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 Dostoevsky begins The Brothers Karamazov with a passage from John’s Gospel: 
  
 Lest a grain of wheat fall to the ground and die, it remaineth alone; but if it die, it 
 beareth much fruit.” (St. John 12:24) 
  

The words of this verse resonate throughout the novel, specifically with the character of 

Father Zosima. Indeed, in one way or another, all of the characters embody this verse in 

one way or another regardless of their faith, some of them “ remaining alone” others 

“dying and bearing much fruit”. I argue that Dostoevsky included this verse as a structure 

for the narrative. How are we to interpret the novel in the context of the verse? What is 

Dostoevsky telling us about death, both physical and spiritual, and in what way do the 

characters “bear much fruit”? In what way is the theme of the verse an endorsement of 

Orthodox Christianity, as it is with characters like Zosima and Alyosha, and how is it not, 

in the case of characters like Ivan? This essay will attempt to explore and answer these 

questions in hope of a more in depth understanding of Dostoevsky’s notions of life, 

death, and redemption. 

 For the sake of our argument, the examination of how Dostoevsky’s characters 

live out the Gospel passage can be focused on the three titular characters- Ivan, Dmitry 

and Alyosha Karamazov, along with what we will call their spiritual counterparts in the 

forms of the Grand Inquisitor, Father Ferapont, and Father Zosima, corresponding to the 

three brothers respectively. In addition we will examine what can be called a chain of 

influence derived from theses characters, specifically, as the Grand Inquisitor (though he 

be a creation of Ivan Karamazov) influences Ivan, so does Ivan influence his father 

Fyodor’s illegitimate son Smerdyakov, and so does Zosima influence Alyosha. These 

influences will be the deciding factor in which type of life lead by each character 
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produces the best “fruit” in the Gospel sense; but more will be said on this later. The 

Grand Inquisitor is not a real person, but a the titular character of a poem that Ivan 

composed. He is a fictional Cardinal of the Roman Church who condemns the 

fictionalized returned Christ, and he is in essence an anti-Christ figure. Combined, Ivan 

and the Grand Inquisitor represent the skeptical argument- namely that of a nihilistic 

atheism common amongst the liberal Russian intelligentsia of the mid 19th Century. 

Opposed to this school of thought are Father Zosima and Alyosha who defend Russian 

Orthodoxy specifically by living lives of active unconditional love. Dmitry lies 

somewhere between his two brothers- he is a sensualist and a sinner, but a firm believer 

nonetheless. He more than either of his brothers may very well be the most human of the 

three, and the most relatable to the audience. His counterpart in argument, Father 

Ferapont, also lies somewhere in between the anti-Christian Inquisitor and the saintly 

Zosima, but is himself a very human example of what a monk is and the temptations that 

can befall a monk within the walls of a monastery.  

 Throughout the drama of the novel we witness the Ivan’s mental breakdown and 

plunge into insanity, Alyosha’s agony at the turmoil of his family and death of his 

beloved elder, but final triumph in the spirit of his exalted Father Zosima, as well as 

Dmitry’s trial for a murder he may or may not have committed, and by the end of the 

novel we see the hints of his possible redemption. All of this combined brings the 

conclusion that a life of active love as lived by Alyosha Karamazov and Father Zosima is 

the most blessed life, and the one that bears the most spiritual fruit. But despite his mental 

breakdown  by the end of the novel, Ivan’s argument for atheism is one that’s not easily 

defeated and perhaps we should begin our study with his life. 
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 Ivan is the middle son of Fyodor Karamazov, and the first born to his second 

wife. This is an important element of the family dynamic to remember because in Dmitry 

we see an almost exact duplicate of Fyodor, and he has a different mother than Ivan and 

Alyosha. Its as if Fyodor’s first marriage produced a copy, but his second produced two 

lives that would be alternatives to his rampant lasciviousness but inherently opposed to 

each other in the forms of Ivan’s skepticism and Alyosha’s faith. Unlike Alyosha, who 

spent considerable time with his mother as an infant, Ivan never knew his mother, and 

was sent away to Europe at a very young age. Alyosha says later in the novel that 

There is nothing nobler, stronger, healthier and more helpful in life than a good 
remembrance, particularly a remembrance from our childhood, when we still 
lived at our parent’s house. You often hear people speak of upbringing and 
education, but I feel that a beautiful and holy memory preserved from early 
childhood can be the most important single thing in our life, in collecting such 
memories, he will be saved for the rest of his life. And even if we have only one 
such memory, it is possible that will be enough to save us some day (Epilogue) 

 

Ivan’s entire persona has its source in the simple fact that he has no pleasant memories, 

and like the anti-Christ who he so strongly emulates and endorses, perhaps he is not 

entirely to blame for the way he is. Such a sad man as Ivan surely couldn’t enjoy being 

miserable, but in a strange way Ivan seems to thrive on it. His coldness towards others 

combined with his stunning intellect leads his father to comment “I am more afraid of 

Ivan than I am of Dmitry” despite the fact that it is Dmitry slamming his father with 

brutal insults and eventually beating him within an inch of his life. Fyodor Karamazov 

was indeed right in fearing Ivan more than Dmitry, as will develop shortly, but before 

that we must examine Ivan’s soul more in depth. 

