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LEO TOLSTOY’S CRITIQUE OF CHURCH CHRISTIANITY

According to Tolstoy, what Christ actually proposes is an alternative vision of 
life. Its central element is looking upon life as something given to us: originally 
by everyone and everything that lived before us, and ultimately by the mysterious 
origin of life, the fi rst cause of everything. Seen from such a perspective, a human 
life is not something isolated or belonging to a particular subject; rather, it should 
be seen as a moment in the life of the entire universe, and we are supposed to work 
for the good of this whole without following our individual fancies.

For the last thirty years of his long life, Leo Tolstoy was a philosopher 
rather than a fi ction writer. He wrote extensively on topics which from the 
academic point of view may be subsumed to such diverse philosophical di-
sciplines as anthropology, ethics, philosophy of religion, aesthetics, social 
and political philosophy, cultural critique, and metaphysics. However, this 
enormous bulk of work has so far received little attention among the so-called 
professional philosophers, most likely because Tolstoy himself was no profes-
sional philosopher. While there has been a notable general academic interest in 
his work,1 some of its most interesting philosophical aspects have not received 
the attention they deserve. This applies especially to Tolstoy’s philosophy of 
religion and, more precisely, to his original conception of religion on the one 
hand and his critique of Christianity on the other, which so far have not been 
adequately investigated with analytical tools.2

The aim of this paper is to reconstruct and analyze the latter, namely, 
Tolstoy’s critique of Christianity, or, more precisely, his critique of “Church 
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Christianity.”3 In his philosophical works, Tolstoy proposes a conception of 
what he considers the true, real Christianity, and, equipped with this theory, 
launches an attack on almost everything considered as a manifestation of Chri-
stianity in our world and, as such, shaped and determined by the institutional 
Church. Thus, I begin with a short presentation of Tolstoy’s conception of the 
real, true Christianity and then proceed to an analysis of the specifi c criticisms 
that Tolstoy makes. I conclude with some remarks on the nature and scope of 
Tolstoy’s critique.

One more remark concerning the title of the present paper. Tolstoy uses 
the phrase “Church Christianity” extremely rarely. For example, it is absent 
from What I Believe,4 and in The Kingdom of God is Within You it occurs only 
once, or, at best, twice, if we assume that the phrase “Church Christians”5 as 
its derivative can also count. However, had Tolstoy not used the phrase in 
question at all, it would still be the best term to name the object of his critique. 
The Christianity that exists in the actual world and which Tolstoy addresses is, 
at least in his opinion, wholly or almost wholly shaped and controlled by the 
institution called the Church. Such an approach is visible in almost all Tolstoy’s 
religious writings, perhaps most notably in chapter three of The Kingdom of 
God is Within You, which almost entirely focuses on describing how alien and 
contrary to true Christianity the idea of the Church and its implementations in 
history have been.6 As he puts it in the words opening the book: “In affi rming 
my belief in Christ’s teaching, I could not help explaining why I do not belie-
ve, and consider as mistaken, the Church’s doctrine, which is usually called 
Christianity.”7 Hence, in the considerations that will follow, I will be using the 
term “Church Christianity” to identify the object of Tolstoy’s critique.

TRUE CHRISTIANITY
BELIEF IN THE TEACHING OF CHRIST AND FOLLOWING IT IN PRACTICE

Tolstoy’s interest in the true nature of Christianity began with his middle-
age existential crisis, which he started to experience in the late 1870s. Feeling 
that life was absolutely meaningless, because no matter what one did or how 
successful one was, everything was to be destroyed by an inevitable death, 
Tolstoy, turned towards the religion of his childhood, hoping that Christianity 

3  See Leo  T o l s t o y, The Kingdom of God Is Within You: Christianity Not as a Mystic Religion 
but as a New Theory of Life, trans. Constance Garnett (n.p.: Watchmaker Publishing, 1951), 29.

