
   
      
      
   

part of science a myth: 

Like   every   science,   cybernetics   creates   its   own

mythology. “The mythology of science”—this sounds like

a   contradiction   in   terms.   Nevertheless,   every   science, 

124Pavel Vasilievich Kopnin, ed.,  The Logic of Scientific Research (Moscow 1965): 230–231. 

even the most exact, progresses not only thanks to new

theories and facts, but also to the conjectures and hopes

of scientists. Progress justifies only a part of them. The

rest turn out to be il usions, and therefore mythological.125

The   modern   Russian   scientist   Vasily  Nalimov   concludes

outright that:

The growth of science is not so much the col ection of

knowledge as it is the ceaseless overestimation of what

has been col ected—the creation of new hypotheses that

refute the former ones. But then, scientific progress is

nothing   other   than   a   systematic   process   of   destroying

the previous lack of knowledge. Every step of the way, 

old ignorance is destroyed by the construction of newer, 

stronger ignorance, which in its turn becomes harder and

harder to destroy with time.…

Now the question involuntarily arises: Could the fal  of

certain cultures, like the Egyptian, and the degradation of

once   very   forceful   streams   of   thought,   for   example, 

ancient Indian, have occurred because they reached a

level   of   ignorance   which   would   no   longer   submit   to

destruction?   Who   knows   how   stubborn   the   force   of

ignorance wil  turn out to be in European knowledge?126

The   conditional   nature   of   scientific   knowledge   becomes

even more obvious when we look at the scientific criteria of

truth. 

125Stanislav Lem,  The Sum of Technology (Moscow, 1968): 127. 

126Vasily Vasilievich Nalimov, “What Is Truth?”  Science and Life 1 (1978): 49. 

6. On Criteria in Science

Because   the   edifice   of   science   is   constructed   not   only

upon   the   foundation   of   observation,   experiment,   and

measurement,   but   also   on   hypotheses   and   theories,   a

serious   question   arises   about   the   criteria   of   the   latter’s

veracity. Facts by themselves do not say very much to the

researcher until he finds some regularity common to them

al ; until he “connects” them by one common theory. In the

final   analysis,   any   understanding   of   some   group   of

phenomena, even more so an understanding of the world as

a whole, is nothing more than a theory upheld by a large or

smal  group of scientists. But is it possible to prove the truth

of   a   theory?   As   it   happens,   there   are   no   unconditional

criteria   that   could   make   it   possible   to   final y   determine

whether or not the given theory (picture) of objective reality

actual y applies. 

The   most   important   and   reliable   criteria   is   always

considered to be that of practice. But even this often turns out

to be completely inadequate. 

The   famous   philosopher   and   physicist   Phil ip  Frank

(†1966) cleverly noted in this regard, “Science resembles a

detective story. Al  the facts confirm a specific hypothesis, 

but   the   correct   hypothesis   turns   out   to   be   a   completely

different one. ”127

It is particularly difficult to resolve the given question when

several   theories   at   once   explain   the   given   phenomenon

equally   wel .   “Natural y,”   writes   one   responsible   author, 

“empirical   criteria   do   not   work   here,   because   we   must

choose one of a series of hypotheses which are equivalent

127Philipp Frank,  The Philosophy of Science (Moscow, 1960), 76. 

to each other in their match with empirical reality; otherwise

there would be no difficulty in choosing. Thus the need for

secondary criteria arises. ”128

These   secondary,   or   supplementary,   criteria   are   many, 

and they are al  even more conditional than empirical criteria. 

We wil  name several of them by way of il ustration. 

1. Criteria of economy and simplicity (Isaac Newton, Ernst

Mach). Theory is that truth which is simple to work with, easy

to understand, and saves time. 

2.   Criteria   of   beauty   (Henri   Poincaré,   Paul  Dirac).   The

beauty   of   the   mathematical   mechanism   lying   in   the

foundation of physical theory testifies to its correctness. 

3. Criteria of common sense. 

4. Criteria of “madness”—that is, lack of correspondence

with common sense. Gustav Naan writes about this: “What is

common sense? It is the embodiment of the experience and

prejudice of its own times. It is an unreliable advisor in those

instances   where   we   are   faced   with   a   completely   new

situation.   Any   sufficiently   serious   scientific   discovery, 

beginning   with   the   discovery   of   the   Earth’s   roundness, 

contradicted the common sense of the times.129

5. Criteria of predictability—the capability of the theory to

foretel  new facts and phenomena. However, as a rule, al

theories have this capability. 

And so on, and so forth. 

Al  of these criteria are very far from real y testifying to the

irrefutable   truth   of   one   or   another   theory.   That   is   why

Einstein said, “Any theory is hypothetical, never completely

128Elena Arkadievna Mamchur, “The Problem of the Criteria of Simplicity of Scientific Theories,”  Questions of Philosophy,  9  (1966): 159. 

129Gustav Naan, “On the Problem of Eternity,”  Questions of Philosophy  12 (1965), 65. 

reaches a conclusion, is always subject to doubt, and leads

to new questions. ”130


*  *  *

These scientists’ words and the criteria used by science

speak with sufficient eloquence about the (limited) reliability

of scientific knowledge. As it turns out, scientific knowledge

is always limited and conditional, and therefore it can never

claim to be the absolute truth. Nevertheless, it tries to make

just such a claim regarding specifical y religious questions

about   the   realm   of   a   world   with   which   science   does   not

concern itself. 

7. Science and World View

The   question   of   science   and   religion   also   contains   a

principle methodological problem. Inasmuch as religion is a

world   view,   then   natural y   it   can   only   be   compared   and

contrasted with world views. Is science the same way? What

is   the   so-cal ed   scientific   world   view,   which   so   often

confronts religion? 

Science   is   in   essence   a   systematic   advancement   or

unfolding of knowledge about the world, which means that it

is   ceaselessly   changing,   and   is   therefore   never   able   to

provide a complete and final picture of the world as a whole. 