 Ivan’s problem seems to be resolved into a matter of faith: either there is a God or 

there isn’t. This is not entirely the case, however, because Ivan says he believes in God, 
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he just “can’t accept his ticket.” His problem is really more than just a problem of 

atheism, it is an existential problem with his relation to God and the universe. We see 

what kind of disposition he has about life in general, namely a pessimistic one, and this is 

evident in the way he collects newspaper clippings of stories about gruesome murders 

and atrocities against humanity. The fact that such tragedies cause him grief is a clear 

example of how he does not truly believe in the position that he gives in his ecclesiastical 

writings.  

 Ivan does believe in morality, at least in so far as recognizes injustice. His whole 

dilemma with God is his incapability to accept a third party redeemer. Ivan has a special 

sentiment for suffering children in particular, which may stem from his own neglected 

upbringing, and he is easily angered at the atrocities committed against the youth. He 

shows Alyosha a newspaper article about a  little boy crucified by the Turks and Ivan 

sees an injustice, but one that “God’s forgiveness” will ever correct. He tells Alyosha 

While I’m on this earth I must act in my own way…but who could atone for those 
tears? How is it possible to atone for them? By avenging them perhaps? But 
whom would vengeance help?  What good would it do to send the monsters to hell 
after they have finished inflicting their sufferings in children? How could their 
being in hell put things right? Besides, what sort of harmony can there be as long 
as there is a hell? To me, harmony means forgiving and embracing everybody, 
and I don’t want anyone to suffer anymore. And if the suffering of little children is 
needed to complete the sum total of suffering required to pay for the truth than I 
don’t want the truth, and I declare in advance that all the truth in the world is not 
worth the price! (V, iv) 

  

The boy’s mother may forgive the Turk, the Turk may forgive himself, and God may 

even pardon him, but the dead boy still goes unavenged, he has no say in the matter, 

which ultimately for Ivan, is the necessary part in the equation. On the other hand, Ivan 

admits that problems such as these are above him in his rationality, and although they 
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cause him such torment, he has resigned not to think about them. He tells Alyosha again 

 
If God does exist and He really created the world, He created it according to the 
principles of Euclidean geometry and made the human brain capable of grasping 
only three dimensions of space…and so I’ve decided that since I’m incapable of 
understanding even that much, I can not possibly understand about God… I want 
you to understand that it is not God that I refuse to accept, but the world that He 
created- even if I see the parallel lines meet myself, I’ll look at them and say they 
have met, but I wont accept it! (V.iii.) 

 

 As much as Ivan may resign himself to not be able to accept God’s world based on 

geometric principles, his creation, the Grand Inquisitor, takes rebellion against God to a 

higher level, one that is more than a refusal to accept the world, but an actual inversion of 

Christianity itself. 

 The Grand Inquisitor in Ivan’s parable gives us the most in depth perspective on 

his inner thoughts. In the parable, Christ comes pack to Seville and performs several 

miracles, which instantly draws attention from the Grand Inquisitor. He arrests Christ and 

tells him that the Church no longer needs him, framing this denunciation around the three 

temptations from Satan that Christ underwent in the Gospel; the temptation to turn stones 

into bread, for Jesus to cast himself from the top of the Temple and have the angels catch 

him, and the temptation of all the kingdoms of the earth in return for bowing down to 

Satan. The Inquisitor suggests that Jesus rejected the three temptations in favor of true 

freedom, but that Christ misjudged the majority of humanity, who are too weak to resist 

temptation and who don’t know what to do with their freedom. He argues that by giving 

man freedom of choice, Christ has affectively doomed most of humanity to Hell, because 

they will not be strong enough to resist temptation and use their freedom for good. The 

Inquisitor continues by explaining why Christ was wrong to reject each temptation by 



	   Evans	  6	  

Satan. Christ should have turned stones into bread, as men will always follow those who 

will feed them. The Inquisitor recalls how Christ rejected this saying, "Man cannot live 

on bread alone," and explains to Christ "Feed men, and then ask of them virtue! That's 

what they'll write on the banner they'll raise against Thee." Casting himself down from 

the Temple to be caught by angels would be miraculous enough to convince the people of 

his divinity and authority, who would follow him forever. Ruling over all the kingdoms 

of the Earth would ensure their salvation. 