4  See Leo  T o l s t o y, What I Believe, trans. Constatine Popoff (London: Elliot Stock, 1885).
5  T o l s t o y, The Kingdom of God Is Within You, 47.
6  See ibidem, 33–51.
7  Ibidem, 5.
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would provide a solution to the problem of life. Yet, from the moment of his 
conversion, he felt that there was something wrong about the Christianity the 
Church was teaching, and it took him some time to make it clear what exactly 
the problem was.8 The turning point in his spiritual pursuit was his realization 
of the apparent inconsistency between the actual teachings of Christ (worship-
ped by the Church) as they were described in the Bible, and what the Church 
was teaching as binding to the Christians. The inconsistency in question co-
uld mean either of the two things: (1) Christ, and consequently the Church 
that follows him, proposes an obscure, incoherent and thus useless doctrine; 
(2) the actual teaching of Christ is perfectly clear, rational, and useful, and it 
is the Church that for some reason made it so unclear.9

Tolstoy’s scrutiny of the problem led him to the conclusion that the latter 
was the case. He based his insights on the assumption that Christ’s teaching 
embraced two aspects, which he called “metaphysical” and “ethical,” respec-
tively.10 First of all, in Tolstoy’s opinion, Christ had brought in his teaching 
a new understanding (“doctrine”, “conception” or sometimes even “theory”) 
of life. According to that doctrine, as Tolstoy conceived of it, all humans were 
inclined to treat their lives as individual, separated from others as well as from 
the world in general and consider their lives as something they could control. 
Consequently, pursuing what they believed would bring them good and help 
them achieve happiness.11 However, according to Tolstoy, Christ deemed such 
a conception as badly wrong: in numerous parables—he stressed—Christ had 
tried to show his followers that no matter how powerful they were and how 
much effort they put in, they would not be able to control their lives, and there-
fore they were unable to secure their happiness. Besides, added Tolstoy, every 
individual life was terminated by inevitable death, taking from us everything 
we had achieved in life. An individual life in which one can fi nd happiness 
is therefore a painful illusion, as Tolstoy puts it: the described understanding 

8  See Leo  T o l s t o y, “A Confession,” trans. Jane Kentish, in Leo Tolstoy, “A Confession” and 
Other Religious Writings (London: Penguin Books, 1987), 17–80. For more information on Tolstoy’s 
spiritual evolution and his existential crisis, see especially Inessa  M e d z h i b o v s k a y a, Tolstoy 
and the Religious Culture of His Time: A Biography of a Long Conversion; 1845-1887 (Plymouth: 
Lexington Books, 2008).

9  See  T o l s t o y, What I Believe, 4–13.
10  See ibidem, 202–3. Throughout the text I will keep putting these two descriptions in inverted 

commas, since, in my opinion, they are not the best terms to name the things that Tolstoy speaks 
about. This is true in particular about the former, since, as we shall see, the “metaphysical” part of 
Christ’s doctrine, according to Tolstoy, consists in stating a most trivial fact, however neglected it 
might appear, accompanied by the suggestion of a certain metaphor describing the facts of life in 
general. While it might be possible this is all that metaphysics actually does, it does not correspond 
to the way in which the term “metaphysics” is normally used—hence my decision.

11  See ibidem, 126.
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of life rests on a false presumption and results in a painful striving ultimately 
destroyed by death. Life, if lived along such lines, is indeed devoid of any 
meaning.12

However, according to Tolstoy, what Christ actually proposes is an alterna-
tive vision of life. Its central element is looking upon life, both our individual 
lives and life in general, upon the existence of everything that makes up the 
world, as something which has been given to us: originally by everyone and 
everything that lived before us, and ultimately by the mysterious origin of life, 
the fi rst cause of everything. Seen from such a perspective, a human life is not 
something isolated or belonging to a particular subject; rather, it should be seen 
as a moment in the life of the entire universe, and we are supposed to work for 
the good of this whole without following our individual fancies. The meaning 
of life lies precisely in this renouncing of our will, of our idea for our life, in 
fi nding our place in this great order of things and working for the good of others. 
Such a meaning of life is not destroyed by the death of an individual, because 
the life of the universe, of which we are just a moment, lasts forever.13

