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To introduce Leo Nikolayevich Tolstoy in a single sentence is nearly impossible. He was a count of Russia’s highest nobility, and an old man in a threadbare peasant’s smock who plowed his own fields. He was the greatest novelist world literature has produced, and, in his last years, a man who sneered at novel-writing as “the idle amusement of aristocrats.” He was a radical Christian who insisted the Sermon on the Mount must be lived to the letter, and a heretic excommunicated by the Russian Orthodox Church for denying the divinity and resurrection of Christ. He was a teacher who preached love and forgiveness, and a husband who waged war on his wife for nearly half a century.

How are we to understand these contradictions? The common answers are two. One is to see him as a hypocrite—another moralist whose words and life diverged. The other is to see him as a saint—a great soul ahead of his age, misunderstood by the ordinary people around him. This book takes neither. Its view is this: Tolstoy’s contradictions are not evidence of hypocrisy but evidence of sincerity. More earnestly than anyone, literally staking his life, he tried to live out the teaching of Jesus by his own strength. And precisely because of that earnestness, he failed. For the attempt to live the law without grace shatters a person more thoroughly the more sincerely he tries. Tolstoy’s life is the record of the most honest self-salvation project ever undertaken by one of the most gifted human beings in history. And it is that project’s report of failure.

So let us first follow the life.

The Orphan of Yasnaya Polyana

Tolstoy was born in 1828 at Yasnaya Polyana, an estate a couple of hours south of Moscow. The name means “bright forest clearing.” Inherited from his mother’s side, it was the place where he was born and the place where he was buried. Most of his eighty-two years turned on this single axis.

But the center of that axis was empty from the start. His mother, Maria, died before he was two. Tolstoy could not remember her face; not a single portrait survived. He missed her all his life. Even as an old man of eighty he wrote in his diary that he longed to be held in his mother’s arms. At nine he lost his father as well. The brothers were passed from one relative’s house to another. It would not be unreasonable to locate here the roots of the two obsessions that run through all his work: the terror of death, and the craving to be loved unconditionally.

What deserves attention is how the young Tolstoy handled this lack. He kept, all his life, a story his brother Nikolai had told him: that a secret which would make every human being happy was written on a little green stick, and that the stick lay buried somewhere in a ravine at Yasnaya Polyana. It was a children’s game. But Tolstoy never let it go. In his will he asked to be buried at the very spot where the green stick was said to lie, and there he was in fact buried. The conviction that a secret capable of saving humanity exists somewhere, and that finding it is his own task—an eighty-year life was built upon this single sentence. The one question he never finally asked was a different one: Is that secret something to be found, or something to be received?

The Prodigal Years

By any standard, the young Tolstoy was a prodigal. He entered the University of Kazan, lost interest in his studies, and dropped out. He fell into gambling and sold off a piece of the estate’s manor house to pay his debts. Drink, women, quarrels that came to the brink of duels. Yet one thing set him apart from the ordinary rake: through all of it, he never stopped watching himself, recording, and condemning.

The diary he began keeping at eighteen is the evidence. In it he made a catalogue of his sins—sloth, vanity, lust, lying—and beside them he wrote rules. Rise at five. Do not go to the gambling house. Keep away from women. And on the next page, without fail, came the record of breaking those rules. Resolve again, fail again, resolve again. The structure of this diary is worth noticing. A list of sins, the establishing of rules, failure, and then stricter rules. This is, before it is a young man’s diary, the prototype of the spiritual grammar he would repeat his whole life. His religion already began here—not a religion of grace but of rules, not a religion of forgiveness but of self-improvement.

At twenty-three, to pull himself out of the mire, he followed his brother to the Caucasus and became a soldier. When the Crimean War broke out he served at the frontline fortress of Sevastopol. In the trenches, under falling shells, he experienced death for the first time in his own flesh, and at the same moment he was born a writer. Sevastopol Sketches, written and sent from the field, was the first Russian prose to render war not as heroic legend but as a matter of terror, vanity, and mangled flesh, and the literary world of Petersburg recognized the arrival of a new genius. The Tsar read his work. He was famous at twenty-six.

At the Summit

In 1862, the thirty-four-year-old Tolstoy married the eighteen-year-old Sofya Behrs. The night before the wedding he made his fiancée read his bachelor diaries—the full record of gambling and women and a son fathered on a serf woman—because he believed that complete honesty was the condition of complete love. The eighteen-year-old bride read it through the night, weeping, and the wound never healed as long as she lived. It was the opening scene, and the trailer, of this marriage: a demonstration of what happens when good intentions are executed without any sense of grace.

Yet the first fifteen years of the marriage were the most stable and productive of Tolstoy’s life. Sofya bore thirteen children, ran the household, and copied out her husband’s illegible manuscripts night after night. She transcribed the vast manuscript of War and Peace from beginning to end several times over. In this period Tolstoy completed the two summits of human literature, War and Peace (1869) and Anna Karenina (1877). In his forties he was, objectively, a man who had everything: world fame, immense wealth, health, a beloved family, and the certainty that belongs only to one who knows he has done work at the highest level in history.