Gustav  Naan   says   justifiably   that,   “On   any   level   of   our

civilization’s development, our knowledge wil  represent only

an   islet   in   the   endless   ocean   of   the   unresearched, 

unknowable, and unexplored. ”131

130P. Cherkashin,  The Gnosiological Roots of Idealism,  (Moscow, 1961), 189. 

131“Interview with G. Naan,”  On the Dialectics of Knowledge,  12 (1968), 23. 

Another   modern   scientist,   Vadim  Kaziutinsky,   says   with

complete certainty that, “Al  matter (the material world as a

whole) is not now, nor ever wil  be its [science’s] object. ”132

But if even  al  matter—and this is not even to mention the

spiritual   world— is   not   now   nor   ever   wil   the   object  of

research in natural science, then is a scientific world view

even possible? In order to answer this question, we must

look at what a world view is. 

World   view   is   the   totality   of   views   on   the   most   basic

questions of the existence of the universe as a whole, and

of man (the essence of existence, the meaning of life, the

concept of good and evil, the soul, eternity, the existence of

God). It does not depend upon educational or cultural level, 

or   the   person’s   abilities.   Therefore   the   scholar   and   the

uneducated   can   both   have   the   same   world   view,   while

people   of   the   same   educational   level   can   have   directly

contradictory convictions. World view always presents itself

in the form of either religion or philosophy, but not science. 

“Generally the structure of religious teaching,” say religious

scholars,   “does   not   differ   much   from   the   structure   of   a

philosophical system; for religion, like philosophy, strives to

give an integral picture of the world, an integral system of

personal orientation, an integral world view.” 133

Member of the Academy of Sciences of the former USSR, 

Pavel Kopnin, wrote, “Philosophy differs from science by its

subject and goal, and comprises a particular form of human

knowledge   which   cannot   be   subsumed   by   any   other. 

Philosophy as a form of awareness creates the world view

necessary   to   mankind   for   all   its   practical   and   theoretical

132Vadim Vasilievich Kaziutinsky, “Astronomy and Dialectics,”  The Astronomical Calendar (annual)   73 (Moscow, 1969): 148–149. 

133L. S. Vasiliev, Dimitry E. Furman,  Christianity and Confucianism: The History and Culture of China (Moscow, 1974), 422. 

activities. Closest of all to philosophy in its social function is

religion, which also came about as a particular form of world

view. Therefore science … alone cannot replace it [religion]. 

… World view … is neither covered by any one science, nor

by all sciences combined. ”134

Therefore,   if   we   talk   about   a   particularly   scientific   world

view, then such a concept must be in the conditional, most

narrow and specific meaning of the word—as the totality of

scientific view on the material world, its design, and the laws

governing it. Science cannot be a world view because:

a) Questions purely of world view (see above) fit into the

category of exclusively religious and philosophical questions, 

and have no relation to the fields of natural science; 

b) Scientific views continually change, a condition which

contradicts   the   very   understanding   of   world   view   as

something finished, entirely specific, and constant; 

c)   As   Vadim   Kaziutinisky   wel   notes,   “In   the   natural

sciences there are no “materialistic” and “idealistic” theories, 

only probable and reliable, true and false theories. ”135

Man’s idea (knowledge) of this world’s phenomena can be

either   scientific   or   anti-scientific,   but   not   his   world   view

(religious or atheistic, etc.). Science and world view are two

different things having nothing to do with each other, and

thus they cannot oppose one another. 

But even if one believes in the limitlessness of scientific

knowledge and in science’s ability at some uncertain time to

solve al  the problems of the spiritual and material world, and

to reach the level of a world view, a thinking person could

134Pavel Vasilievich Kopnin, “Philosophy in the Age of Science and Technology,”  Literaturnaya Gazeta   5 (1968). See “Philosophy,” 

 Encyclopedia of Philosophy,  (Moscow, 1970), 5:332—“Philosophy by nature fulfills particular world view and methodological functions which neither separate special sciences, nor the combined totality of concrete scientific knowledge take upon themselves.” 

135Vadim Vasilievich Kaziutinsky, “Astronomy and Dialectics,”  The Astronomical Calendar 73 (1969): 146. 

not wait for such a hypothetical future. Life is given to us only

once, so mankind must know now how to live, what should

guide  him, what  ideal  to serve.  He needs answers to the

most important questions in life: Who am I? Is there eternal

life?   What   is   the   meaning   of   my   existence?   Is   there   any

meaning to man’s existence, to the world’s existence? The

study   of   quarks,   black   holes,   and   DNA   does   not   answer

these questions; nor can it. 

8. Science and Religion

“Hasn’t science proved that there is no God, no spiritual

world, no soul, no eternal life, no heaven or hel ?” Not only

has   science   not   proved   such   a   thing,   but   it   in   principle

cannot. Here is why. 

 Firstly,  science   and   religion   simply  cannot   be   compared

with  each  other,   like   a kilometer and   a  kilogram. Each   of

them is preoccupied with its own side of human life and the

life   of   the   world.   These   spheres   can   make   contact   or

intersect   with   each   other,   but   they   cannot   disprove   one

another.   As   the   saying   goes,   “It   is   disastrous   when   the

shoemaker bakes the pies, and the baker makes the shoes.” 

 Secondly,  due to the above-mentioned reasons, science

can   never   say,   “There   is   no   God.”   To   the   contrary,   a

deepened   knowledge   of   the   world   natural y   turns   the

thoughts of a man of science to the acknowledgment of a

Higher Reason—God—as the source of our being.  In this

light, science becomes even more cooperative with religion. 

