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LEV SHESTOV, BY FAITH ALONE (SOLA FIDE)

TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

Introduction to Shestov

Lev Shestov (1866–1938) was a Russian philosopher. He is well known as one of the first modern existential religious philosophers, in the tradition of the writer of Job, Plotinus, Pascal, Luther and Dostoevsky. His work was devoted to exploring the limits of the rationalist world view and the access of faith. Something of the depth of his insight can be grasped from the description given him by Czesław Miłosz, the Nobel Prize-winning poet and essayist:

[Shestov] was a man of the Scriptures. He would probably have gladly accepted the epithet Plato often hurled at his opponents in a dispute – Misologos, a hater of reason – but only to stress the absurd of the human condition, which is masked by Reason. There was a way out: ‘The good is not God. We must seek that which is higher than the Good. We must seek God.’ Which means that the despair that seizes us when we are faced with the Absurd leads us beyond good and evil to an act of faith. There is nothing impossible for God and for those who truly believe in him. An absurd affirmation, for who ever saw a mountain moved by prayer? But do we have a choice? The fruits of the tree of knowledge bring only death. It should be noted that Shestov was not a preacher; he tried only to present a dilemma in all its acuteness. Most definitely he was neither a moralist nor a theologian.1

Shestov’s life

Who was Shestov? He was born in Kyiv. As a youth, he was held for ransom for six months. His father wouldn’t pay. There is a mysterious lacuna, a breakdown and great spiritual crisis, of which he never spoke, even to his daughters. He was initially a law student: His submitted dissertation was never returned to him, citing revolutionary tendencies in his analysis of the worker situation. His parents were wealthy merchants, and he was obliged to help with the store. He had an illegitimate son, Pavel, who died in combat in the waning days of the First World War. He married a Russian Orthodox woman, Anna Eleazarovna Berezovskaya, with whom he had two daughters. He felt the news would kill his father, so his wife and children lived in Western Europe until after his father died. Shestov returned regularly to Russia. He escaped Russia in 1921, after witnessing the October Revolution in Moscow and the Russian Civil War in Kyiv, in which his family’s factory burned to the ground. He then escaped to Paris, where he lived the rest of his life.

Shestov’s work

Early in his career, he wrote a series of books that were more literary criticism than philosophy: Shakespeare and His Critic Brandes, Tolstoy and Nietzsche, Dostoevsky and Nietzsche, Turgenev and The Apotheosis of Groundlessness.

Shestov wrote with deep insight on Tolstoy and spoke of seeking what is beyond the good – we must seek God. He was one of the early Russian writers on Nietzsche – relating his insights to those of the great Russians. His book on Dostoevsky was perhaps the first to establish the importance of Notes from Underground in his work.

Sola Fide – By Faith Alone marks a crucial transition point in Shestov’s work. He had worked as a literary critic; this book is the transition from literary criticism to religious philosophy, albeit with a personal approach. It was written in Switzerland between 1911 and 1914 and was not published at the time.

In 1914, on returning to Russia, Shestov gave this manuscript to his brother-in-law, G.L. Lowtzsky, who lived in Geneva for all of the First World War. Shestov was not able to return to Switzerland during the First World War.

Sola Fide – the genesis

Shestov’s daughter writes in her biography of her father:2

Shestov didn’t succeed in finishing even the ‘draft’ of the book Sola Fide on which he worked until his departure from Coppet to Moscow. He did not take the manuscript of the unfinished book (6 notebooks, 1100 pages) with him. It remained abroad until the end of the war. When in 1920 Shestov quit Russia and went to Geneva he found the manuscript.

She then discusses the content of the book.

The manuscript of the book Sola Fide consists of two parts, with no indication of titles for the parts. The editors called these parts ‘Greek and Medieval Philosophy’ and ‘Luther and the Church’.

