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Tolstoy and the Bible:
A complex relationship

by Victor Lyakhou

What factors led this famous
writer to first embrace and
then reject the Bible as an

inspired book?
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moral philosopher. A social reform-

er. A political critic. A great writer.

A self-renouncing mystic. No

one fits these descriptions as well as Leo

Tolstoy, perhaps the greatest novelist

Russia has produced. Tolstoy (1828-

1910) wielded the pen not to entertain

but to probe the inner soul, not to sim-

ply chronicle the great events of his

time but to bring a moral passion and a
spiritual judgment on those events.

Leo Tolstoy was born at Yasnnaya
Polyana, about 100 miles south of Mos-
cow. Both his parents died while he was
young, and he was raised by relatives.
After receiving his early education from
foreign tutors, he entered the University
of Kazan in 1844, but was bored with
his studies. He returned to his family es-
tate and devoted himself to personal
study of the inner meaning of life. Be-
fore he was 30, he published his reflec-
tions in a quasi-autobiographical trilo-
gy: Childhood (1852), Boyhood (1854),
and Youth (1857). These works set the
tone for his future writings: the study of
a person’s inner world, the moral man-
date of life, a hidden common logic in
everyday life, a strong criticism of the
social and moral foundations of society.
In 1863, he published the highly praised
short novel, The Cossacks.

Tolstoy’s greatest work was the epic,
War and Peace (1863-69). It re-creates
the life of different Russian social
groups during the Napoleonic war of
1812. Besides being a chronicle of histo-
1y, the novel addresses a number of reli-
gious-philosophical ideas, including in-
dividual freedom. It rejects the “great
man” theory of history, arguing that he-
roes have no great impact on the course

of history. What influences history is
the moral and the spiritual fiber of indi-
viduals, frequently the common people.

Tolstoy’s second masterpiece, Anna
Karenina (1875-1877), depicts the trage-
dy of a Russian princess who falls victim
to her passions and leads a life of infi-
delity, eventually ending in suicide. The
novel exposes the false foundations of
secular society and aristocracy’s hypoc-
risy toward moral issues. From the end
of the 1870s, Tolstoy experienced a deep
spiritual crisis and felt the need for mor-
al improvement. Besides a thorough
self-examination, he launched a steady
criticism of the social and religious
foundations of Russian society, includ-
ing the state and the Orthodox Church.

Religious themes marked some of his
other works, such as his novel Resurrec-
tion (1899), and short stories, “The Pow-
er of Darkness” (1888), “The Death of
Ivan Ilyich” (1886), “The Devil” (1889),
and “The Kreutzer Sonata” (1891). A
master psychologist and a skillful liter-
ary craftsman, he engaged his readers in
a deep quest for the real meaning of life,
focusing on such issues as love, jealousy,
sex, death, and family.

Tolstoy’s inner agony and moral self-
examination came to full play in his es-
say “My Confession”(1882). He then de-
veloped an individualistic view of Chris-
tianity, different from the Orthodox
Church, in works such as “What I Be-
lieve” (1884) and “The Kingdom of God
Is Within You” (1893). The latter work
not only taught Christian love and for-
giveness, but also non-violence in the
face of evil.

His continuing struggle to achieve
high moral standards led Tolstoy, in his
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old age, to leave the comforts of his
home seeking to live an ascetic life.
Eventually, his health broke down and
on November 7, 1910, he died almost
alone, away from home. His body was
buried on his estate. No religious rites
marked the funeral.

Early struggles

Tolstoy'’s life, beginning with child-
hood, was marked by a series of inner
crises. In “My Confessions,” he admits
that although he was baptized and
brought up in an Orthodox family, by
the time he was 18, he did not believe
anything he had been taught. He writes:
“To judge from certain recollections, 1
had never believed in earnest; I had
confidence only in what I was taught
and what the grown persons confessed
in my presence; but this confidence was
very brittle.”?