The Christian convictions of many modern scientists testify

to this. It is no surprise that one of the representatives of

“scientific”   atheism,   Mikhail   Iosifovich   Shakhnovich, 136  was

136Shakhnovich was not a scientist himself, but a folklorist. 

quite flustered at the religiousness of some famous Western

scientists,   and   out   of   his   zeal   wrote   the   polemic,   “Many

bourgeois   scientists   talk   about   the   ‘union’   of   science   and

religion.   M.   Born,   M.   Planck,   W.  Heisenberg,   K.   F.   von

Weizsäcker,   P.   Jordan,   and   other   famous  physicists   have

more than once supposed that science does not contradict

religion. ”137  Shakhnovich   named   only   a   few   modern

scientists.   But   it   is   a   general y   known   fact   that   the   vast

majority of scientists always stood behind that union. 

The fol owing remarkable words belong to M. Lomonosov:

“The Creator has given the human race two books—the first

is   the   visible   world,   the   second   is   Holy   Scripture.…   They

both not only assure us of the existence of God, but also of

His unspeakable benefactions to us. It is a sin to sow tares

and arguments between them.” Science and religion “cannot

come into conflict with each other … only if someone should

ascribe mutual enmity to them out of his own ambition, and

vain desire to appear clever. ”138

9. Religion and Science

But perhaps the religious world view goes against science, 

knowledge and progress? 

Coming from a broad conception of science, 139  we can

justifiably speak of religion as one form of man’s “spiritual

production.”   Having   its   own   postulates   (the   existence   of

God,   the   immortality  of   the  soul),   a   particular   method   of

acquiring   knowledge   (spiritual-moral   perfection   of   the

individual),   its   own   criteria   for   discerning   true   and   false

137M. I. Shakhnovich,  Lenin and the Problem of Atheism (Moscow–Leningrad, 1961), 185. 

138Mikhail Lomonosov,  Poems,  ed. P. N. Berkov (Moscow: Soviet Writer, 1948), 7. 

139See 2 of this section: An Understanding of Science. 

(the   degree   of   similarity   between   individual   spiritual

experience and the unanimous experience of the saints—

the   most   competent   “engineers”   of   the   human   soul),   its

own   goal   (the   knowledge   of   God   and   the   acquisition   of

eternal   life   with   Him—theosis),   religion   is   shown   to   be

structurally   no   different   from   natural   sciences.   A

particularly essential similarity with the empirical sciences

is   seen   in   the   need   to   have   the   right   experience   for

acquiring reliable knowledge during the learning process. It

is no accident that the “scholars” of the Orthodox Church—

the great saints—called the correct (righteous) religious life

the “science of sciences.” 

But religion as an experiential science (“religion-science”)

is   also   a   remarkable   exception   amongst   other   empirical

sciences: religion-science, unlike natural science, is a world

view in the ful  sense of the word. Here is why. 

If   natural   science   cannot   serve   as   a   foundation   for   the

construction of a world view (be it religious or atheistic), then

religion-science, which experientially confirms the existence

of God, the soul,  and  the extrasensory world, becomes a

scientific foundation  of religious  world  view. In this  sense, 

religion is a truly scientific world view, unlike al  others—the

atheistic,   the   agnostic,   and   the   materialistic,   which   wil

always remain nothing more than a faith. 

At   the   same   time,   a   religious   world   view,   including   the

Orthodox   world   view,   in   principle   cannot   contradict   the

natural   sciences,   and  especially   cannot   oppose   them, 

because  its  basic  position   includes   neither  their laws  and

theories,   nor   their   concrete   “details”   of   knowledge   of   the

material world. Its basic questions are different, and do not

at all depend upon what science confirms today, or what it

will   bring   tomorrow.   It   means   absolutely   nothing   to   the

religious world view whether the Earth or the Sun are the

center of our planetary system, what revolves around what, 

or out of what “bricks” the universe is built. 

The fact that many servants of the Church were also great

scientists (see above) is an eloquent testimony to the falsity

of the idea of a war between religion and science. 

True, some try to show that there is indeed a struggle by

presenting   clear   examples   of   persecution   against   certain

scientists with the consent of the Catholic Church during the

Middle   Ages.   However,   the   descriptions   of   these

persecutions are much exaggerated. An insignificant number

of scientists were actual y persecuted, not so much for their

scientific   views   as   for   their   dogmatic   and   moral   apostasy

from the faith—that is, for heresies (for example, Giordano

Bruno,   who   cal ed   himself   a   “teacher   of   a   more   perfect

theology, the son of heaven and earth”).140

Besides, al  of this is bound up with Catholicism, whose

more   glaring   errors   included   dogmatizing   certain   scientific

theories   of   the   time   (for   which   the   Catholic   Church   later

official y repented). 

Finally, in the Middle Ages it was not real y a matter of

religion warring with science, but rather of old scientific ideas

and   their   proponents   (with   al   the   usual   human   passions

attending) warring with the new ones, and using religion to

do so. 

The   modern   [Russian]   scholar   A.  Gorbovsky   makes   an

excel ent exposé il ustrating the main reason for persecution

against   science.   He   writes,   “Didn’t   the  thought   that   ‘rocks

140E. Svetlov,  Sources of Religion (Brussels, 1970), 258. 

fal ing   from   the   sky’—meteorites—seem   just   as

blasphemous at the time?” 

The   French   Academy   of   Sciences   declared   all   similar

ideas   to   be   mere   fantasy,   and   the   great   scientist, 

Lavoisier,141  labeled  them as “anti-scientific.” This term is

not   used   accidentally.   Throughout   all   times,   societal

consciousness   has   always   had   a   certain   reference   point

from which the inviolable truth was proclaimed. There was

even a time when the religious world view was presented

as such a standard. Everything that conformed to this world

view   was   accepted   as   true,   while   anything   outside   of   its

framework was declared false. 

In our world, airplanes fly. Their flight is contrary to what

the astronomer S. Newcomb142 mathematical y proved—that

it is impossible to create a flying machine that is heavier than

air. 