The first section of the book traces the origin of Western religious thought in the Platonic and Aristotelian tradition and focuses especially on Thomas Aquinas and Augustine. The section discussing Augustine’s dispute with the Pelagians is key to the book. If man cannot be saved by his own efforts alone, where is his salvation? His salvation is only unmerited grace.

The second section presents Luther’s access to faith. Luther was a believing Catholic, who became convinced he was lost without faith, that monasticism was not enough.

As his daughter says:

Shestov took the title of the book from Luther’s translation of ‘The Epistle of Apostle Paul to the Romans’ III, 28. The words of the apostle in the original; Man is justified by faith’ were translated by Luther as ‘Man is justified by faith alone’. This arbitrary change of the text of the Holy Scripture evoked many arguments in theological circles.

Shestov took as the title of his book the pronouncement ‘Sola Fide’ probably, because it brilliantly characterizes young Luther’s struggle for faith (cf. 2nd chapter of 2nd part). Among the people who Shestov visited in his ‘pilgrimage through souls’3 hardly anyone was so close in spirit to him as was young Luther. This book bears more a philosophical than a literary character. Many ideas presented in it were at the basis of Shestov’s later books. The book was written in a short time (8–9 months) with great effort and spiritual intensity. The absence of final rework makes it more immediate than Shestov’s other books. It is in some sense a spiritual autobiography of the author.

Then she notes the publication history of the book: The book was published posthumously in Paris: the 2nd part came out in French in 1957, and the book was published in toto in Russian in 1966, per the draft manuscript, by the YMCA-Press publisher, under the title Sola Fide. By Faith Alone. It is the twelfth volume of Shestov’s collected works. Chronologically its place is after volume six (‘Great Vigils’).4

The second part of the book appeared in a French translation. The complete book has never appeared in any language besides the original Russian. It is not mentioned in Bernard Martin’s excellent introductions except as a precursor to Potestas Clavium.

Sola Fide – the thematic

Shestov’s mature work talks of the dynamic between Athens and Jerusalem in Western thought. This he owes to Tertullian. Jerusalem for Shestov is the original biblical inspiration, whether this is the prophets, revelation, direct mystical experience, or the language of love. He then concerns himself with the Biblical access of faith.

Now, he says, in Genesis the serpent comes into the garden. The serpent offers knowledge. Consistent with the narrative, the serpent offers that men will be as gods, with knowledge of good and evil. But, Shestov says, precisely the opposite occurs – men wish to limit God and wish to reduce Him to the ambit of their minds.

Athens is the tradition of Plato, Aristotle and Aquinas. These are the great idealists, the positivists, the system builders. One of Shestov’s favourite metaphors for the whole modern effort is the Tower of Babel.

The dynamic occurs when rationalism and scientism dictate to God. Shestov had not read Kierkegaard at the time, but he strikingly prefigures the Dane in his emphasis on the qualitative difference of God’s ways.

Shestov himself expands on his key themes:

One can say with conviction: the task of all religious genius is the destruction of extant religious authorities.
(p.15)

One of the fascinating themes of the book is seeing Shestov take questions posed by Dostoevsky, Tolstoy or Chekhov and find their answer in Luther’s search.

Man does not wish to rise to God, he wishes to compel God to lower to himself, to become such as He is represented to our weak and limited minds.
(p. 65)

This is one of the keys of Shestov. He repeats this from even his first book. Whatever one goes through, the final result cannot be predicted.

The most difficult and horrible thing in that internal struggle, which Augustine recounts, is exactly that its upshot for him was impossible to guess in advance. Afterwards Augustine could say: You, Lord, knew to what my torments led me, but I knew nothing. But he could say this only afterwards, when, looking back at the past and the new present, he had the possibility of running the totals on his tormenting experiences.
(p. 94)

And, of course, Dostoevsky was one of the key landmarks.