One childhood incident affected him
profoundly. When Tolstoy was 11, his
friend and classmate Volodia shared the
latest news from the school: “There is
no God. Everything we are taught in
family and school is fiction.” Could the
news be true, pondered young Tolstoy.
By the time he was 16, he had stopped
going to church, and lost interest in
prayer and fasting. Like many young
people with no distinct religious orien-
tation, Tolstoy embraced the philoso-
phy of “natural instincts,” and later
confessed he had spent 10 years im-
mersed in fornication, drinking, vio-
lence, murder, and many other trans-
gressions. In 1851, he joined the army.
His experience led to The Cossacks, a
short novel chronicling the war in the
Caucasus region, which won him fame
throughout Russia.

Tolstoy retired from military service
in 1856. Notwithstanding his frivolous-
ness and recklessness, he spent a great
deal of time in contemplation. At criti-
cal moments as, for example, when he
was a guard with the Cossacks, he often
prayed and begged God to protect him.

In 1857 he began to travel through-

out Europe, meeting men of great learn-
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ing and seeing progress everywhere.
However, a chance witness of capital
punishment gave him a rude shock. He
questioned whether material progress
could ever lead to a true understanding
of life. The very idea that prosperity
could bring inner peace seemed absurd
to him.

After returning from Europe, Tolstoy
opened a school for peasants’ children
on his estate at Yasnaya Polyana. He was
concerned about the plight of the poor,
and tried to improve their lives through
education. The early success of his
teaching methods led him to publish a
pedagogical magazine outlining his ed-
ucational theories. But soon he conclud-
ed that he had no right to teach chil-
dren, because he did not know what to
teach them.

The family man and the search for
Geod

In 1862, Tolstoy married Sonya Bers.
At first the two had a happy marriage,
which seemed to have saved him from
deep internal distress. Although he en-
joyed life with his wife and children, he
began to worry about increasing his in-
come. His former striving after perfec-
tion gave way to trying to make it “as
comfortable as possible for me and my
family.”? This period, lasting some 15
years, was perhaps Tolstoy’s most cre-
ative time: he produced the masterpiec-
es War and Peace, and Anna Karenina.
Soon, however, Tolstoy was in a spiritu-
al crisis again. He had happiness and
love, well-being and glory, but found
himself in a blind alley. “My life came to
a standstill,” he wrote. “It was as
though I had just been living and walk-
ing along, and had come to an abyss,
where [ saw clearly that there was noth-
ing ahead but perdition. And it was im-
possible to stop and go back, and impos-
sible to shut my eyes, in order that 1
might not see that there was nothing
ahead but suffering and imminent
death—complete annihilation.”?

To find a new, better faith, Tolstoy
renewed his quest for God. He started

attending church, and following all the
rituals. He rejected Besukhov’s theory
that “life is everything—life is God.” In-
stead, he submitted himself to the tradi-
tional imperative: “God is everything.
God is life.”

However, he found it impossible to
accept an unquestioning faith. The Or-
thodox religious services (especially the
Eucharist), worshiping of icons and rel-
ics, and belief in miracles deeply embar-
rassed and provoked him. More and
more, Tolstoy believed that Christianity,
overloaded with false weights of history,
had lost its apostolic simplicity. So he
set out to refine Christianity from all its
burdensome and alien elements, and to
discover the true teachings of Christ.
Thus he wrote in 1880, An Examination
of Dogmatic Theology, an analysis and a
critique of the dogmas of the Orthodox
Church, a step that would eventually
lead to his being disfellowshipped.

A year later, Tolstoy published anoth-
er critical work, trying to reconstruct the
Gospels as he understood them. Like in
his earlier works on religion, Tolstoy dis-
carded what did not agree with his dis-
cernment and retained what he thought
would contribute to a better under-
standing of the world.