We   use   the   radio.   This   is   contrary   to   the   authoritative

opinion   of   the   famous   scientist,   Heinrich  Hertz,143  who

insisted that it is impossible. (“For remote communication,” 

he   wrote,   “we   would   need   a   reflector   the   size   of   a

continent.”)

Today,   everyone   knows   about   the   monstrous   power   of

nuclear weapons. Nevertheless, there was a time when the

foremost   American   military   experts   said   that   building   an

atomic bomb was impossible in principle. 

Today,   nuclear   power   plants   are   supplying   electricity. 

However,   some   major   scientists   in   the   U.S.A.,   including

141Antoine Laurent Lavoisier (1743–1794), French chemist, member of the Paris Academy of Sciences. He was executed by sentence of a revolutionary tribunal. In 1796 he was declared innocent ( Encyclopedic Dictionary, (Moscow, 1963) vol. 1. 

142Simon Newcomb (1835–1909), American astronomer. 

143Heinrich Hertz (1875–1894), German physicist, specialist in the field of electromagnetic phenomena and electrodynamics. 

Niels Bohr,144 considered the use of nuclear power to be very

unlikely. 

We study the chemical composition of celestial bodies. 

This is contrary to the opinion of the French philosopher

August Comte,145 who categorically insisted that man could

never do such a thing. 

It is now proven that 99% of al  matter in the universe is in

the state of plasma. However, for thirty years after plasma

was   discovered,   the   scientific   world   stubbornly   refused   to

acknowledge its right to exist. 

The   discoveries   of  Pasteur146  were   not   accepted   by   the

French Academy of Medicine. 

The discovery of x-rays was greeted with laughter. 

Mesmer’s147  discovery   of   hypnosis   was   categorically

denied by the scientific luminaries of his day. 

The French Academy of Sciences for a long time denied

the   existence   of   excavated   humans,   and   cal ed   the

excavated Stone Age tools a “game of nature.” 

This list could go on forever—the list of anathemas and

excommunications   pronounced   from   time   to   time   in   the

name of science. It came at best from inert thinking, when, in

the   words   of   A.  Schopenhauer,148  “each   person   considers

the limit of his own horizon to be the end of the world. Now, 

after centuries and decades,  we build memorials to those

144Niels Bohr (1885–1962), the famous Danish physicist who created the quantum atomic theory. 

145August Comte (1798–1857), famous French philosopher and founder of philosophy of positivism. 

146Louis Pasteur (1822–1895), famous French biologist. 

147Franz Anton Mesmer (1733–1815), Austrian doctor. 

148Arthur Schopenhauer (1778–1860), German philosopher/idealist. 

people   who   were   once   the   subject   of   anathema   and

excommunication. ”149

Gorbovsky   does   not   even   mention   the   most   terrifying

persecutions in history against scientists in the USSR, even

though   these   scientists   were   working   on   the   side   of   the

satanists who had seized power, rather than on the side of

the Church. 

The   cause   of   such   persecutions   against   science   were

rooted not in Christianity, and especially not in Orthodoxy, 

but   in   the   evil   of   human   passions,   and   in   the   fanaticism

spawned   by   them,   which   always   wars   against   everything

true and alive. 

10. Faith and Knowledge in Religion and Science

The   significance   of   faith   and   religion   is   so   great   that

religion itself is often simply cal ed “faith.” This is justifiable, 

but no more than it is for any other area of knowledge. 

The path to knowledge for man always begins with his trust

in   his   parents,   teachers,   books,   etc.   His   belief   in   the

correctness   of   knowledge   earlier   received   becomes

strengthened   (or   to   the   contrary,   weakened)   by   his   own

subsequent   personal   experience,   turning   faith   into

knowledge. Faith and knowledge thus become a complete

whole.   This   is   how   man’s   knowledge   of   science,   art, 

economics, politics, and so on also grows. 

Faith   in   a   religion   is   also   just   as   necessary.   It   is   the

expression of man’s spiritual strivings, his search, and often

begins   with   trust   in   those   who   have   experience   and

knowledge related to it. Only gradually, with the acquisition

of   related   religious   experience,   does   specific   knowledge

149A. Gorbovsky,  Mysteries of Ancient History (Moscow, 1971), 77–79. 

appear with faith—knowledge which grows under conditions

of correct spiritual and moral life, according to the measure

of the heart’s purifications from passions. As one great saint

said,   “The   soul   sees   the   truth   of   God   according   to   the

strength of its life. ”150

A Christian on this path can acquire such a knowledge of

God (and of the created world) when his faith is mixed with

knowledge, and he becomes  of one spirit with the Lord (cf. 1

Cor 6:17). 

Thus, as in al  natural sciences faith precedes knowledge

and   experience   confirms  faith,   so   in   religion   faith,   coming

from a deeply intuitive feeling of God, acquires its strength

only   from   direct   personal   experience   in   the   search   for

knowledge of Him. Only faith in the  nonexistence  of God, in

al  of its various world views, remains not only unjustified by

experience,   but   also   in   flagrant   contradiction   to   the   great

religious experiences of al  ages and peoples. 

11. A Few Conclusions

Religion and science are two essential y different realms of

human life activity. They have different points of reference, 

different   goals,   tasks,   and   methods.   These   spheres   can

touch each other, intersect each other, but as we see, they

cannot disprove one another. At the same time, Christianity

preaches the two-hypostatic nature of man’s existence, the

undivided unity in him of spiritual and physical natures. Both

answer   God’s   plan   for   man;   and   only   the   harmonious

integration   of   their   activities   gives   man’s   life   a   normal

character. Such a life presupposes the need for the “bread” 

150Saint  Isaac the Syrian,  Ascetical Homilies  (Moscow,  1858), 30:195 (Russian translation). The Holy Transfiguration Monastery translation reads, “Theoria arises from a virtuous way of life” (66:324). 

of technological development for his body, and the spirit of

religious   life   for   the   soul.   Just   the   same,   man’s   guiding

impulse   should   always   be   his   moral-reasoning,   spiritual

impulse. 