 Although he declares his character an atheist, Ivan describes the Inquisitor as 

saying that the Roman Catholic Church follows Satan, whom he calls the “wise spirit, the 

spirit of death and destruction” claiming also that the Church had been under Satanic 

influence some 900 years. He says "We are not with Thee, but with him, and that is our 

secret! For centuries have we abandoned Thee to follow him." The Inquisitor implies that 

through the institution of the sacraments, the Church in league with Satan has succeeded 

where Jesus failed in the desert, giving the masses both “spiritual bread” as well as 

physical bread in the form of the Eucharist. Where Jesus also failed in giving into the 

temptation to have his angels miraculously save him, the Church succeeds in winning 

over the masses by giving them “miracles” in the promise of salvation through the 

sacramental life of the Church. Finally, where Jesus denied Satan’s offer to rule the 

world, the Church has surpassed him by wielding temporal power in the forms of the 

Papal States and their ability to crown monarchs. Thus the Inquisitor admits that through 

subversion of the Gospel, the Church has quite literally enslaved humanity. The multitude 

of the faithful is under the control of people like the Inquisitor and a few others in the 

Church who are strong enough to take on the burden of freedom. All of humanity will 
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live and die happily in ignorance. He tells Christ: 

Peacefully they will die, peacefully they will expire in Thy name, and beyond the 
grave they will find nothing but death. But we shall keep the secret, and for their 
happiness we shall allure them with the reward of heaven and eternity (V. v) 

 

The Inquisitor himself will be a self-martyr by dedicating his life to hiding the truth from 

the masses, saying, “anyone who can appease a man’s conscience can take his freedom 

away from him.” 

 It is quite obvious that Ivan sees himself as an emulation of the Grand Inquisitor, 

especially in the way that he says he accepts God but rejects God’s world. Like his 

character, Ivan is not really an atheist, but actually more of an anti-Christ. He sees the 

affect of what the Inquisitor said about appeasing man’s consciousness and taking away 

his freedom directly through his illegitimate brother, Smerdyakov. Ivan appeases 

Smerdyakov by agreeing with him that God and immortality are not real, and hence 

everything is permitted. Smerdyakov was already a nonbeliever, deciding that God was 

not real based on his own interpretation of the Bible. He argues that the creation of the 

world couldn’t have happened in a span of days since the Bible talks about days before 

God created the sun and moon. Ivan’s teaching only furthers Smerdyakov’s disbelief, 

while at the same time providing him with the justification that anything is permissible. 

This leads him to murder his father, Fyodor, and subsequently take his own life. The 

great tragedy is in thinking himself to be at complete liberty to commit murder and 

suicide, Smerdyakov really enslaves himself in a far more grave manner than he ever 

could have been as a servant in his father’s house. His suicide is a direct fruit of Ivan’s 

nihilism.  

 Smerdyakov’s suicide is the catalyst for Ivan’s plunge into insanity. For the first 
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time he realizes this his opinions are more than just words and ideas- they can have 

tremendous influence on other people, and even lead them to commit the very same 

atrocities that trouble him so much. He also sees the flaws in his system of amorality in 

the way that he takes personal offence at Smerdyakov’s actions, and his father’s murder 

is extremely grievous for him. His grief overwhelms him so greatly that he starts to 

hallucinate, and has a conversation with the devil, who taunts him to the point of insanity.  

 This interaction reveals Ivan as even more of an anti-Christ than he already 

exhibited, because we see how Ivan and the devil are almost one in the same. Like Ivan, 

he devil wants to sing Hosanna but he can’t, because if he does then history and suffering 

stop, and man looses his possibility for redemption. The devil is like Ivan’s suffering 

child, God’s whole system of salvation rests upon him. Is the devil really evil then? Or is 

he a poor pawn in God’s mechanisms, a necessary antagonist that is doomed to be 

miserable? Is Ivan also just a pawn, the boogey man of the story whose plunge into 

insanity only serves as the backdrop in which the Christian can rejoice in the glory of 

Alyosha and Zosima’s elevation as saintly heroes, as we see later in the novel? More than 

this, Ivan’s despair by the end of the novel serves to show just how unfruitful his nihilism 

is. He remains alone, as the Gospel parable says, and really produces nothing for himself 

but depression, while in others he engenders murder and suicide. 

 Let us turn now to an examination of Alyosha Karamazov and see how his faith is 

opposed to his brother Ivan’s skepticism. The narrator tells us that Alyosha is the hero of 

the novel, and that the work as a whole is more or less his biography. The next thing the 

narrator tells us about Alyosha is that he is certainly not a fanatic, telling us, “Alyosha is 

a realist. Faith, in the realist, does not spring from the miracle. But the miracle from 
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faith” (I. v). Unlike his brother Ivan, Alyosha does not need empirical evidence to prove 

God, nor does his pessimistic outlook on life and humanity inhibit him from living a 

happy life. At the same time,  the struggles of his brothers and father do hamper his 

ability to find joy around him, and the fact that he is the son of a debauched man like 

Fyodor Karamazov leads him to question himself. When the whole town proposes to 

define “Karamozovism” based on the lifestyle of Fyodor,  Alyosha begins to doubt his 

own holiness and the place of faith in his life. He tells his friend Lise Kokhlakov,  

 
My brothers are destroying themselves…and my father too. They are destroying 
others with them. It’s the ‘primitive force of the Karamazovs’, a crude, unbridled, 
earthly force. Does the spirit of God move above that earthly force? Even that I 
don’t know. I only know that I too am a Karamazov, and perhaps I don’t even 
believe in God.” (V, i.)  