Tolstoy'’s relationship to Christianity,
especially to the Bible, has always posed
a dilemma for Christians. On the one
hand, he was a spiritually sensitive per-
son seeking to live by high moral stan-
dards. On the other, he rejected tradi-
tional Christianity and attempted to
create a new religion. He denied Christ's
divinity and equated Him with Socrates,
Buddha, Confucius, and other sages. He
even sought to rewrite the gospels.

How, then, shall we understand Tol-
stoy’s contradictions? Before trying to
give an answer, we should remember
that Tolstoy, in his pursuit of an educa-
tional approach, turned to the teachings
of the Bible.

Tolstoy the educator
Tolstoy’s early appreciation of, and
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approach to, the Bible is best seen in his
educational work and pedagogic meth-
ods. In the 1860s, he felt that the Scrip-
tures had a positive contribution to
make in the education of children.
“Without the Bible the development of
a child or a man is unthinkable in our
society,” he wrote, “just as it was un-
thinkable in Greek society without
Homer. The Bible is the first book for
the first reading of children. The Bible,
both as to its contents and to its form,
ought to serve as a model of all manuals
and readers for children.”*

Tolstoy not only insisted on the in-
clusion of the Bible in the school's cur-
riculum, but was also determined to
give it a special place. For example, he
argued that the Bible provides the child
with a cosmic history—“holy history,”
he called it. From that cosmic overview,
the child should be helped to under-
stand Russian history. “There is no book
like the Bible,” he wrote, “to open up a
new world to the pupil and to make him
without knowledge love knowledge. 1
speak even of those who do not look
upon the Bible as a revelation. At least,
there’s no production that I know of,
that unites all the sides of human
thought in such a compressed poetical
form as is to be found in the Bible. All
the questions from the phenomena of
Nature are explained by this book; all
the primitive relations of men with each
other, of the family, of the state, of reli-
gion, are for the first time consciously
recognized in this book.”*

Tolstoy believed that the Bible owed
its influence to its powerful poetry and
narratives. “The lyricism of David’s
psalms acts not only upon the minds of
grown pupils, but everybody for the first
time learns from this book the whole
charm of the epos in its inimitable sim-
plicity and strength. Who has not wept
over the story of Joseph and his meeting
with his brothers? Who has not narrat-
ed with a sinking heart the story of Sam-
son bound and deprived of his hair, as
he, taking vengeance on his enemies,
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himself perishes under the ruins of the
fallen palace, and a hundred other im-
pressions, on which we have been
brought up as on our mothers’ milk?"®

Tolstoy insisted that the Bible con-
tains a unique potential for training
moral people. He stated that nobody
ever could produce a book that could
compete with the Bible, especially in its
narratives about the origin of the world,
of humanity, and of history. Hence his
plea that Bible should be translated
into simple language, without reducing
its authority. He condemned tinkering
with the Scripture. “The omissions in
the Sacred History are quite unintelligi-
ble and only impair the character and
beauty of the Holy Scripture.”” Tolstoy
was against any translator omitting
what seemed unsuitable or irrational.
Enigmatic passages such as those found
in Genesis should not be omitted: “the
Spirit of God moved upon the face of
the waters”; “God breathed into his nos-
trils the breath of life”; creating Eve
from Adam’s rib; the saying that the fin-
ished Creation was “very good”; and the
expression “the evening and the morn-
ing was.”®

These passages and other difficult
ones did not cause Tolstoy to doubt the
authority of the Bible. He wanted the
Bible to tell the holy history without
any interference. “I neither changed nor
omitted even one single word. . . . How
understandable and clear everything is
told in the Bible, especially for the child
and along with that how strictly and
seriously!...I can not imagine for myself,
how education could be possible with-
out this book?”*

With such positive views about the
Bible as Tolstoy held during his experi-
ments in education, what changed him
so radically during the latter part of his
life? Part of the answer is to be found in
his humanistic preoccupation with
what he called “the religion of life.”