If you too much value that already acquired, you will never discover anything new. In the case we’re working – Luther, when he had to, staked everything he had, and if you wish to follow after him, you must be prepared for everything, you must not be afraid to jettison treasures into the sea, in order to lighten and save the sinking boat. Doubtless, the Catholic theologians are correct, when they affirm that Luther’s struggle was a struggle against the church. It was not difficult for Dostoevsky, standing outside Catholicism and living in the nineteenth century to say that Catholicism committed the most terrible of crimes – put the Pope in the place of Christ, put itself in the place of God. From the outside, Dostoevsky judged of others’ sins and crimes. Luther himself was a believing Catholic and before judging the Church to which he belonged, ought to have judged himself.
(p. 131)
And this is Shestov’s key theme – man’s condition in seeking God.

God demands nothing from us. ‘I am sought of them that asked not for me; I am found of them that sought me not’, says the prophet (Is 65:1).
(p. 181)

Shestov once said5 that it was not given to Schelling to be ‘the Luther of philosophy’ but that title could certainly be claimed by Shestov himself.

Shestov’s later work

After Sola Fide, he turned to truly philosophical and religious themes in his books Potestas Clavium, In Job’s Balances, Kierkegaard and the Existential Philosophy, and Athens and Jerusalem.

In In Job’s Balances,6 in ‘The Conquest of the Self-Evident’, Shestov’s article on Dostoevsky for French readers, he says:

These are the questions that Hippolyte has learned to ask; Kant did not know how to question thus. It is only a few, rare natures in the history of humanity who are able to ask such questions. In our own day, there was Nietzsche, with his Beyond Good and Evil. Before him Luther, who taught that good works do not bring salvation. Luther had heard this from St Augustine, who in his turn was only developing the ideas of St Paul, which he again had gathered from Isaiah and from the supreme and terrible Bible story of the Fall.

Rereading Potestas Clavium,7 we turn to the title article, which is indeed a short summary of the clairvoyance of Dostoevsky’s analysis of the Catholic Church, and Luther’s reaction to the church from inside the church.

Finally, the masterwork – Athens and Jerusalem.8 Most of the first part, Parmenides in Chains (On the source of eternal truths), is devoted to the problematic that Shestov first identifies in Sola Fide.

But while Spinoza affirms that philosophy has no end other than truth and that the goal of theology is piety and obedience, Luther says, or rather cries out with all the force and ardor of which a man is capable when he struggles for his most precious good, that the source of truth is not knowledge, the knowledge that reason brings to man, but faith, faith alone. Strange as it may seem, Luther was convinced that the goal of philosophy is not truth but obedience and piety, while truth is obtained only through faith, sola fide. (p. 193)

Shestov’s later career

Shestov’s move to Paris allowed him to serve as the linkage between the great Russians and the new French existentialists. He was key to the reception of both Dostoevsky and Nietzsche in France. He wrote seminal articles on Dostoevsky, Nietzsche and Pascal for French readers. He was the mentor of Benjamin Fondane, the Romanian poet and writer. One would be hard-pressed to find anyone else who had dinner with both Tolstoy and Einstein.
Critical reception of Sola Fide

As the best example of Shestov’s serving as a nexus in Paris, we listen to Ramona Fotiade:9

Among the young French intellectuals of the 1930s on whom Shestov’s thought had a decisive impact, Camus remains the most prominent representative of the absurd in twentieth-century French literature and philosophy. Yet critics and historians have rarely pointed out the fact that Camus’s Mythe de Sisyphe is a barely disguised polemical reply to Shestov’s arguments on the absurd, and indirectly pays homage to most of the recurrent themes in the Russian philosopher’s writing (the ‘wall of evidence’, the revolt against reason, the existential fight against Husserlian scientific rationalism, the affirmation of freedom and personal, subjective experience, and so on).
(p. 4)

Man, therefore, has to content himself with the things that lie in his power and find consolation in ethics and self-knowledge, which is itself ‘man’s greatest good’. Thus, Shestov argues, begins the replacement of ontology by ethics in philosophy and the education of man’s desire to accept the principle of the greatest good, which is also that of the truth.
(p. 93)