 
Despite the talk of the town, Alyosha maintains the highest degree of serenity and peace, 

even in the midst of his father’s murder and Dmitry’s trial. This is certainly do to the 

counsel he receives from Father Zosima in the monastery.  

 It’s no doubt that the closeness Alyosha shares with his Elder Zosima finds its 

roots in the absence of affection from his biological father, but unlike Ivan who grows up 

to be cold and hostile towards everyone, Alyosha embraces his spiritual father’s ideals of 

universal love and compassion for all humanity. Given that he is only twenty years old at 

the beginning of the novel, Alyosha’s insight into the psychology of others is quite 

remarkable. Perhaps the best display of Alyosha’s love surpassing Ivan’s doubt is in the 

fifth book of the novel, the same book in which Ivan tells his Grand Inquisitor story. Ivan 

tells his younger brother that “Christ like love is impossible. To love a man, he must be 

hidden, though one can love children up close” (V, iv.) Alyosha responds by saying “This 

is rebellion Ivan. One cannot live in rebellion, and I want to live.” While Ivan’s 
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rationality and credence in a Euclidean, three dimensional world, Alyosha’s faith allows 

him to transcend the argument, and his love for Christ is the means by which he does this. 

He tells Ivan 

There is a Being, and He can forgive everything, all and for all, because He gave 
His innocent blood for all and everything. You have forgotten Him, and on Him is 
built the edifice, and it is to Him they cry aloud, ‘Thou art just, O Lord, for Thy 
ways are revealed!’” (V, iv.) 

 
Alyosha does not see the flawed Christ that Ivan presents in his story, not a Christ who 

subversively damned humanity by giving them freedom won from rejecting the devil, but 

a Christ who’s focus was forgiveness alone, and was indeed worthy of forgiveness by His 

innocence. Ivan can’t forgive because his overly rational mind can’t conceive of a third 

party redeemer- certainly not one like Christ who Himself is supernatural and outside of 

the confines of three dimensions. But Alyosha can, and it’s by faith and not reason that he 

reaches this conclusion.  

  
 We’ve examined the skeptic argument and seen the fruits it bears in the forms of 

Ivan’s mental breakdown and Smerdyakov’s suicide. Let’s now turn to Zosima as he is 

the antithesis to Ivan and the root of Alyosha’s faith. At the point of his introduction in 

the novel, Zosima is very old, and we won’t focus on his whole life here, but on specific 

episodes that influenced the development of his doctrines of universal responsibility and 

unconditional love. More than any other character in the novel, Zosima experiences death 

and suffering to the highest degree, including the death of his body but also the death of 

his passions. Alyosha recounts Zosima’s biography that the elder gave him on his 

deathbed, and the story of Zosima’s life takes up the better part of Book VI. Also unique 

to him is the fact that for the majority of the novel in which he is still alive, Zosima is in 
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the process of physical death. His road to redemption began at a young age when he lost 

his brother Markel to a devastating illness, and it was through Markel that Zosima first 

learned of the idea of unconditional love and forgiveness. But his spiritual journey would 

begin later in life as a soldier in the Russian army. 

 At this time in his life, Zosima had fallen in love with a beautiful woman who, 

unfortunately for him, was already engaged to be married. He was the last to learn about 

it, and that angered him, hurting his honor more than anything. He says, “I was filled with 

an overwhelming desire to avenge myself,” and decides to do it by publicly embarrassing 

the young lady’s fiance. In retaliation to the insult, the fiance challenged Zosima to a 

duel. The night before the duel, Zosima punched his orderly, Afanasy, twice in the face 

out of a fit of rage. He awoke the next morning feeling overwhelmingly ashamed, and a 

startling revelation arose in him. Zosima says that he began to question: 

 
Why should another man, made in the image of the Lord, by my servant? And I 
remembered my brother Markel saying, ‘Mother, every one of us is answerable 
for everyone else, but we don’t know it; if we did we would at once have heaven 
on earth!’ I thought: ‘Perhaps I am really guilty before everyone, indeed, I must 
be guiltier and worse than anybody in the world. (VI. ii. C) 

 
Just before the duel, Zosima begged Afanasy for forgiveness. At the duel, his opponent 

missed his shot, and Zosima refused to return fire, which caused the man and the others 

with them to ridicule Zosima. This is the beginning of Zosima’s process of dying in the 

spiritual sense, and all of the fruit that he bears begins here. While others jeered him, he 

was able to admit his wrong to his enemy and publicly ask for forgiveness. The publicity 

of this act was crucial, because forgiveness for Zosima is not something one sided; it 

must be between the offended and the one asking forgiveness. We see this idea develop 

later in his life in his advocacy for mass public confessions, hundreds of the faithful 
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congregating outside of his cell and screaming their sins to one another aloud. This public 

admission of guilt was so moving for Zosima that he began a discourse on the love right 

in the middle of the duel. His opponent was also moved, and the two departed in peace. 