This is what Tolstoy calls the “metaphysical” part of the teaching of Jesus. 
The crucial element of its second aspect, the “ethical,” is, according to Tol-
stoy, what Christ says in the Sermon on the Mount, and, more precisely, the 
precepts that Christ gives there, which Tolstoy calls the “fi ve commandments 
of Christ.”14 In What I Believe they are precisely called “commandments,” 
later, though, for instance in The Kingdom of God is Within You, they are 
rather presented as minimal standards or conditions of social life everyone 
who wants to become a follower of Christ has to meet.15 Whatever the exact 
status of these standards, they can be summarized as follows: (1) Christ forbids 
any negative or aggressive emotions towards others; he enjoins his disciples 
never to treat their anger as justifi ed. In opposition to the Old Law, which 
only forbade killing neighbors, Christ says that any aggressive feeling towards 
another human being is always bad and thus to be avoided. (2) Christ teaches 
that the union between a man and a woman is sacred and not to be destroyed 
by human will. In contrast to the Old Law, which allowed for divorce, Christ, 
in Tolstoy’s interpretation, forbids it entirely. (3) Christ teaches not to resist evil 
with violence. In contrast to the Old Law, which enjoined revenge, Christ says 
that his followers should not oppose evil with evil, which is defi nitely a wrong 
way to eradicate evil from the world. (4) Christ forbids making oaths, that is 
promising absolute, unconditional obedience to anyone. (5) And fi nally, Christ 

12  See ibidem, 127–33.
13  See ibidem, 133–35.
14  Ibidem, 67, 104. 
15  See  T o l s t o y, The Kingdom of God Is Within You, 58–61.
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commands his followers to make no difference between their compatriots and 
those coming from other, even hostile nations: his disciples are enjoined to 
treat everyone uniformly, as children of one God.16

On a more general level, true Christianity is, according to Tolstoy, a spe-
cial instance of what he calls, in his earlier writings, divine religions17 and 
true religions18 in his later ones. As has already been mentioned, Tolstoy not 
only expounds his own interpretation of Christianity, but also proposes a more 
comprehensive philosophy of religion, its crucial part being precisely the con-
ception of what religion is and what its main manifestations are. According 
to an early version of this conception, suggested in What I Believe and fully 
expressed in Tolstoy’s writings from the early 1890s, religion is one’s attitu-
de towards one’s life and the world in general. Such an attitude is basically 
practical, i.e., it marks the way in which an individual approaches himself, or 
herself, and external reality in everyday life; thus, everyone necessarily has 
such an attitude, whether they are aware of it or not. If expressed in language, 
it forms what Tolstoy calls the “theory”19 or “doctrine”20 of life. In his opinion, 
there can be only three such attitudes, or doctrines: individualistic, collective, 
and divine. Within the fi rst, individualistic one, an individual lives for the 
satisfaction of his or her individual desires and treats everything around as 
either a means or an obstacle to his or her individual happiness. In the second, 
collectivist mode, an individual considers himself or herself as a member of 
a social group: a family, a clan, a tribe, a nation etc., and lives for the sake of 
the good of that bigger, social entity, treating everything else—again, as was 
the case in the individualistic approach—as either a means or an obstacle to 
happiness, this time, however, communal rather than individual. And thirdly, 
there is also divine religion: it is an attitude towards life in which an individual 
treats himself or herself as an element of the entire universe and tries to work 
for the good of that infi nite whole.

According to Tolstoy, every major religious tradition, whether Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Taoism or Islam, begins with, or has at its core, some version of 
what he calls divine religion: in every such tradition you can fi nd the idea of 
an individual as a moment in the life of the whole Universe, recognizing his 

16  See T o l s t o y, What I Believe, 67–106.
17  See Leo  T o l s t o y, “Religion and Morality,” trans. Jane Kentish, in Tolstoy, “A Confes-

sion” and Other Religious Writings, 129–50, and T o l s t o y, The Kingdom of God is Within You, 
52–57 (chapter four).

18  See Leo  T o l s t o y, “What Is Religion and of What Does Its Essence Consist?” trans. Jane 
Kentish, in Tolstoy, “A Confession” and Other Religious Writings, 81–128. For a discussion of the 
evolution of Tolstoy’s conception of religion, see Maksymilian  R o s z y k, “Problem jedności Toł-
stojowskiej koncepcji religii,” Roczniki Filozofi czne 65, no. 4 (2017): 177–99.