Christianity sees science as one means of obtaining the

knowledge   of   God   (see   Rom   1:19–20). 151  But   first   of   al , 

Christianity sees science as a natural instrument of this life, 

which must nevertheless be used with caution. Christianity

regards   science   negatively   when   this   two-edged   sword

wielding such terrible power acts independently of the moral

principles of the Gospels. Such “freedom” corrupts the very

purpose of science, which is supposed to serve for the good

—and only the good—of  man (as the famous Hippocratic

Oath says, “Do no harm!”). 

Developing   independently   from   the   spiritual   and   moral

principles of Christianity, having lost the idea of the God of

Love as the ruling Principle of existence and highest criteria

of truth, but at the same time opening up enormous power

to   influence   the   world   around   us   and   even   man   himself, 

science easily becomes a weapon of destruction; from an

obedient instrument of its creator it becomes his tyrant and, 

perhaps, his murderer. Modern acquisitions in the field of

microphysics, microbiology, medicine, military and industrial

technology, etc. convincingly testify to the real possibility of

such a tragic finale. 

The   Church,   having   from   the   beginning   received   a

Revelation of what wil  be the final catastrophe unless man

repents of his materialism, reminds us again and again: “The

mind should observe the measure of its knowledge, so as

not to perish” (Saint Kal istos Cataphigiotes). This measure

151See Chapter III § 3:2, Theological argument. 

in this case is the Gospel principles of life, which, if serving

as   the   foundation   for   a   man   of   science’s   education   and

through which he learns about the world, would never al ow

him   to   turn   his   unfolding   knowledge   and   power   to   evil

purposes. 

§ 2. A Quest for Truth on the Path of Reason

It is impossible that man should never be troubled, if only

for fleeting moments in his life, by these questions: Why do I

live?   What   is   the   meaning   of   al   existence?   Where   does

everything   end   up?   What   is   truth?   For   many,   these

questions have been questions of life and death. 

It was for one twentieth-century ascetic of piety, Igumen

Nikon   (Vorobev,   †1963).152  His  thirst  for  answers  to  these

questions was so great that when he was a student he would

spend his last dime, literal y going hungry, in order to buy

books.   He   was   able   to   read   only   at   night.   At   first   he

immersed himself entirely in science. He fol owed al  of its

latest   achievements.   He   yearned   for   the   moment   when

science   would   give   the   final   word,   and   al   truth   would   be

revealed.   But   alas,   the   more   he   learned,   the   more

disappointed he became in the ability of science to explain

anything about the meaning of life. He found that science

was not at al  interested in this question. 

He   turned   to   philosophy.   At   one   time   he   became

particularly   interested   in   Henri  Bergson.153  He   studied   the

French and German languages.  Thanks to his astounding

intel ectual stamina and talent, he attained such success in

152See Maria Naumenko,  Letters to Spiritual Children (by Igumen Nikon)  (Richfield Springs, N.Y.: Nicodemos Orthodox Publication Society, 1997) . 

153Henri-Louis Bergson  (1859–1941) was a French philosopher, influential in the first half of the twentieth century. 

philosophy that even his teachers would sometimes come to

him for consultation. Even so, his immersion in philosophy

never brought him the desired results. 

“The study of philosophy,” he said at the end of his life, 

Showed   me  that   each   philosopher   considered   he   had

found   the   truth.   How   many   philosophers   have   there

been? But there is only one truth. My soul yearned for

something else. Philosophy is but a surrogate; it is like

chewing gum instead of bread. Can chewing gum satisfy

your   hunger?   I   understood   that   just   as   science   says

nothing   about   God   or   the   future   life,   neither   does

philosophy. It became perfectly clear to me that it was

necessary to turn to religion.154

In 1914 he graduated bril iantly from  realschule [secondary

school   emphasizing   hard   sciences   —Trans.]   and   made   a

final attempt to find meaning in life without God, without the

Church, entering the Petrograd Psychoneurological Institute. 

But there he met with no less disappointment. “I saw that

psychology does not study man at al , only his ‘packaging’—

the speed of mental processes, perception, memory.… Such

nonsense; it was just as repugnant.” He left the institute after

the first year. Soon he experienced a serious spiritual crisis. 

He began to have thoughts of suicide. 

Then   one   day   in   the   summer   of   1915,   in   the   town   of

Vyshny Volochok, when he suddenly felt a particular sense

of total despair, a thought struck him like lightning about his

childhood faith: What if God real y does exist—shouldn’t He

reveal Himself? But he was not a believer! From the depth of

his soul, in his desperate state, he cried, “Lord, if You exist, 

154This and following quotes by Igumen Nikon are taken from tape recordings. 

reveal Yourself to me. I am not seeking You out of some

earthly desire. I only need to know one thing—do You exist, 

or not?” And the Lord revealed Himself! He revealed Himself

[so convincingly], that he said, “‘Lord, let anything happen to

me, any sorrows, any tortures, only do not turn me away, do

not   deprive   me   of   eternal   life.’   With   my   whole   soul, 

completely   consciously,   I   said,   ‘I   don’t   need   anything,   not

family life, or anything  else; only make it so that I should

never fal  away from You, that I should always be with You.’” 

“It is impossible to relate,” said Fr. Nikon, 

That action of  grace which  convinces  a  person of the

existence of God with the power of something obvious, 

that   leaves   no   room   for   the   slightest   doubt.   The   Lord

reveals   Himself   as,   for   example,   a   bright   ray   of   sun

suddenly shines after dark clouds. You no longer doubt:

was it the sun, or did someone shine a light? The Lord

revealed Himself to me in such a way, that I fel  to the

ground   with   the   words,   “Lord,   glory   to   Thee,   I   thank

Thee. Grant me to serve Thee al  my life. May al  the

sorrows and suffering on earth come upon me, only don’t

let me fal  away from Thee, or lose Thee.” 

