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Tolstoy - Dr. Sara Comish

My first awareness of Tolstoy was through a serialization of Anna Karenina on british television, and I was mainly left with the impression that it was a Russian soap opera full of suppressed passion, and lots of costumes of Russian officers with fur, boots and riding crops.  All very exciting for some, but to be honest I actually prefer Pride and Prejudice.  More recently, though, I have discovered the moral and religious philosophy side to Tolstoy’s writing, and it is pretty interesting from a Unitarian perspective.  Tolstoy, it turns out, was a leading figure in the christian anarchist movement who championed non-resistance to evil, a social critic who wrote on a vast array of subjects, and the lead figure in a religious movement akin to unitarianism,

Tolstoy made a distinction between religious institutions and religious beliefs.  He decried the abuses of all the churches and argued instead that individuals would do well to follow what he saw as the prime rule - love others as you would be loved.  Taking this as his starting point, he spoke out against violence of any sort, wars, against armies, patriotism, the class system, and oppression.  His views were a key influence on a young lawyer in South Africa - Mohandas Gandhi, for one, but also for others in the non-violent movement.  

 and I would like to share a bit of his ideas with you today.

Count Lev Nicolaievich Tolstoy  was born in 1828 into an aristocratic Russian family,   who owned extensive land and serfs.  His mother died when he was 2 and his father when he was 9.  He then lived with an aunt, until she too died when he was 13, and then with another aunt.  By the way, If I was hearing that kind of a history today from a client, I would talk about multiple losses and attachment issues and would not be surprised to see relationship problems and mood issues in adulthood.    He had what has been described as a “dissolute youth”, with relationships with peasant girls on the estate, and many liaisons, and at some point contracted a venereal disease.  He also had a troubled relationship with schooling.  He entered University to study oriental languages but then changed direction to Law, resisted applying himself, and finally left university without completing a program.  But he was a reader, and he continued to read widely throughout his life, and he wrote extensively in his journals.   He drifted for a while, gambled and had large debts, joined the army, and was promptly sent to Sevastapol during the crimean war.  What he saw there became a key influence for him, and of course influenced his writing of War and Peace.  After the military he travelled in Europe and when he was in France he witnessed a public guillotining, which also had a profound effect.  Throughout all, he wrote and he began publishing his novels, which were well received and he was well placed in the Russian literary circles.  In 1862 he married Sofya, daughter of a friend of his, 16 years younger than him.   He had inherited an estate from his mother’s family and he began spending more time on the estate.  Although his marriage would appear to have started well, and they had 13 children together, over time this became a relationship full of conflict, mainly due to the development of his moral philosophy and desire to make lifestyle changes.  In terms of social context, although the serfs were given some limited freedoms, there was still a great deal of brutal repression of dissent within Russia, and there were many different people both within and outside Russia advocating change, revolution, and anarchy during this time.  In response, Tolstoy began to develop his ideas of non-violence.  His writing moved from novels to more moral teachings, and he wrote variously about his religious beliefs, this issue of oppression, vegetarianism, education, and other topics.  He also started to want to lead a more ascetic life, moved away from the established church. and wrote more on the abuses of the ruling classes and the life of a landowner.  In his later years he wanted to give away his worldly goods, and started to have a number of followers who developed a religion, based on his teachings.  His wife, though, was not one of them.  Perhaps as the mother of so many children, she was more pragmatic.  In addition, she did not approve of the people that Tolstoy surrounded himself with. Finally, Tolstoy left her, and his estate, but he was not well when he left and he died very shortly afterwards at a rest stop.

Tolstoy was very outspoken about religion.  He was formally excommunicated by the Russian Orthodox church in 1901 - I’m surprised they waited so long given what Tolstoy had to say about the church - but he was deeply religious in a manner that resonates with a unitarian perspective.   Although he was instructed in the Russian Orthodox church, as a young man, he abandoned the church, but after several years of what sounds like a deep depression, he emerged with a definite belief in a god but not the church.  His then, was a personal religion.  Interestingly, Tolstoy analyzed the sections of the New Testament in much the same way as Thomas Jefferson and stripped the later additions away from the earlier gospels in an effort to focus on the original message, listing only that which Jesus is reputed to have said.  He saw Jesus as a prophet, teaching the main message of religion - love others as you would be loved.  As you’ll see, this then became the starting point from which Tolstoy derived his other principles.  - Jesus, though, was  not viewed  as a divine figure, and he promoted a return to the actual message of Jesus.  “The fulfillment of this teaching consists only in walking in the chosen way, in getting nearer to inward perfection in the imitation of Christ, and outward perfection in the establishment of the kingdom of God.”  Indeed, he titled one of his books “the kingdom of god is within you”

Tolstoy argued that the preposition “do unto others as you would have them do unto you” does not require miracles to justify it, but that we should be convinced of it by its own truth, and by its harmony with nature.  This then is his starting point, this is his main premise.  The miracles and doctrine of the established church have obscured the meaning, as does the outward observance of ritual.  He believed that religious institutions are co-opted by people who want power and then pervert the religious message to help them maintain that power.  And as part of this, religious institutions tend to call themselves infallible.  Christianity, for example, requires people to believe “in what the Church orders” them to believe in, the preachings of the priests, rather than the message of Jesus, even though Jesus himself spoke out against priests and argued for a personal religion.  Similarly, there is a discrepancy between the teachings of Jesus as expressed in the Sermon on the Mount to love others, and the encouragement and support within the Russian Orthodox church, and others, for its followers to participate in military service so that the soldiers can  murder other men?  