 This episode is essential in understanding Zosima’s character as it lays the 

foundation for the rest of his life as a monk, and it is an important step in the 

development of his doctrines. In examining the possible outcomes of the duel, he 

recognizes that the reprecussions of his actions might extend beyond himself and his 

opponent- the young lady will also be grieved, possibly to the point of death, and that is 

something Zosima could not tolerate. Unlike Ivan, who can’t see the interconnectedness 

of humanity, nor the affects his words and actions have on others until it’s too late, 

Zosima is able to recognize his guilt and how it is not unique in its affects to him alone. 

He’s able to humble himself, dying to his inner man and killing his passions, laying 

vengeance aside and making peace with his enemy.  

 As saintly a figure as Zosima seems, we must take the persona presented to us 

with a grain of salt, specifically because the narrative offers us no inner monologue from 

the holy man. Everything said about his is hearsay, and while the narrator presents 

Zosima’s words and actions, we never get a glimpse into his mind or soul, no private 

thoughts or feelings. Indeed, even the narrative of his life, which takes up the  better part 

of Book VI, is merely a recording by Alyosha of what he heard the Elder say, not the 

written word of Zosima himself. Could Zosima be a Grand Inquisitor in the style of Ivan 

Karamzov’s title character? Ivan’s poem demands that we examine all religious 

institutions with focused lenses, and we would do well to look more deeply into Zosima’s 

character to understand him more clearly, as well as to understand his relation to the rest 
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of the characters, especially Alyosha.  

 The Grand Inquisitor, is truly a wolf in sheep’s clothing. He is a cardinal of the 

Roman Church, but secretly a servant of Satan. What makes him truly sinister is his 

ability of persuasion over the masses. He says that “under us [the Church] it will be 

different. Under us they will all be happy and they will not rise in rebellion and kill one 

another all the world over…Oh we will convince them that they will only be free when 

they surrender their freedom and submit to us” (Book V. 5). This mentality of dominance 

over the faithful bears a striking resemblance to the institution of Elders, monks like 

Father Zosima, who exert complete control over the souls of their disciples. This 

similarity begs us to take a second look at Zosima to see what his true intentions are. 

Indeed, the office of Elder does not go without criticism, and Zosima himself is the focus 

of tremendous outburst and slander from monks like Father Ferapont who see the formers 

lack of fasting, mass public confession and overabounding joy rather than the sacerdotal 

sobriety as a corruption of the monastic way. Given the similarities between the way of 

the Inquisitor and the way Zosima command submission, can we say that the two are one 

in the same? It seems like a stretch to say so, given Zosima’s exceeding saintliness, but 

perhaps the investigation can be taken further. 

 The deciding factor in whether or not Zosima is akin to the Inquisitor lies in the 

examination of what “fruits” he bears. The most outstanding is his joy, which Zosima 

exhibits in his love and concern for all living things. Also, his patience outshines the 

immediacy of the Inquisitor, who sees his highest goal in bringing the whole world under 

the authority of the Church. Zosima understands the importance of faith practiced in 

truth, faith that is transmitted genuinely by loving example as he shares with Alyosha, 
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rather than illusions and lies on a global scale, as the Inquisitor ensnares his followers. 

Alyosha reports in his record of Zosima’s final teachings that the Elder encourages the 

faithful to this truthful kind of faith saying: 

 As soon as man sincerely accepts the idea that he is answerable for the sins of all 
 men, he will realize that this is indeed the truth” (VI). 
 

But perhaps Zosima’s most enduring impression on Alyosha actually occurs 

posthumously. It takes place at Zosima’s funeral. Due to his perceived saintliness in life, 

the whole town flocked to his deathbed expecting his body to be preserved from 

corruption in the style of other Russian saints. Quite the opposite happens, and the corpse 

begins to decompose within hours after death. This causes a tremendous outrage among 

the monks and the laity, who reason that if Zosima were really a saint, his body would be 

giving off a sweet aroma; but since he begins to decompose extremely fast, it must be a 

seen that God has barred him from blessedness. Monks who loved Zosima in life turn 

against him in death, slandering and accusing the deceased to the point of absurdity, 

citing all sorts of obscure reasons why they believe the quick rotting of his body, though 

itself a completely natural occurrence, to be a divine signal of his unworthiness. They 

continue their accusations, saying: 

His teachings were false…he taught that life was a great joy and not tearful 
resignation. His interpretation was too modern. He didn’t believe in physical fire 
in hell. He didn’t observe the fasts very strictly. He indulged in sweet things; he 
liked to have his tea with the cherry jam that was sent to him by rich ladies. Is 
that right for an ascetic? (VII. i)  

  

None of these accusations can do anything to Zosima because he’s already dead, but for 

Alyosha such insult against his beloved elder is too much to bear. Not only has he lost his 

spiritual father and closest confidant, he must suffer the slander and its influence in 



	   Evans	  15	  

swaying his opinion on Zosima. Maybe the crowds are justified in their accusations, and 

Alyosha begins to feel a seed of doubt sprouting within him.  