At exactly that moment, the floor gave way.

Collapse and Conversion

In the years around age fifty, Tolstoy suffered the spiritual collapse he would later record in A Confession. Life, suddenly and without warning, became meaningless. He asked himself: If my estate grows larger than any estate in Samara, then what? If I become more famous than Gogol, than Shakespeare, than every writer in the world, then what? And before this question he could give no answer. If death erases everything, what meaning is there in a life spent piling up what will be erased? To escape the temptation of suicide he removed the cord from his study, and he stopped going out alone with his hunting gun. We will treat this crisis in detail in Chapter One. Here let us note only its outcome. In that darkness he turned to faith. But which faith he turned to—this decided everything that followed.

At first Tolstoy went to the Russian Orthodox Church. He fasted, attended the services, received the sacrament. But it did not last. He could not endure the Church’s ritual, its entanglement with the state, its blessing of war, and above all he could not believe the miracles. So he set out on an astonishing labor. He studied Greek and translated the Gospels himself, cutting out everything he could not accept. The virgin birth was cut. The walking on water, the healing of the sick, were cut. And the resurrection was cut. What remained was the moral teaching of the teacher Jesus, its essence the Sermon on the Mount. Do not resist evil with violence. Love your enemies. Do not swear oaths. Do not entertain lust. Do not store up wealth. Tolstoy concluded: this is the whole of Christianity. Practice it to the letter and the kingdom of God comes to earth. The rest is superstition the Church added.

Let us pause here and take out, in advance, the theological lens of this book. Tim Keller divides the ways a human being approaches God into two. One is religion: “I obey, therefore God accepts me.” The other is the gospel: “God has accepted me in Christ, therefore I obey.” The materials of the sentence are the same—obedience, God, acceptance. But the order is different, and if the order is different, everything is different. The obedience of religion is labor to earn a reward; the obedience of the gospel is a response to what has already been received. Look again at Tolstoy’s list of what he cut from the Gospels: incarnation, miracle, atonement, resurrection. They have something in common. Every one is a place where God comes down to the human being and does what the human being cannot do. What he kept was the list of what the human being must do. That is: Tolstoy cut the gospel out of Christianity and kept the religion. He cut away grace and took the law. And that law he began—as befits one of the strongest wills in human history—actually to live.

The Experiment, and Its Cost

The catalogue of experiments Tolstoy ran in the thirty years after his conversion is astonishing. He gave up drink, tobacco, and hunting and became a vegetarian. A count put on peasant clothes, plowed, and cobbled his own boots. When famine came he organized relief and fed tens of thousands. To resettle in Canada the persecuted Doukhobors, who refused military service, he wrote Resurrection and gave away all its royalties. His doctrine of nonviolence crossed borders: a young lawyer in India named Gandhi corresponded with him and drew from him the framework of the satyagraha movement, which flowed on through Gandhi to Martin Luther King Jr. Yasnaya Polyana became a place of pilgrimage for the world. People called him a living saint; the government feared him; and in 1901 the Church at last excommunicated him. The people loved the excommunicated man all the more.

This is half the story. The other half unfolded inside the walls of Yasnaya Polyana.

To live by the Sermon on the Mount one had to own nothing. But he had a wife and children, and Sofya, as the mother of thirteen, could not consent to a renunciation of property on which the family’s survival depended. Husband and wife fought. Tolstoy compromised—by signing property and copyrights over to his wife and children; that is, by renouncing ownership while continuing to live within the benefits of that ownership. The world saw this compromise, and the scoffers called it the count’s game of poverty. He, more than anyone, knew the contradiction, and it gnawed at him from within. The table of the house that preached love became a theater of cold war. Sofya, feeling that her husband’s disciples—especially his chief disciple Chertkov—were taking her husband, his will, and his diaries away from her, sank into a mounting, morbid anxiety, and Tolstoy grew old trapped between his wife’s hysteria and his own hypocrisy. In the diaries of his last years, husband and wife wrote toward each other, each knowing the other would read it. The house of the wisest man in the world was one of the unhappiest houses in the world.

Here again let us confirm the view of this book. This wretched second half is not evidence that Tolstoy was a fake. Quite the opposite. Had he been a half-hearted hypocrite it would have been far more comfortable—preaching in moderation, enjoying in moderation. But he was sincere, and so he could not forget his failure for a single day. The problem was not a lack of sincerity but the structure. He resolved to climb, by his own strength, the ladder of the Sermon on the Mount, whose height no human can reach. Law without grace produces only two outcomes, the Reformers said: the pride that lowers the standard and deceives itself, or the despair that shatters before the standard. Tolstoy was too honest to lower the standard. So despair was what remained to him. The cry of the Apostle Paul is superimposed on the portrait of this old man: “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?” For Paul there was a next sentence after this cry. Tolstoy cut the next sentence out himself.

How This Book Reads Him

Therefore this book reads Tolstoy twice.

