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Father Lev Gillet (1893–1980): 
A Godliness of Paradox

Michael Plekon

Father Lev Gillet devoted his life 
to the ecumenical renewal of the 
Church, working alongside some of 
the most important Orthodox theolo-
gians and churchmen of the twenti-
eth century: Father Sergii Bulgakov, 
Paul Evdokimov, Vladimir Lossky, 
Metropolitan Evlogy, Metropolitan 
Anthony Bloom, and Bishop Kallistos 
Ware. Yet even among these famous 
friends and colleagues, he stood out 
as a person of godliness of a special 
kind. His was a godliness that bridged 
divides and embodied paradoxes: 
Catholic and Orthodox, monk and 
street priest, scholar and pastor, intel-
lectually brilliant and profoundly sim-
ple, solitary and deeply engaged with 

others, rooted in the Church yet will-
ing to cross its institutional boundar-
ies, deeply attentive to the suffering 
of others yet himself marked by lone-
liness and inner struggle. His close 
friend and biographer Elisabeth Behr-
Sigel documented this journey with 
discernment and love.

Father Lev Gillet was born in France 
into a Catholic family. During World 
War I he was taken prisoner and spent 
three years among British and Russian 
prisoners. Through these forced ecu-
menical encounters, he came to love 
the liturgy and theology of the Eastern 
Church. His journey eventually took 
him to the Benedictine Univ Monastery 

TALES OF GODLY PEOPLE

With this first story about Fr. Lev Gillet, known as A Monk of the Eastern Church, 
we begin a new section entitled Tales of Godly People, borrowing its title from 
Nikolai Leskov's celebrated collection of stories. Leskov was interested in or-
dinary men and women whose lives quietly reveal the presence of God. Their 
holiness is often hidden, unconventional, and inseparable from the ambigu-
ities and struggles of everyday life. Our purpose is similar. We wish to intro-
duce readers to Christians who belong to what the New Testament and the 
early Church simply called "the saints" (hoi hagioi)—the community of believ-
ers sanctified in Christ. Only gradually did the title saint become associat-
ed primarily with those formally recognized through canonization. Without 
questioning the importance of that tradition, this section recalls the earlier and 
broader vision of holiness by presenting Christians whose lives have become 
a source of inspiration within the living memory of the Church. Like Leskov's 
tales, these portraits invite us to recognize holiness not as perfection but as 
lives transformed by grace. Some of these people were widely known; others 
remained almost hidden. All, in different ways, remind us that the communion 
of saints continues to grow not only through those whom the Church formally 
canonizes but also through the countless "godly people" whose quiet witness 
has sustained Christian life across the generations. 
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near L'viv, where Metropolitan Andriy 
Sheptytsky ordained him deacon and 
priest. When in 1928 he wanted to be 
received into the Orthodox Church 
this was done by Metropolitan Evlogy 
through nothing more than vesting 
and praying the Nicene Creed togeth-
er—a singular example of ecumenism 
in practice almost a century ago. Yet 
the crossing was not simply a change 
of ecclesiastical affiliation. For the rest 
of his life, he signed his publications as 
"A Monk of the Eastern Church," a title 
that expressed a vocation broader than 
institutional belonging.

An Inner Life of Contradictions:  
A Monk Whose Monastery Was  
the World

Father Lev was a remarkably gifted, 
almost Renaissance scholar. He stud-
ied psychoanalysis, underwent anal-
ysis himself, and wrote commentaries 
on Freud. Yet the man capable of mov-
ing among theologians, intellectuals, 
and church leaders lived with strik-
ing material simplicity. His room at 
Saint Basil's House contained almost 
nothing: a change of clothes, a Bible, a 
prayer book, his cassock, and little else.

The contrasts went deeper. In the 
photographs that remain, Fr. Lev has 
a gentle face, almost that of a grand-
father. His kindness must have put 
many people at ease, yet he was sel-
dom at peace himself. Elisabeth Behr-
Sigel does not hide her friend's suffer-
ings, isolation, and depression. When 
being with others overwhelmed him, 
he could disappear and become un-
reachable. Elisabeth herself experi-
enced his absence during some of her 
family's darkest moments.

Thus, behind his outward simplicity 
stood a complex and sometimes trou-
bled man. His holiness did not consist 

in overcoming all these contradic-
tions or achieving human perfection. 
His weaknesses remained, even as his 
life became increasingly available to 
others. This creates perhaps the most 
striking paradox of Father Lev's life. A 
man who sometimes needed to with-
draw radically from others neverthe-
less became a pastor of extraordinary 
availability.

Father Lev served as chaplain at St. 
Mother Maria Skobtsova's house of 
hospitality in Paris and became rector 
of the first Orthodox Francophone par-
ish there. During his years with Mother 
Maria, he would accompany her to lo-
cal bistros, sitting down—a monk and 
a nun!—for a glass of wine while offer-
ing shelter to those who had nowhere 
to go at closing time. He remained a 
street priest throughout his years of 
pastoral work. Later, after settling in 
England and making his home at Saint 
Basil's House of the Fellowship of Saint 
Alban and Saint Sergii, he often met 
those seeking him in London parks, 



40

using a bench as his meeting place. It 
was almost as if the streets became his 
chapel and the faces he encountered 
his icons. Like Mother Maria, he made 
the world his monastery.