Then I heard the ringing of a large church bel . At first I

paid it no attention. Then, when I saw that it was already

almost   three   o’clock   in   the   morning   and   the   ringing

continued, I remembered my mother’s words when she

told me about the old people who would visit them and

say   that   spiritual   people   sometimes   hear   bel s   ringing

from heaven. 

He was very unsure about this bel  ringing, worried that it

might have been a hal ucination. He was reassured when he

read   the   autobiography   of   Sergei  Bulgakov,   who   related

concerning his conversion experience that, “Not in vain did I

hear   the   ringing   of   bel s   from   heaven   al   that   summer.” 

“Then,”   remembers   Fr.   Nikon,   “I   also   recal ed   Turgenev’s

story   ‘Living   Relics,’   in   which   Lukeria   also   said   that   she

heard ringing ‘from above,’ not daring to say, ‘from heaven.’” 

From this, Fr. Nikon came to the conclusion that “together

with this spiritual experience, the Lord also al owed me to

perceive my communion with heaven in a sensory way.” The

Lord reveals Himself to some people in an internal way and

at the same time, through special outward signs to assure

and support them. 

A   radical   change   in   world   view   happened   in   just   one

moment;   it   seems   a   miracle   clearly   occurred.   Just   the

same, this miracle was the natural, logical completion of his

search for truth on the path of reason. The Lord revealed

the meaning of life to him, let him taste and see that the

Lord is good, and let him know the Truth. This is what Fr. 

Nikon said about his first experiences after conversion:

After   this,   the   Lord   begins   to   lead   a   person   along   a

complicated   path,   a   very   complicated   path.   I   was

amazed   when   I   entered   a   church   after   this   Divine

revelation.   I   used   to   go   to   church   earlier—out   of

compulsion; we were taken to church during high school

also. But what did we do there? I would stand there like a

pil ar, without any interest, thinking my own thoughts. 

But after my conversion my heart opened up a little, 

and   the   first   thing   I   remembered   when   I   entered   the

church   was   the   story   about   Prince   Vladimir’s

ambassadors [to Constantinople], who upon entering the

Greek   Church   did   not   know   where   they   were—on

heaven, or on earth. So the first perception in the church

after experiencing such a state is that you are not on the

earth. The Church is not the earth—it is a little piece of

heaven. What joy it was to hear, “Lord have mercy!” This

had   an   amazing   effect   on   my   heart;   al   the   Services, 

continual remembrance of the name of God in various

forms,   the   singing,   the   readings.   It   evoked   a   sort   of

ecstasy, joy; it fil ed me.…

When   a   person   comes   and   fal s   down   before   the   Lord, 

saying,   “Lord,   do  as  Thou  wilt;  I  know   nothing   (and   truly, 

what do we know?), do as Thou wilt, only save me,” then the

Lord Himself begins to lead that person. 

That   young   man   really   didn’t   know   anything   about   the

spiritual path at that time, but he fell down with tears to God, 

and the Lord Himself led him. “He led me in such a way

after this; I lived two years in Volochok,  read books, and

prayed at home.” This was the period of his “burning” heart,” 

as   Fr.   Nikon   recalls.   He   did   not   see   or   hear   what   was

happening around him. At that time he was renting half of a

private   house   in   Sosnovitsy   (near   Vyshny   Volochok).   He

was   twenty-two   years   old.   On   the   other   side   of   a   thin

dividing   wall   were   dancing,   song,   laughter,   and   youthful

games; they were having fun. They tried to invite him, too, 

for he was an interesting person—intelligent, attractive, and

educated. But he had lost his taste for the world. 

The next two years of his life were a time of unceasing

spiritual labors, true asceticism. He was acquainting himself

for the first time with the writings of the Holy Fathers, and

reading the Gospels for essential y the first time. This is what

he said about this period when he had reached the end of

his life:

It was only in the Holy Fathers and the Gospels that I

found something truly valuable. When a person begins to

struggle with himself, when he tries to travel the path of

the Gospels, then the Holy Fathers become something he

needs, they become his family. A Holy Father becomes

his closest teacher, who speaks to the soul; and the soul

receives it with joy and is consoled. Those philosophers

and   various   disgusting   sectarian   teachings   evoked

boredom,   depression,   and   nausea;   but   I   came   to   the

Fathers as to my own mother. They soothed me, gave me

wisdom,   and   fed   me.…   Then   the   Lord   gave   me   the

thought   to   enter   the   Moscow   Theological   Academy   (in

1917). This meant very much to me. 

Another   no   less   dramatic   and   interesting   description   of

conversion to God and learning the truth was recorded, for

example,   by   B.   I.  Gladkov   in   his   book   The   Path   to   the

 Knowledge   of   God  and   by   Sergei  Bulgakov   in   Unwaning

 Light. Another very remarkable quest for truth on the path of

reason was that of a modern American ascetic, Hieromonk

Seraphim (Rose, †1982), as described by Fr. Damascene

(Christensen).155

The   main   difficulty   in   a   person’s   efforts   to   obtain

knowledge is the fact that human society as a whole lives by

ideals   and   principles   entirely   different   from   those   of   the

Gospels.   They   are   beautiful y   portrayed   by   Christ’s

temptation in the desert. The Apostle John expressed them

155Fr. Damascene (Christensen)  Father Seraphim Rose: His Life and Works (Platina, Calif.: St. Herman of Alaska Brotherhood, 2003). 

in the fol owing words,  For al  that is in the world, the lust of

 the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not

 of the Father, but is of the world (1 Jn 2:16) .  In this passage

the   temptations   are   not   only   named,   but   their

interrelationship is shown, as wel  as their hierarchical rank. 

In this hierarchy, the biggest and most dangerous passion is

pride. More than anything else it distorts a man’s essence

and thereby hides from him the final goal and true meaning

of   life   in   al   its   aspects.   It   becomes   clear   what   a   person

should pay more attention to than anything else: exposing

and   objectively   considering   what   feeds   this   passion. 