 On his way home from the monastery Alyosha runs into Rakitin, an acquaintance 

of the family who entertains an idea of liberalism similar to that of Ivan’s. Their 

exchange is reminiscent of Christ’s temptation in the desert. Rakitin teases Alyosha 

asking:  

Are you really in this state just because that old man if yours has begun to rot? 
You didn’t really believe he’d start performing miraculous tricks the moment he 
died, did you?…you’re angry with your God today- it’s as though there had been 
unfair discrimination.” (VII.ii)  

 
Alyosha responds sounding identical to Ivan, saying that he is not angry at God, but that 

he can’t accept the world God created. He seems to be using Ivan’s argument out of grief 

and confusion, but what makes Alyosha the true hero of the story is his ability to bear 

spiritual fruit and find peace in his time of despair. If we extend the analogy of Christ to 

this episode, we see that Alyosha is not quite a Christ-type, but more of a Saint Peter in 

the Garden of Gethsemane. Rather than keeping vigil at Zosima’s coffin, Alyosha follows 

Rakitin home and eats salami and has a drink of vodka, which is prohibited for novice 

monks. Rakitin is pleased to see Alyosha breaking his fast, remarking how much Ivan 

would love to see Alyosha relaxing his strict observance. The whole conversation is very 

sinister, as if Rakitin were an anti-Christ earnestly trying to break Alyosha’s faith. But 

like Saint Peter, after the denial comes the reinstitution as prince of the Apostles, and 

fortunately for Alyosha, he is able to answer Rakitin’s criticism and return to the 

monastery.  

 At the monastery Alyosha finally experiences the highest of spiritual fruits- a 

vision of the Wedding Feast of the Resurrection in which Zosima’s soul is among the 
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glorified. Like Father Ferapont who is also a visionary, Alyosha says that the vision 

frightens him, but Zosima reassures him saying 

Don’t be frightened of Him. Though He is frightening in His greatness, terrifying 
in His majesty, He is also infinitely merciful and, out of love, He has made 
Himself like one of us and shares our joy and turns our water into wine, so that 
the joy of the guests will not cease” (VII. iv) 

 
This is for Alyosha the moment of pure bliss and ecstasy, a glimpse at the world to come. 

In this scene we see the Gospel passage lived out to its fullest in two ways- Zosima 

actually dwelling in heavenly glory, and Alyosha being able to witness it while still being 

alive in this world. The narrator tells us that before the vision Alyosha was prostrate on 

the ground, but after he noticed himself standing straight up. This in itself is a preview of 

the resurrection for Alyosha. The novel up to this point has been a crucifixion story in 

more ways than one- the patricide and Dmitry’s trial, and now especially this scene in 

which Alyosha glimpses the divine despite overwhelming doubt. The novel is not quite a 

resurrection story, but leaves the audience to anticipate for Alyosha the same glory in 

which he witnesses Zosima’s soul.  

  

 Why does the dynamic between elder and novice work? Couldn’t it become an 

institution as corrupt and sinister as the Church under the leadership of a Grand 

Inquisitor? Perhaps such a society really is here, in the form of the Orthodox Church, 

specifically in the monastic community. A master must have much experience and good 

will, traits abundant in Zosima, and while he is a master over Alyosha and the other 

monks under his guidance, Zosima has his own masters in the form of Orthodoxy itself, 

in the creeds, councils, Holy Synods and Church Fathers. He is not infallible, nor does he 

wield any authority other than what is willingly given to him by his disciples. One can 
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apply the Orthodox eschatological opinion, specifically that the present age is indeed the 

last times; all time between Christ’s resurrection and Second Coming are in fact the same 

metaphysical moment, very really placing man in his final hour. Therefore, this late 

development of a just society can be found in the Orthodox Church, and employing 

Zosima’s doctrine of universal responsibility, can be a society of freedom and a society 

under masters. Zosima can be both a master and promoter of freedom, while Alyosha can 

be both ruled and free, and also a master in his own right as he reaches out to the youth 

and brings them under his tutelage.  

 We’ve examined the opposition between faith and doubt, and seen the prevalence 

of faith practiced in love and humility over the self destruction of nihilism. There remains 

still one more point to study, a sort of middle ground between the characters of Ivan and 

Alyosha, and that is their elder brother Dmitry. It’s been stated already that Dmitry is 

almost an exact duplicate of his father, Fyodor, in the way that he represents a life a sheer 

debauchery. However, unlike Fyodor, who has resigned himself to a life of continuous 

unrepentant revelry, Dmitry is a genuine believer in Christ. Perhaps the best example of 

this is his conversation with Alyosha in which he proclaims 

I can’t endure the thought that a man of lofty mind and heart begins with the ideal 
of the Madonna and ends with the ideal of Sodom. What’s still more awful is that 
a man with the ideal of Sodom in his soul does not renounce the ideal of the 
Madonna, and his heart my be on fire with that ideal, genuinely on fire, just as in 
his days of youth and innocence. Yes, man is broad, too broad, indeed. I’d have 
him narrower. The devil only knows what to make of it! What to the mind is 
shameful is beauty and nothing else to the heart. Is there beauty in Sodom? 
Believe me, for the immense mass of mankind beauty is found in Sodom. Did you 
know that secret? The aweful thing is that beauty is mysterious as well as terrible. 
God and the devil are fighting there, and the battlefield is the heart of man. (III, 
iii.)  

