it.”95 “Certainly,” he says, “love it, regardless of logic as you say, it must be 

regardless of logic, and it’s only then one will understand the meaning of it.”96 The 

rationalistic modern worldview posits the opposite: you must logically understand the 

meaning of life, and only then can you love it. This rationale is often also applied to God, 

leading Christians to assume that “knowing God” means “knowing about God.” When 

Christians rest the foundation of their salvation upon a set of claims about God, they do 

so to avoid uncertainty about the assurance of their salvation, and thus to reduce anxiety.  

The compulsion to replace the uncertainty of intuition with the certainty of reason 

is an attempt to eschew anxiety, but avoiding anxiety only increases its power over one’s 

life. Embracing uncertainty and the unknown by admitting that we don’t have all the 

answers is the only way to cope effectively with anxiety. This is what initiates the 

transformation from dogmatism to humility. Accepting the anxiety of uncertainty as a 

reality of life transforms the unaccounted discrepancies in one’s schema for the world 

from sources of anguish and suffering to sources of insight and learning.  

It is not until the end of the of the novel that we see Ivan’s journey to humility, 

which he does not undertake voluntarily. When Dmitri and Smerdyakov are arrested as 

suspects for Fyodor’s murder, Ivan repeatedly visits them in prison. Ever since the 

 
95 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 156. 

 
96 Ibid. 
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murder, he has been in ill health, which could only be of psychosomatic origin. On his 

third visit, Smerdyakov openly admits to murdering Fyodor, adding that it was Ivan’s 

nihilistic philosophy that inspired him to do it. He insists viciously that Ivan is just as 

much a murderer as he. The true weight of his ideas, which he had preached with such 

conviction without truly considering the consequences, comes crashing down on him. For 

Ivan, atrocity was a way for him to justify his lack of faith, but for Smerdyakov, his lack 

of faith was a way for him to justify atrocity. 

His condition worsens as he is crushed by anxiety and guilt, and his descent into 

delirium has already begun by the time he arrives at home. He hallucinates the devil in 

the form of a middle-aged man, who pesters him with nihilistic philosophical arguments. 

It is evidently not the first time the “gentleman” has visited him. He grows exhausted by 

the barrage of meaningless disputation until he eventually realizes that these arguments 

are his own, from papers he had written and thought experiments he had created for 

himself. At last, he reaches the final argument, torturing Ivan with the phrase he once 

treasured so highly that without God and immortality, “all things are lawful.” He 

chastises Ivan for having such a strong emotional reaction, arguing that he clearly does 

not believe in it and is a hypocrite and a coward, unlike Smerdyakov, who was 

committed to it wholeheartedly. Eventually, the apparition vanishes, and he is left in 

hysteria.  

Eventually, the time comes for Ivan to testify at Dmitri’s trial, which he had 

delayed on account of his condition. He had originally planned to testify against Dmitri, 

in hopes to convince both himself and the jury that Dmitri was the murderer, and that 

neither he nor Smerdyakov had anything to do with it, but abandons this plan at the last 
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minute. Instead, at the witness stand, he rambles incoherently about morality until 

eventually announcing cryptically, “I am not mad, I am only a murderer. You can’t 

expect eloquence from a murderer.”97 After erupting into another fit of hysteria, he is 

removed from the court. As the book ends, he is still in an unconscious, feverish state, but 

is improving under the care of Katerina, who has devoted herself to his recovery.  

Unfortunately for Ivan, the only way for him to overcome his reason was to lose 

his reason. Fortunately for the rest of us, participating in the Christian life helps to 

naturally foster humility so that we do not become dependent upon our reason in the first 

place. In God Without Being, Jean-Luc Marion introduces the phenomenological 

discipline of imagining God apart from the rational concept of Being, wholly 

transcending the category of existence itself. Any theory that attempts to describe the 

nature of God within the limits of rational authority, he insists, is idolatry. He explains, 

“What renders the idol problematic does not stem from a failure (e.g., that it offers only 

an “illusion”) but, on the contrary, from the conditions of its validity– its radical 

immanence to the one who experiences it, and experiences it, rightly so, as impassable.”98 

This language is extremely evocative of the apophatic,99 or “negative,” theological 

tradition of the Eastern Church, which has much to contribute to this conversation, but is 

often overlooked in phenomenological dialogue. Based largely on the writings of Early 

Church Fathers such has Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite and Maximus the Confessor, 

 
97 Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 480.  
 
