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	 In the Eastern Orthodox Church, Christ is revered as the 
Incarnate Wisdom of God, a central truth that permeates our theology, 
liturgy, and spiritual life. The Holy Scriptures and the writings of the 
Church Fathers consistently reveal Christ as the Divine Logos, the 
eternal Word and Wisdom through whom all things were created 
and are sustained. St. Paul declares, Christ is “the Power of God and 
the Wisdom of God.” (1 Corinthians 1:24) 

	 “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things 
were made through Him, and without Him nothing was made that was 
made… And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld 
His Glory, the Glory as of the Only Begotten of the Father, full of Grace 
and Truth.” (John 1:1-3, 14) In the person of Jesus Christ our Lord, the 
Wisdom of God is not an abstract concept but a living reality. He is 
the perfect expression of God’s Will and Purpose, making visible the 
invisible and revealing the mysteries of Divine Life to humanity. This 
Divine Wisdom is manifest in His teachings, which offer a path to 
spiritual enlightenment and communion with God in the Holy Trinity, 
transcending mere intellectual knowledge.

	 The Orthodox Church sees Christ’s incarnation as the 
ultimate act of Divine Wisdom—God taking on human flesh to heal, 
sanctify, and restore creation. In Christ our Lord, Wisdom is not only 
a guide for moral and ethical living but is the very source of our 
salvation. The hymns and prayers of the Church often praise Christ 
as “Wisdom” (Sophia), calling the faithful to recognize and embrace 
Him as the True Light that enlightens every person who comes into 
the world. St. Athanasius of Alexandria: “For the Son of God became 
man so that we might become God; He manifested Himself by means of 
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a body in order that we might perceive the Mind of the unseen Father; 
He endured shame from men that we might inherit immortality.” (On the 
Incarnation, 54:3)

	 Orthodox spirituality is deeply rooted in the understanding 
that to follow Christ is to partake in the Divine Wisdom. This is 
evident in the Church’s emphasis on THEOSIS, the process by which 
we are one with God and transformed into His likeness. Through 
participation in the sacramental life of the Church, especially in 
the Eucharist, the faithful are invited to partake of the Divine 
Wisdom, which leads them from darkness to Light, from ignorance 
to understanding, and from death to Life.  THEOSIS is the ultimate 
goal for each of our lives.

	 In the Divine Liturgy, the proclamation of “Wisdom! Let us 
attend!” calls the faithful to open their hearts and minds to Christ, 
who is both the source and fullness of all Wisdom. It is a call to live 
in accordance with the Divine Wisdom that leads to true Life, Peace, 
and Union with God.

	 As most aptly explained in the writings of St. Gregory Palamas, 
in our Eastern Orthodox comprehension, “Christ as Wisdom is the 
Eternal and Uncreated Light that illumines our path to God, guiding us 
through the complexities of life and leading us into the fullness of Divine 
Love and Truth”…and to THEOSIS. 

	 We have chosen to identify our Quarterly as: HOLY WISDOM 
– HOLY SOPHIA and we pray that the words that fill its pages in 
each issue will serve to emphasize the thought of St. Maximus the 
Confessor: “The Word of God, who became incarnate in the fullness of 
time, revealed Himself as the Divine Wisdom that had been hidden in 
mystery from the foundation of the world.  Through Christ, this Wisdom 
is made manifest and draws all creation back to the Father.”  May those 
words serve, indeed, to truly draw all who read them “back to the 
Father”.

	 We look forward to lively interaction with our readers and we 
pray that all our conversations, correspondence and contributions 
will reflect the GRACE of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, the LOVE 
of God the Father and the COMMUNION of the Holy Spirit.

PEACE BE WITH US ALL…

The Editorial Team
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	 У Східній Православній Церкві Христос вшановується 
як Втілена Божа Премудрість, центральна істина, яка пронизує 
наше богослів’я, літургію та духовне життя. Святе Письмо 
та писання Отців Церкви послідовно розкривають Христа як 
Божественний Логос, вічне Слово і Премудрість, через Яку 
все було створено і підтримується. Св. Павло проголошує, що 
Христос є «Божа Сила і Божа Премудрість». (1 Коринтян 1:24)

	 «Споконвіку було Слово, а Слово в Бога було, і Бог було 
Слово. Воно в Бога було споконвіку. Усе через Нього повстало, 
і ніщо, що повстало, не повстало без Нього. …І Слово сталося 
тілом, і перебувало між нами, повне благодаті та правди, і ми 
бачили славу Його, славу як Однородженого від Отця.» (Івана 1:1-
3, 14) В особі Ісуса Христа, нашого Господа, Премудрість Бога не 
є абстрактним поняттям, а живою реальністю. Він є досконалим 
вираженням Божої Волі та Призначення, робить видимим 
невидиме та відкриває людству таємниці Божественного життя. 
Ця Божественна Премудрість проявляється в Його вченнях, які 
стелять шлях до духовного просвітлення та спілкування з Богом 
у Святій Трійці, виходячи за межі простих інтелектуальних 
знань.

	 Православна Церква вбачає втілення Христа як найвищий 
акт Божественної Премудрості — Бог приймає людську плоть, 
щоб зцілити, освятити та відновити творіння. У Христі, нашому 
Господі, Премудрість є не лише дороговказом для морального 
та етичного життя, але й самим джерелом нашого спасіння. 
Піснеспіви та молитви Церкви часто оспівують Христа як 
«Премудрість» (Софію), закликаючи вірних пізнати і прийняти 
Його як Правдиве Світло, що просвічує кожну людину, яка 
приходить у світ. Св. Афанасій Олександрійський: «Бо Син Божий 
став людиною, щоб ми стали Богом; Він явив Себе через тіло, щоб 
ми могли сприйняти Розум невидимого Батька; Він терпів ганьбу 
від людей, щоб ми могли успадкувати безсмертя». (Про Втілення, 
54:3)

	 Православна духовність глибоко вкорінена в твердженні 
того, що слідувати за Христом означає бути причетним до 
Божественної Премудрості. Це очевидно в тому, що Церква 
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наголошує на ТЕОЗІСІ (Обоженні), процесі, завдяки якому ми є 
єдиними з Богом і перетворюємося на Його подобу. Через участь 
у сакраментальному житті Церкви, особливо в Євхаристії, вірні 
покликані до участі в Божественній Премудрості, яка веде їх від 
темряви до Світла, від невігластва до розуміння і від смерті до 
Життя. ТЕОЗІС — це кінцева мета кожного з нас у житті.

	 У Божественній Літургії виголос «Премудрість! Будьмо 
уважні!» закликає вірних відкрити свої серця та розум для 
Христа, Який є джерелом і повнотою всієї Премудрості. Це 
заклик жити згідно з Божественною Премудрістю, яка веде до 
правдивого Життя, Миру та Єдності з Богом.

	 Як найвлучніше пояснено у творах святого Григорія 
Палами, у нашому східно-православному розумінні «Христос як 
Премудрість є Вічне і Нетварне Світло, яке освітлює наш шлях 
до Бога, ведучи нас через складності життя і ведучи до повноти 
Божественної Любові і Правди»… та до ТЕОЗІСУ (Обоження).

	 Ми вирішили назвати наш Щоквартальний випуск: СВЯТА 
ПРЕМУДРІСТЬ – СВЯТА СОФІЯ і молимося, щоб слова, якими 
наповню-ватимуться сторінки кожного випуску, підкреслювали 
думку св. Максима Сповідника: «Слово Боже, яке втілилося в 
повноті часу, об’явилося як Божественна Премудрість, Яка була 
прихована в таємниці від заснування світу. Через Христа ця 
Премудрість проявляється і повертає все створіння назад до 
Отця». Нехай ці слова й дійсно, по-справжньому навернуть усіх, 
хто їх читає, «назад до Отця».

	 Ми з нетерпінням чекаємо живої взаємодії з нашими 
читачами та молимося, щоб все наше спілкування, листування 
та увесь вклад у ці щоквартальні випуски відображали 
БЛАГОДАТЬ нашого Господа і Спасителя Ісуса Христа, ЛЮБОВ 
Бога Отця і ПРИЧАСТЯ Святого Духа.

МИР З УСІМА НАМИ…

Редакція



	 As we enter the summer months, the Church invites us to 
receive this season of longer days and quieter rhythms not merely as 
a time of rest, but as an occasion for reflection and renewal in Christ. 
The slower pace of summer offers room to step back, to give thanks, 
and to attend more closely to the workings of grace in our lives. In 
that spirit we offer this summer issue of the Quarterly, inviting you 
to join us in celebrating the many ways God continues to work in our 
Seminary, in our Church, and among our wider community.
	 This issue opens with an interview with His Eminence 
Metropolitan Job of Pisidia, a well-known hierarch who has devoted 
decades to ecumenical dialogue and has written extensively on the 
liturgical life of the Church. His Eminence has deep roots among 
us: originally ordained a deacon in the Ukrainian Orthodox Church 
of Canada, he has remained a long-time friend of the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church of the USA. In our conversation, he reflects on 
several aspects of the life of the Church in today’s world, drawing on 
a lifetime of pastoral and scholarly experience.
	 From within our own community, seminarian Elizabeth Bare 
shares a personal reflection on her life in the Church and the path 
that has shaped her vocation. Seminarian Markiyan Melnychenko 
has written a reflection on beauty in the Godhead. Two members 
of our faculty, Fr. Robert Holet and Fr. Anthony Perkins, contribute 
reflection papers that bring the mind of the Church to bear on 
questions facing the world today.
	 We are also pleased to welcome back Christine Chaillot, who 
has spoken at our seminary and contributed to a previous issue. She 
offers a further reflection on her ongoing work among the Oriental 
Orthodox churches and the various jurisdictions with which she 
collaborates.
	 This issue gives particular attention to the meeting of science 
and theology. Professor Efthymios Nicolaidis, based in Athens, 
developed the Science and Orthodoxy around the World (SOW) 
project, which gathered Orthodox scholars — along with some of 
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their non-Orthodox colleagues — from across the globe for annual 
discussions of the scientific questions most pressing for the Church. 
Here he shares lessons drawn from that project and considerations 
for the road ahead. Dr. Eve Tibbs turns to the questions raised by 
artificial intelligence: as machines take on increasingly “human-like” 
tasks, she considers what remains irreducibly human in such work - 
including the sacred art of iconography.
	 Finally, we are honored to include a book interview with 
Dr. Nathan Hoppe, the new Executive Director of the Orthodox 
Christian Mission Center, whose tenure began in January 2026. In 
his book, Dr. Hoppe sets out a vision for missionary work in the 
world that has come to shape the future direction of his service with 
the OCMC. We are grateful to be able to highlight that vision in 
these pages.
	 We close with a word of joyful anticipation. This year our 
St. Sophia Seminary celebrates its 50th anniversary, and we warmly 
hope that many of you will join us for the celebration this coming 
fall. We look forward to commemorating this milestone more fully in 
our next issue, Holy Wisdom - Holy Sophia.
	 May this summer be for each of you a season of true rest and 
renewal in Christ.
	 Please feel free to send your correspondence directly to me, 
as editor, at gayle.woloschak@gmail.com.

In Christ’s love,
Gayle Woloschak, Editor-in-Chief

98

WISDOM THROUGH THE HOLY FATHERS

“When the Invisible One becomes visible in the flesh, 
then you may draw the likeness of His form.”

“The honor given to the image passes to the prototype.”

“Through the icon we are led to the contemplation 
of divine things.”

St. John of Damascus
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Звернення редактора
Щоквартальник Свято-Софійської Семінарії · Літній випуск 

Гейл Волощак

	 Вступаючи у літні місяці, Церква запрошує нас сприйняти 
цей час довших днів і спокійнішого ритму життя не лише як період 
відпочинку, але й як нагоду для духовних роздумів і оновлення 
у Христі. Повільніший темп літа дає можливість зупинитися, 
подякувати Богові та уважніше придивитися до дії Його благодаті 
у нашому житті. Саме в такому дусі ми пропонуємо вам цей 
літній випуск нашого Щоквартальника, запрошуючи разом із 
нами побачити, як Господь продовжує діяти у нашій Семінарії, у 
нашій Церкві та серед ширшої спільноти.
	 Цей випуск відкриває інтерв’ю з Високопреосвященнішим 
Митрополитом Йовом Пісідійським - знаним ієрархом, який 
присвятив десятиліття екуменічному діалогу та є автором 
численних праць про літургійне життя Церкви. Владика Йов 
має глибокий зв’язок із нашою церковною родиною: свого часу 
він був висвячений у диякони в Українській Православній Церкві 
Канади та протягом багатьох років залишається добрим другом 
Української Православної Церкви США. У нашій розмові він 
ділиться своїми думками про життя Церкви в сучасному світі, 
спираючись на багатий пастирський і науковий досвід.
	 Представники нашої семінарійної спільноти також 
діляться власними роздумами. Семінаристка Елізабет Баре 
розповідає про свій життєвий шлях у Церкві та покликання, 
яке сформувало її служіння. Семінарист Маркіян Мельниченко 
пропонує богословські роздуми про красу в Божому бутті. Двоє 
викладачів нашої семінарії — о. Роберт Голет та о. Ентоні Перкінс 
— подають статті, які допомагають поглянути на сучасні виклики 
очима церковної традиції.
	 Ми також раді знову вітати Крістін Шайо, яка вже 
неодноразово виступала в нашій семінарії та була авторкою 
матеріалів у попередньому випуску. Цього разу вона ділиться 
новими роздумами про свою працю серед Орієнтальних 
Православних Церков та різних церковних юрисдикцій, з якими 
співпрацює.
	 Особливу увагу в цьому номері приділено взаємозв’язку 
науки й богослов’я. Професор Ефтиміос Ніколаїдіс з Афін є 
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засновником міжнародного проєкту Science and Orthodoxy 
around the World (SOW) (Наука та Православ’я у Світі), який 
об’єднав православних науковців - а також їхніх колег з 
інших християнських традицій - для щорічних обговорень 
найактуальніших наукових питань, що постають перед Церквою. 
У своїй статті він ділиться досвідом цього проєкту та роздумами 
про подальші перспективи. Доктор Єва Тіббс звертається до 
теми штучного інтелекту. У час, коли машини дедалі частіше 
виконують завдання, які раніше вважалися суто людськими, вона 
розмірковує над тим, що залишається невід’ємно людським у 
такій праці, зокрема у священному мистецтві іконопису.
	 На завершення ми маємо честь представити інтерв’ю про 
книгу доктора Натана Гоппе - нового виконавчого директора 
Православного Християнського Місійного Центру (OCMC), який 
розпочав своє служіння на цій посаді у січні 2026 року. У своїй 
книзі доктор Гоппе викладає бачення місіонерського служіння 
у сучасному світі, яке стало основою подальшого розвитку 
діяльності Центру. Ми вдячні за можливість познайомити наших 
читачів із цим баченням.
	 Завершуємо цей випуск словами радісного очікування. 
Цього року Свято-Софійська Духовна Семінарія відзначає 
своє 50-річчя, і ми щиро сподіваємося, що багато хто з вас 
приєднається до святкування цієї визначної події вже цієї осені. У 
наступному випуску журналу «Свята Софія - Свята Премудрість» 
ми докладніше висвітлимо це ювілейне святкування.
	 Нехай це літо стане для кожного з вас часом справжнього 
відпочинку, духовного оновлення та зростання у Христі.
	 Будь ласка, надсилайте свої повідомлення безпосередньо 
мені як редактору за адресою: gayle.woloschak@gmail.com.

У Христовій любові,
Гейл Волощак - від імені редакції

WISDOM THROUGH THE HOLY FATHERS

““What the word communicates through hearing, the 
painting silently shows through the image.”

St. John Chrysostom
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Gayle Woloschak: Your Eminence, you have had great 
prominence in the Orthodox Church as a Metropolitan of the 
Ecumenical Throne, co-president of the Joint International 
Commission for the theological dialogue between the Roman 
Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church and vice-moderator 
of the Commission on Faith and Order of the World Council 
of Churches. Your ties with the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of 
Canada where you were born, had some of your training, and 
were first ordained a deacon and tonsured a monk, makes you 
especially close to our Ukrainian Orthodox people in the US. I 
know many people would value your perspectives on a variety 
of topics that I would be honored if you would consider.  In 
your implication in the WCC you have been involved in 
many different Orthodox dialogues with different Christian 
traditions perhaps most especially the Roman Catholic 
Church. Why do you think this dialogue is so important today?