Tolstoy was very aware of the various techniques used by the church to evade this discrepancy.    He pointed out that the church copes with the discrepancy mainly by simply not answering questions - and encouraging others not to answer them either, using the power of the church, the solemnity and ritual to overawe the people so that they do not question, and by saying one thing, but doing another.  He stated that the church creed and all the church trappings are inconsistent with the teachings of Jesus - who made several references to not following the priests, not having to worship in a church, but to having a personal religion that does not require the intercession of a church.  Thus, Tolstoy concluded that one can follow either the message of Jesus or the church but not both.  

And, by the way, although he was most familiar with the Russian Orthodox church he explicitly included other churches in his condemnation - the Roman Catholic, and various Protestant churches including the Salvation Army - all he saw as  “pseudo-religion”  because they justified slavery, oppression and violence.  He was also amused that most churches claim to be the one true church - how can they each be true?  

Tolstoy’s work is great for quote mining - On the bible:  “is there in christendom a book that has done more harm to mankind than this terrible book” referring to a list of some of the appalling cruelties that are in the bible.   Biblical stories are “the inculcation of nonsensical beliefs” for children in order to deprive them of “the capacity to think clearly”

Science, however does not fair much better :  a collection of “haphazard, disconnected scraps of knowledge, many of them quite useless”. 

Tolstoy is at his best when writing about the problems of the class system.  For example he describes four techniques that governments and the power elite use to maintain their position.  The first is intimidation, using the argument that the state is sacred, and thus any attempts to change it must be dealt with by cruel punishment.  The second is corruption, in that officials and middle men benefit from the system and so are motivated to continue to maintain it.  The third is through hypnosis - using educational and religious teaching to brainwash children into unthinking obedience and by encouraging religious and patriotic superstitions, banning books, and by allowing the use of alcohol and tobacco to stultify the population.  The fourth is by using military training to brutalize a portion of the population so that they will carry out acts of violence, separating them, dressing them in special clothes, using drums and cries to hypnotize them.  

Further he argues that we all participate in this class system - Again I quote “People who stand on the lowest ring of the ladder - partly as a result of being stupefied by patriotic and pseudo-religious education, and partly for the sake of personal advantages - cede their freedom and sense of human dignity at the bidding of those who stand above them and offer them material advantages.”  Those at  the top of ladder are “so perverted and stupified by the power of life and death which they hold over their fellow-men, and by the consequent servility and flattery of those who surround them, that without ceasing to do evil they feel quite assured that they are benefactors to the human race” and they use the flattery of their clergy to sanctify and bless their way of life.

Here’s one of the best quotes about the class system the  “apex of the core is seized by those who are more cunning, audacious and unscrupulous than the rest or happen to be the heir of someone who was”  

He thought that armies were tools of this class system, and people should refuse to serve in them.  Similarly, he spoke out against patriotism:  “an unnatural, irrational and harmful feeling and a cause of a great part of the ills from which mankind is suffering”  used to obtain power for one group at the expense of others that is  promoted because it is in the advantage of many classes to maintain the government through the use of patriotism.  He thought that instead it should be replaced by the brotherhood of man.  

He was also quite prophetic.  He warned that attempts to gain freedom from violence by forcibly overthrowing the government were likely to lead to another authority which would be as oppressive, if not more so, due to the intensified hatred that the revolution would bring.  And of course, look what happened.  It has been pointed out to me that Tolstoy was very aware of the seething hatred that was lying dormant, waiting for revolution, and this was a key motivator for his attempts to promote a non-violent alternative.  With regard to war he spoke of “the terrible weapons of destruction” that were being invented, (the best guess here is the Gatling Gun)  he predicted that they would not bring an end to war as was being touted by some, but would lead to men being slaughtered “by thousands, by millions” and warned “they may tear them to pieces and still they will March to war like senseless cattle”.  All of this in 1893 before World War I.

Tolstoy is particularly known for his message of  the non-resistance of evil.  This was derived from his basic premise - the message to love others as we would be loved ourselves.  If we do that then we cannot do evil - or violence to anyone.  No matter what.  Even in a situation where someone innocent will die unless we murder an evil murderer.  He said that there is no situation in which we should resist evil with violence.  