In the first reading he is a teacher. Few writers have gone as far as Tolstoy in diagnosing the essential human problem. He knew the emptiness of success (A Confession); he knew the true face of the idol called greatness (War and Peace); he knew that love, when it becomes a god, kills a person (Anna Karenina); he knew that death interrogates the whole of our life (The Death of Ivan Ilyich). These diagnoses resonate astonishingly with the Bible’s understanding of the human being. Sin, idolatry, vanity, death—what the theology textbook states as concepts, Tolstoy shows in figures of flesh and blood. For a reader of evangelical faith, Tolstoy can be a supreme teacher of the doctrine of sin.

In the second reading he is a cautionary example. Because the diagnosis was accurate, the flaw in the prescription stands out all the more sharply. His prescription—love, renounce possessions, remake yourself—is all in the imperative. And the gospel is, before it is imperative, indicative. God loved. Christ gave himself. The Spirit makes new. Read Tolstoy’s works again in the light of this indicative, and a strange thing happens: his stories have gone farther than their author’s own theology. What saves the dying Ivan Ilyich is not his moral effort but the free compassion of the boy Gerasim. The merchant in Master and Man covers his servant with his own body and dies in his place. Tolstoy’s head denied substitution, but Tolstoy’s stories keep drawing substitution. The honest imagination of the great artist keeps looking out toward the gospel through the crack of a door his own ideology had shut. Much of the pleasure of this book will lie in finding that crack.

For this second reading we take three guides. From Tim Keller we borrow the distinction we just saw between religion and gospel, and the analysis of idolatry—the insight that a good thing, when it becomes an ultimate thing, enslaves us. It is the scalpel for dissecting Anna Karenina and Ivan Ilyich and Father Sergius. From John Stott we borrow the centrality of the cross. Stott argued all his life that Christianity is not a moral system but an event of salvation, at whose center stands the cross of substitution—precisely the point Tolstoy cut away. Finally, from John Piper we borrow the theology of longing: that the human problem is not that we want too much but that we are satisfied with things too small, and that God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him. There is no better light for illumining Tolstoy’s ascetic late years.

Let me confess one thing in advance. This book is not an attempt to defeat Tolstoy. To put a giant dead a hundred years on a theology exam and give him a failing grade is easy, rude, and above all not interesting. What this book means to do is something else: to ask his questions with him to the end. To walk with him as far as the place where he stopped, to stand there, and to look with him in the direction he refused to look. Tolstoy dug for eighty years in search of the green stick. We will follow the marks of his spade and ask: Is the secret that will save a human being really buried in the ground—in our effort and morality and will? Or has that secret already been made public, waiting not for the one who searches but for the one who receives?

Now let us begin the story. From a certain country railway station that was the end of everything, at dawn in November of 1910.

Prologue
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At dawn on October 28, 1910, the manor house at Yasnaya Polyana was dark. An old man of eighty-two took up a candle and quietly left his room. He stopped in the study to gather a few things. He muffled his footsteps so as not to wake his sleeping wife. The night before, he had heard Sofya rummaging through his study—looking, no doubt, for his will. Hearing that sound, he had hardened his resolve. It was a house he had lived in for forty-eight years. He woke his physician Makovitsky and went with him to the stable, and in the darkness climbed into a carriage. Where he would go he did not exactly know himself. Only that he was leaving was certain.

In the letters he left for his daughter Alexandra and for his wife, he wrote words to roughly this effect: I am doing what old men of my age commonly do. I am leaving the life of the world to spend my last days in solitude and silence. And he added that he could no longer endure a condition in which his convictions and his life did not agree. A life that preached non-possession from a count’s manor, waited upon by servants. It was a contradiction he had endured for thirty years. He wanted to die having escaped it, if only for a day.

The flight of the most famous writer in the world at once became the most famous news in the world. Reporters chased his route. He stopped at a convent to see his sister Maria, who had become a nun, then boarded a train again. Third class. The poorly heated car was cold and crowded. His aged body could not bear it. A fever began to rise. It was pneumonia. The train had no choice but to stop at a small way-station toward Ryazan. The name of the station was Astapovo—a nowhere place you would have to peer at the map a long time to find.

The stationmaster, Ozolin, gave up his own quarters. The most famous man in Russia lay down on the bed of a nameless stationmaster. And for seven days the world watched that little house. Telegraph operators wired his temperature and pulse minute by minute. Newspapers printed extra editions. The government, fearing unrest, sent gendarmes; the Church, hoping he would repent before he died and return to its bosom, dispatched an abbot. Tolstoy would not see him.

The cruelest scene was outside the window. Sofya, who had rushed there by special train on hearing the news, was not allowed into the house where her husband lay. The doctors and the children barred her. The reason: the shock the patient would feel at the sight of his wife’s face might hasten his end. The woman who had lived with him forty-eight years paced outside the window, peering at her husband through the glass. She was let in only after he had lost consciousness. She knelt beside her comatose husband and
















d2d_images/cover.jpg
Rereading Through the Eyes of the Gospel

Tolstoy

A perfect diagnosis, a mistaken prescription.

GOSPEL ROAD





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