Metropolitan Job: Dialogue is not an option for Christians, but 
an imperative. Our Lord Jesus Christ prayed for the unity of his 
disciples: "That they all may be one," we read in the Gospel of 
John. And we, in the services of our Orthodox Church, never 
cease to pray " for the stability of the holy churches of God, and 
for the unity of all." From the beginning of the 20th century, the 
Orthodox Church was one of the pioneers of the Ecumenical 
Movement for the unity of Christians and established six bilateral 
dialogues after the 1960s. Among these, the most important, in 
my view, are those with the Roman Catholic Church and with 
the ancient Oriental (pre-Chalcedonian) Churches, because 
with them we give equal importance to Church Tradition, share 
the same sacraments, and essentially profess the same faith. 
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The theological dialogue we are conducting aims to clarify 
certain theological misunderstandings of the past so that we 
may, at God’s appointed time, restore full communion with 
these Churches.

GW: You have published several books on the Typicon and 
even your recent book, Partakers of the Divine Nature, 
emphasizes the importance of the liturgical life. How can 
parish communities deepen their participation in the liturgical 
life of the Church?

Metropolitan: I believe three things are essential. First, regular 
attendance. We must go to church to attend services regularly, 
not just occasionally. Second, participation. We must be 
participants, not merely spectators. We must engage in the 
liturgical life in our own way: through singing, readings, and 
service. Even while remaining in the congregation, we must be 
mindful of participating in the celebration with all our senses. 
Third, understanding. In order to participate actively in the 
services, we must strive to understand what is happening. This 
understanding is not limited to understanding the language 
used in the service, but also involves grasping the content of the 
service. For this, catechesis is necessary to better understand 
the meaning of worship.

GW: How has your Ukrainian heritage influenced your spiritual 
journey? What lessons can the global Orthodox world learn 
from the Ukrainian Orthodox Church?

Metropolitan: Ukrainian Orthodoxy has a very rich, thousand-
year history dating back to the Byzantine golden age. 
Byzantine missionaries who brought Christianity to Kievan 
Rus' inculturated it. As a result, a local tradition has been 
forged over the centuries, witnessed not only by hierarchs, 
monks, intellectuals, musicians, and remarkable saints—such 
as Hilarion of Kyiv, Petro Mohyla, Dymytriy (Tuptalo) of Rostov, 
Paisiy Velichkovsky, or Dmitry Bortniansky, who achieved 
worldwide renown—but also by the Ukrainian people, who have 
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had the genius to embody Orthodox Tradition in their customs 
and folklore—notably the koliadky (Christmas carols), which are 
profoundly theological. It is in this world that I was immersed 
during my childhood and youth. And I believe the world still has 
much to learn from the riches of Ukrainian Orthodoxy.

GW: Related, how has the war in Ukraine changed the 
mission of the Church in Ukraine and abroad? What have you 
witnessed that you can hold up as something that brings you 
hope during this difficult period?

Metropolitan: War is undoubtedly the worst of atrocities. The 
message of the Gospel is one of peace, love, forgiveness, and 
solidarity. Faced with war, the Church in Ukraine must practice 
philanthropy, caring for widows, orphans, the disabled, and the 
destitute. It must practice the "sacrament of brotherhood" by 
serving the least among us. Because of the war, the Ukrainian 
diaspora has grown, and Ukrainian parishes in the diaspora 
must also serve the needs of the new refugees. This is our new 
mission today.

GW: Finally, perhaps ending on a positive note, can you 
provide a message that you would most like our Ukrainian 
Orthodox community to carry forward in the coming years?

Metropolitan: We Orthodox Christians, and Ukrainians in 
particular, love to talk about "tradition".      We are very attached 
to our roots and are especially proud of them. Etymologically, 
whether in Greek or Latin, the term tradition means transmission. 
It refers to the act of passing on, delivering, or handing over to 
future generations. However, we cannot transmit something 
dead, but only something living. This is why it is essential that 
within our communities, we live our faith and our tradition 
as something living, and not reduce our heritage to lifeless 
museum pieces. Let our tradition be a living experience within 
our communities. Then, this experience will be easily passed on 
to future generations.
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Інтерв’ю з Митрополитом Йовом (Ґечею) 
Пісідійським

Гейл Волощак: Ваше Високопреосвященство, Ви 
займаєте визначне місце у Православній Церкві як 
митрополит Вселенського Престолу, співголова Спільної 
міжнародної комісії з богословського діалогу між Римо-
Католицькою Церквою та Православною Церквою, а 
також заступник модератора Комісії «Віра і церковний 
устрій» Всесвітньої ради церков. Ваш тісний зв’язок з 
Українською Православною Церквою Канади, де Ви 
народилися, здобули частину своєї освіти, були висвячені 
на диякона та прийняли чернечий постриг, робить Вас 
особливо близьким для українських православних у 
Сполучених Штатах. Переконана, що багато наших 
читачів із великою вдячністю ознайомилися б із Вашими 
думками щодо низки важливих питань.  У рамках Вашої 
діяльності у Всесвітній раді церков Ви берете участь 
у багатьох православних богословських діалогах із 
різними християнськими традиціями, особливо з Римо-
Католицькою Церквою. Чому, на Вашу думку, цей діалог 
сьогодні є таким важливим?

Митрополит Йов: Діалог для християн — це не можливість 
на вибір, а імператив. Господь наш Ісус Христос молився 
про єдність Своїх учнів: «Щоб усі були одно», — читаємо 
ми в Євангелії від Іоана. І ми у богослужіннях Православної 
Церкви невпинно молимося «за мир усього світу, добрий 
стан святих Божих Церков і з’єднання всіх».
Від початку ХХ століття Православна Церква була 
одним із піонерів екуменічного руху за єдність християн 
і після 1960-х років започаткувала шість двосторонніх 
богословських діалогів. Серед них, на мою думку, 
найважливішими є діалоги з Римо-Католицькою Церквою 
та з давніми Східними (дохалкидонськими) Церквами, адже 
разом із ними ми однаково цінуємо церковне Передання, 
маємо ті самі Таїнства і, по суті, сповідуємо одну й ту 
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саму віру.  Метою богословського діалогу, який ми ведемо, 
є з’ясування певних богословських непорозумінь минулого, 
щоб у визначений Богом час відновити повне євхаристійне 
сопричастя з цими Церквами.

Гейл Волощак: Ви опублікували кілька книг, присвячених 
Типікону, а Ваша нещодавня книга «Причасники Божої 
природи» (Partakers of the Divine Nature) також наголошує 
на важливості літургійного життя. Як парафіяльні 
громади можуть поглибити свою участь у літургійному 
житті Церкви?

Митрополит Йов: На мою думку, тут є три основні 
складові. По-перше, регулярна участь. Ми повинні 
регулярно приходити до храму й брати участь у 
богослужіннях, а не лише час від часу.  По-друге, 
активна участь. Ми покликані бути не спостерігачами, 
а учасниками. Кожен має долучатися до літургійного 
життя у свій спосіб: через спів, читання чи служіння. 
Навіть перебуваючи серед громади, ми повинні свідомо 
брати участь у богослужінні всіма своїми почуттями.  
По-третє, розуміння. Для того, щоб брати активну 
участь у богослужінні, потрібно прагнути зрозуміти, 
що саме відбувається. Це стосується не лише розуміння 
мови богослужіння, а й усвідомлення його змісту. Саме 
тому катехизація є необхідною для глибшого розуміння 
сенсу православного богослужіння.

Гейл Волощак: Яким чином Ваше українське походження 
вплинуло на Ваш духовний шлях? Які уроки світове 
Православ'я може почерпнути з досвіду Української 
Православної Церкви?

Митрополит Йов: Українське Православ'я має 
надзвичайно багату тисячолітню історію, що бере свій 
початок у золотій добі Візантії. Візантійські місіонери, 
які принесли християнство до Київської Русі, втілили його 
в місцеву культуру. Унаслідок цього протягом століть 
сформувалася самобутня традиція, про яку свідчать не 
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лише ієрархи, монахи, богослови, мислителі, музиканти 
та великі святі - такі як Іларіон Київський, Петро Могила, 
Димитрій Ростовський (Туптало), Паїсій Величковський 
чи Дмитро Бортнянський, які здобули світове визнання, 
- а й сам український народ, який проявив геніальність, 
втіливши православне Передання у своїх звичаях і 
фольклорі, зокрема у колядках, що мають глибокий 
богословський зміст.
Саме в цьому світі я зростав у дитинстві та юності. І 
я переконаний, що світові ще багато чого належить 
відкрити у багатій спадщині українського Православ'я.

Гейл Волощак: Продовжуючи цю тему: як війна в Україні 
змінила місію Церкви як в Україні, так і за її межами? Що 
Ви особисто побачили такого, що вселяє у Вас надію в 
цей важкий час?

Митрополит Йов: Війна, без сумніву, є найстрашнішим 
із людських злочинів. Євангеліє ж несе звістку про мир, 
любов, прощення та солідарність.  Перед лицем війни 
Церква в Україні покликана звершувати справи милосердя, 
піклуючись про вдів, сиріт, людей з інвалідністю та 
всіх нужденних. Вона повинна звершувати «таїнство 
братерства», служачи найменшим серед нас.  Унаслідок 
війни значно зросла українська діаспора, і українські парафії 
за кордоном також покликані служити новоприбулим 
біженцям. Саме це сьогодні є нашою новою місією.

Гейл Волощак: І на завершення, можливо, на більш 
оптимістичній ноті: яке послання Ви найбільше хотіли б 
залишити українській православній громаді на наступні 
роки?

Митрополит Йов: Ми, православні християни, а особливо 
українці, дуже любимо говорити про традицію. Ми глибоко 
прив’язані до свого коріння і справедливо ним пишаємося.
Однак  якщо звернутися до етимології цього слова - як у 
грецькій, так і в латинській мовах, - то «традиція» означає 
передання. Це акт передання чогось наступним поколінням.  
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WISDOM THROUGH THE HOLY FATHERS

“It is impossible to know God unless one lives in God.”
Saint Basil the Great

“Ignorance of the Scriptures is a great precipice 
and a deep abyss.”

Saint John Chrysostom

“Knowledge acquired without a life of virtue 
is like a lamp in the hands of a blind man.”

Saint Isaac the Syrian

“The Church is called catholic because she teaches 
universally and completely one and all the doctrines 

which ought to come to men’s knowledge.”
Saint Cyril of Jerusalem

“This life has been given to you for repentance; do not waste 
it in vain pursuits.”
Saint Isaac the Syrian

Але неможливо передати щось мертве  -  можна пере-
дати лише те, що живе.  Саме тому надзвичайно 
важливо, щоб у наших громадах ми переживали свою віру 
й свою традицію як живу реальність, а не зводили нашу 
спадщину до безмовних музейних експонатів.  Нехай наша 
традиція буде живим досвідом наших громад. Тоді цей 
досвід природно й легко передаватиметься наступним 
поколінням.

Job Getcha is the Metropolitan of Pisidia, whose see is in Antalya, Turkey, of 
the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople. He is co-chair of the Joint 
International Commission for Theological Dialogue between the Roman Catholic 
Church and the Orthodox Church and vice-moderator of the Commission on 
Faith and Order of the World Council of Churches. He holds a doctorate in 
theology and teaches liturgy at the Catholic University of Paris.
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	 I came into this life with church being four white 
walls and a pulpit; its only ornamentation being a life-size 
wooden cross left over from a passion play before my time, 
and a communion table emblazoned with the words “Do This 
in Remembrance of Me” topped with occasional flowers or a 
sculpture of praying hands. Beauty found me as a small child, 
connecting with the Scriptures through colorful images in 
children’s Bible storybooks, Sunday school visual aids, nativity 
scenes, Mary statues on people’s lawns (and my local garden 
shop), and Soviet era postcards of Ukrainian Orthodox churches 
gifted to my mom by a man in her ESL class, all iconographic 
artifacts that even radical Protestantism couldn’t erase. 
	 As a small child, I was known to carry a ceramic nativity 
figure of Mary, made decades before by my grandmother, 
which constantly fell and broke. My father’s solution was to fill 
the remaining half of Mary with plaster of Paris and a popsicle 
stick, so she could continue to participate in my preschooler 
processions of daily life. Somewhere in my parents’ basement, 
“stick Mary” still exists, likely tucked away with Christmas 
decor. When I was a bit older, I sure put my parents through 
their Baptist paces when my grandmother’s devoutly Catholic 
neighbor fully embraced my adoration for the Mother of 
God and gifted me some statues she had made as a ceramic 
artisan. While this was met with familial consternation, and 
my “icons” eventually (and painfully) were put in the trash, I 
see my childhood longings as an expression of deep human 
need. I wanted desperately to connect with God on a physical, 
tangible level because that is for which I was made.
	 Despite these setbacks, beauty still found me little by 
little. When I got older, I discovered the world of literature. I 
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experienced the sublime in places like Narnia and Middle-earth, 
in the literature of ancient Greece and Rome, and in the poetry 
of Shakespeare. In my late teens, I was blessed to travel abroad 
for the first time and was struck by the wonders of places like 
Westminster Abbey and the Holy Island of Lindisfarne, where 
I found a mystical Christianity that stood in stark contrast to 
the blank walls and projectors in my home church. As a young 
adult, I expanded my travels to such places as Germany, Spain, 
and Poland, once again experiencing the richness of historic 
Christian art and architecture. Even the Lutheran church in my 
friend’s German village, named for the Archangel Michael, and 
dating back to the 1600’s, felt more intimately connected to 
the beautiful than the rootless Protestantism I experienced 
back home.	
	 In the midst of these journeys, I was inspired to study 
literature with hopes of eventually becoming a professor. While 
I had little vocational or academic guidance, I knew that I was 
deeply affected by human stories across time and place, and I 
wanted to share this joy with others through writing, research, 
and discussion. In my university studies, I found myself drawn 
to the writings of William Faulkner, Zora Neale Hurston, St. 
Julian of Norwich, and the sequential storytelling of William 
Hogarth, among many others. As Archbishop Job of Telmessos 
points out, all human beings “are in possession of a seed of 
the divine Logos,”; therefore, even the Anglophone literary 
canon reflected for me beauty and truth, despite some authors 
denying or neglecting their roles as image bearers.1
	 Painfully, “The Green Book” of Gaius and Titius, as C.S. 
Lewis puts it, stopped me in my ideological tracks.2 I realized 
how my studies were being directed and presented by many of 
the faculty members in my department away from the joy and 
artistry of literature and into a world of proud (albeit foolish) 

1	  Archbishop Job’s 2015 unpublished manuscript entitled, 
“Theological Significance of the Beauty of Creation in the Orthodox 
Church.”
2	  This reference is to the grade school textbook Lewis critiques 
in his treatise, The Abolition of Man, for its deformation of meaning and 
fallacious philosophical relativism.
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biblical and Judeo-Christian illiteracy and an ubiquitous 
obsession with political demagoguery, which, despite claiming 
to override hegemony, created one of its own. I found myself 
surrounded by activism with little room for discussion, let 
alone dissent. This deconstruction of the academy stood in 
stark contrast to my beliefs about literature and its beauty, 
about Truth and artistry, history and contextualization. The 
will of modern identity politics and social issues was thrust 
onto the text and made to become “the” meaning for far too 
many in the discipline. 
	 The psychological fallout for me was immensely painful. 
I felt a keen sense of both rejection and disappointment— 
and at one point, fear for my graduation. I questioned my 
Christian faith, which was the major force holding me back 
from capitulating to the new definitions of literature and art. 
I was caught in a net of confusion, still desiring very much to 
be an academic and knowing that I had the skillset for this 
work, but also realizing that I couldn’t find the community or 
support within my department without spiritual and moral 
compromise. 
	 And here, in the throes of doubt, depression, and 
confusion, Christ found me. My heart found its resting place 
in the bosom of the Church one Sunday morning when I, with 
some fear and trepidation, darkened the doors of the closest 
Orthodox parish. To be sure, I was struck by the beauty of 
the iconography, stained glass, golden dome, and liturgical 
worship, but also pivotal was the beautiful love I received from 
the clergy and people in that community. All of this was bound 
together in Eucharistic communion with Christ Himself, which 
I found myself deeply desiring and now find myself unable to 
live without. 
	 I would love to say that everything in my journey within 
the Orthodox Church has always reflected the good, beautiful, 
and true but, alas, when it comes to the human institutional 
components of community life, I have to confess the reality 
of the situation has fallen somewhere between the good, the 



bad, and the ugly. While human imperfection certainly falls 
short of the glory of God, such a state of affairs provides an 
opportunity for the unvanquishable beauty of Christ and His 
redemption to stand ever more merciful and radiant. For the 
Church is His Body, and her purpose is the redemption and 
re-creation of the world. The Church stands as a constant 
witness to the Good, Beautiful, and True Man, stretching out 
his arms on the cross, and such love captivates me more than 
the distractions of human brokenness ever could. Here in 
the brutalist of scenes, the axis on which creation rests and 
receives its fullest meaning is revealed: “Behold the Man!” 
There is no artifice left, no shadows, no confusion. Beauty has 
saved the world.3 It has certainly saved mine. 
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Краса врятувала мій світ
Елізабет Бер