He was very clear that men should love one another and that this was god’s will, and that improved behaviour would follow from these feelings of love.  Increasing these feelings was the meaning of life.  Change he thought would not come from revolution but from truly religious people promoting love. For love is incompatible with violence.  He suggested that if you want to work for the welfare of others you should not  participate in welfare organizations but work to increase love within yourself eliminating mistakes sins and passions.  Rather than worrying about what others are doing we should focus on our own moral development. 

Although he did not found a religion, one began to spring up around him - The Tolstoyans were people who chose to follow his message.  They were conscientious objectors who lived communally, were vegetarians, and practiced abstinence from alcohol and tobacco.  At one point there were up to 6,000 of them, but they were persecuted by the Bolsheviks and became practically non-existant.  

There’s a similarity here to the Dukhobors, a group for whom Tolstoy had great sympathy.  Indeed when they were persecuted in Russia for resisting the draft, Tolstoy intervened with the Czar and obtained permission for them to emigrate to Canada, and Tolstoy and many of the Tolstoyans, along with the Quakers helped pay their passage.  

Tolstoy’s message had a particular influence on Gandhi - Gandhi read Tolstoy’s book The Kingdom of God is Within You when he was a young lawyer in South Africa, and he described it  as one of the three most significant influences on his thinking and said that it convinced him to abandon violence and espouse nonviolent resistance.  Tolstoy and Gandhi went on to write to each other before Tolstoy’s death, and Gandhi called Tolstoy “the greatest apostle of non-violence that the present age has produced”.

After I gave this homily at Capital I also found out that Tolstoy had an influence on a community closer to home - his writing was much read on Sointula and was one of the key inspirations for the founder of the community.  

For us as unitarians, how does his message serve us today?

We could also do a lot worse than to think about Tolstoy’s central premise - love others - do unto others as you would have them do unto you.  And perhaps this starts with trying to develop some insight - what has been our effect on others?  Have others felt loved by us? Trying to challenge ourselves to reflect on our behaviour and its impact, and to think about what we can do differently.  

But for some, though, Tolstoy’s approach to social change is too passive.  Indeed, Gandhi himself had a more active approach, advocating for truth through the use of organized civil disobedience.  Tolstoy really was promoting  an ascetic life, much more passive than that of non-violent social change advocates such as Martin Luther King, or groups like Amnesty International.  I think if I went to our own social justice committee and suggested that we simply work on our personal moral development, I would be gently led to the door.  Some might say that one of the best ways to love others is by taking action.  

I could not but help think about Tolstoy when it came to the Olympic Games, and Harper gave his speech saying we should be patriotic.  This directly contradicted what Tolstoy was saying and the patriotism jarred terribly with me.  While it is one thing to appreciate our luck at being Canadian, patriotism is the unthinking promotion of our interests at the expense of people in other countries.  

I think most of us can identify with Tolstoy’s depiction of the hypocrisy of organized creed based religions.  On the whole, unitarianism tends to avoid some of his criticism because our principles focus us back on our personal conscience rather than telling us how to live our lives.  For most of us, our church is less a place where we get told what to do, and more a  community where we can share with like-minded people.  Perhaps there is a message, though, for those times when we tend to get too caught up in being unitarian, or over-identify with our church, or when we find our selves saying “as unitarians we should …”  which tends to be code for  “you should do what I think is right”  Tolstoy might say that when that happens we have lost the essential message.  And we can also watch that we don’t get too hierarchical and watch out for charismatic leaders using the church to reify their own power.  Perhaps we need to be careful about moving from being a community to becoming an institution.   Although Tolstoy would like our principles, I think he would want us to question our use of ritual, and to make sure that it does not take on a life of its own or take away from the message.  

So would Tolstoy be a Russian Unitarian or are we Canadian Tolstoyans?  I leave that to you. Perhaps you’ll want to read further before making up your mind.  Certainly, the power of Tolstoy’s writing helps to drive his message home.

How accessible is Tolstoy?  War and Peace is notorious for its length, endless Russian names and for having 580 characters in it, far more than most of us can keep track of.  Tolstoy’s writing in the Kingdom of God is Within Us, the book where he extends his views on resistance to evil, however, is, relatively straight-forward to read.  There are references to writers that we are no longer familiar with, of course, but otherwise it feels as if he is chatting to the reader, and he could well be standing in front of us, giving a service.  I view it as much more accessible than a number of other writers of his era.  And it is certainly accessible in terms of cost.  All his work is now out of copyright and is in the public domain.  So not only is his work available at the library, you can also download the Kingdom of God is Within You as well other works by Tolstoy, for free through Project Gutenberg, or you can listen on audiobooks for free through Librivox.org.  I think Tolstoy would very much approve of having all his work in the public domain as it was in his latter life something that he believed in and in 1891 he renounced his copyright to all his books published after that date.  So why not take a look for yourselves.  