19   T o l s t o y, The Kingdom of God Is Within You, 1. 
20  T o l s t o y, What I Believe, 57, 107, 156.
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or her indebtedness to it and trying to live so as to harmonize his or her life 
with the life of this infi nite whole. Other historical religions fall under one of 
the two remaining categories, so none of them is divine; rather, they are either 
individualistic or collective. The religions of primitive tribes are individuali-
stic, because people there live for their individual good, understood as the 
satisfaction of their personal desires, and they imagine gods as powers which 
may be helpful in securing those individual goods. The religions of the ancients 
Greeks, Romans or Jews are, in turn, exemplifi cations of the collectivist attitu-
de, since individuals there think about themselves as living for the good of the 
nation to which they belong, and the gods or God they worship are considered 
to have a special relation to the respective nation and its well-being.21

Tolstoy is convinced that the teachings of Christ are the foundation of 
a new religion which breaks with traditional Judaism and its collectivism, pro-
posing a religion that is a divine. Christ openly rejects the collectivist attitude 
to life, characteristic of the Judaist tradition, and abolishes the most damaging 
practical prescriptions of the Mosaic law: violence, revenge, hatred to other 
nations, judgements and oath-making, instead proposing a life which obeys 
the will of God, is in harmony with the world, and shows the attitude of love 
towards all other people.22

TOLSTOY’S CRITICISMS OF CHURCH CHRISTIANITY

As has been shown, Tolstoy offers a clear conception of what he considers 
to be true or genuine Christianity. Firstly, let us note that his idea is by no 
means based on what is traditionally and usually called “Christianity.” Rather, 
it rests on the assumption that Christ, universally acknowledged as the founder 
of Christianity, had a clear message, which he presented in his teaching and 
which is more or less adequately depicted in the Gospels: it is this teaching that 
defi nes what Christianity really is. Now, while this teaching may at fi rst seem 
to be obscure, trivial or irrelevant, on a closer examination, it turns out to be 
perfectly clear, rational and touching upon absolutely fundamental matters in 
life. In other words, true, genuine Christianity may be also called original: it 
existed in the beginning as the founder, Christ himself, projected it. Secondly, 
Tolstoy does not stop at merely expounding this conception, but also provides 
us with its more general, philosophical interpretation, namely, he scrutinizes 
what kind of religion true Christianity is. His interpretation springs from his 
theory of religion already discussed here, and he holds that true Christianity 

21  See  T o l s t o y, “Religion and Morality,” 134–36.
22  See T o l s t o y, What I Believe, 156–63; T o l s t o y, “Religion and Morality,” 143–44.
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is among “divine” religions, since it enjoins an individual to renounce both 
individualistic and collectivist ideas of life and exhorts an individual to see 
himself or herself as a part of life of the Universe as a whole. Seen in this 
way, true Christianity is a new model of life, “a new theory of life,” as Tolstoy 
himself put it in the subtitle of The Kingdom of God is Within You.

His own conception of genuine Christianity in one way or another enables 
Tolstoy to look critically on what is called Christianity in the actual world 
around him. As one can easily guess, having compared the paradigm with its 
interpretations in history, Tolstoy is very critical of the latter. The difference is 
so huge that he does not hesitate to call the universally accepted Christianity 
“pseudo-Christianity,”23 so distant it is from the teaching of Christ. Thus it is 
worthwhile discussing his more specifi c objections.

INTRODUCING A METAPHYSICAL DOCTRINE ALIEN 
TO CHRIST AND HIS THOUGHT IN PLACE OF THE ACTUAL TEACHING 

OF CHRIST (OBJECTION 1)

As has already been noted, Tolstoy believed that the teaching of Christ 
has two aspects: the “metaphysical” one, which offers an understanding of 
life, and the “ethical” one, which gives clear directions of how to act in the 
most important matters of everyday life, specifi cally the practical ones. The 
so called “metaphysical” aspect is in turn basically focused on the assertion 
that a human being is mortal, as well as on the encouragement to think about 
one’s life as a part of a whole, that is entire Universe. The Church, accor-
ding to Tolstoy, presents as something central and absolutely fundamental to 
Christianity a “metaphysically cabalistic theory,”24 which holds that Christ is 
actually a God, the second person of the Holy Trinity, that he was incarnated 
to save mankind from this earthly life and secure for humans an eternal bliss 
in heaven.25 Tolstoy claims that all these tenets are alien to Christ’s teaching: 
while reading the Gospels, we can see that Jesus claimed himself to be neither 
God nor to be the second person of the Trinity, or that his mission was to save 
people from this life and offer them eternal life in heaven; the excerpts that 
are usually cited to support such theses are sparse, obscure, and usually do 
not give anything close to a convincing credit to them, whereas the ones that 
present the real teaching of Christ are numerous and clear, leaving no doubt 
that he was saying precisely what he meant to say.