Otherwise,   his   quest   for   knowledge   wil   not   only   be

completely fruitless, it wil  also be destructive for him and for

al  mankind. 

Within the huge diversity of pride’s manifestations, it can

be   seen   in   our   civilization   with   particular   power   and

openness in the cult of reason: that is reason, natural y, of

the  old man (Eph 4:22), or reason which is a slave to its own

passions (lusts). In the world’s estimation, this reason is the

highest   court,   which   decides   al   of   man’s   problems   and

demands that al  aspects of spiritual life submit to it. 

Where can truth be found according to this reason—and

with truth, the blessedness of existence and meaning of life? 

In science and philosophy. Science provides the first two

“lusts,” cited above from Saint John the Theologian, while

the unchristian spirit of philosophy provides the last one by

proclaiming man’s self-sufficient greatness. It is precisely in

this   scientific-technological   progress   and   similar

philosophy,156 and not in God and holiness of life, that “pride

156Inasmuch as artistic (esthetic) activity make as its pretense not so much the acquisition of truth as the expression and satisfaction of psychological demands and condition of man, the realm of esthetics is not touched upon here. 

of life” sees the possibility of realizing man’s ancient hope to

become  like gods (Gen 3:5). However, the first man [Adam]

quite   eloquently   demonstrated   the   outcome   of   this   idea. 

Therefore,   in   order   for   every   sincere   seeker   of   truth   to

ceaselessly appreciate the capabilities of “pure” reason as

wel  as the Christian witness to Truth, it is very important to

analyze man’s quest activity. 

So, what is truth?157 In an attempt to answer this question, 

four main contenders enter the arena of history:  philosophy, 

 science, mysticism,  158  and [Christian]  religion. 

Their answers can be briefly outlined as fol ows:

 Philosophy (meaning, that area of philosophy in which this

question exists): Truth is the sought result of the activity of

“pure” reason; for truth is rational, and can be expressed in

concrete terms and concepts. 

 Science: Truth is the appropriate acquisition by empirical-

rational   methods   of   “objective   reality,”   or   (in   the   twentieth

century) a “useful” model of this reality. 

 Mysticism  (of   al   times):   Truth   is   the   inexpressible

“Nothingness”   which   an   individual   experiences   during   an

inner   unification   with   it,   in   ecstasy.   The   concept   of

“Nothingness”   is   deeply   personal,   and   therefore   it   is

essentially   disconnected   from   any   “orthodox”   teaching   or

religion, but is present in each one of them. 

 Christianity:    Truth   is   God   Himself,   unfathomable   in

essence,   but   infinitely  knowable  in  His   actions   (energies), 

157Priest Paul  Florensky gives a rich etymological explanation of “truth” in his theodicy,  The Pillar and Foundation of Truth, in the second letter, entitled “Doubt.” 

158The term “mysticism” here and further on indicates a wrong, false spiritual path, according to the terminology of the Church fathers

— prelest or deception—as distinguished from true knowledge of God, theosis (divinization). “In the language of our fathers the very word “mysticism” does not exist; this is a concept of Western origin” (Archim. Cyprian [Kern],  The Anthropology of Saint Gregory of Palamas, [Moscow, 1996], 39–40). 

revealing Himself to man in many and various ways. The

fullness of Divine Truth’s self-revelation is given to man in

the incarnate Logos—the Lord Jesus Christ, knowledge of

Whom is conditioned upon strict laws of spiritual life. 

Unlike science and philosophy, the methods of which are

rational, mysticism is irrational. Religion, as something which

encompasses   the   ful ness   of   man’s   abilities   to   obtain

knowledge,   offers  different   methods  of  knowing   Truth  that

are   applicable   during   different   stages   of   spiritual

development—the rational method (scientific theology) and

the irrational method (spiritual life). 

1. Philosophy

Why does the philosophical method of seeking truth evince

serious doubts? First of al , because this method is purely

rational in essence; it includes known logic (reason) and a

conceptual   mechanism   which   makes   philosophy   a   formal

system. But if logic is a purely instrumental and passionless

thing, then concepts make the situation incomparably more

complex. 

Without touching upon “universal” problems, we can site

the   following   fact.   Philosophy   uses   language,   which   is

inevitably   a   reflection   of   human   activity.   And   even   if   we

accept   the  existence   of   a   priori  concepts,   if   they  are   not

filled with specific content borrowed from empiricism, even

their   content   would   be   pointless   for   the   human

consciousness,   and   therefore   “inapplicable.”   That   is,   all

philosophical constructs and systems are entirely limited by

the   language   of   our   four-dimensional   space   and   time. 

Therefore,   if   someone   should   hear   a   language   or

contemplate a reality exceeding the conceptual limits of this

four-dimensional world, then he would not be able to relate

them   to   others   due   his   lack   of   corresponding   word-

concepts. The Apostle Paul wrote about just this very thing:

 And I knew such a man, how that he was caught up into

 paradise … and heard unspeakable words, which it is not

 lawful for a man to utter (2 Cor. 12:3–4). 

This principle limitation of philosophy is made even worse

by the fact that al  word-concepts (other than mathematical

abstracts) are very indeterminate. Because of this, it is not

possible to come to logical, clear conclusions by using them. 