Faith opens up an alternative mode of understanding, the existential ‘second dimension of thought’, which is situated beyond good and evil, beyond virtue or ‘merit’, beyond logical arguments based on the dichotomy between truth and error. Man’s salvation, his freedom and immortality, lie in faith alone (Sola Fide, as Shestov insisted, reiterating Luther’s watchword).
(p. 212)

Fotiade is an excellent source on the purer religious existential philosophy, at that moment before it was developed to the Absurd by later French and German existentialists, and her work led me to a deeper understanding of Shestov.

Alexis Philonenko is emeritus professor at the University of Rouen. He recently wrote an article on Sola Fide and captures the essential Shestov stance.10

To understand Shestov and Luther, the same disposition of spirit is necessary. It is less in the content than in the structure of the formal intention which manifests itself in coincidence; the common postulate is that attitude expresses itself in aptitude, and reciprocally as well. What counts is not Being, but the manner of existence. Shestov’s privileged place is that of the joys and sufferings of philosophers: their story and sometimes even their intertwined stories.
(p. 31)
Michael Finkenthal is a physics professor at Johns Hopkins. His recent book contains a chapter on Sola Fide. In it he captures Shestov’s leap:

Sola Fide is on the surface a book about Luther and faith, but in fact it is much more than that: the text is summing up the results of an interference process between Shestov’s efforts toward the deconstruction of the basic principles of a philosophy built upon the absolute rights of rational reasoning and his search for a meta-sophia based on faith in an absolute Transcendental.11
(pp. 61–2)

A personal note

In closing, allow me to return to the words of Milosz one last time.

What could Sorana Gurian, a young woman dying of cancer, get from her reading of Shestov? Not the promise of a miraculous cure. He did not maintain that you can knock down the wall of Necessity by beating your Head against it. To the sober-minded who criticized the Absurd of Kierkegaard and his faith in the impossible, he used to reply that Kierkegaard knew perfectly well the weight of reality: Regina Olsen would not be restored to him. Yet there is a great difference between our looking at ourselves as ciphers on a statistical sheet and our grasping our destiny as something that is personal and unique.
(p. 118)

Milosz wrote this article in 1973, the year I took his Dostoevsky course at Berkeley. I wrote a paper on Kirillov for the course and then wrote an undergraduate thesis on the eschatological climate in Dostoevsky. I was his graduate assistant for several years in the late 1970s. I knew Shestov from his discussions and article. I have had the first edition of Sola Fide since Berkeley. It was not until recently (2018) that I saw a Russian-language edition in Ukraine.

In 2003, after the death of my late wife, I was at dinner with Martha, who is now my wife. We talked of our children and hopes and dreams, and that went quickly. She asked me what else I did. I said I was a Russian religious philosophy translator. She asked what I had done lately. Well, nothing, I said. Thirty years in aviation, other things intervened. So I told her about the Russians, about Fedorov, about Shestov, about Sergei Bulgakov – how important they were in Russia, in emigration, in the world, and how much of the work was still in Russian. She suggested I do something about it. So I started carrying a packet with a Russian philosophical text and a blank pad of paper. Whenever I had time, I translated. I spent a lot of time in the years 2006–2013 in waiting rooms and such. With that time, I translated all of Fedorov and all the remaining Shestov, going to the Library of Congress to get the Greek Philosophy course. Then, more events, and from 2011 to 2014 I had plenty of time to type it up, alone with the St Bernard.
Shestov’s work has been translated in three waves. In the 1920s, D.H. Lawrence and S.S. Koteliansky translated his early works on Dostoevsky, Tolstoy and Chekhov. In the 1960s, Bernard Martin translated many of his later works from the French editions. Shestov’s remaining works in this third wave include both earlier works never translated at the time and works released posthumously by his family.