	 Я прийшла у цей світ, де церква для мене була 
чотирма білими стінами та кафедрою. Єдиною її окрасою 
був дерев’яний хрест у людський зріст, що залишився 
після великодньої театралізованої постановки ще до мого 
народження, та стіл для Святого Причастя з написом: «Це 
чиніть на спомин про Мене», який час від часу прикрашали 
квіти або скульптура молитовно складених рук. Краса 
почала відкриватися мені ще в ранньому дитинстві. 
Я пізнавала Святе Письмо через барвисті ілюстрації в 
дитячих біблійних книжках, наочні матеріали недільної 
школи, різдвяні вертепи, статуї Богородиці на подвір’ях 
людей (і в місцевому садовому центрі), а також радянські 
листівки із зображеннями українських православних 
храмів, які один чоловік із групи англійської мови як другої 
(ESL) подарував моїй мамі. Усі ці іконографічні образи 
залишалися присутніми навіть там, де радикальний 
протестантизм намагався їх викорінити.
	 У дитинстві я всюди носила із собою керамічну фігурку 
Богородиці з різдвяного вертепу, яку ще багато десятиліть 
тому виготовила моя бабуся. Вона постійно падала й 
розбивалася. Тоді мій батько знайшов вихід: він залив те, 
що залишилося від фігурки, гіпсом і вставив усередину 
дерев’яну паличку від морозива, щоб Марія могла й надалі 
брати участь у моїх щоденних дитячих процесіях. Десь у 
підвалі батьківського дому ця «Марія на паличці» досі існує, 
ймовірно, захована серед різдвяних прикрас.
	 Коли я трохи підросла, то неабияк випробувала 
баптистське терпіння своїх батьків. Побожна сусідка моєї 
бабусі, ревна католичка, щиро підтримала мою любов 
до Божої Матері й подарувала мені кілька статуеток, 
які власноруч виготовила як майстриня-керамістка. Це 
викликало чимале занепокоєння в родині, і зрештою 
мої «ікони» — болісно для мене — опинилися у смітнику. 
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Сьогодні ж я розумію свої дитячі прагнення як прояв 
глибокої людської потреби. Я відчайдушно хотіла відчути 
Бога на фізичному, відчутному рівні, адже саме для цього 
була створена.
	 Попри ці втрати, краса продовжувала знаходити 
мене - повільно, крок за кроком. Коли я стала старшою, 
то відкрила для себе світ літератури. Я пережила 
відчуття піднесеного, читаючи про Нарнію та Середзем’я, 
занурюючись у літературу Давньої Греції та Риму й у 
поезію Шекспіра. Наприкінці підліткового віку Господь 
благословив мене першою закордонною подорожжю. Мене 
глибоко вразила велич таких місць, як Вестмінстерське 
абатство та Святий острів Ліндісфарн, де я відкрила для 
себе містичне християнство, що разюче відрізнялося від 
порожніх стін і проєкторів моєї домашньої церкви.
	 Уже молодою дорослою людиною я продовжила 
подорожувати, відвідуючи Німеччину, Іспанію та 
Польщу, де знову і знову відкривала для себе багатство 
історичного християнського мистецтва й архітектури. 
Навіть лютеранська церква в німецькому селі моєї 
подруги, освячена на честь Архангела Михаїла й збудована 
ще у XVII столітті, здавалася мені значно ближчою до 
справжньої краси, ніж позбавлений історичного коріння 
протестантизм, який я знала вдома.
	 Саме під час цих подорожей у мені народилося 
бажання вивчати літературу з надією колись стати 
професором. Хоча я майже не мала ні професійного 
наставництва, ні академічної підтримки, я добре знала одне: 
людські історії різних епох і народів глибоко торкаються 
мене, і я прагнула ділитися цією радістю з іншими через 
викладання, дослідження та наукові дискусії.
	 Під час навчання в університеті мене особливо 
приваблювали твори Вільяма Фолкнера, Зори Ніл Герстона, 
святої Юліани Норвічської, а також послідовне візуальне 
оповідання Вільяма Гогарта, поряд із багатьма іншими 
авторами. Як зазначає архієпископ Йов Телміський, кожна 
людина «носить у собі зерно Божественного Логоса». 
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Тому навіть англомовний літературний канон відкривав 
для мене відблиски краси й істини, незважаючи на те, що 
деякі його автори заперечували або нехтували власним 
покликанням бути носіями Божого образу.1
	 Болісно, але саме «Зелена книга» Гая і Тіція, як називає 
її К. С. Льюїс, змусила мене зупинитися й переосмислити 
власні ідеологічні переконання.2 Я усвідомила, що моє 
навчання дедалі більше спрямовується й подається 
багатьма викладачами нашої кафедри не до радості та 
мистецької краси літератури, а до світу самовпевненої (хоч і 
безглуздої) біблійної та юдео-християнської безграмотності 
й усепроникної одержимості політичною демагогією, яка, 
попри заяви про боротьбу з гегемонією, сама створювала 
власну. Я опинилася в середовищі, де панував активізм, 
але майже не залишалося місця для справжньої дискусії, 
не кажучи вже про право на незгоду. Таке руйнування 
академічного середовища разюче суперечило моєму 
розумінню літератури та її краси, істини й мистецтва, історії 
та її контексту. Воля сучасної політики ідентичності та 
соціальних ідеологій нав’язувалася текстові й дедалі частіше 
проголошувалася його єдино можливим значенням.
	 Психологічні наслідки цього були для мене 
надзвичайно болісними. Я гостро переживала почуття 
відкинення й розчарування, а в певний момент навіть почала 
боятися, що не зможу завершити навчання. Я ставила під 
сумнів свою християнську віру, яка була головною силою, 
що не дозволяла мені прийняти нові визначення літератури 
та мистецтва. Я ніби заплуталася в сітях внутрішнього 
сум’яття: з одного боку, я щиро прагнула стати науковицею 
й знала, що маю для цього необхідні здібності, а з іншого 
- дедалі ясніше усвідомлювала, що не можу знайти у 
своєму академічному середовищі ні справжньої спільноти, 

1	  Неопублікований рукопис архієпископа Йова 2015 року 
під назвою, “Theological Significance of the Beauty of Creation in the 
Orthodox Church.”
2	  Йдеться про шкільний підручник, який К. С. Льюїс критикує 
у своєму трактаті « The Abolition of Man» (Скасування людини) за 
спотворення значення та хибний філософський релятивізм..
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ні підтримки без духовного й морального компромісу.
	 І саме тут, серед сумнівів, депресії та розгубленості, 
мене знайшов Христос. Моє серце знайшло свій спочинок 
у лоні Церкви одного недільного ранку, коли я - зі страхом 
і трепетом — переступила поріг найближчої православної 
парафії. Безперечно, мене вразила краса іконопису, 
вітражів, золотого купола та літургійного богослужіння. 
Але не менш визначальною стала прекрасна любов, яку 
я відчула від духовенства та людей цієї громади. Усе це 
було нерозривно поєднане в євхаристійному сопричасті з 
Самим Христом —в  єднанні, якого я почала палко прагнути 
і без якого тепер уже не можу уявити свого життя.
	 Мені дуже хотілося б сказати, що все на моєму 
шляху в Православній Церкві завжди було добрим, 
прекрасним і істинним. Але, на жаль, коли йдеться про 
людський, інституційний вимір церковного життя, мушу 
визнати, що реальність виявилася десь між добрим, 
поганим і потворним. Людська недосконалість, безумовно, 
не сягає слави Божої. Проте саме це створює можливість 
для нездоланної краси Христа та Його спасительного 
викуплення сяяти ще яскравіше й милосердніше. Бо 
Церква є Його Тілом, а її покликанням є відкуплення та 
оновлення всього світу.
	 Церква постійно свідчить про Доброго, Прекрасного 
й Істинного Чоловіка, Який простягнув Свої руки на Хресті. 
І саме ця любов полонить мене набагато сильніше, ніж 
будь-які відволікання, спричинені людською зламаністю. 
Саме тут, у найжорстокішій із усіх сцен, відкривається вісь, 
на якій тримається все творіння й у якій воно знаходить 
своє найповніше значення: «Ось Чоловік!» (Ecce Homo!). 
Тут уже немає ні штучності, ні тіней, ні сум’яття. Краса 
врятувала світ.3 Вона, безперечно, врятувала і мій.

3	  Олександр Солженіцин назвав свою Нобелівську лекцію 
«Краса врятує світ» (Beauty Will Save the World), звертаючись 
до відомого вислову Федора Достоєвського. Ця лекція глибоко 
зворушила мене і стала надзвичайно співзвучною моїй власній 
духовній подорожі. 
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Abstract
	 Orthodox Christianity proclaims the sanctification 
of matter and the sacramental character of creation, yet 
this affirmation carries a corresponding danger: holy things 
may become spiritually deformative when severed from 
discernment, repentance, and communion with God. Through 
an examination of the bronze serpent (Nehushtan), the 
theology of icons, the formative power of beauty, and the 
Church's liturgical and ascetical tradition, this essay argues 
that the central challenge of a sacramental worldview is not 
merely preserving enchantment but cultivating discernment. 
The Church's task is neither to destroy symbols nor to enthrone 
them, but to form believers capable of looking through the 
symbol toward its referent, through the throne toward the 
King. In this light, Nehushtan emerges not only as a biblical 
warning against idolatry, but as a paradigm for understanding 
the ongoing relationship between sacramentality, formation, 
and Christian maturity.

The Promise of Sacramental Beauty 
	 Modern society is increasingly characterized by 
disenchantment (Taylor 2007; 25-43). The contemporary world 
often presents itself as flattened, mechanized, and spiritually 
sterile. Yet despite this cultural pressure toward materialism, 
there remains a persistent hunger for transcendence, beauty, 
and holiness. Orthodox Christianity speaks powerfully into 
this hunger because it preserves a sacramental and cosmic 
vision of creation (Schmemann 1973). The world is not merely 
matter. It is creation made very good (καλόν λίαν; Genesis 
1:31), sustained by the Logos through whom it was made and 
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by the Holy Spirit who gives it life. Humanity was created 
as a royal priesthood, called to offer creation back to God in 
thanksgiving and thereby reveal its sacramental potential.
	 The Incarnation of the Logos revealed that matter is not 
an obstacle to salvation but one of its chosen instruments.  In 
Christ, humanity's priestly vocation is restored. Matter once 
again becomes capable of being offered, transformed, and 
received as a means of communion with God. Bread, wine, 
water, oil, wood, music, architecture, gesture, incense, and 
iconography all become means through which divine grace is 
communicated (Schmemann 1973). The Cross stands at the 
center of this transformed cosmos. Once an instrument of 
torture and death, it becomes the Tree of Life planted in the 
midst of creation.

The Danger of Sacramental Reality
	 Yet Orthodoxy simultaneously warns that holy things 
can become spiritually dangerous when detached from 
repentance, discernment, and communion with God. Sacred 
things may cease functioning as transparent windows into 
divine communion and instead become objects of fascination, 
identity, aesthetic consumption, or even idolatry. Scripture itself 
provides a profound paradigm for understanding this tension 
in the story of the bronze serpent fashioned by Moses in the 
wilderness and later destroyed by King Hezekiah. In Numbers 
21, God commands Moses to fashion a bronze serpent and 
place it upon a pole so that those bitten by serpents might look 
upon it and live. The image becomes an instrument of divine 
healing. The issue is therefore not “images versus no images.” 
Rather, the issue concerns the proper relationship between 
material mediation and worship.
	 The New Testament deepens the significance of the 
serpent further. Christ Himself interprets the bronze serpent 
typologically: “And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the 
wilderness, so must the Son of man be lifted up” (John 3:14). 
The serpent becomes a type of the Cross and of Christ Himself 
lifted up for the salvation of the world.
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	 Yet centuries after it was commissioned, King Hezekiah 
destroys the bronze serpent because Israel had begun burning 
incense to it, calling it “Nehushtan.” What had once been a 
divinely appointed instrument of healing had become an idol.
This reveals what may be called the “Nehushtan problem.” A 
holy thing can become spiritually dangerous when detached 
from its proper telos. The bronze serpent originally functioned 
sacramentally. It directed Israel toward repentance, obedience, 
and divine healing. Later, however, it became an object of 
autonomous religiosity.
	 Orthodox theology, therefore, rejects both iconoclasm 
and superstition. Holy images may be genuine means of grace 
without becoming objects of autonomous worship. In Three 
Treatises in Defense of Icons (sections 16–24), St. John of 
Damascus carefully distinguished between worship (λατρεία), 
which belongs to God alone, and veneration (προσκύνησις), 
which may properly be directed toward holy persons and 
sacred images because of their relation to God.
The King and the Throne
	 St. John of Damascus famously employed the image of 
the king and his throne in defense of holy icons. As he writes:
"If anyone purely loves a friend or a king or above all a 
benefactor, and if he beholds his son, or his staff, or his throne, 
or his crown... through these things he greets and honors the 
benefactor [and] king." (2003, 52)
	 The throne receives honor not because wood, ivory, 
or gold possess dignity in themselves, but because of their 
relationship to the king who sits upon it. No one mistakes 
the throne for the sovereign. The honor shown to the throne 
is ultimately directed toward the king whose presence gives 
it significance. Likewise, the honor shown to an icon passes 
to its prototype. The image possesses meaning because of 
its relationship to Christ, His saints, and the saving events it 
depicts.
	 Yet the very analogy St. John uses to defend icon 
veneration also helps explain the dynamics of idolatry 
exemplified by Nehushtan. If the throne receives honor 
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because of the king, then idolatry begins when the throne is 
treated as though it were the king. A mediating reality becomes 
detached from the one it was meant to reveal. The sign ceases 
to be transparent to its referent and instead becomes an end 
in itself.
	 This is precisely what occurred with the bronze 
serpent. Originally, it functioned sacramentally. It was not an 
alternative to God but a divinely appointed means through 
which God's healing power was manifested. Israel looked 
through the serpent toward the God who saves. But over time 
the distinction collapsed. The people no longer treated the 
serpent as a sign of divine action. They treated it as a sacred 
object possessing autonomous power. The throne had become 
the king. What had once been a vehicle of communion became 
an idol. Thus Hezekiah was forced to destroy it and remind 
the people that Nehushtan was, in itself, nothing more than 
bronze.
	 The same danger confronts every generation of 
Christians. The Church venerates icons because they reveal 
Christ; but an icon can become Nehushtan when reverence 
terminates upon the object itself. The liturgy is given to unite 
us to God; but liturgical beauty can become Nehushtan when 
aesthetics eclipse worship. Tradition preserves the life of the 
Church; but tradition can become Nehushtan when fidelity to 
Christ is replaced by attachment to particular customs, eras, 
or identities. Even theology can become Nehushtan when 
intellectual mastery is mistaken for communion with God.
	 The fundamental distinction is therefore not between 
having images and rejecting images, nor between material and 
spiritual realities. The distinction is between the king and the 
throne. A throne is honored because of the king. A sacrament is 
holy because of God. An icon is holy because of its prototype. 
Their purpose is to direct attention beyond themselves. When 
they remain transparent to divine presence, they become 
means of communion and transformation. When reverence 
terminates upon them, the king disappears behind the throne, 
and Nehushtan is reborn.
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The Deformative Power of Misplaced Beauty
	 Beauty itself is not spiritually neutral. Human beings 
are shaped by what they behold. Psalm 135:18 (RSV) declares 
of idols: “Those who make them are like them; so are all who 
trust in them.1” St. Paul expresses the inverse positively in 2 
Corinthians 3:18: “And we all, with unveiled face, beholding 
the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness.” 
As St. Gregory of Nyssa writes in section 231 of The Life of 
Moses; “the ardent lover of beauty, although receiving what 
is always visible as an image of what he desires, yet longs to 
be filled with the very stamp of the archetype.”  Human beings 
become like what they worship. 
	 St. Gregory's insight highlights the fundamentally 
formative character of beauty. Human beings are not passive 
observers. We are shaped by that which we contemplate. Yet 
precisely because beauty is formative, it may also become 
deformative.  C.S. Lewis plays with this idea in That Hideous 
Strength when he has the demonolaters subject victims to 
time in a room where all the proportions are off and the art 
is disquieting (Lewis 1996, 307-310). More importantly, the 
same deformative dynamic may occur in relation to things that 
are genuinely beautiful. Orthodoxy itself may be reduced to 
atmosphere, nostalgia, aestheticism, performative rigorism, or 
even a form of religious consumption, preserving its worldly 
beauty but severed from its purpose and deeper meaning.  As 
such, even sacred beauty may become idolatrous.
	 The Orthodox response to these dangers is not rejection 
of beauty or sacramentality but ecclesial discernment. Through 
prayer, fasting, repentance, watchfulness, and participation 
in the discursive, catechetical, and sacramental life of the 
Church, the believer gradually learns to perceive rightly (Smith 
2009). The Church, therefore, surrounds sacramentality with 
ascetical discipline precisely because holy things are spiritually 
powerful.