  

Dmitry is well aware of his own predicament as a sensualist striving to reconcile his 
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passions, laying it out clearly by acknowledging that “what to the mind is shameful is 

beauty to the heart.” Unlike his father, he maintains the ideal of the Madonna in his heart. 

Fyodor has no respect for anything holy, and scoffs at the practices of the church any 

chance he gets. Dmitry, however, is like the immense masses in that he finds beauty in 

sin, but he also wants to be holy.  

 He is everyman, in this way and to a further extant in his court case. We know 

that it was Smerdyakov who killed Fyodor, but not at the instant of the murder. The 

audience suspects Dmitry, and this is one of the most important aspects of the novel 

reinforcing Zosima’s doctrine of universal responsibility. It’s fitting that Dmitry be tried 

for a patricide that he didn’t commit- it echoes the human story according to Christianity 

which states that we are all guilty of Adam’s sin, or as the Orthodox believe, we are not 

guilty but still share in the responsibility of Adam and are thus subject to the penalty of 

death. In Dmitry we find the paradigm of the universal man, not the anti-Christ figure in 

fashion of Ivan, nor the Christ figure in fashion of Zosima and Alyosha, but the man in 

the middle, the average human torn between Sodom and the Madonna, between sensualist 

ideals and holy ones. Dmitry assuredly dies in the Gospel sense- he suffers public 

defamation in court and unjust trial, but his fruits are unknown because the novel leaves 

us with the hope of his redemption.  

 Correlating with Dmitry’s humanity we see paradigm of a holy man in the 

struggle for salvation- displayed by Father Ferapont. However, this is not the same 

struggle as Zosima, but rather the struggle of fanaticism. Unlike Zosima, Ferapont keeps 

an extreme fast to the point that it takes a physical toll on his body. He is a recluse, rarely 

attending Divine Liturgy in favor of spending hours in solitary prayer. His disposition 
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towards others is generally foul and condescending, though his rigidity and religious 

discipline is appealing to some young visiting monks, who see his practice as an example 

worth emulating. Yet when the visitors tell Ferapont that they are visiting from Saint 

Slyvester’s Monastery in the North, Ferapont reacts rather strangely, replying that he has 

met “their Sylvester” and asking how he is. Is Ferapont senile, or perhaps just a little 

confused? Or is he mocking the young visitors. Surely he can’t be serious in saying he’s 

met St. Sylvester who at the time of the narrative would have been dead some sixteen 

centuries. Could it be that Ferapont’s strict piety has cultivated in his soul some profound 

spiritual gift that allows him to commune with the saints? His dedicated life suggests this 

possibility, though his behavior in the following scenes suggests otherwise.  

 Ferapont claims to be a visionary as well. He says that he sees demons 

everywhere, and that once he caught a demon’s tail in the door, and that the severed 

appendage gave off a constant hellish stench. He says he sees the demons in other monks’ 

beards and pockets, but rather than moving him to repentance or exhortation of his 

brethren, these visions set Ferapont apart, increasing his critical attitude toward his fellow 

monks. Ferapont holds himself above the rest of his brethren, a striking contrast to 

Zosima’s humility. He denounces Zosima for not keeping the strict fasts, for allowing 

women to visit him, and for hearing mass public confessions and giving general 

absolution. This behavior, this critical and even judgmental attitude, though grounded in 

a tradition that Ferapont believes to be a purer form of Orthodoxy, ultimately becomes 

the antithesis of what it means to be called to the monastic life. Any monk would agree 

that visions should first be a private matter, meant for the receiver for his or her own 

spiritual uplifting. Even terrible visions of demons, which may be a temptation or 
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warning, are strictly for the visionary. In the rare cases when visions are made public, 

they should be for the strengthening of the community rather than for its judgment and 

condemnation. What Ferapont displays is the text book case of what happens when 

monastics leave the world for the wilderness and carry over a need to be the holiest- 

indeed Father Zosima tells his pupils that the monastery is not for the monk, but for the 

world. Monks enter monasteries not for their own elevation, but for their own penitence. 

Just because they leave reject though world and its temptations doesn’t mean that other, 

and more spiritually damaging temptations wont arise within the walls of the monastery- 

anger, contempt, jealousy, excessive piety, etc. When a monk elevates himself, he has 

lost sight of the true reason he is in the monastery, and we see that Ferapont is in great 

need of self examination and a return to the humility of the monastic life. 