The same paradox characterized his 
relationship with the institutional 
Church. He was profoundly shaped 
by monastic life, liturgy, and ecclesial 
tradition, yet he followed the prompt-
ing of the Spirit with a freedom that 
sometimes brought him into conflict 
with ecclesiastical authority. He did 
not hesitate to disagree with bishops 
and knew what it meant to be official-
ly disregarded. After years of work 
with the Orthodox Youth Movement 
in Lebanon, he was ordered to leave. 
Yet he simply found other places and 
other ways to continue his pastoral 
work. He became a kind of spiritual 
nomad: preach retreats throughout 
Europe and the Middle East: deeply 
rooted yet difficult to contain, a pas-
tor to whomever he encountered. He 
was equally at home among the mar-
ginalized and troubled as among in-
tellectuals and clergy. His life offers 
a way of navigating the institution-
al Church without allowing its struc-
tures and boundaries to determine 
where Christian love may be given.

The Source of Strength:  
"Limitless Love"

At the center of Father Lev's spiritual-
ity was an image of God drawn from 
the burning bush: a God who could 
not be contained, a God larger than the 
boundaries imposed by our religious 
worldviews. Through his own suffer-
ing and through the suffering of the 
people he served, he increasingly spoke 
of the Lord simply as "limitless love."

This name arose from experience rath-
er than theory. It enabled him to speak 

of God in a way that transcended reli-
gious vocabularies without abandon-
ing the Christian revelation of God. 
Within "limitless love" there could ul-
timately be only mercy and forgive-
ness, like the father who runs toward 
the prodigal son.

Perhaps this vision helps make sense 
of the paradoxes of his own life. If 
God was "limitless love," then neither 
human weakness nor ecclesiastical 
boundaries could have the final word. 
Father Lev did not have to resolve ev-
ery contradiction before serving others. 
Nor did he have to wait for the divided 
churches to achieve institutional uni-
ty before recognizing the communion 
that already existed among Christians.

His spirituality was therefore deeply 
personal without becoming individ-
ualistic. In several of his books, draw-
ing upon his many retreat conferences, 
he employed the form of dialogue. The 
result was a startlingly intimate con-
versation between Jesus and a person, 
reminiscent of Christ's encounters with 
individuals in the Gospel of John. The 
immense God of the burning bush was 
also the God who encounters a partic-
ular human person with limitless love. 
For him, theological reflection could 
never be separated from the suffer-
ing of the world. During the Second 
World War he wrote a powerful book 
on the Jewish identity of Jesus and the 
relationship between Christianity and 
Judaism while the Nazi Holocaust was 
unfolding. 

Divided Churches,  
Undivided Communion

The same vision shaped Father Lev's 
ecumenism. Throughout his life he la-
bored for the unity of Christians, min-
istering especially among those from 
mixed religious backgrounds. He 
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moved through the world as though 
there really were one Lord, one bap-
tism, one table, one faith, one Church—
even while experiencing personally the 
painful reality of Christian division. 
He studied the divided churches and 
their theologies, but not as weapons 
to be used against one another. Like 
Thomas Merton and Sergii Bulgakov, 
Father Lev recognized a communion 
that persisted despite the apparent 
walls of ecclesial separation. He had 
crossed those walls himself and knew 
both their reality and their limitations.

For this reason, he resisted interpre-
tations that defined East and West 
primarily through opposition. The 
Eastern and Western Fathers, in his 
view, did not contradict one another 
but offered different and often com-
plementary interpretations joined in a 
common vision. He would not indulge 
in the language of the East's "Western 
captivity" as readily as others did. He 
preferred to recognize convergence in 
faith. For Father Lev, this communion 
could be seen across the centuries:

The whole teaching of the Latin 
Fathers may be found in the East, 
just as the whole teaching of the 
Greek Fathers may be found in the 
West. Rome has given St. Jerome 
to Palestine. The East has given 
Cassian to the West and holds in 
special veneration that Roman of the 
Romans, Pope Gregory the Great. 
St. Basil would have acknowledged 
St. Benedict of Nursia as his brother 

and heir. St. Macrina would have 
found her sister in St. Scholastica. St. 
Alexis the “man of God,” “the poor 
man under the stairs,” has been 
succeeded by the wandering beg-
gar, St. Benedict Labre. St. Nicolas 
would have felt as very near to him 
the burning charity of St. Francis of 
Assisi and St. Vincent de Paul. St. 
Seraphim of Sarov would have seen 
the desert blooming under Father 
Charles de Foucauld’s feet, and 
would have called St. Thérèse of 
Lisieux “my joy.”1

Here perhaps the paradox at the cen-
ter of Father Lev's life becomes clear-
est. He belonged deeply to the Eastern 
Church precisely without needing to 
define the East against the West. His 
identity as "A Monk of the Eastern 
Church" did not narrow his Christian 
world; it enlarged it.

Father Lev's life does not present 
us with an uncomplicated model of 
godliness. Rooted in the God whom 
he came to know as "limitless love," 
Father Lev did not resolve every 
boundary in his own life. Rather, he 
learned to live within and across them 
without allowing them to become ab-
solute. His life suggests that holiness 
may consist not in eliminating all con-
tradictions but in allowing the love 
of God to become greater than they 
are. In this sense, Father Lev Gillet's 
messy yet beautiful life offers us a 
great example of “godliness”—hum-
ble, wounded, and free. 
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1  Orthodox Spirituali-
ty, 2d ed. (Crestwood, 
NY: SVSP, 1978), x–xi.
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