1	  The Septuagint turns this into a curse rather than a statement; 
“May those who make them and all who trust them become like them.” 
(NETS) 
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Formation, Enchantment, and Discernment
	 One of the paradoxes of Christian formation is that 
the very practices that cultivate holiness can also cultivate 
superstition if they are not accompanied by sound teaching 
and ecclesial discernment. The danger, of course, is that we 
may inadvertently raise pagans and inspire naïve wizards.
	 Every Orthodox parent knows the joy of watching a 
small child enter a church and spontaneously venerate an icon. 
There is something profoundly moving about seeing a child 
kiss an icon of Christ or the Theotokos before understanding 
the theological vocabulary that explains the action. Such 
moments reveal that human beings are naturally drawn toward 
reverence, beauty, and embodied forms of devotion. They 
remind us that Christianity is not merely a system of ideas but 
a way of life that engages the whole person.
	 Yet these same moments also reveal a pedagogical 
challenge. If the child learns only the gesture but never the 
meaning, the result may not be mature Christian faith but a 
baptized form of paganism. The child may learn that icons 
are powerful without learning why they are powerful. He 
may learn to revere sacred objects without learning that their 
significance lies in their relationship to Christ. He may learn 
the throne while never learning the King.
	 For this reason, the Church has always joined liturgical 
practice to catechesis. This pairing of practice and instruction 
reflects a longstanding principle of Christian formation often 
summarized as lex orandi, lex credendi, lex vivendi—the law 
of prayer, the law of belief, and the law of life. The Church 
has never understood worship to function independently 
of doctrine, nor doctrine independently of the moral and 
ascetical life. Rather, each interprets and sustains the others. 
The problem is therefore not ritual itself. Orthodox Christianity 
is profoundly ritualized because human beings are embodied 
creatures whose loves and loyalties are formed through 
repeated practices (Johnson 2007). The danger arises when 
ritual becomes detached from belief and life, when gestures 
remain but their meaning is forgotten, or when devotion persists 
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apart from repentance and transformation. In such cases, the 
formative power of worship remains, but its trajectory becomes 
distorted. The result is not mature discipleship but precisely 
the kind of confusion exemplified by Nehushtan: reverence 
severed from understanding, and sacred forms disconnected 
from their proper end in communion with God.
	 Orthodox worship, to include the veneration of icons, 
is never intended to stand alone. Ritual is interpreted by 
doctrine; doctrine is embodied in ritual. The faithful are taught 
not merely what to do, but how to understand what they are 
doing. The goal is neither rationalism nor sentimentality, but 
the formation of a properly Christian phronema capable of 
perceiving reality truthfully.
	 A similar challenge confronts contemporary Orthodoxy's 
renewed interest in enchantment and sacramentality. In reaction 
to modern disenchantment, many Christians have rediscovered 
the symbolic, mystical, and sacramental dimensions of reality. 
This recovery is often healthy and necessary. The world is 
not a machine. Creation is charged with divine meaning and 
populated by spiritual realities.
	 Yet the recovery of enchantment can itself become 
dangerous when detached from the ascetical and ecclesial 
structures that historically governed it. Traditional Orthodox 
cultures possessed a vast network of practices, stories, customs, 
and communal forms of discernment that helped believers 
navigate a richly enchanted world. More recent generations, 
by contrast, often possessed enough cultural skepticism and 
practical common sense to prevent every unusual experience 
from being interpreted as a spiritual event. In different ways, 
both environments provided guardrails.  
	 Contemporary seekers frequently inherit neither. They 
discover enchantment before acquiring discernment. They learn 
that the world is mysterious before learning how to distinguish 
between mystery and fantasy, reverence and credulity, 
sacramentality and superstition. Like the apprentice in the old 
tale, they discover powerful spiritual realities before learning 
how to govern them. They become, one might say, naïve wizards.  
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	 The result is often not mature Orthodox spirituality but 
an unstable mixture of genuine sacramentality and magical 
thinking. Every coincidence becomes a sign. Every feeling or 
dream becomes a revelation. Every story becomes a miracle. 
Every symbol becomes charged with autonomous spiritual 
power. The world is re-enchanted, but it is not yet Christianized. 
Nor does liturgical immersion by itself solve the problem. 
Orthodox prayers and hymns frequently employ symbolic and 
poetic language that assumes theological maturity on the part 
of the worshipper. When the Church sings of the Cross as "the 
invincible trophy" or calls the Theotokos "the bridge leading 
those on earth to heaven," and entreats her to “save us,” it 
is not offering a catalogue of hidden spiritual mechanisms. 
Rather, it is inviting the faithful into contemplation of divine 
realities. Properly formed believers instinctively look through 
the symbol toward its prototype, through the throne toward 
the King. Improperly formed believers may instead stop at the 
symbol itself, treating it as a source of autonomous spiritual 
power. The result is a subtle but consequential shift from 
sacramental participation to magical thinking, from communion 
to Nehushtan.
	 The Church's response is neither to abandon 
enchantment nor to retreat into skepticism. Rather, it is to 
cultivate discernment. The goal is not to raise pagans who 
happen to kiss icons, nor skeptics who happen to attend liturgy. 
The goal is to form Christians whose imagination, affections, 
and intellect have been shaped by the mind of the Church. Such 
believers are capable of recognizing genuine sacramentality 
without collapsing into superstition. They know how to honor 
the throne because they know the King who sits upon it.

Therapeutic Desacralization
	 The Church's response to these dangers is not the 
rejection of sacramentality but its purification. One of the 
most striking features of patristic theology is the willingness of 
the Fathers to demean and desacralize what has been falsely 
exalted and sacralized. When Hezekiah destroys the bronze 
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serpent, he rhetorically reduces it to "just bronze." Joining 
the Prophet David (Psalm 134:32-41), St. Athanasius similarly 
mocks pagan idols as mere wood and stone (1892, 18). While 
praising fasting, St. John Chrysostom warns not to separate it 
from virtue (1986, 127–131). St. Basil makes this admonition 
starker, castigating people who abstain from meat but “devour” 
their brother (2013, 69).  In each case, the Fathers deliberately 
strip away a false aura of sanctity in order to restore proper 
vision.
	 This is not secular disenchantment. It is therapeutic 
desacralization. The goal is not to deny the reality of grace, but 
to expose counterfeits. The Fathers do not destroy the throne 
because they reject the King. They destroy the false throne so 
that the King may once again be seen.
	 The same pattern remains necessary today. Whenever 
beauty becomes aestheticism, whenever ritual becomes 
performance, whenever enchantment becomes credulity, and 
whenever sacred things become objects of fascination rather 
than communion, the Church must once again say, "Nehushtan." 
What has become spiritually inflated must be reduced to its 
proper place so that it may either be rejected or restored to its 
true purpose and relationship.
	 Orthodoxy therefore accepts neither iconoclasm 
nor naïve enchantment. It offers disciplined sacramentality. 
The world is genuinely charged with divine meaning, yet 
every experience, symbol, and practice must be interpreted 
within the life of the Church. The goal is neither skepticism 
nor superstition, but the formation of a Christian phronema 
capable of perceiving creation truthfully and participating in it 
rightly.

Conclusion
	 The bronze serpent remains one of Scripture's most 
powerful symbols precisely because it reveals both sides of the 
paradox. It is simultaneously an image, a sacramental medium, 
a type of Christ, and a warning.
	 The Church's task is neither to destroy every throne 
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nor to enthrone every symbol, but to ensure that every holy 
thing remains transparent to the King. The Church affirms the 
sanctification of matter because the Word became flesh. Yet 
she also warns that holy things become spiritually dangerous 
when severed from repentance, discernment, and communion 
with God.
	 Orthodoxy therefore offers neither iconoclasm nor 
naïve enchantment. It offers a disciplined sacramental vision 
in which beauty, ritual, symbols, and sacred things become 
means of communion rather than objects of fascination. The 
question is never merely whether something is beautiful, 
sacred, or spiritually powerful. The question is whether it leads 
the believer into deeper communion with Christ. The task of 
Christian formation is therefore not merely to teach reverence, 
but to teach what reverence is for.
	 Hezekiah's destruction of the serpent was not a 
rejection of God's earlier gift but a restoration of its meaning.
When the throne reveals the King, it becomes a means of grace. 
When the throne obscures the King, Nehushtan is reborn.
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Анотація
	 Православне християнство проголошує освячення 
матерії та сакраментальний характер усього творіння, 
однак це твердження містить і відповідну небезпеку: 
святі речі можуть стати духовно руйнівними, якщо їх 
відокремити від розсудливості, покаяння та сопричастя 
з Богом. Розглядаючи історію мідного змія (Нехуштана), 
богослов’я ікон, формотворчу силу краси, а також 
літургійну й аскетичну традицію Церкви, ця праця 
стверджує, що головним викликом сакраментального 
світогляду є не просто збереження відчуття священної 

Нехуштан: краса, сакраментальність і небезпека 
святих речей 
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таємничості, а плекання духовного розпізнавання. Завдання 
Церкви полягає не в тому, щоб знищувати символи чи 
зводити їх на престол, а в тому, щоб формувати віруючих, 
здатних дивитися крізь символ до того, на кого він указує, 
крізь престол — до Царя. У цьому світлі Нехуштан постає 
не лише як біблійне застереження проти ідолопоклонства, 
а й як парадигма для осмислення постійного взаємозв’язку 
між сакраментальністю, духовним формуванням і 
християнською зрілістю.

Обітниця сакраментальної краси
	 Сучасне суспільство дедалі більше позначене 
процесом розчаклування світу (Taylor 2007; 25–43). Сучасна 
людина часто сприймає світ як сплощений, механізований 
і духовно безплідний. Проте, попри культурний тиск 
матеріалізму, в людському серці зберігається невгасиме 
прагнення до трансцендентності, краси та святості. 
Православне християнство переконливо відповідає на 
цю духовну спрагу, оскільки зберігає сакраментальне й 
космічне бачення творіння (Schmemann 1973). Світ — це не 
просто матерія. Це творіння, яке Бог визнав «вельми добрим» 
(καλόν λίαν; Буття 1:31), яке підтримується Логосом, через 
Якого все постало, і Святим Духом, Який дарує йому життя. 
Людина була створена як царське священство, покликане 
приносити творіння назад Богові в подячній жертві, 
відкриваючи тим самим його сакраментальний потенціал.
	 Воплочення Логоса явило, що матерія є не 
перешкодою для спасіння, а одним із Богом обраних його 
знарядь. У Христі священницьке покликання людства було 
відновлене. Матерія знову стала здатною бути принесеною 
Богові, преображеною та прийнятою як засіб сопричастя з 
Ним. Хліб, вино, вода, єлей, дерево, музика, архітектура, 
жести, кадило та іконографія стають засобами, через які 
передається Божественна благодать (Schmemann 1973). У 
центрі цього преображеного космосу стоїть Хрест. Колись 
знаряддя мук і смерті, тепер він стає Деревом Життя, 
насадженим посеред творіння.
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Небезпека сакраментальної реальності
	 Водночас Православ’я застерігає, що святі речі 
можуть стати духовно небезпечними, якщо їх відірвати 
від покаяння, духовного розпізнавання та сопричастя 
з Богом. Священні предмети можуть перестати бути 
прозорими вікнами до Божественного єднання і натомість 
перетворитися на об’єкти захоплення, елементи 
самоідентифікації, предмети естетичного споживання 
або навіть ідолопоклонства. Саме Святе Письмо пропонує 
глибоку парадигму для осмислення цієї напруги в історії 
мідного змія, якого Мойсей виготовив у пустелі, а згодом 
знищив цар Єзекія. У книзі Чисел (21 розділ) Бог наказує 
Мойсеєві зробити мідного змія й піднести його на 
жердині, щоб усі, кого вкусили змії, поглянувши на нього, 
залишилися живими. Цей образ стає знаряддям Божого 
зцілення. Отже, питання полягає не в протиставленні 
«образів» і «безобразності». Справжня проблема 
стосується правильного співвідношення між матеріальним 
посередництвом і поклонінням Богові.
	 Новий Завіт ще більше поглиблює значення цього 
змія. Сам Христос тлумачить мідного змія типологічно: «І як 
Мойсей підніс змія в пустині, так має бути піднесений Син 
Людський» (Ів. 3:14). Таким чином, змій стає прообразом 
Хреста і Самого Христа, піднесеного задля спасіння світу.
Проте через багато століть після його створення цар Єзекія 
знищує мідного змія, оскільки Ізраїль почав кадити перед 
ним, називаючи його «Нехуштаном». Те, що колись було 
Богом установленим знаряддям зцілення, стало ідолом.
	 Саме тут виявляється те, що можна назвати 
«проблемою Нехуштана». Свята річ стає духовно 
небезпечною, коли її відривають від її належного телосу 
— призначення та кінцевої мети. Спочатку мідний змій 
виконував сакраментальну функцію: він спрямовував 
Ізраїль до покаяння, послуху та Божого зцілення. Згодом 
же він став об’єктом автономної релігійності.
	 Тому православне богослов’я однаковою мірою 
відкидає як іконоборство, так і забобонність. Святі образи 
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можуть бути справжніми носіями благодаті, не стаючи при 
цьому предметами самодостатнього поклоніння. У творі 
«Три слова на захист святих ікон» (розділи 16–24) святий 
Іоан Дамаскин чітко розрізняє поклоніння (λατρεία), яке 
належить одному лише Богові, і шанування (προσκύνησις), 
яке належним чином може звершуватися щодо святих 
осіб і священних образів через їхній зв’язок із Богом.