23  See T o l s t o y, What I Believe, 204–5.
24  Ibidem, 204.
25  See ibidem, 109–12.
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THE CHURCH DOCTRINE IS AT LEAST PARTLY FALSE, 
PRIMITIVE AND CHRIST OPENLY REJECTS 

AT LEAST ITS CRUCIAL PART (OBJECTION 2)

Tolstoy emphasizes that the crucial element of the Church doctrine is its 
conception of life. According to this conception the only life that we know, 
namely, the life we are living here and now, is spoilt, fallen, and ultimately 
unreal (that is what the doctrine of fall says), but there is another life, eternal 
and blissful, which awaits us after death, and that is the only real life (that is 
what the doctrine of individual immortality says).26 Tolstoy holds that this 
conception is fi rst of all false, since we know nothing about the existence 
of eternal life, and there are no reasons to think that it exists, except for our 
wishful thinking.27 

Secondly, this conception is primitive, i.e., the mode of thinking it demon-
strates is characteristic of a primitive, pre-civilization mind.28 The belief in 
individual immortality rests on the assumption that what really counts in life 
is my individual existence and fulfi lling my personal desires. This assumption 
is, as we have seen, central to what Tolstoy calls “individualistic” religions, 
and an individualistic religion is something specifi c to primitive peoples that 
have not entered yet the stage of civilization; it is rejected once people move 
to civilization, which could be seen, for instance, in the cases of ancient Rome 
or Greece. What is more, the belief in the Fall and in individual immortality is 
not only alien to Christ, but it is also openly rejected by him. Christ’s parables 
and maxims either openly criticize and reject such a mode of thinking, or at 
least they only make sense provided he rejected them. Tolstoy stresses that, 
in his numerous parables, such as those about the Galileans killed by Pilate, 
or those killed by the collapsing tower, about predicting the weather, making 
projects for the future (building a house or going to war), about a man who 
wanted to build new barns, or about servants awaiting their master, Jesus con-
fi rms the obvious fact that all humans die and nothing, even the greatest power, 
cannot save them from death.29 Moreover, in the parables about the vinedresser 
and about the talents, Christ shows the reason why humans forget about the 
inevitability of death is that they tend to think about their individual lives as 
something they have a right to and something that belongs to them. This is 
a mistake, and Christ tries to make his listeners aware that the only life that is 
not destroyed by the death is a life involving a close relation with God, a life 

26  See ibidem, 110–14.
27  See ibidem, 111.
28  See ibidem, 141.
29  See ibidem, 127–31.
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in which one renounces one’s own ideas for life and instead tries to work for 
this great whole of which one is a part.30 

Finally, Tolstoy stresses that Christ did not believe in any kind of individual 
immortality: neither in resurrection, nor in the immortality of the soul. That 
he did not believe in resurrection is evident, for instance, in the way in which 
he responded to the Sadducees; besides, he never spoke about his own alleged 
resurrection; fi nally, he neither believed in nor proclaimed the doctrine of the 
immortal soul, which, as Tolstoy stresses, was Greek in origin and alien not 
just to Jesus, but to the Jews of that time in general.31

FALSIFICATION OF CHRIST’S TEACHING BY THE CHURCH (OBJECTION 3)

Having adhered to a doctrine of life that Christ rejected, the Church could 
not but falsify his actual teaching. This can be seen, fi rstly, in its misinterpre-
tation of the metaphorical concepts of the Son of God, the Son of Man, or the 
Kingdom of God: according to the doctrine of the Church, the “Son of God” is 
interpretated as a title which applies to Christ only, and not to others, the “Son 
of Man” is understood, ostensibly, against its sense, as meaning the “Son of 
God,”32 and the Kingdom of God is relegated to an indefi nite future, or even 
another reality. Secondly, the crucial ethical teaching of Christ, i.e., the fi ve 
commandments, are fi rst deformed so that they become devoid of any meaning, 
and then anyway presented as something optional, very nice and exalted, but 
impractical.33

PRACTICAL DENIAL OF CHRIST’S TEACHING BY THE CHURCH (OBJECTION 4)