 Even more surprising than Ferapont’s demonic visions is his claim to see Christ 

himself, calling out to him every night from the tree outside his cell. And more surprising 

still is Ferapont’s reaction to the vision of Christ- utter terror. He is scared to death that 

he will be “taken up to Heaven like Elijah” but this fear seems utterly irrational and 

contrary to his faith. If Ferapont spends so much time in prayer, and if he really can see 

demons and talk with saints, then shouldn’t he be the first to run to Christ and jump in his 

arms, regardless of whether Christ would assume him into Heaven or not? Ferapont’s 

reaction to Christ’s call suggests some sort of guilt and an inner fear that Christ will not 

receive him, or even worse, send him to hell. It is certainly not a call answered in love. 

This appearance of Christ, the ultimate vision, has the reverse affect on Ferapont. Where 

he should feel divine ecstasy, he feels horror, and rather than run to his Lord, he increases 

his rigidity, but this does nothing but separate him further from his brothers.  Ferapont 
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has affectively placed himself in a terrestrial hell, and the intensifying of his practice 

produces nothing but struggle, and not a holy struggle of redemption and purification, but 

one of despair. 

 A combination of faith and works then is the only combination that bears spiritual 

fruit. But what kind of works are necessary? Zosima undoubtedly has faith, and he does 

abundant works, but they aren’t necessarily the works prescribed by the Church. He 

doesn’t command those under his care to lead a sacramental life, though he may do so 

indirectly. This is not to see that he has abandoned the sacraments- he most certainly 

receives the Eucharist and prays fervently. In addition, an entire chapter is dedicated to 

Zosima’s teachings from the Bible, which he holds to be a great wellspring of blessing 

for the faithful. But rather than focusing on external signs of faith or legalistic adherence 

to holy texts, Zosima preaches the greatest commandment- to love God and love thy 

neighbor as thyself. When we examine his advice he gives to the faithful in confession, it 

is never to say a quantity of prayers, never to go to Liturgy or to read some writing of a 

saint, but simply to love. When Madame Kokhlakov, a respectable woman of the town, 

comes to Zosima in need of guidance, she tells him that, much like Ivan Karamazov, she 

loves humanity but finds herself hating those closest to her. When she asks him how to 

overcome this obstacle to her faith, Zosima tells her  

By the experience of active love. Strive to love your neighbor actively and indefatigably. 
In as far as you advance in love you will grow surer in the reality of God and in the 
immortality of your soul. If you attain to perfect self-forgetfulness in the love of your 
neighbor, then you will believe without doubt, and no doubt can possibly enter your soul. 
This has been tried. This is certain.” (II, iv.) 
 

This same advice would have benefited Ivan as well. Zosima is advocating a habituation 

that when practiced enough will not only benefit the lover, but also everyone being 
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shown love, while at the same time eradicating doubt, which far too often is the root of 

disbelief. Disbelief, as we’ve seen with Ivan and Smerdyakov (specifically disbelief in 

immortality, morality and God), is the catalyst to the destruction of others and the 

destruction of the individual. Zosima’s antidote habituates the believer into a way of life 

that when practiced to the fullest removes all doubt, and one’s faith is saved from sinking 

into doubt and disbelief.  

 Although we may conclude that Zosima’s influence on Alyosha establishes a 

schematic for lives of active love and leads to the fulfillment of the Gospel passage, 

Ivan’s argument for skepticism rears its head once again in this simple fact- the novel 

mentions nothing about the characters in Heaven. Zosima may be declared a saint by the 

living, but the eternal state of his soul is unknown to the audience. There is no scene of 

glory, no beatific vision, only Alyosha’s dream, which is not enough to say that Zosima is 

assuredly among the saints. To believe Alyosha’s dream requires faith, and the skeptic 

can counter the dream citing it as nothing more than grief induced hallucination. Thus the 

Brothers Karamazov becomes a double parable- it’s really a parable about people living 

out a parable. Dostoevsky places his audience in the crucible of faith by leaving us to 

decide for ourselves what the outcome for the characters will be- and deeper, what the 

outcome of our own lives will be? We find a bit of each character in all of us and by the 

end of the novel we must reflect on whether we will die and remain alone, or will our 

deaths bear lasting fruit? We find ourselves, like Dmitry, on trial, as his court case is an 

analogy for man’s state on earth, and we can see that the novel is a crucifixion story but 

not necessarily a resurrection story. Like Dmitry we all find ourselves on trial for a crime 

we didn’t commit and we are all in the same position- specifically that we will all die one 
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day. The reader is then left with two options; to draw inspiration from Alyosha or Ivan. 

We can’t follow Dmitry because all of us are Dmitry. We can then be like Ivan, reject the 

world, and God, and ultimately end up alone and despaired. Ivan himself is mimicking St. 

Thomas who tells the risen Christ “until I see the wholes in your hands and side, I will 

not believe.” But as Christ tells Thomas in reply, “Blessed are you who have not seen and 

yet still believe”, we have the choice to imitate Alyosha who hasn’t seen but still 

believes. We can accept the commandment to love, and that will be enough. One can 

draw inspiration from Alyosha at Zosima’s coffin, still and serene in faith, and prevailing 

in love.  
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