Werner   Heisenberg   came   to   a   conclusion   in   this   regard

which   is   exceedingly   unfriendly   to   philosophy.   He   writes, 

“The meaning of al  concepts and words that came about

through mutual activity between us and the world and cannot

be precisely determined.… Therefore it is never possible to

reach absolute truth through rational thinking alone. ”159

It   is   interesting   to   compare   this   thought   of   a   modern

scientist  and thinker with the words of  a Christian ascetic

who   lived   a  thousand   years   before   Heisenberg   and   knew

neither modern natural sciences, nor quantum mechanics—

Saint Symeon the New Theologian. Here are his words: “I …

wept over the race of man; for, seeking extraordinary proof, 

people   use  human understanding,   and  things,   and  words, 

thinking to portray Divine nature—that nature which neither

Angels, nor people can see or name. ”160

Both of these quotes, as we see, speak essential y about

the same thing: truth, no matter how we cal  it, cannot be

expressed with words. It is even more impossible to describe

the reality of an  n-dimensional, or infinite world. Perhaps this

159Werner Heisenberg,  Physics and Philosophy (Moscow, 1963), 67. 

160Saint Symeon the New Theologian,  Divine Hymns (Sergiev Posad, 1917), 272. 

is   how   existence   is?   Furthermore,   by   probing   the  truth   of

what   it   has   conceived   within   its   bowels,   philosophy   finds

itself in an enchanted circle. It cannot prove its veracity (just

as any other formal system cannot, as Hegel demonstrated

by   his   second   theorem   on   the   incompleteness   of   formal

systems),   because   it   is   in   principle   incapable   of   stepping

beyond the boundaries of those rational-empirical data which

are traced around its logical-conceptual apparatus. In fact, 

philosophy even came to this conclusion in the course of its

historical development, in studying the question of existence. 

Schematical y   the   path   of   reason   on   this   historical-

philosophical road can be imagined in the fol owing way. 

“What   is  quintessential   substance?” 161  European

philosophy   began   with   this   ancient   Hellenic   question. 

Since   the   unstable   world   could   not   be   considered

quintessential substance, the first thinkers—the Milesians, 

Heraclitus,  Pythagoras,   and   others— confirmed  that   as   a

primal   substance   (“the   one   in   many”)   only   the

metaphysical   can   be   accounted   for   (water,   apeiron,   air, 

fire, proportion). 

But such a dogmatic approach, especially in the face of

conflicting answers, could not satisfy human reason for long. 

In   the   search   for   quintessence,   the   knowledge   of   which

would make it possible to understand also the origin of the

world and our own personal existence, man began to search

for unconditional   proof  of truth. Thus a principle revolution

happened   in   philosophy   from   the   postulation   of   an

ontological   goal   to   its   logical   justification,   and   these   two

planes—existentialism   and   rationality—determined   its   fate

entirely. 

161Otherwise called Gr.  archê (ἀρχή) or fundamental principle. —Trans. 

With   the   onset   of   a   new   age   in   the   West,   speculation

entered the path of total doubt. After all, in order to become

a “strict science,” philosophy, in the course of answering the

question about an original substance, was forced to first ask

the   question   about   the   existence   of   this   very   substance

itself:   the   question   about   the   existence   of   existence.   But

even before answering this question, it had to be convinced

that   man’s   very   conceptual   possibilities   are   reliable,   that

thought processes are capable of adequately ascertaining

reality, and primarily of knowing oneself—that is, to prove

the truth of one’s own thinking—through one’s own thinking. 

The   circle   was   closed.   Doubt,   called   upon   to   raise

philosophy   to   the   highest   level   of   reliable   knowledge   of

existence, led it into the dead end of recognizing its own

complete inability to say something reliable about the most

important thing. 

These negative results of Western rational philosophy (and

in this lies its own peculiar contribution) spurred searches for

other non-rational ways of obtaining knowledge, by turning

attention to manifest existence. These searches also brought

no result. We are speaking here of so-cal ed philosophy of

culture and philosophy of existence. The first school took as

its   foundation   testimony   of   the   col ective-historical

consciousness, which it finds in separate forms of culture. 

But   by   broadening   the   philosophical   subject,   cultural

philosophy has for al  intents and purposes departed from

the essence of the question: what lies at the foundation of

the world? 

The   second   school,   the   philosophy   of   existence,   also

proceeds from manifest existence, but this time not from its

outer data but rather from its inner data. Returning to the

existence   of   man,   existentialism   at   the   same   time   breaks

with the “hostile Universe” and with al  manner of beyond-

and extra-personal existence, by which it in fact closes the

basic question of philosophy. 

Thus, in both cases, there is a return from bare reasoning

to   “existence,”   but   an   existence   divested   of   ontologicality, 

taken from the phenomenal level of “existence”: on the social

level—in   cultural   philosophy,   on   the   individual   level—in

existentialism.   And   in   both  cases   the   question   of   truth  as

quintessential completely disappears from philosophy’s field

of vision. 

The   earlier   slavophiles   (Alexei  Khomyakov,   Ivan

Kireevsky) took a completely different path. These thinkers

looked deeply at the root of Western’s philosophy’s il ness, 

and discerned it to be its “reign of rationality.” They cal ed for

a   construction   of   philosophy   (ontology),   developed   in

Khomykov’s   theistic   premise   of   “wil ing   Reason. ”162  For

though   it   be   impossible   to   “prove   truth”   on   the   path   of

reason, this does not at al  mean that there is no truth, or

that there is no other way of knowing it. There is another way

of   knowing   truth   which   has   always   been   a   part   of   man, 

because he is a being similar to God. This path runs through

a   realm   no   less   real   than   the   outside   world—the   spiritual

realm—and   opens   the   possibility   for   direct   vision   of   God

through His Revelation and through the appropriate spiritual

life as they are given in Orthodoxy. 

Thus, the historical movement of philosophical reason on

the quest for the truth leads man to the starting point of a

religious world view—the need to postulate God’s existence

and accept the religious “method” of apprehending Him. 

162Alexei Stepanovich Khomyakov,  Works (Moscow, 1910), 1:347. 

2. Science

Reason travels another path of the quest for truth through

the natural/scientific study of the world. Although historical y

this path is significantly shorter than that of philosophy, it is

no less effective in its achievements. What are the results

scientific thought achieves from its study of existence? 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and to a certain

extent   “from   inertia”   in   the   twentieth   century,