Цар і престол
	 Святий Іоан Дамаскин у своєму захисті святих ікон 
широко використовує образ царя і його престолу. Як він 
пише:
«Якщо хтось щиро любить друга, або царя, або понад усе 
свого благодійника, і бачить його сина, або його жезл, або 
його престол, або його вінець… то через ці речі він вітає і 
вшановує благодійника [та] царя» (2003, с. 52).
	 Престол удостоюється честі не тому, що дерево, 
слонова кістка чи золото самі по собі мають особливу 
гідність, а тому, що перебувають у відношенні до царя, 
який на ньому сидить. Ніхто не сприймає престол як 
самого володаря. Честь, яку віддають престолу, зрештою 
звернена до царя, присутність якого надає йому значення. 
Так само і честь, яку віддають іконі, переходить до її 
Первообразу. Образ має сенс лише завдяки своєму зв’язку 
з Христом, Його святими та спасенними подіями, які він 
зображає.
	 Проте саме ця аналогія, яку святий Іоан 
використовує для захисту іконопочитання, водночас 
допомагає пояснити механізм ідолопоклонства, втілений 
у Нехуштані. Якщо престол удостоюється честі через 
царя, то ідолопоклонство починається тоді, коли 
престол починають сприймати так, ніби він і є царем. 
Посередницька реальність відокремлюється від Того, Кого 
вона покликана являти. Знак перестає бути прозорим для 
свого першообразу і натомість стає самоціллю.
	 Саме це й сталося з мідним змієм. Спочатку 
він виконував сакраментальну функцію. Він не був 
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альтернативою Богові, а був установленим Ним засобом, 
через який виявлялася Його зцілююча сила. Ізраїль дивився 
крізь змія до Бога, Який спасає. Але з часом ця відмінність 
стерлася. Народ перестав сприймати змія як знак Божої 
дії. Його почали вважати священним предметом, що має 
власну, автономну силу. Престол став царем. Те, що колись 
було засобом сопричастя, стало ідолом. Саме тому цар 
Єзекія був змушений знищити його й нагадати народові, 
що Нехуштан сам по собі є не більше, ніж шматком бронзи.
	 Та сама небезпека постає перед кожним поколінням 
християн. Церква вшановує ікони, бо вони відкривають 
нам Христа; але й ікона може стати Нехуштаном, якщо 
благоговіння зупиняється на самому предметі. Літургія 
дана нам для єднання з Богом, але літургійна краса може 
стати Нехуштаном, коли естетика починає затьмарювати 
поклоніння. Передання зберігає життя Церкви; але й 
воно може стати Нехуштаном, коли вірність Христові 
підміняється прив’язаністю до окремих звичаїв, історичних 
епох чи релігійної ідентичності. Навіть богослов’я може 
стати Нехуштаном, коли інтелектуальне володіння 
знанням помилково сприймається як справжнє сопричастя 
з Богом.
	 Отже, головна межа проходить не між прийняттям 
чи відкиненням образів, і не між матеріальним та 
духовним. Вона проходить між царем і престолом. Престол 
вшановують через царя. Таїнство є святим через Бога. Ікона 
є святою через свій Первообраз. Їхнє призначення полягає 
в тому, щоб спрямовувати погляд за межі самих себе. Поки 
вони залишаються прозорими для Божої присутності, 
вони стають засобами сопричастя та преображення. Але 
коли благоговіння зупиняється на них самих, цар зникає за 
престолом — і Нехуштан народжується знову.

Деформуюча сила неправильно спрямованої краси
	 Краса сама по собі не є духовно нейтральною. 
Людина формується тим, на що вона споглядає. У Псалмі 
135:18 сказано про ідолів: «Подібні до них нехай стануть 
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ті, що їх роблять, і всі, хто на них покладається». Апостол 
Павло висловлює протилежну істину в позитивному 
сенсі у 2 Коринтян 3:18: «А ми всі, відкритим обличчям, 
споглядаючи славу Господню, переображаємося в той 
самий образ». Як пише святий Григорій Ніський у §231 
творі Життя Мойсея: «Полум’яний любитель краси, хоча 
й сприймає все видиме як образ того, чого прагне, однак 
жадає бути сповненим самим відбитком Першообразу». 
Людина стає подібною до того, чому поклоняється.
	 Думка святого Григорія підкреслює фундаментально 
формотворчий характер краси. Людина не є пасивним 
спостерігачем. Нас формує те, що ми споглядаємо. 
Але саме тому, що краса формує, вона може також і 
деформувати. К. С. Льюїс художньо розвиває цю думку 
в романі That Hideous Strength, де служителі демонічних 
сил піддають своїх жертв перебуванню в кімнаті, у 
якій усі пропорції викривлені, а мистецтво викликає 
глибокий внутрішній неспокій (Lewis 1996, с. 307–310). 
Ще важливіше те, що подібна деформуюча динаміка 
може виникати і щодо речей, які самі по собі є справді 
прекрасними. Саме Православ’я може бути зведене до 
атмосфери, ностальгії, естетизму, показного ригоризму 
або навіть до форми релігійного споживання, коли його 
зовнішня краса зберігається, але відривається від свого 
справжнього призначення та глибшого змісту. У такому 
разі навіть священна краса може стати ідолом.
	 Православна відповідь на ці небезпеки полягає не 
у відкиненні краси чи сакраментальності, а в церковному 
духовному розпізнаванні. Через молитву, піст, покаяння, 
пильнування та участь у богословському, катехитичному 
й сакраментальному житті Церкви віруючий поступово 
навчається правильно бачити (Smith 2009). Саме 
тому Церква оточує сакраментальність аскетичною 
дисципліною, адже святі речі мають велику духовну силу. 
Формування, зачарованість і духовне розпізнавання
	 Одним із парадоксів християнського духовного 
формування є те, що самі практики, які покликані плекати 
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святість, можуть водночас породжувати забобонність, 
якщо вони не супроводжуються належним навчанням і 
церковним духовним розпізнаванням. Інакше кажучи, існує 
небезпека ненавмисно виховати язичників і виростити 
наївних чарівників.
	 Кожен православний батько чи мати знає ту радість, 
коли маленька дитина входить до храму й природно, 
без примусу, прикладається до ікони. Є щось глибоко 
зворушливе в тому, як дитина цілує ікону Христа чи Пресвятої 
Богородиці ще до того, як навчиться богословською 
мовою пояснювати цей жест. Такі миті свідчать про те, 
що людина від природи тяжіє до благоговіння, краси та 
тілесно виражених форм побожності. Вони нагадують 
нам, що християнство — це не лише система ідей, а спосіб 
життя, який охоплює всю людську особу.
	 Водночас саме ці моменти відкривають і педагогічний 
виклик. Якщо дитина засвоїть лише сам жест, але ніколи 
не зрозуміє його змісту, результатом може стати не зріла 
християнська віра, а охрещена форма язичництва. Вона 
може навчитися тому, що ікони «мають силу», але так і не 
зрозуміти, звідки ця сила походить. Вона може навчитися 
шанувати святі предмети, не усвідомлюючи, що їхнє 
значення полягає в їхньому зв’язку з Христом. Вона може 
навчитися шанувати престол, так і не пізнавши Царя.
	 Саме тому Церква від самого початку нерозривно 
поєднувала літургійну практику з катехизацією. Таке 
поєднання богослужіння й навчання відображає давній 
принцип християнського життя, який часто виражають 
словами lex orandi, lex credendi, lex vivendi — закон молитви, 
закон віри і закон життя. Церква ніколи не розглядала 
богослужіння як щось відокремлене від віровчення, а 
віровчення — як незалежне від морального й аскетичного 
життя. Навпаки, кожне з них пояснює й підтримує інші. 
Отже, проблема полягає не в самому ритуалі. Православне 
християнство є глибоко літургійним і ритуалізованим саме 
тому, що людина є тілесною істотою, а її любов і вірність 
формуються через повторювані практики (Johnson 2007). 
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Небезпека виникає тоді, коли ритуал відривається від 
віри та способу життя, коли жести залишаються, але їхній 
зміст забувається, або коли побожність існує без покаяння і 
внутрішнього преображення. У такому випадку формотворча 
сила богослужіння нікуди не зникає, однак її спрямованість 
спотворюється. Наслідком стає не зріле учнівство, а саме та 
плутанина, яку уособлює Нехуштан: благоговіння, відірване 
від розуміння, і священні форми, відокремлені від своєї 
справжньої мети - сопричастя з Богом.
	 Православне богослужіння, зокрема й шанування 
ікон, ніколи не існує саме по собі. Ритуал тлумачиться 
через віровчення, а віровчення втілюється в ритуалі. Вірних 
навчають не лише того, що потрібно робити, а й того, як 
правильно розуміти те, що вони роблять. Метою є не 
раціоналізм і не сентиментальність, а формування справді 
християнського φρόνημα (phronema) — церковного способу 
мислення, здатного правдиво сприймати реальність.
	 Подібний виклик постає і перед сучасним православ’ям 
у зв’язку з відновленим інтересом до зачарованості світу та 
його сакраментальності. Як реакція на сучасне розчаклування 
світу, багато християн заново відкривають символічний, 
містичний і сакраментальний виміри буття. У багатьох 
випадках це є здоровим і необхідним процесом. Світ — це 
не механізм. Усе творіння пронизане Божественним змістом 
і населене духовними реальностями.
	 Проте саме це повернення до зачарованості може 
стати небезпечним, якщо його відірвати від аскетичних 
і церковних структур, які історично спрямовували його. 
Традиційні православні культури володіли розгалуженою 
мережею звичаїв, оповідань, практик і спільнотних форм 
духовного розпізнавання, які допомагали віруючим 
орієнтуватися у світі, насиченому духовною реальністю. 
Новіші покоління, навпаки, часто мали достатню частку 
культурного скептицизму та здорового глузду, щоб не 
сприймати кожну незвичайну подію як духовне явище. 
Хоча ці середовища були різними, кожне з них по-своєму 
забезпечувало певні захисні межі.
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	 Сучасні шукачі нерідко не успадковують ані одного, 
ані другого. Вони відкривають для себе зачарованість 
світу раніше, ніж набувають духовного розпізнавання. 
Вони дізнаються, що світ сповнений таємниць, але 
ще не навчилися відрізняти таємницю від фантазії, 
благоговіння від легковірності, сакраментальність від 
забобонності. Подібно до учня-чарівника зі старої казки, 
вони відкривають могутні духовні реальності ще до того, 
як навчаться правильно з ними поводитися. Вони стають, 
образно кажучи, наївними чарівниками.
	 У результаті нерідко виникає не зріла православна 
духовність, а нестійка суміш справжньої сакраментальності 
й магічного мислення. Кожен збіг обставин сприймається 
як знак. Кожне почуття чи сон — як одкровення. Кожна 
розповідь — як чудо. Кожен символ набуває нібито власної 
автономної духовної сили. Світ знову стає «зачарованим», 
але ще не стає по-справжньому християнським.
	 Саме по собі занурення в літургійне життя 
також не розв’язує цієї проблеми. Православні молитви 
й богослужбові піснеспіви часто використовують 
символічну та поетичну мову, яка передбачає 
богословську зрілість того, хто молиться. Коли Церква 
оспівує Хрест як «непереможний трофей» або називає 
Пресвяту Богородицю «мостом, що переводить земних 
до небес», звертаючись до Неї словами: «спаси нас», вона 
не пропонує перелік прихованих духовних механізмів. 
Вона запрошує вірних до споглядання Божественних 
реальностей. Людина, правильно сформована Церквою, 
інстинктивно дивиться крізь символ до його Первообразу, 
крізь престол - до Царя. Людина ж, сформована 
неналежним чином, може зупинитися на самому символі, 
сприймаючи його як джерело автономної духовної сили. 
Наслідком стає тонкий, але надзвичайно важливий зсув: 
від сакраментальної участі - до магічного мислення, від 
сопричастя - до Нехуштана.
	 Відповіддю Церкви є не відмова від зачарованості 
світу і не втеча до скептицизму. Її відповідь - плекання 
духовного розпізнавання. Мета полягає не в тому, щоб 
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виховати язичників, які просто цілують ікони, і не в тому, 
щоб виховати скептиків, які лише відвідують богослужіння. 
Мета - сформувати християн, чия уява, почуття й розум 
були преображені умом Церкви. Такі віруючі здатні 
розпізнавати справжню сакраментальність, не впадаючи в 
забобонність. Вони знають, як належно шанувати престол, 
бо знають Царя, Який на ньому сидить.

Терапевтична десакралізація
	 Відповіддю Церкви на ці небезпеки є не 
заперечення сакраментальності, а її очищення. Однією 
з найхарактерніших рис святоотцівського богослов’я є 
готовність Отців свідомо принижувати й десакралізувати 
те, що було хибно звеличене та сакралізоване. Коли 
цар Єзекія знищує мідного змія, він риторично зводить 
його до «простого шматка бронзи». Подібно до пророка 
Давида (Пс. 134), святий Афанасій Великий висміює 
язичницьких ідолів як звичайне дерево та каміння (1892, с. 
18). Прославляючи піст, святий Іоан Золотоустий водночас 
застерігає не відокремлювати його від чеснот (1986, с. 
127–131). Святий Василій Великий висловлюється ще 
гостріше, викриваючи тих, хто утримується від м’яса, 
але «пожирає» свого брата (2013, с. 69). У кожному з цих 
випадків Отці навмисно руйнують хибний ореол святості, 
щоб повернути людині правильний духовний погляд.
	 Це не секулярне розчаклування світу. Це терапевтична 
десакралізація. Її метою є не заперечення реальності 
благодаті, а викриття її підробок. Отці не руйнують престол 
тому, що відкидають Царя. Вони руйнують фальшивий 
престол, щоб Цар знову став видимим.
	 Та сама закономірність залишається актуальною 
і сьогодні. Коли краса перетворюється на естетизм, 
коли ритуал стає виставою, коли зачарованість світом 
переходить у легковірність, а святі речі стають предметами 
захоплення, а не засобами сопричастя, Церква знову 
повинна сказати: «Нехуштан». Те, що було духовно 
перебільшене, має бути повернуте на своє належне місце, 
щоб його можна було або відкинути, або відновити в його 
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справжньому призначенні та правильному зв’язку з Богом.
Тому Православ’я не приймає ані іконоборства, ані 
наївної зачарованості. Воно пропонує дисципліновану 
сакраментальність. Світ справді пронизаний Божественним 
змістом, однак кожен досвід, символ і практика повинні 
тлумачитися в контексті життя Церкви. Мета полягає 
не в скептицизмі й не в забобонності, а у формуванні 
християнського φρόνημα, здатного правдиво сприймати 
творіння й належним чином брати участь у його житті.

Висновок
	 Мідний змій залишається одним із найсильніших 
біблійних образів саме тому, що він відкриває обидві 
сторони цього парадоксу. Він одночасно є образом, 
сакраментальним посередником, прообразом Христа і 
пересторогою.
	 Завдання Церкви полягає не в тому, щоб руйнувати 
кожен престол чи зводити на престол кожен символ, а 
в тому, щоб усе святе залишалося прозорим для Царя. 
Церква стверджує освячення матерії, бо Слово стало 
тілом. Але водночас вона застерігає, що святі речі стають 
духовно небезпечними, коли їх відривають від покаяння, 
духовного розпізнавання та сопричастя з Богом.
	 Тому Православ’я пропонує не іконоборство і не 
наївну зачарованість, а дисципліноване сакраментальне 
бачення світу, в якому краса, ритуал, символи та святі 
речі стають засобами сопричастя, а не предметами 
самодостатнього захоплення. Питання ніколи не полягає 
лише в тому, чи є щось красивим, святим або духовно 
могутнім. Питання полягає в тому, чи веде це віруючого 
до глибшого сопричастя з Христом. Тому завдання 
християнського формування - не просто навчити 
благоговіння, а навчити, заради чого існує благоговіння.
	 Знищення Єзекією мідного змія не було відкиненням 
Божого дару, даного колись раніше, а відновленням його 
справжнього змісту.
	 Коли престол відкриває Царя, він стає засобом 
благодаті. Коли ж престол затуляє Царя, Нехуштан 
народжується знову.
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	 The "Science and Orthodoxy around the World" (SOW) 
project represents a landmark intellectual endeavor, one 
that has admittedly reshaped the landscape of the dialogue 
between Eastern Christian traditions and modern science. 
While the initial phases of the project laid the groundwork 
through extensive mapping of global discourses, the post-
2023 implementation phase marks a transition from cataloging 
perspectives to synthesizing a robust, multidisciplinary 
dialogue. This period is characterized by an expansion of 
themes, reaching beyond traditional physics and biology into 
artificial intelligence, psychoanalysis, and historical sociology.
	 The project’s trajectory-defined by its extensive 
publications, international academic presence, and high-profile 
media outreach-is an initiative that is not merely a historical 
study, but a living laboratory for examining how traditional 
theological insights can interact with contemporary discovery. 
SOW conferences and workshops functioned as a formal forum 
for discourse, facilitating a structured dialectic that integrated 
a profound diversity of insights. These sessions transcended 
simple communication by providing a disciplined environment 
for organized dialogue, where divergent methodological 
frameworks were systematically scrutinized. In addition, the 
SOW project has initiated a database of texts, videos, sites, and 
interviews available online for researchers and the interested 
public.
	 To bridge the gap between academic research and 
general awareness, the SOW project organized a series of eight 
public lectures in cities all over the world, specifically Sydney, 
Moscow, Bucharest, Athens, Sofia, Belgrade, and Cambridge. 
The primary objective of these lectures was to transcend 
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traditional academic boundaries and invite the wider public 
into the complex dialogue between modern science and 
Orthodox Christianity

Media Outreach and the Digital Human: AI and the Image of God

	 A defining feature of the SOW project’s impact after 
2023 is its successful migration from the ivory tower into 
the public square. This is most notably evidenced by the 
documentary film In the Image of Human. This production has 
achieved significant critical recognition, being selected for the 
Los Angeles Greek Film Festival (LAGFF) 2026 and licensed 
by Greek Public Television (ERT). Its inclusion on ERTFLIX, 
the public broadcaster’s highly successful streaming platform, 
ensures that the project’s inquiries reach a broad, non-specialist 
audience.
	 The documentary In the Image of Human addresses one 
of the most pressing technological and ethical frontiers of our 
time: Artificial Intelligence. By exploring the rise of AI through 
the lens of Orthodox anthropology, the film asks whether the 
"image of God" in humanity is located in our intellect or in 
something more foundational, relational, and embodied. This 
shift toward digital technology demonstrates the project's 
commitment to staying relevant in a world increasingly shaped 
by algorithms and machine learning, ensuring that the dialogue 
between Orthodoxy and science is firmly rooted in the 21st-
century technological reality.