The Church openly denies Christ’s teachings, both the “metaphysical” and 
the “ethical” ones, enjoining a pagan way of life, which is called “Christian” 
only by the Church’s arbitrary proclamation. Firstly, the Church adheres to 
a pagan, usually individualistic or at best collectivist doctrine of life, thus 
making Christianity one of the lower religions. Secondly, and in consequence, 
it allows for or even makes obligatory all the attitudes and actions Christ has 

30  See ibidem, 132–38.
31  See ibidem, 138–48.
32  See ibidem, 118.
33  See ibidem, 48–106 (chapters fi ve and six). For a broader treatment of the falsifi cation of 

Christ’s teaching by the Church, see C h r i s t o y a n n o p o u l o s, “Leo Tolstoy’s Anticlericalism 
in Its Context and Beyond,” 7–8.
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forbidden, among them hatred, killing enemies and criminals, divorce, passing 
judgments or oath-making.34

REDUCTION OF CHRISTIANITY TO THEORETICAL BELIEFS, RITUALS, 
AND WORDS DEVOID OF ANY PRACTICAL CONSEQUENCES (OBJECTION 5)

All religions in general and true Christianity in particular are what Tolstoy 
calls the “doctrines of life,” i.e., they not only describe or project certain facts, 
but also prescribe various actions that change the lives of individuals. In the 
case of “Church Christianity,” however, all these operations result in a reduc-
tion of being a Christian to having a set of purely theoretical views, mostly 
about things that cannot be verifi ed, with no impact on life whatsoever: Tolstoy 
emphasizes that even participation in rituals is, after all, treated in the Church 
as something optional: the only thing that an individual is expected to do is to 
believe in the dogmas, i.e., he or she is expected to believe, change nothing in 
his or her habits  and live as he or she pleases.35

ESTABLISHING THE VERY IDEA OF “THE CHURCH” (OBJECTION 6) 

One more thing can be added to the above which not even strictly a criti-
cism, but an explanation of the mechanisms which make the phenomena listed 
above possible. What I mean is the “mechanism” which consists fi rst in inven-
ting the concept of the Church and then in creating an institution supposed to 
correspond to such a concept. Tolstoy believes that all divine religions can be 
corrupted (and they have, to some extent, always been corrupted in history) and 
he describes the processes behind their corruption. These processes involve, 
fi rstly, the establishment of a certain group of people (i.e., the priests) who 
usurp for themselves an exclusive right to mediate between the faithful and 
the Divine; secondly, the claim that there are events, called miracles, which are 
evidence of the truths the mediators ascertain; and thirdly, the claim that there 
are sacred communications, either expressed in a verbal form or written down 
in sacred books, which convey the eternal and unchangeable will of the Divine. 
Within “Church Christianity,” however, the situation is even more complicated, 
since, as Tolstoy claims, Christ and his early followers were aware of all those 
dangers and even made warnings to prevent them. In consequence, those who 
were in the process of corrupting Christ’s true religion needed to “invent” what 

34  See T o l s t o y, What I Believe, 195–222 (chapter eleven).
35  See ibidem, 37–42.
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they called the Church, i.e., they proclaimed that there was a group of people 
infallible in their interpretations of the sacred texts. Once that institution was 
established, every deformation, falsifi cation and denial of Christ’s teaching 
became possible, even though the Gospels are clear on any given matter. Yet, 
it is believed that only “the Church” knows what a given message means.36

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Let us note fi rst that Tolstoy’s critique of Christianity is mostly an internal 
one. Unlike its external critics, such as Ludwig Feuerbach or Friedrich Nie-
tzsche, who looked upon Christianity from an external point of view, did not 
claim to be Christians themselves, and openly rejected Christianity in their 
personal lives, Tolstoy considered himself to be a Christian and thus advanced 
his criticism for the sake of Christianity rather than against it. While there have 
certainly been commentators claiming that Tolstoy was no Christian at all,37 
even a short look at his critique of “Church Christianity” reconstructed above 
shows how mistaken their view is. Out of the six criticisms specifi ed, four are 
evidently made by a Christian, i.e., they rest on the assumptions shared by 
Christians only. The objections which claim that the problem with “Church 
Christianity” is that it introduces teachings that are alien to those of Christ 
and openly rejected by him, as well as the one that the Church falsifi es Chri-
st’s teaching and denies it, rest on the assumption that Christ himself wields 
authority and that his teaching is endowed with authority, which is obviously 
a Christian assumption.