98 Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being, trans. Thomas A. Carlson, (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1991): 28.  
 
99 Apophatic theology, meaning theology that avoids describing God using constructive, or 

positive, terminology, which would imply a God that is constructed by the human mind. Rather, apophatic 
theology insists that the essence of God transcends all characterization. 
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modern Orthodox theology has benefitted greatly from the concept of God as ineffable 

and a-rational. 19th century Orthodox scholar Vladimir Lossky describes this sort of 

mystical theology as the “crown of all theology: as theology par excellence,”100 because 

the aim of theology is not knowledge of God (gnosis), but unity with God (theosis). The 

field of theological phenomenology in general, and the theology of individual Christians 

in specific, would benefit greatly from an embrace of the mysticism of the unknown 

through apophatic theology. This indeed requires us to take on the suffering of anxiety, 

but as we grow in humility, anxiety can be used as a tool for our salvation, rather than our 

destruction.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
100 Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, trans. The Fellowship of St. 

Alban and St. Sergius, (Cambridge: James Clarke and Co Ltd, 1944): 9.  
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
 
 

It is my hope that through this project, Orthodox theology can become more 

accessible for those outside of the Church, as well as more applicable to daily life for 

those within the Church. By integrating the three domains of personhood, I hope to show 

that the life of the Church is meant to encompass the totality of one’s Being– it cannot be 

reduced to merely emotional investment, intellectual belief, or physical attendance in 

Church. This allows for an authentic phenomenological engagement with the theology of 

the Church, manifested hypostatically in each individual human as they integrate into the 

Body of Christ.  

I also hope to have demonstrated that there is no human life without suffering. 

However, the sooner we accept suffering as a reality, the more equipped we will be to 

address it meaningfully. By participating in the divine love of God revealed to us through 

communion with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, we can take upon ourselves a sort of 

holy suffering that transforms our souls and aids in our salvation. Lacking this divine 

love, the sorts of traumas from which we suffer will crush and destroy our souls. 

Lastly, I hope to have emphasized that the Church does not leave us stranded in 

the wilderness of our suffering, but instead comes alongside each of us and unites us to 

Herself, drawing us into a greater reality of human experience. The sacred rituals, 

practices, and teachings of the Church are designed intentionally to aid us in this process, 

with the example of generations upon generations of holy people, who preserved the 
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fullness of the faith by enduring suffering faithfully in steadfast love for God and for one 

another.  

If we desire to enter into life with Christ, we must first enter into his voluntary 

death. It is only then that we can experience and be transformed by his Resurrection. 

Orthodox soteriology is uniquely equipped to invite humanity into this reality with 

genuine and unflinching honesty. This allows us to phenomenologically experience 

authentic expressions of self-sacrificial, indiscriminate, and ineffable divine love, 

mystically reconciling ourselves with the heavenly beings we were created to be in God. 

Therefore, when we suffer well, for the sake of God and man, we may see Christ in our 

own reflection and dare to say: Idoú ho ánthropos– Behold, the Man. 
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Figure 1. Visual Diagram of the paper 
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Figure 2. Formal proofs of the possibilities of divine I-Thou relationships before and after 
the Incarnation.  

 
Key: 
I: God is Incarnate as Jesus Christ. 
G: God has a face (Jesus Christ). 
M: I have a face. 
H: All humans have a face. 
C: The mystical communion of mankind has a face (Jesus Christ). 
E1: A face-to-face encounter between God and I is possible. 
E2: A face-to-face encounter between myself and another human is possible. 
E3: A face-to-face encounter between myself and the mystical communion of mankind is possible.   
T1: Subject-object transcendence between God and I is possible. 
T2: Subject-object transcendence between myself and another human is possible. 
T3: Subject-object transcendence between myself and the mystical communion of mankind is possible.   
X1: An I-Thou relationship between God and I is possible. 
X2: An I-Thou relationship between myself and another human is possible. 
X3: An I-Thou relationship between myself and the mystical communion of mankind is possible.   