So the initial version of this translation was done some ten years ago, extending my own and others’ work at Berkeley, and as a Shestovian sublimation of the times in which it was translated. It took some fifty years to publish the Russian edition, and some fifty-seven years after that to publish this translation.

I had the pleasure of attending Ramona Fotiade’s Fondane symposium at Yale in April 2018 and heard Kevin Hart’s magisterial keynote on Shestov and Husserl. I talked to him and said I had all the remaining Russian-language Shestov done into English. He was very encouraging, and his comments have given me the pleasure of rereading Sola Fide in the original, and much improving the manuscript.

I offer my thanks to Kevin Hart at the University of Virginia, and Jeffrey Bloechl of Boston College, who first recommended the work for publication.

I thank Professor Ramona Fotiade and Professor Margaret Tejerizo at the University of Glasgow for their reading of the manuscript.

I thank the anonymous reviewers for their comments, which have much improved the manuscript. The comment on this lost work representing a link between Russian religious philosophy and Western philosophy was especially acute.

The team at Bloomsbury Academic, led by Suzie Nash, and Shamlipriya Vijayan, has been brilliant.

And thank you to Boris Jakim, the dean of Russian religious philosophy translators. I have read and profited from his many translations, as well as his reading of the manuscript.

I want to thank my parents, Harry and Diane; my wife Martha (you’ll see her on page 48); our children, Robert (Alex), Rebecca, Gabrielle, Erikka (Dave), Jennifer (Greg) and Charlie (Lauren); our grandchildren, Savannah, Bekah (JT), Emily, Lillian, Logan, Quentin, Eleanor and Oden; and our great grandchildren, Adeline, Envy, Sophia, Charlotte and Lincoln.


YMCA EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

From the Editor1

Among the papers left after Lev Shestov’s death, there was an unfinished manuscript, entitled Sola Fide, written in Switzerland between 1911 and 1914. It was not published at the time.

In 1914, on returning to Russia, Shestov gave this manuscript to his brother-in-law G.L. Lowtzsky, who lived in Geneva all of the First World War. In 1920, when Shestov quit Russia, he found his manuscript and in 1920 published several of its chapters with several additions, in Paris, in the journal Contemporary Notes, no. 1 under the title The Last Judgment (Tolstoy’s last words), which was then included in the book In Job’s Balances (Paris, 1928).

The manuscript consists of two parts, without titles indicated. We have called these: Greek and Medieval Philosophy, and Luther and the Church. Shestov did not publish the manuscript in toto in 1920 probably because a part of the ideas expressed in it entered into the book Potestas Clavium, which was written in Russia between 1914 and 1918, and came out in Russian in Berlin in 1923.

More than fifteen years had passed since Shestov’s death. Someone reading the unpublished part of the manuscript remarked: ‘Yes, this is the key to Shestov’s philosophy, a spiritual autobiography unique in Russian religious philosophy.’ But this time too only a part, the second part, of the manuscript was able to be published, in French, under the title Sola Fide, Luther and the Church (translated from Russian by Sophie Sève), Presses Universitaires, Paris, 1957. Several chapters of this book also appeared in Russian journals.

Reading the work, twenty-five years on from Shestov’s death, we are convinced that it is of great value and that to publish this book in the Russian language is a matter of great interest. The public appearance of this book is tied to the centenary of the birthday of the author (Lev Shestov was born in Kyiv on 31 January (12 February) 1866 and died in Paris on 20 November 1938).

The title of the book Sola Fide (By Faith Alone) is taken from Luther’s translation of the Epistle of the Apostle Paul to the Romans (Romans III, 28). The words of the apostle reading in Russian translation ‘man is justified by faith’, Luther translated: ‘man is justified by faith alone’. This arbitrary change of the text of the Holy Writ evoked many disputes in theological circles.
Shestov probably selected the statement Sola Fide as the title of the book because it acutely characterizes the struggle of the young Luther for faith (cf. chapter II, second part). Among the people whom Lev Shestov encountered in his ‘pilgrimage among souls’, few were so close to him in spirit as Luther in his youth.


