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“I think of you like this: you will go out beyond these walls, but in the world you will abide as a 

monk” (The Brothers Karamazov 370). Discuss.  

 In The Brothers Karamazov, Dostoyevsky uses the spatial metaphor of a monastery to 

explore the dynamics of passive and active love at the heart of religious devotion. Though 

Zosima sends him on spiritual errands into the town, Alyosha's heart dwells almost ceaselessly in 

the monastery with his teacher. This fervid preoccupation makes it supremely difficult for 

Alyosha to translate his love into practical service in the world. Zosima's death, by destroying 

materially the object of Alyosha's love, potentiates the youth’s move from comfortable, inactive 

adoration to excruciating service—to a word, from passive to active love. I will be discussing the 

potentialities latent within this moment from a perspective ignorant of the actual outcome.  

 To the Elder’s directive that he return to the world for the sake of his family, “Alyosha at 

once submitted, even though he found it difficult to leave” (Dostoyevsky 225). While obedient in 

this external respect, Alyosha fails internally to attend fully to his assignment: “from the time he 

had left the monastery the thought of the departing Elder had not left him for a single minute, a 

single second” (257). This tension amounts to a constant vacillation on Alyosha’s part between 

refusal and acquiescence. One moment he suppresses his desire for reunion in recognition of the 

fact that, for instance, “the need to see brother Dmitry overpowered everything else” (291), and 

the next: 

With fiery resolve Alyosha decided that—in spite of the promise he had given [the 

Elder] that he would see his father, the Khokhlakovas, his brother and Katerina 

Ivanovna—tomorrow he would not go out of the monastery at all and would stay with 

his Elder right up to the very end. His heart was a-fire with love, and he bitterly 

reproached himself for having even for a moment back there in the town forgotten the 
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person he had left in the monastery on his deathbed, the person whom he honoured more 

than anyone else in the world. (209) 

Importantly, Alyosha transgresses because of the intensity of his love for the Elder: both of his  

responses flow from the same source. As such, his project is not to acquire love but to actualize 

it, to give it worldly expression; he lacks not love so much as the strength to act upon his love.  

 Alyosha fails in this regard because passive love is easier. Upon returning from his 

errands of mercy and entering the Elder’s cell, he contemplates: “why, why had he [Alyosha] 

come out, why had the Elder sent him ‘into the world’? Here was the quiet, here was the 

holiness, while out there all was confusion and murk in which one was instantly lost and went 

astray…” (207). For Alyosha, the world’s putridity and religious incomprehensibility induces in 

him the desire to retreat into a space that, because it is already sanctified, does not demand of 

him the work of assiduous upliftment; the monastery’s sacred atmosphere engenders in him an 

almost indulgent complacency. This contrast between the monastery as locus of meaningful 

purity and the world as chaos of bewildering sinfulness provides a spatial metaphor for Alyosha’s 

struggle to confront a reality that tests his young and fervid religiosity.  

 To the extent that Zosima’s death bereaves Alyosha of the object of his devotion, this 

event catalyzes his move away from spiritual stasis towards religious praxis; his love, heretofore 

hampered by exclusivity, is finally enabled to flourish in the scope of its attentiveness:  

The fact was that all the love for ‘all creatures and all things’ which had concealed itself 

within his pure, young heart […] seemed to have focused itself entirely, and possibly 

incorrectly, on one being alone, in the most powerful transports of his heart, at any rate

—on his beloved Elder, now departed […] and at moments even to the point where he 

forgot ‘all creatures and all things’. (He himself remembered subsequently that upon 

that grief-laden day he had completely forgotten Dmitry, concerning whom the day 

before he had experienced such anguish and concern; he had also forgotten to take 

Ilyushechka’s father the two hundred roubles, a thing he had also passionately 

determined to do the day before.) (439) 

Latent in Alyosha’s grief are the seeds of an expansion of his compassionate faculties: no longer 

able to bask in fruitless love, Alyosha must learn to sharpen his attention and channel his love 
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into rigorous devotion to others. This would complete the Elder’s vision of Alyosha, to whom he 

says: “I think of you like this: you will go out beyond these walls, but in the world you will abide 

as a monk” (370). Thus Zosima’s death, by collapsing the distinction between monastery and 

world, between monk and layman, allows Alyosha to move beyond the comforting confines of a 

spiritual dichotomy and embrace the searing reality of being.  
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