However—and that is the second observation—Tolstoy does not limit 
himself to addressing the Christian discourse as a Christian, but also strives 
to provide critical arguments which are powerful regardless of one’s religious 
presumptions. As argued above, his philosophy of religion is not just a philoso-
phical refl ection on Christianity, but also—or even principally—an intellectual 
effort to provide a general theory of religion. What is characteristic about this 
theory is that it treats religion not as a theory, but rather as a practice. In con-
trast to the standard Western way of thinking about religion, Tolstoy does not 

36  See  T o l s t o y, “What is Religion,” 92–96.
37  See, e.g., Pål  K o l s t ø, “Leo Tolstoy, a Church Critic Infl uenced by Orthodox Thought,” 

in Church, Nation and State in Russia and Ukraine, ed. Geoffrey A. Hosking (Toronto: Canadian 
Institute of Ukrainian Studies Press, 1991), 148–66, 162–63. To be fair, it needs to be made precise 
that Kolstø does not openly say that Tolstoy was not a Christian, but merely that he was certainly 
not an “Orthodox Christian” (162–63). However, his further argument leaves an open way to—if not 
implies—the conclusion that Tolstoy must not be considered a Christian at all, not merely a Christian 
in the sense of his membership in the Orthodox Church.
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assume that its central part is a set of theoretical, factual beliefs that (mostly) 
describe certain otherworldly realities. Rather, he stresses that religion is a way 
of life: it is the attitude towards reality in general an individual adopts in his or 
her life. Such an attitude is manifested mostly by one’s actions: while one can 
certainly express it in words, or even refl ect on it, these are not indispensable, 
yet it is always visible in one’s actions.38 Indeed such a conception of religion 
can be seen in Tolstoy’s claim that the conception of life present in the doctri-
ne of the Church is primitive, as well as in his objection to the reduction of 
Christianity to a set of theoretical beliefs devoid of any practical consequences 
and, as such, to an idle talk as a result of which the beliefs one holds turn out 
insignifi cant in one’s life. Contrary to such a conception, Tolstoy emphasizes 
that having beliefs can only work if one adopts the view that the heart of reli-
gion is to give humans practical directions in life. Moreover, his objection that 
the religion the Church espouses is a primitive one is at least partly based on 
the classifi cation of religions which is part of Tolstoy’s general theory.

Thirdly, Tolstoy’s critique of Church Christianity, while similar to other 
internal critiques, for instance that put forward by Søren Kierkegaard, bears 
visible marks of its late-nineteenth-century origin which are apparent in its 
historical-critical apparatus. Tolstoy was familiar with the early works on the 
historical Jesus, for instance with David Strauss’s Life of Jesus39 and Ernest Re-
nan’s The Life of Jesus,40 and himself tried to use elementary historical-critical 
tools in his reading of the Gospels. Yet, from a contemporary point of view, his 
approach may seem rather naive, mostly because he evidently assumes that the 
Gospels are more or less (although in fact more rather than less) accurate proto-
cols of the actual words and acts of Jesus rather than that the Gospels are more 
or less (although in fact more rather than less) free theological constructions 
of their authors, which, today, is a common knowledge. So, whenever Tolstoy 
wants to “excavate” the lost sense of what Jesus said, he consults critical 
editions of the texts of the Gospels, as well as the dictionaries, and is not at all 
bothered, for instance, by the fact that the Sermon on the Mount is totally mis-
sing from the Gospel according to John and almost totally missing from that 
according to Mark, who merely writes down minor thoughts that overlap with 
the Sermon’s content, or that it is included in a short form only in Luke, and can 
be found in its full form exclusively in Matthew, which, from the vantage point 

38  For a broader treatment of Tolstoy’s conception of religion, see Maksymilian  R o s z y k, 
Religia jako praktyka: Ludwiga Wittgensteina koncepcja religii w kontekście fi lozofi i Lwa Tołstoja 
i Sørena Kierkegaarda (Lublin: Wydawnictwo KUL, 2020), 35–45 and 54–56.

39  See David F.  S t r a u s s, The Life of Jesus, trans. George Eliot (Miffl intown, Pennsylvania: 
Sigler Press, 1994).

40  See Ernest  R e n a n, The Life of Jesus, trans. William G. Hutchinson (Whitefi sh, Montana: 
Kessinger Publishing, 2010). See, e.g.,  T o l s t o y, What I Believe, 41, 91.