Broadening the Academic Foundation: The Brepols Series

	 The core of the project’s academic output is the 
authoritative series "Science and Orthodox Christianity," 
published by the internationally acclaimed publisher Brepols. 
These volumes provide a structured roadmap for the project’s 
evolving perspectives.

•	 Volume 1 (2019): Orthodox Christianity and Modern 
Science: Tensions, Ambiguities, Potential, edited by 
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Vasilios N. Makrides and Gayle E. Woloschak. This 
foundational volume served to map the diverse 
landscape of Orthodox reactions to modern science. It 
moved beyond simplistic "pro-science" or "anti-science" 
binaries, instead identifying the complex historical and 
regional factors that influence theological reception. 
By highlighting the "potential" for dialogue, it set the 
stage for all subsequent research.

•	 Volume 2 (2022): Orthodox Christianity and Modern 
Science: Theological, Philosophical, Scientific 
and Historical Aspects of the Dialogue, edited by 
Christopher Knight and Alexei Nesteruk. This second 
volume deepened the philosophical rigor of the series. It 
engaged with the epistemological foundations of both 
domains, asking how the Orthodox understanding of 
creation ex nihilo and the logoi of creation can interface 
with modern physics and evolutionary biology. It 
provided a robust framework for understanding 
the dialogue as a mutually enriching hermeneutical 
exercise.

•	 Volume 3 (2023): Orthodox Christianity and Modern 
Science: Past, Present and Future, edited by Kostas 
Tampakis and Haralambos Ventis. This volume acted 
as a critical transition point. By looking at the "future," 
it introduced more pressing contemporary concerns, 
such as biotechnology and environmental ethics. It 
argued that the Orthodox tradition possesses a unique 
ecological and somatic (body-centered) theology that 
is particularly well-suited to address the crises of the 
late modern era.

•	 Volume 4 (2024): Orthodox Christianity and the 
Study of Nature: Histories of Interaction, edited by 
Kostas Tampakis and †Ronald L. Numbers. Focusing 
on historical sociology, this volume challenged the 
Western-centered "conflict thesis." By examining 
specific historical case studies within the Orthodox 
world from the Byzantine era to the Ottoman period 
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and the modern Greek state, it showed that the 
study of nature was often integrated into the cultural 
and educational life of Orthodox societies, albeit 
in ways that differed from the Western European 
Enlightenment model.

Expanding the Horizon: Psychoanalysis and the Self

	 One of the most innovative perspectives emerging from 
the SOW project after 2023 is the engagement with the "inner 
world" through the lens of psychoanalysis. This is exemplified 
in the 2025 volume "Human Meaning at the Borders of 
Orthodox Theology and Psychoanalysis", edited by Vasileios 
Thermos and Eudoxia Delli.
	 This dialogue, echoed in the earlier work Soul and 
Psyche as a Surprise (2021) edited by Delli and Thermos, 
moves the science-theology conversation beyond the cosmos 
and into the human mind. It explores the boundaries where 
the theological concept of the "soul" meets the clinical 
concept of the "psyche." By addressing topics like unconscious 
processes, trauma, and identity, the project offers a pastoral 
and therapeutic dimension. It suggests that the science-
theology dialogue must include the "human sciences" to be 
truly comprehensive, acknowledging that the human person 
is not just a biological machine but a complex psychological 
being seeking meaning.

Interdisciplinary Depth: Cosmology, Mind, and Matter

	 The intellectual breadth of the project is further 
reflected in works exploring the intersection of the physical 
universe and consciousness. Publications from 2022 through 
2024, including works by Alexei Nesteruk (The Universe in 
the Image of Imago Dei and God, Humanity, and the Universe) 
and the collaborative work Consciousness and Matter: Mind, 
Brain, and Cosmos (2024), edited by Kirill Kopeikin and Alexei 
V. Nesteruk, provide a philosophical exploration of how the 
universe is disclosed through human perception.
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	 These works argue that the "Mind" that perceives 
the cosmos is central to our understanding of the universe, 
creating a space where neuroscience, cosmology, and theology 
intersect. Similarly, the 2025 publication A New Copernican 
Turn by Doru Costache and Geraint Lewis explores how 
contemporary cosmology can inform our understanding of 
the self. This approach views the physical world not merely 
as an object of study, but as a source of existential insight, 
encouraging a theology that is proactively engaged with the 
discoveries of modern science.

Global Impact and the Zygon Special Feature

	 The global standing of the SOW project is the result of 
years of sustained, high-level academic output and international 
networking. While the project had already established itself as 
a leader in the field, the March 2025 special feature in Zygon: 
Journal of Religion and Science, titled “Science and Orthodoxy 
around the World,” served as a significant academic landmark.
	 Spanning nearly 200 pages, this feature did not "create" 
the project's reputation but rather reflected its established 
international stature. It showcased the diversity of the SOW 
network, which included over 50 researchers from various 
backgrounds to a worldwide audience of scholars. This helped 
solidify the Orthodox perspective as a vital and sophisticated 
contributor to the global discourse on religion and science. 
This international presence was further bolstered by 2025 
publications by the Volos Theological Academy Publications, such 
as Intersections of Orthodox Christianity with Modern Science, 
edited by Vasilios N. Makrides and Eudoxia Delli, which continued 
to explore current philosophical and theological perspectives.

Education and Formation: The Summer Schools

	 Complementing the publications were the project's 
summer schools, which played a crucial role in the post-2023 
implementation. These intensive educational programs were 
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designed to foster a new generation of scholars, clergy, and 
laypeople capable of navigating both scientific and theological 
languages.
	 Unlike traditional academic conferences, the summer 
schools focused on pedagogy and community building. They 
provided a space where participants could engage in "living 
dialogue," debating complex topics like genomics or quantum 
mechanics within a supportive theological environment. These 
programs were instrumental in disseminating the project's 
findings beyond a small circle of specialists, equipping younger 
researchers with the critical tools needed to address modern 
scientific challenges, such as bioethics, from a perspective that 
is both scientifically informed and theologically rooted.

The Enduring Perspectives and Future of SOW

	 As the SOW project reflects on its implementation 
phase and looks toward the future, its primary achievement 
lies in the creation of a multifaceted, resilient framework for 
dialogue. This framework is not a monolithic set of answers but 
a series of open pathways that continue to evolve as science 
itself advances.
	 One of the most significant perspectives for the future 
is the project’s commitment to a "science-engaged theology." 
This approach posits that theology should be deeply informed 
by scientific findings, treating the natural world as a locus of 
divine revelation. By integrating the data of biology, physics, 
and artificial intelligence with the ontological depth of the 
Orthodox tradition, the project has provided a model for how 
faith can be both traditionally grounded and intellectually 
contemporary.
	 The project's successful transition into the media 
landscape indicates that the future of this dialogue lies in 
its ability to address the general public. As AI continues 
to reshape the definition of what it means to be "human," 
the perspectives cultivated by the SOW project provide a 
necessary ethical and spiritual anchor. The documentary In 
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the Image of Human serves as a template for future inquiries, 
suggesting that the project will continue to follow the "bleeding 
edge" of technology, asking where human dignity resides in an 
increasingly automated world.
	 Furthermore, the project’s institutional legacy is 
secured through its human capital. The scholars and students 
who participated in the project's summer schools are now 
uniquely equipped with "bilingual" capabilities, comfortable in 
both the scientific laboratory and the theological library. This 
ensures that the dialogue will flourish and adapt long after the 
initial implementation phase, as these individuals bring their 
interdisciplinary expertise to universities, churches, and public 
forums worldwide.
	 In the final analysis, the SOW project has demonstrated 
that for Eastern Orthodoxy, science is not an external threat 
but an essential part of the human quest to understand the 
logoi (inner principles) of creation. By exploring the borders 
of theology with psychoanalysis, cosmology, and AI, the 
project has shown that these boundaries are fertile zones of 
encounter rather than walls of separation. The SOW project 
has successfully argued that a truly "Orthodox" view of the 
world is one that is large enough to encompass the vastness 
of the cosmos, the complexity of the brain, and the mystery of 
the divine image. As we move further into the 21st century, the 
seeds planted by SOW will continue to provide a vital harvest 
for both the Church and the global community.

Emeritus Director of research, Institute of Historical Research, National Hellenic 
Research Foundation, and Director of project SOW.

Born in Athens, 1954, studied physics and history of science in France. Main 
publications on the history of astronomy, the relations between science and religion, 
the history of science in Byzantium and the Ottoman Empire, and the spread of 
Modern European science. President of the International Union of the History 
and Philosophy of Science (2013-2017), Permanent Secretary of the International 
Academy of the History of Science (2023-). Prize Chaire Blaise Pascal (France) 2013. 
Editor of the journal Almagest.
Author or editor of about 20 books and author of about 100 articles and book 
chapters. 
CV and publications: http://hpdst.gr/users/efthymios-nicolaidis

http://hpdst.gr/users/efthymios-nicolaidis


54 55

Introduction
	 Orthodox Christianity does not fear technology. The 
Christian tradition has historically embraced artistic skill, 
architecture, music, language, and even scientific inquiry as 
manifestations of humanity’s participation in the creative 
wisdom of God. The Akathist of Thanksgiving praises God 
because “Through the descent of the Holy Spirit You enlighten 
the thought of artists, poets and scientific geniuses.”1 Human 
creativity, in this understanding, is never merely mechanical or 
utilitarian, but participatory—a cooperation with divine wisdom 
and order within creation. The problem posed by artificial 
intelligence is therefore not technological advancement itself, 
but the confusion of generation with participation, simulation 
with communion, and imitation with spiritual perception.
	 The rapid emergence of AI-generated religious imagery 
has raised important theological questions, particularly within 
the Orthodox tradition that understands sacred art as more 
than aesthetic representation. Nowhere is this tension more 
visible than in the growing production of so-called “AI icons,” 
images that imitate the visual conventions of Orthodox 
iconography while remaining detached from the liturgical, 
sacramental, and ascetical life of the Church. Such images may 
reproduce stylistic elements of traditional icons with increasing 
sophistication, but they also invite deeper reflection on the 
nature of sacred representation itself. What distinguishes a 
true icon from a religious image that only resembles one? Is 
an icon defined primarily by visual form, or by the spiritual and 
ecclesial realities from which it emerges?
	 This article argues that artificial intelligence, despite 
its ability to imitate the visual style of Orthodox iconography, 
cannot create icons in the theological sense because it cannot 

1	  “Akathist of Thanksgiving: Glory to God for All Things,” attributed 
to Metropolitan Tryphon (Turkestanov), Ikos 7.   
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participate in the sacramental, ascetical, and ecclesial life from 
which icons emerge. Orthodox icons function as windows into 
divine reality, opening the faithful toward communion with 
God and the transfigured life of the Kingdom. AI-generated 
religious imagery, by contrast, functions more as a mirror, 
reflecting and recombining accumulated human patterns 
and visual data without participation in the spiritual realities 
icons reveal. This distinction may be understood through 
three theological contrasts: participation versus generation, 
discernment versus detection, and beholding versus seeing. 
Ultimately, the question is not whether AI can reproduce 
sacred imagery, but whether technological systems are capable 
of participating in the incarnational and spiritual realities that 
Orthodox iconography presupposes.

What are Icons?
	 In Orthodox Christianity, an icon is not simply religious 
artwork or symbolic illustration. A true icon is written from 
within the life of the Orthodox Church by one who participates 
in her worship, prayer, ascetical life, and Holy Tradition. The 
iconographer does not simply generate an image but bears 
witness to the transfigured reality revealed in Christ through 
ecclesial participation. For this reason, Orthodox theology has 
traditionally understood icons not as artistic self-expression, 
but as manifestations of the Church’s theological vision. 
	 The Orthodox understanding of iconography is 
inseparable from the Church’s theology of the Incarnation. 
Because the Word truly became flesh, matter itself may 
become a vehicle of divine presence and revelation. Christ 
Himself is the eikon of the invisible God (Col 1:15). The icon 
is therefore not merely religious art or visual decoration, but a 
theological witness grounded in the sanctification of creation 
through Christ. Similar to the written words of Scripture, icons 
visually proclaim that the events of salvation history are not 
confined to the past or to material appearance, but open 
creation toward the spiritual reality of the Kingdom of God.
	 The iconographic tradition is consistently linked to 
apostolic continuity and ecclesial faithfulness. According to 
longstanding Christian tradition, the first icon of the Virgin 
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Mary was painted by Saint Luke the Evangelist. Jaroslav 
Pelikan notes that, despite later suggestions to the contrary, 
this tradition predates the Iconoclastic controversy, observing 
that “at least since the sixth century” Luke had been associated 
with the origin of icon painting.2 The significance of this 
tradition is not solely historical but also theological. Just as 
Luke carefully sought to “set in order” the Gospel narrative 
(Luke 1:1–3), the iconographer likewise seeks to set forth a 
visual proclamation of the Gospel in continuity with the faith, 
worship, and theological vision of the Church.
	 For this reason, Orthodox iconography has never been 
understood as autonomous artistic creativity detached from 
spiritual formation. Preparation for painting traditionally 
includes prayer, fasting, repentance, and participation in the 
sacramental life of the Church. The iconographer works within 
an ascetical and liturgical context because the icon itself 
functions as a mode of theological proclamation. A traditional 
prayer before painting asks God to 
	 "Enlighten and direct my soul, my heart and my spirit. 
Guide the hands of your unworthy servant so that I may 
worthily and perfectly portray Your Icon, that of Your Mother, 
and all the Saints, for the glory, joy and adornment of Thy 
Holy Church. Forgive my sins and the sins of those who will 
venerate these icons and who, kneeling devoutly before them, 
give homage to those they represent. Protect them from all 
evil and instruct them with good counsel."3

	 Such prayers reveal that iconography is understood as 
an act of spiritual obedience and ecclesial participation rather 
than aesthetic production alone.
Participation Versus Generation 
	 The distinction between generation and participation 
highlights the fundamental distinction between human 
iconography and artificial generation and asks the question: 
“Who can write an icon?” The true Orthodox icon emerges 
from embodied Orthodox Christians formed through prayer, 

2	  Jaroslav Pelikan, Imago Dei: The Byzantine Apologia for Icons 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 88. See also Bissera V. 
Pentcheva, Icons and Power: The Mother of God in Byzantium (University 
Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 125.