Tolstoy the humanist
At the basis of Tolstoy’s latter ap-

proach to religion lay a humanistic un-
derstanding of life—that humans
have within them the capacity to under-
stand the meaning and purpose of exist-
ence. Within every human being, Tol-
stoy believed, there is a higher and a
lower nature. The latter often gets indi-
viduals and communities into mischief.
But if the higher nature unites and fel-
lowships with a greater power—namely,
God—human beings can live life to its
fullness.

Through two decades of Tolstoy's life
one can follow his steady movement to-
ward a self-made mystical humanism.
After much study and meditation on
the New Testament, He claimed to have
found the essential principle that char-
acterized the life of Jesus—*“Resist not
evil.” From the reading of the Bible, he
formulated a five-part commandment
that one needed to obey to have an op-
timum life. The parts are: Do not be an-
gry; do not lust; do not bind yourself by
oaths; do not resist one that is evil; be
good to the just and the unjust.

As he began fashioning his own reli-
gion, Tolstoy dismissed the Old Testa-
ment as “the strange faith of the Jews,”
even though he had used some of its
great stories in his pedagogic experi-
ments. Even in using the New Testa-
ment, he was selective and tentative. He
had no place for the Book of Revela-
tion, dismissing it as carrying tales of
“nonsense.” Only the Gospels interest-
ed him, but even there he felt certain
portions needed corrections.

Tolstoy became increasingly fascinat-
ed by the biblical portrayal of Jesus’ life
of simplicity and love. Feeling an inner
call to such a life, he renounced his
worldly belongings. This brought fre-
quent quarrels with his wife, who re-
minded him of his responsibility for her
future and the well-being of their 13
children. Tolstoy solved the problem by
deeding his property to his wife and liv-
ing a simple life with his peasants.

In “The Kingdom of God Is Within
You,” Tolstoy argued that God is within
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the heart of each individual and will re-
veal Himself in each individual striving
for perfection. From this he derived a
philosophy of history that is largely de-
termined by the moral development of
individuals. The world will eventually
reach its blissful state through this
growing moral perfection of individuals
who observe the supreme law of love
and abjure every form of violence.

Tolstoy the complex person

Viewed from any angle, Tolstoy is a
complex individual—difficult to dissect
or analyze. During his early pedagogical
activity, he saw a need for the Bible in
guiding young minds. Later, when he
lost interest in education, he could not
reconcile the pomp and the pride of the
church with the call of the New Testa-
ment to live a simple life. He thought of
himself as a nominal Christian, living
according to the ethic of the Bible, as he
understood it. Eventually he rejected

the miracles and the divinity of Christ.
This led him to develop a gospel of his
own, purified of everything of what he
thought was supernatural and false.
Here, again, one can sense the humanist
at work, as Tolstoy declared that we can
accept only those things that “are told
by the reason because it was given to
man directly from God.” Therefore, the
only authority in questions of religion
and faith should be the human, and not
God. This understanding brought Tol-
stoy to the point of creating a new, per-
sonal religion, based not on divine reve-
lation, but on the mind.

So, how are we to understand Tol-
stoy’s relationship to the Bible? The
question begs another question: Which
Tolstoy? If we think of Tolstoy the edu-
cationist, we certainly see someone who
believed that the Bible had a positive
role to play in the development of
young people, revealing how to live a
moral life, close to God. If we think of

Tolstoy the mystical humanist and the
absolute moralist, we meet a person
of complexity—torn within, tossed
about, searching for a place to rest but
never arriving, placing confidence in
the human ability to know the eternal
Mind, and asserting that no one can
attain perfection.

Almost a century after his death, Tol-
stoy still impresses us with the sheer
force of his literary genius and his per-
sistent struggle for moral perfection.
However, his rejection of the Bible as a
divinely inspired book led him to fash-
ion his own personal religion, ultimate-
ly rejecting Him who declared “I am
the way and the truth and the life’”
(John 14:6, NIV).
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