Part I

GREEK AND MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY


GREEK AND MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY

I

Pati, domine aut mori – sufferings, Lord or death – so prayed St Theresa, as she lived in the second half of the sixteenth century.

Two thousand years and a little more before her, one of the famous Cynics, Antisthenes, founder of the school and disciple of Socrates, exclaimed: ‘better for me to go out of my mind, than to experience satisfaction in life’. Mανείην μάλλον ή ήσθείην (Zeller II-1, 260).

Plato, per tradition, said that Antisthenes’ disciple, Diogenes, was an insane Socrates. And Plato was right. Unconditionally, Diogenes, not only Diogenes, but also his teacher and his closest disciples were insane, and, as well, not only insane but really insane Socrates, i.e., insane sages. To fear satisfaction – at a time, when all of humanity, for the whole period of its existence, saw the meaning and essence of life in satisfaction – isn’t this insanity, as well, ‘systematic’ insanity, just as systematic as Socrates’ wisdom?

How the Cynics lived – more or less anyone knows that, and one hardly need expatiate on that, all the more since the horror of life, its difficulty and muck do not much attract modern man – the period of ‘naturalism’ is long past. We even run hurriedly over those lines of the prophet Ezekiel, in which he tells of his preparation for prophecy, of the flat cake which he ate at God’s behest. One ought just not to forget that the Cynics considered themselves touched by the finger of God. They said: τοὺς ἀγαθοὺς ἂνδρας θεὢν είκόνας είναι – Good men are like gods (Zeller, II-1, 267). Just like Socrates, they obeyed the mysterious, incomprehensible impulse to give up the beauty and joy of existence in exchange for ugliness and horrors. They said that beauty and joy are not necessary, that they interfere with man’s approach to God, that they yield satisfaction, and that satisfaction is worse than madness. One must run from satisfaction, they taught, as from the plague. As is well known, contemporaries hated and disdained the Cynics and called them dogs, and only a few, very sensitive people, like Plato and, if you believe the tradition, the disciples of Aristotle, were astonished or, at least, thought deep, on the strange life of these mad sages, these outcasts. I will not dwell on the arguments by which the Cynics justified their world view or, more accurately, their life. Despite the fact that their teaching, i.e., considerations, which they proposed in proof of their rightness, is lost in the depth of the ages, as everything that cannot be of use to men is lost, I do not think that their arguments would present very great interest for us, even in the case that they were very exact, witty and convincing. We have so many witty and convincing arguments – that, rightly, it’s much more useful to forget some of them that we have already assimilated than assimilating new ones. All the more, since doubtless the life of the Cynics was in no way defined by their reasonings. There has not yet been a case where a man is headed to madness, directed by the proof of reason. And if such a paradox had turned out possible, if really reason could by its proof lead to insanity, then … then by this very point reason would forever have cancelled itself out. But, I repeat, doubtless reason is not culpable in the insane delirium and insane life of the cynics, as it is not culpable in the madness of Ezekiel. Madness has its independent source, its boldness and its force, and who knows, its rightness? Plato, the disciple of Socrates, said that the greatest misfortune is to become a hater of reason (misalogue). The Cynics, also disciples of Socrates, did not find misfortune in this at all; on the contrary, they saw the principle of any misfortune in what Plato considered reason. Plato attained completeness, explanation, pleasure, satisfaction. And all such spiritual conditions, the Cynics would say, if they knew medieval terminology, are from the deceiver. Why they thought so – more like felt so – hardly anyone can give an answer to that question.

There was something in the depths of the soul of the Cynics, which made them haters of any total organization on earth. Plato was right: there were two geniuses in Socrates: one, which found its expression through Plato’s philosophy and especially Aristotle’s – the genius of reason; the other, which attempted to attain its expression in the philosophy of the Cynics. Plate and Aristotle conquered the whole world. Here
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