3	  Jim Forest, Praying with Icons (Maryknoll: New York: Orbis Books, 
2008), xviii.
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worship, ascetic struggle, and sacramental communion. Even 
the process of traditional iconography employs a technique 
called “progressive enlightenment” in which transfigured faces 
of Christ and the saints are first painted with a dark color. Then 
brighter colors are systematically added on top of each darker 
color, with the brightest colors at the topmost layer. This visual 
process mirrors the spiritual transformation of the Christian 
life itself as the believer grows into participation in the divine 
light of Jesus Christ.
	 AI systems do not participate in liturgical life, sacramental 
communion, repentance, or ascetical struggle. They possess 
neither intentionality nor spiritual formation. An AI server may 
generate an image that resembles an icon stylistically, but it 
can only produce outputs through probabilistic recombination 
of existing data.
	 St. Theodore the Studite expressed this principle 
forcefully during the Iconoclastic controversies when he wrote: 
“He who paints Christ while separated from His Body has 
painted himself.”4 His statement reflects the conviction that 
authentic iconography cannot be separated from participation 
in the Body of Christ. The iconographer bears witness to the 
life of the Church that the icon reveals. Detached from this 
communion, sacred representation risks becoming a projection 
of individual imagination rather than a witness to transfigured 
reality.
Discernment versus Detection 
	 The distinction between discernment and detection 
motivates the question of who can understand holiness. 
The answer becomes clearer when considering how artificial 
intelligence actually processes images. AI systems do not “see” 
in any human or spiritual sense. They analyze patterns of pixels, 
color relationships, shapes, and compositional probabilities 
in order to identify statistical similarities across datasets. If 
presented with an icon of the Transfiguration of Jesus Christ 
on Mount Tabor, when “His face shone like the sun, and His 
clothes became as white as the light,”5 an AI system may 

4	  St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons, trans. Catharine P. 
Roth (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1981).
5	  Matt. 17:2, NKJV. Also Matt. 17:1–9; Mark 9:2–10; Luke 9:28–

https://www.biblestudytools.com/nkjv/passage/?q=Matthew+17:1-9
https://www.biblestudytools.com/nkjv/passage/?q=Mark+9:2-10
https://www.biblestudytools.com/nkjv/passage/?q=Luke+9:28-36
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describe “a glowing figure in the center, flanked by others, with 
kneeling figures below.” Such detection may be technically 
impressive, but it remains fundamentally descriptive rather 
than theological.
	 The human person, however, discerns theological 
meaning within what is seen. The believer encountering the 
icon of the Transfiguration perceives not simply shapes and 
colors but the revelation of Christ’s uncreated glory. The 
believer understands that the Apostles fall to the ground not 
because they processed optical information, but because they 
beheld the uncreated glory of God—an experience beyond 
physical sight. Orthodox theology, particularly in the writings 
of St. Gregory Palamas, understands the light of Mount Tabor 
as the uncreated energies of God perceptible through spiritual 
participation rather than ordinary sensory analysis alone.6 
	 Recent critiques of AI terminology reinforce this 
distinction. Emily Bender and Alex Hanna argue that the term 
“artificial intelligence” itself is misleading because such systems 
possess no genuine understanding. AI functions through pattern 
matching and statistical prediction rather than consciousness 
or comprehension. Yet humans naturally project intentionality 
and insight onto machine-generated outputs, mistaking fluency 
for wisdom and imitation for understanding.7 This temptation 
becomes especially dangerous in religious contexts where icons 
are reduced to aesthetic or nostalgic decoration, producing 
theological distortion through uncanonical or syncretistic 
imagery. There is also a great danger in training people to 
see representation, but not revelation; mistaking output for 
insight. Orthodox Christianity has historically distinguished 
between external perception and spiritual discernment, since 
knowledge of God is not reducible to information processing 
but involves participation, communion, and transformation. 
Beholding versus Seeing 
	 The distinction between beholding and seeing further 
clarifies the limits of artificial intelligence in relation to the 
question “Who can perceive divine glory?” In Orthodox 
36.

6	  St. Gregory Palamas, The Triads, trans. Nicholas Gendle (Mahwah, 
NJ: Paulist Press, 1983).

7	  Emily Bender and Alex Hanna, The AI Con: How to Fight Big Tech's 
Hype and Create the Future We Want (New York: Harper, 2025).

https://www.biblestudytools.com/nkjv/passage/?q=Luke+9:28-36
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theology, sight is never merely optical. Scripture repeatedly 
speaks of spiritual vision as “the eyes of the heart” with the 
capacity to perceive divine glory through participation in God’s 
life. St. Paul prays in Ephesians 1:18 that “the eyes of your heart 
may be enlightened,” suggesting that true perception involves 
more than sensory detection.
	 The icon participates in this theology of spiritual vision. 
Orthodox icons intentionally avoid naturalistic light sources 
and shadows because the light within the icon proceeds from 
Christ Himself, the Light of the World (Jn 8:12). The absence 
of both walls and light sources serves to convey that the icon 
itself expands beyond its natural earthbound limits. Evdokimov 
writes that the icon is “never a window on nature,” not even on 
a specific place, “but rather an opening onto the beyond.”8

	 Artificial intelligence cannot participate in this 
mode of beholding. AI systems process visual information 
computationally, recognizing edges, contrasts, and statistical 
patterns, but they do not experience wonder, reverence, 
repentance, or worship. They cannot perceive holiness because 
holiness is not a visual category detectable through data 
analysis. AI may simulate the external appearance of sacred 
art, but it cannot respond to divine mystery with awe or love.
Conclusion
	 For this reason, AI-generated religious imagery ultimately 
functions as a technological mirror rather than a window. It 
reflects accumulated human data, visual conventions, and textual 
patterns back to users without participating in the transcendent 
reality to which icons bear witness. Orthodox icons are “windows 
to heaven” because they emerge from and direct the faithful 
toward communion with the living God. AI systems, by contrast, 
remain spiritually inert mechanisms of recombination and 
imitation—neutral, unknowing and empty of intent.   
	 Orthodox theology associates true sight with spiritual 
beholding. Yet a machine is a mirror with no outward gaze. As 
the Psalmist referred to idols: “Eyes they have, but do not see” 
(Ps. 115:5; 113:13 LXX).
	 The central question, therefore, is not whether artificial 
intelligence can imitate the visual style of Orthodox icons. 
Increasingly, it can. The deeper question is whether Christians 

8	  Paul Evdokimov, The Art of the Icon: A Theology of Beauty, trans. 
Fr. Steven Bigham (Redondo Beach, CA: Oakwood, 1990), 95.



60 61

still understand why icons matter in the first place. The Orthodox 
theology of icons reveals that sacred representation cannot be 
reduced to aesthetics or technique alone. Icons emerge from 
incarnational theology, ecclesial communion, ascetical formation, 
and spiritual perception. They are not merely visual objects 
or symbolic religious representations, but manifestations of a 
transfigured creation through which the faithful encounter the 
presence, grace, and communion of the saints and the living God.
	 Artificial intelligence may continue to reshape artistic 
production and religious imagery in profound ways. Yet the 
distinction between windows and mirrors remains decisive. 
Orthodox icons are windows into a creation transfigured by 
Christ and opened into the Kingdom of God. Through them, 
the faithful encounter not simply visual representations, but a 
vision that reaches beyond the limits of the natural world into 
the divine realm.
	 AI, by contrast, reflects patterns without participation, 
imitation without incarnation, and generation without spiritual 
life. The computer server can only mirror accumulated human 
imagery back to us, but it cannot open creation toward 
transcendence because it cannot participate in the worship, 
communion, and transfiguration that icons reveal. A machine 
may reproduce the outward appearance of an icon, but it cannot 
behold divine glory, nor bear witness to it.
	 In this sense, the debate surrounding AI and iconography 
ultimately becomes a debate about personhood itself. What 
does it mean not merely to process images, but to behold with 
the eyes of the heart? What does it mean to create as embodied 
persons formed by worship, repentance, and communion with 
God? Orthodox iconography insists that true vision is inseparable 
from participation in divine life. Icons are therefore not mirrors 
reflecting humanity back to itself, but windows into heaven—
from within a world already being transfigured by the uncreated 
light of Jesus Christ.
Dr. Eve (Paraskevè) Tibbs is the author of A Basic Guide to Eastern Orthodox Theology: 
Introducing Beliefs and Practices  and  Seeing the Gospel: An Interpretive Guide to 
Orthodox Icons. She teaches at  Fuller Theological Seminary  and serves on the Faith 
and Order Commission of the  World Council of Churches  as a representative of 
the  Ecumenical Patriarchate. She also serves as Ministry Lead for Adult Christian 
Education in the Greek Orthodox Metropolis of San Francisco.
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	 In Church history – and even today, including in 
ecumenical conversations – one very ancient Church is almost 
always neglected, if not completely forgotten: the Assyrian 
Church of the East. The history of the Church of the East 
represents some of the most significant chapters in the history 
of Christianity across Asia. Its history is very fascinating and 
deserves to be better known and studied. This is what prompted 
me to write a book on this Church, The Assyrian Church of the 
East: History and Geography (published by Peter Lang, Oxford, 
2021). The ancestors of these Christians were the Assyrians, 
from the famous ancient Assyrian empire. 
	 This  Church is an apostolic Church, as attested in 
Acts 2:9. Indeed, the presence of people from Persia is 
acknowledged at the time of Pentecost, with explicit references 
to geographical regions such as Mesopotamia and other areas 
that today lie within Iran. However, when reading this passage 
from the Acts of the Apostles, very few people notice or make 
the connection with the later history of the Church of the East.
	 This Church later became the official Church of the 
great Persian Empire, which at the time was the principal rival 
of the Byzantine Empire.
	 The Church of the East proclaimed its autocephaly in 
410, although some scholars date this event to 424.
	 This Church is an Asian Church  par excellence  and 
expanded throughout the Persian Empire and further east. 
During the Middle Ages, it was the Church present across the 
largest territory in the world. What is most impressive is its 
missionary activity throughout Asia.
	 As Aziz Atiya writes:  It is no exaggeration to say that 
the early Middle Ages the Nestorian Church was the most 
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widespread in the whole world.' and ‘Few churches can claim 
for  themselves the Nestorian evangelizing fire that swept all 
over the continent of Asia in the earlier Middle Ages…’
	 What is also most impressive is the fact that this 
missionary activity was carried out entirely in a peaceful 
manner. In my view, it remains a model of missionary activity 
in history, and even for today. According to Church tradition, 
already in apostolic times the Apostle Thomas travelled to 
India to evangelise.
	 Before the Arab conquest (which began in 635), the 
missionary activity of the Church of the East was directed in 
two southern directions: southwards towards modern Saudi 
Arabia (the birthplace of Islam) and Yemen, and southeastwards 
towards the Persian Gulf (or Arabo-Persian Gulf) and India.
	 In Central and East Asia, we know that the Patriarchs of 
the Church of the East regularly sent monks as missionaries. 
As they travelled eastwards, they followed the trade routes 
(or Silk roads) alongside merchants, reaching as far as China. 
Some monks and bishops arrived at the imperial capital in 635, 
Chang’an (today known as Xi’an), as attested by the famous 
stele that is now preserved in the Xi’an Museum. There, they 
were welcomed by the court of the Tang dynasty, which 
showed appreciation for the Gospel, translated into Chinese. 
In 638 they were given permission to teach Christianity. The 
Emperor also ordered the construction of a monastery near 
the capital, at his own expense. We know that twenty-one 
monks lived there, and probably a bishop as well.
	 In the 8th century, the patriarch Sliba-Zkha (714–
28) established metropolitan provinces for Herat and 
Samarkand (Central Asia), as well as for India and China. In 
the eleventh century, the Church of the East in Central Asia 
and Mongolia experienced spectacular growth. Christianity 
spread significantly among the Central Asian tribes, especially 
under the Mongol Empire (1206–1368), which saw a surge 
in conversions. In Mongolia, we know that some princesses 
were Christian faithful of the Church of the East. It was under 
Mongol rule that the Church of the East experienced its final 
period of expansion in the Far East.
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	 Today it is possible to find tangible evidence of this 
history, as archaeological remains have been discovered 
in Central Asia, Mongolia and China, and are preserved 
in museums in these countries or elsewhere in the world. 
Excavations continue to be carried out in these regions. 
Remains of churches and monasteries have also been found in 
Mesopotamia and in the Persian Gulf area.
	 An increasing number of scholarly publications are 
devoted to this Church. The University of Salzburg, for 
example, organises regular conferences on the subject, with 
publications.  The Russian Orthodox  metropolitan  bishop of 
Astana and Kazakhstan, Alexander  (Mogilyov), has published 
a book in 2024 on the history of Christianity in Central Asia 
during the Middle Ages (from the 5th to the 15th centuries), 
thus speaking of the presence of the Church of the East 
there  (Alexander, Metropolitan of Astana and Kazakhstan 
(2024).  Khristianstvo v Tsentral’noi Azii v epokhu Srednikh 
vekov [Christianity in Central Asia in the Middle Ages]. Almaty. 
In Russian.)
	 In the West of Asia (that is, west of the borders of the 
Persian Empire), when circumstances allowed-namely, when 
the Persian Empire took control of territories in the Middle 
East-the Church of the East established parishes and even 
some bishoprics in what is now Syria, Egypt and Jerusalem. For 
example, Egypt became a metropolitan province between the 
eighth and eleventh centuries, having previously been a simple 
diocese subordinate to the metropolitanate of Damascus.
	 The Church reached its zenith during the thirteenth 
century and at the very beginning of the fourteenth century. 
During this period, it comprised a total of twenty-seven 
metropolitanates, each with six to twelve dioceses, spanning 
a vast territory that extended from the eastern Mediterranean 
to the Yellow Sea in China.
	 At the end of the Mongol conquests in the 13th and 14th 
centuries, the missionary activities of the Church of the East 
experienced a dramatic and rapid decline. Numerous Christians 
were massacred and the monasteries and schools that depended 
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on the Church were destroyed en masse. The primary reason for 
the loss of these churches is the destructive campaigns of Timur 
Lang (Tamerlane), a very powerful Muslim leader who ruled a 
great part of Asia and beyond from 1370 to 1405.
	 This explains why the Patriarch sought refuge and 
eventually settled in a very remote area north of Mesopotamia, 
with his seat at Qodshanis (Kotchanes), today located about 
30 km from the town of Hakkari, in the Hakkari region, 
in the south-eastern corner of present-day Turkey. In this 
area, communities of the Church lived in the various valleys 
surrounding Qodshanis, with each tribe settled in a separate 
valley. There were also communities in northern Iraq and 
north-western Iran, particularly around the town of Urmia (see 
the maps in my book on the Church of the East).
	 Massacres took place in the nineteenth century. The 
Patriarch and his people were forced to flee, first to Urmia and 
then to present-day Iraq. In the twentieth century, after the new 
state of Iraq was formed, the Patriarch was expelled in 1933. 
The Patriarchal See was subsequently transferred to Chicago in 
1940. In 2015, the Patriarchal See was moved back to northern 
Iraq, to Erbil. This was a very courageous decision, as it took 
place during a period of war and persecution of Christians in 
the nearby Mosul region, then under ISIS control. By doing so, 
the Church’s leaders wished to encourage the faithful to remain 
in the lands of their ancestors in the Middle East.
	 Since 2021, the current Patriarch has been Mar Awa III, 
who was born in the USA (in Chicago) and previously served 
as Bishop of California. He is doing his utmost to reorganise 
the Church, with particular emphasis on youth ministry. Youth 
conferences are organised in Erbil, enabling young people to 
visit the land of their ancestors. The next youth conference 
should have taken place in June 2026, and I am honoured to 
have been invited to address the young participants. But it was 
cancelled      due to political unsafety in the region.
	 Today, the Church of the East is present in countries 
throughout the Middle East and in Iran, as well as in the United 
States and Canada, Australia, Europe, and India. In 2025, the 
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Church had nine active bishops/archbishops and five retired 
prelates.
	 Small communities can be found in unexpected places. 
For example, in 2024, while in Almaty (Kazakhstan), I met 
members of a small community (about one hundred people) 
whose families had been deported from Georgia in the 1940s. 
They had neither a parish nor a priest.
	 In the Caucasus, following the 1915 genocide, members 
of the Church of the East arrived as refugees. They are currently 
present in Armenia, where there are now two parishes, and in 
Georgia, there is a mission parish. Some also settled in Russia, 
where there are parishes in Moscow and Krasnodar, as well 
as a mission parish in Rostov-on-Don; however, most of their 
people became members of the Russian Orthodox Church and 
have remained so to this day. In Ukraine, there is also a mission 
parish, but it is served only by visiting priests from time to time.
	 At the theological level, the Assyrian Church of the East 
separated from the main body of Christianity in the fifth century, 
as it did not accept the Council of Ephesus (431). They preferred 
to call the Virgin Mary Christotokos (“Mother of Christ”) rather 
than  Theotokos  (“Mother of God”). Contemporary scholars 
and theologians generally consider this acceptable, provided 
that Christ is recognised as fully God and fully Man, without 
division—a point that was historically misunderstood and used 
to criticise the theology of the Church of the East. According 
to the texts of the ongoing theological dialogue between the 
Church of the East and the Catholic Church, this understanding 
appears to be correct. Today, through its dialogue with the 
Catholic Church, it has been recognised that the Church 
of the East’s Christology and Mariology were historically 
misunderstood.
	 In fact, the Assyrian Church of the East (‘the Christians 
in the Persian Empire’) does not follow the Christology of 
Nestorius, as testified in the Agreement signed by her with 
the Catholic Church in Rome in 1994 (https://tinyurl.com/
vatichristodecla); and this Church bases her Christology 
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principally on the writings of her Fathers such as Babai the 
Great (c. 551–628), the third abbot of Abraham's monastery 
on Mount Izla, or Abba the Great, Patriarch of the Church of 
the East at Seleucia-Ctesiphon from 540 to 552, under whom, 
in 544, the Synod adopted the ordinances of the Council of 
Chalcedon. The Church of the East maintains the Antiochian 
Christology.
	 As for the nickname historically applied to this Church, 
“Nestorian,” it is not accepted by the Church of the East today. 
The Syriac scholar Sebastian Brock explains this in an article 
[Brock, “The ‘Nestorian’ Church: a lamentable misnomer” 
in  Bulletin of the John Rylands Library  Vol. 78 (Manchester 
1996), pp. 23–35  ; https://lunatest.manchester.ac.uk/luna/
servlet/detail/Manchester~25~25~2285~200728:The--
Nestorian--Church--a-lamentabl], which is very helpful to read 
in overcoming prejudice and misinformation about the Church 
of the East. 
	 The Orthodox Church engages in theological dialogue 
with many churches. Why not also with the Church of the East? 
In fact, to date, only the Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox 
Church has begun a dialogue with the Church of the East, for 
just over a decade. In that context, one must remember that, 
at the end of the nineteenth century, the Russian Orthodox 
Church sent some missionaries to Urmia (Persia) with the 
aim of converting priests and members of the Church of the 
East. Some did convert to Russian Orthodoxy. This activity, 
however, came to an end with the 1917 Revolution. The 
sixth meeting of this commission was held in Erbil, Iraq, in 
September 2025 (https://mospat.ru/en/news/93598/). There 
are also theological student exchange programmes, as well as 
a number of humanitarian and social projects. 
	 After the genocide suffered by Christians in the 
Ottoman Empire in 1915, and the subsequent massacres in 
Persia, north     western modern Iran, and Iraq, the Church of 
the East and its people were on the verge of extinction: no 
fewer than three-fifths of the people were lost, being killed 