Leo Tolstoy’s Critique of Church Christianity



274

of contemporary research on the historical Jesus, makes it very problematic to 
consider this text as the foundation for a reconstruction of the original teaching 
of Jesus. Nonetheless, it is striking that if we compare Tolstoy’s interpretation 
of what the original message of Jesus was with the newest results of modern 
research, it turns out that Tolstoy’s general tenets coincide with those of John 
D. Crossan, a leading contemporary scholar in historical Jesus research. Like 
Tolstoy, he interprets Jesus as a specifi cally non-apocalyptic eschatological 
preacher, emphasizes the importance of non-violence in Jesus’s teaching, and 
in general understands his authentic message as one of a new guidance for life 
that can result in a transformation of the social reality.41 Thus, the title of one 
of Tolstoy’s most important books, The Kingdom of God is Within You, could 
as well serve as the title of a work of Crossan’s.

Finally, the question remains of the actual scope of Tolstoy’s critique, i.e., 
whether it applies only the Christianity preached by the Russian Orthodox 
Church, or also to what other Christian Churches and denominations preach. 
Some authors have suggested that the former is the case.42 Such a conclu-
sion, however, seems wrong, if we consider both Tolstoy’s awareness and 
self-understanding, and the internal logic of his critique. As regards the fi rst, 
one can fi nd in Tolstoy’s texts passages where he openly refers to the main 
Christian denominations,43 as if to remind his readers that whenever he spe-
aks about “the Church,” he does not have in mind a particular Church, but 
precisely the Church in general. Moreover, he openly expounds his approach, 
for instance in chapter three of The Kingdom of God is Within You, where he 
writes: “The teaching of every Church, with its redemption and sacraments, 
excludes the teaching of Christ.”44 Besides, when unfolding his criticisms, he 
occasionally writes about events from the period of antiquity, for instance those 
that took place during the reign of emperor Constantine, the period when the 
Christendom was not yet divided.45

As regards the second reason, if we inspect the content of his critique, i.e., 
his objections as analytically listed above, we can see that all of them apply more 
or less (but in fact more rather than less) to all major Christian Churches and 
denominations, whether the Orthodox, the Roman Catholic, the Lutheran, etc. 
All of them incorporate the “metaphysically cabalistic” doctrine regarding the 
second person of Godhead who comes to save the fallen humanity and secure 

41  See John D.  C r o s s a n, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant, 
New York: Harper Collins, 1991.

42  See, e.g.,  C h r i s t o y a n n o p o u l o s, “Leo Tolstoy’s Anticlericalism in Its Context and 
Beyond,” 10.

43  See, e.g.,  T o l s t o y, The Kingdom of God Is Within You, 48.
44  Ibidem, 47.
45  T o l s t o y, What I Believe, 204–5.
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for it an eternal bliss as something essential and fundamental to Christianity 
(objection 1); all of them thus also stick to the idea of individual immortality 
(objection 2). In consequence, all of them also have to marginalize the actual 
teaching of Christ (again, objection 1), falsify it by various means (objection 
3), deny it in practice (objection 4), and thus reduce Christianity to mere words 
and idle theoretical views (objection 5).

To conclude on a more general level, it may be noted that Tolstoy’s critique 
of Christianity is original and hence interesting in its character. As has been 
demonstrated, it is mostly an internal critique, although it involves external 
criticisms, based on Tolstoy’s general theory of religion. The originality of his 
approach lies in the fact that other critiques of Christianity, both earlier and la-
ter, are either only internal (such is the case with Kierkegaard’s critique) or as, 
for instance, D’Holbach’s or Feuerbach’s, only external. Tolstoy in turn tries to 
combine both perspectives, and, moreover, he does not proceed mechanically, 
since his grounds for the external critique, i.e., his general theory of religion, 
is clearly connected with his base for the internal critique, i.e., the conception 
of true Christianity (although the two aspects are logically independent), which 
is a sign that he adopts a systematic approach rather than simply lists random 
objections that he for some random reason found convincing. Thus, his critique 
may turn out appealing to both those “inside Christianity” and “outside” it. 
Nonetheless, the weight of his arguments lies mostly on the internal side, so 
it will be most interesting and perhaps useful to those who are to some extent 
“inside” Christianity, but feel uneasy with its offi cial, Church legacy.
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