 
2a: Pre-Incarnation 
Premises: 
~I, M, H, I → G, I → C, (G  M) → E1, (M  H) → E2, (M  C) → E3, E1 → T1, E2 → T2, E3 → T3, T1 → X1, 
T2 → X2, T3 → X3  
Goal: ~X1   X2  ~X3 

   
1. ~I    Premise 
2. I → G    Premise 
3. ~I  G    Impl. (1) 
4. ~G    D.S. (1, 3) 
5. (G  M) → E1   Premise 
6. G → (M → E1)   Exp. (5) 
7. M    Premise 
8. G → E1    M.P. (6, 7) 
9. ~G  E1    Impl. (8) 
10. ~G    Premise 
11. ~E1    D.S. (9, 10) 
12. E1 → T1    Premise 
13. T1 → X1    Premise 
14. E1 → X1    H.S. (12, 13) 
15. ~E1  X1    Impl. (14) 
16. ~X1    D.S. (11, 15) 
17. (M  H) → E2   Premise 
18. M → (H → E2)   Exp. (17)  
19. H    Premise 
20. M → E2    M.P (18, 29) 
21. E2    M.P (7, 20) 
22. E2 → T2    Premise 
23. T2 → X2    Premise 
24. E2 → X2    H.S. (22, 23) 
25. X2    M.P (21, 24) 
26. I → C    Premise 
27. ~I  C    Impl. (26) 
28. ~C    D.S. (1, 27) 
29. (M  C) → E3   Premise 
30. (C  M) → E3   Comm. (29) 
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31. C → (M → E3)   Exp. (30) 
32. C → E3    M.P. (7, 31) 
33. ~C  E3    Impl. (32) 
34. ~E3    D.S. (28, 33)  
35. E3 → T3    Premise 
36. T3 → X3    Premise 
37. E3 → X3    H.S. (35, 36) 
38. ~E3  X3    Impl. (37) 
39. ~X3    D.S. (34, 38) 
40. ~X1  X2  ~X3   Conj. (16, 25, 39) 
QED 

        
Conclusion: An I-Thou relationship is possible between myself and another human but not between God 
and I or between myself and the mystical communion of mankind. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2b: Post-Incarnation 
Premises: 
I, M, H, I → G, I → C, (G  M) → E1, (M  H) → E2, (M  C) → E3, E1 → T1, E2 → T2, E3 → T3, T1 → X1, T2 
→ X2, T3 → X3  
Goals:~X1  X2   ~X3 

 
 

1. I → G    Premise 
2. I    Premise 
3. G    M.P. (1, 2) 
4. (G  M) → E1   Premise 
5. G → (M → E1)   Exp. (4)  
6. M    Premise 
7. G → E1    M.P (5, 6) 
8. E1    M.P (3, 7) 
9. E1 → T1    Premise 
10. T1 → X1    Premise 
11. E1 → X1    H.S. (9, 10) 
12. X1    M.P (8, 11) 
13. (M  H) → E2   Premise 
14. M → (H → E2)   Exp. (13)  
15. H    Premise 
16. M → E2    M.P (14, 15) 
17. E2    M.P (6, 16) 
18. E2 → T2    Premise 
19. T2 → X2    Premise 
20. E2 → X2    H.S. (18, 19) 
21. X2    M.P (17, 20) 
22. (M  C) → E3   Premise 
23. M → (C → E3)   Exp. (22)  
24. C    Premise 
25. M → E3    M.P (23, 24) 
26. E3    M.P (6, 25) 
27. E3 → T3    Premise 
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28. T3 → X3    Premise 
29. E3 → X3    H.S. (27, 28) 
30. X3    M.P (26, 29) 
31. X1  X2  X3   Conj. (12, 21, 30) 
QED 

 
Conclusion: An I-Thou relationship is possible between God and I, between myself and another human, and 
between myself and the mystical communion of mankind. 
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