https://mospat.ru/en/news/93598/
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or diying from sickness and other hardships. Considering all 
the catastrophes it has endured over the centuries, it is truly a 
miracle that this Church has survived.
	 In 1934, Patriarch Eshai Shimun XXI wrote: “My people 
have had a great struggle to maintain their Christian faith… 
But their witness goes on, and I pray to God that easier days 
may soon be granted them.” May God grant long life to the 
apostolic Church of the East!

Christine Chaillot is the author of numerous books (some of which have also been 
translated into Russian and Ukrainian and published by Duh i Litera in Kyiv) as well 
as articles on the dialogue between the Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Churches. 
Two of her books are available online: Towards Unity (published in 1998, https://
archive.org/details/christine-chaillot-towards-unity-the-theological-dialogue-
1998-rabo-2022), and The Dialogue between the Eastern and Oriental Orthodox 
Churches (published by Volos Academy in 2016, https://www.imdlibrary.gr/
publications/the-dialogue-between-the-eastern-orthodox-and-oriental-orthodox-
churches/. Her latest book is entitled: Relations and Exchanges between the Eastern 
and Oriental Orthodox in the Past and Today (Volos Academy Publications, 2025).

WISDOM THROUGH THE HOLY FATHERS

“We seek not victory, but the return of our brethren, whose 
separation from us is tearing us apart.”

St. Gregory the Theologian

“The Church was not established that those who are 
assembled should be divided, but that those who are divided 

should become one.”
St. John Chrysostom

“The purpose of the Savior is to gather into one the children 
of God who are scattered abroad.”

St. Maximus the Confessor

“God is one, and Christ is one, and His Church is one, and the 
faith is one, and the people are joined into a substantial unity 

of body by the glue of concord.”
St. Cyprian of Carthage

https://archive.org/details/christine-chaillot-towards-unity-the-theological-dialogue-1998-rabo-2022
https://archive.org/details/christine-chaillot-towards-unity-the-theological-dialogue-1998-rabo-2022
https://archive.org/details/christine-chaillot-towards-unity-the-theological-dialogue-1998-rabo-2022
https://www.imdlibrary.gr/publications/the-dialogue-between-the-eastern-orthodox-and-oriental-orthodox-churches/
https://www.imdlibrary.gr/publications/the-dialogue-between-the-eastern-orthodox-and-oriental-orthodox-churches/
https://www.imdlibrary.gr/publications/the-dialogue-between-the-eastern-orthodox-and-oriental-orthodox-churches/
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	 The beauty of creation has both inspired mankind and 
provoked questions about how it should be comprehended 
or appreciated. For an Orthodox Christian, the path to a true 
understanding of the beauty of creation lies in looking past 
creation to the Creator Himself, while neglecting God and 
choosing to live life in opposition to Him will lead to confusion 
and aesthetic discord.
	 An Orthodox understanding of beauty is intrinsically 
linked to the Divine Creator. This is underscored by Archbishop 
Job (Getcha) of Telmessos in his 2015 conference paper 
which highlights the Greek word 'kalos', meaning both good 
and beautiful, and its use in describing creation in the Greek 
translation of Genesis.1 He states that, in a theological setting, 
the two concepts of good and beautiful must be thought of as 
being intertwined. The Holy Scriptures teach us unequivocally 
that God is good, as proclaims the King and Prophet;2   therefore, 
based on the above-mentioned connection, God must also be 
beautiful. The beauty of God is reflected in His creation which, 
in its beauty, points to its Creator and, according to Archbishop 
Job, thereby becomes an icon of God. As icons are venerated 
not for their material substances (wood, paint) but for being 
symbols of the Divine, so a true understanding of created 
beauty must inevitably lead back to the glorification of God; it 
is the Creator of the beautiful that deserves veneration and not 
the creation itself. Leonid Ouspensky, in his authoritative text 
The Theology of the Icon, reinforces this connection between 
the divine and the beautiful, and adds an additional element, 
1		  Archbishop Job (Getcha) of Telmessos, “Theological Significance 

of the Beauty of Creation in the Orthodox Tradition,” paper presented 
at Thyateira Deanery Annual Conference, 2015.

2		  Ps. 107
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writing that “God bestows on every creature a unique beauty” 
along with a “true divine beauty.”3 Ouspensky urges Christians 
to search foremost for this divine aspect in the beauty of 
God's creation, giving the highest place to the beauty that 
comes from illumination by grace and “is a part of the life to 
come, when God will be all in all,”4 thereby looking beyond the 
physical towards the final realisation of God's plan for creation.
	 For those living in the world and surrounded by its 
secular activities, understanding this link between God and 
beauty helps us understand that beauty and its appreciation 
in human society are tied to the veneration of, and obedience 
to, God by the earth's inhabitants. If a society begins to turn 
away from God in its thinking, its values and its everyday 
life, then the expression and pursuit of beauty in the arts, 
for example, will suffer as a result.  Indeed, a look at the 
history of Christian society in the 20th century reveals two 
parallel trends which support this: firstly, the appearance of 
nations officially proclaiming atheism as part of their founding 
principles, the suffocation of spirituality by materialism among 
the population, and the gradual use of ideologies to erode 
the Christian foundations and history of the Western world; 
and secondly, the stark departure from the general aesthetic 
concepts that were present in the arts in preceding eras.
     	 Exploring this in the Orthodox Arts Journal,5  Jonathan 
Pageau writes about the state of contemporary fine art as 
having been disconnected from any useful purpose, at times 
even foregoing its decorative or aesthetic qualities. In art 
music, a move away from consonance to dissonance in the 
20th century resulted in ugliness of sound being celebrated, 
with the exploration of new and discordant soundscapes 
being treated as more important than providing aesthetic joy 
to listeners. Given that art provides revealing commentary on 
those who produce it, the turn away from beauty to ugliness in 
the aesthetics of modern society can be tied to its distancing      
3		  Leonid Ouspensky, Theology of the Icon (St. Vladimir’s Seminary 

Press, 1978), 190.
4		  Leonid Ouspensky, Theology of the Icon, 190.
5		  Jonathan Pageau, “The Recovery of the Arts,” pt. 1, Orthodox Arts 

Journal, June 4, 2012.
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itself from the commandments and worship of its beautiful 
Creator.
	 These aesthetic elements reveal a greater danger, as the 
distancing of contemporary society from God and the resulting 
consequences for art and beauty can be seen as so-called 
progress in what C.S. Lewis describes as modernity's mission 
towards conquering nature and rising above it. In his Abolition 
of Man, Lewis argues that because beauty is connected, 
through God, to truth and goodness, it poses a threat to this 
movement which, if it were to succeed, would only result 
in mankind being completely mastered and absorbed by 
nature.6 In order to eliminate this threat, an insidious concept 
is propagated that there is no such thing as inherent beauty, 
and that it is simply an emotional reaction, based on feelings 
and bereft of truth. The attacks on beauty are one part of the 
movement which seeks to undermine and destroy mankind's 
connection to its Creator, hiding its intentions behind promises 
of “freedom”. The arguments used to support this include those 
which claim that humans have outgrown their need for “old-
fashioned” values and society is, in Lewis' words, “free to make 
our species whatever we wish it to be.”7 These arguments are 
based on the fallacious idea that if these values are removed 
then what is left is a neutrality, a level playing field that can 
have anything built on it, an emptiness which can then be 
filled with whatever man may desire. However, this is not the 
reality of our existence: the reality is that “the light shines 
in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”8 The 
absence of light is darkness; where there is no light, darkness 
will come to replace it, and so by removing the values and faith 
that underpinned Christian society, mankind will be left at the 
mercy of the passions and the demons. Furthermore, in their 
essence, these arguments amount to claims that humans have 
outgrown their need for God, have conquered creation and can 
replace God as their own masters. In the history of creation 
there has already been one who sought to replace God and 
rule in His stead and God, in His providence, has granted His 
6		  C.S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man (Oxford University Press, 1943), 43.
7		  C.S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man, 37.
8		  Jn. 1:5 (NKJV)
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faithful stark warnings in the writings of St. Peter about the 
true motivations of those who argue modernity's temptations: 
“For when they speak great swelling words of emptiness, they 
allure through the lusts of the flesh, through lewdness, the 
ones who are barely escaping from those who live in error. 
While they promise them liberty, they themselves are slaves of 
corruption; for by whom a person is overcome, by him also he 
is brought into bondage.”9 
	 God is present in all, and the beauty of creation can play 
a part in providing at least some understanding of God and His 
own beauty. The Orthodox Christian however, observing the 
aesthetic effects of society's retreat from its creator, should 
take warning from this aspect of the spiritual war being played 
out on the societal level and focus their attention on attaining a 
true understanding of beauty that can come only from pursuing 
the spiritual life. In this task, the words of Ouspensky can 
provide much inspiration: “For the Church, the value and the 
beauty of the visible world lie not in the temporary splendour 
of its present state, but in its potential transfiguration, realised 
by man. In other words, true beauty is the radiance of the Holy 
Spirit, the holiness of and the participation in the life of the 
world to come.”10  
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	 At Pentecost, the apostolic Church was sent on a 
mission. As we celebrate the Pentecost season it’s good to ask 
ourselves today, ‘What is the mission of the Church?’ My church? 
My mission? 
	 I retired from active parish service in 2020. Since then, 
my pastoral experiences have led me to reflect on the unique 
mission of the Orthodox Church in today’s America. My parish 
adventures prior to 2020 included a startup mission – now 
St. Nicholas Parish in Charlottesville, Virginia (UOC of USA). 
Charlottesville’s reputation as an educational environment 
attracts an array of bright, enthusiastic and religiously spirited 
Christians; a stimulating and challenging atmosphere. Our 
mission drew students and employees from the University of 
Virginia and James Madison University.

Mission Dynamics
	 One challenge in this “college town” environment was 
that, by nature of the educational experience, we had departures 
announced each springtime. Students left to pursue their 
careers or further education, so every Pascha was bittersweet 
as we would prepare for their departure. Parishioners ‘hit the 
road’ in summer – our demographic was mostly young families 
and students who joined their extended families. Every 
September brought surprises – new arrivals and unforeseen 
departures. Parish community development is challenging 
in this environment. Our budgeting was quite modest, to 
accommodate the oft-challenging financial circumstances of 
people just starting their careers. Space rental with our budget 
was daunting; purchase or new construction was not realistic. 
In hindsight, the blessing and benefit of this time was that 
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the focus was not on the physical space - rather, our efforts 
needed to be people focused!
	 Young adults bring an energy to the entire parish 
community, but there was also a second group of people 
who provided structure, sustainability and maturity. To call 
them ‘old-timers’ would be an exaggeration, but this group of 
mature members offered practical skillsets, like construction 
and administration. Some were new Orthodox Christians who 
found a ‘home’ in the new mission, where they could actively 
participate in new ways and ministries, encouraged by spiritual 
friendship and love.

Church Fundamentals
	 Observing the growth at St. Nicholas parish in 
Charlottesville, I came to value these characteristics:1
	 Engaging Participation – Belonging meant doing – 
starting with participation in the array of liturgical services, 
but also an ‘all hands-on deck’ engagement in every aspect 
of parish life, from care for children at services, to offering 
hospitality, or cleaning toilets.
	 Education and Formation – This flock was looking for 
traditional Orthodox Faith and praxis, but also intellectual 
challenge and stimulation. They wanted to be equipped to 
engage in discussions with their friends about Orthodoxy and 
Christianity - throughout history and in their own moment.
	 A Broad Vision of Life and Church – Many of the parish 
attendees had experience with a wide variety of Orthodox 
spiritual and ethnic traditions during their college years. Their 
vision of the Church was truly catholic.
	 A Sacred, Sacrificial Spirit – To serve Christ in a meaningful 
way, members of a start-up community knew that sacrifice 

1	  The emergence of widespread interest in Orthodoxy is a 
critical issue in the Church today. https://www.facebook.com/nytimes/
posts/across-the-us-orthodox-christianity-is-attracting-energetic-new-
adherents-especi/1234193148563146/#?cha. New missions are springing 
up around the country – presenting new opportunities and challenges to 
the Church and those who are called to minister to them.  This important 
discussion is beyond the scope of this reflection. 
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was required. The first sacrifice – time - meant participation in 
Sunday worship but also church activities and charitable work 
in the name of Christ and the Church. Stewardship practice 
included individual and parish tithing; this grounded parish 
finances in faith.
	 Today’s Community for Tomorrow – ‘Community’ was 
a lived experience! Many parish friendships continued long 
after leaving the city; there are several stories of marriages, 
ordinations, former classmates as godparents, and collaborating 
on spiritual ministries years later. 
	 It has been a profound blessing to my life and ministry to 
serve them in the name of Christ.

New Experience in Retirement and a ‘New’ Parish
	 After 20+ years serving in Charlottesville, I became 
involved in a very different, deeply rewarding parish ministry, 
also under the patronage of St. Nicholas, in Monessen, 
Pennsylvania. I had visited the parish once with my mother in 
2006; it is a short stroll to St Mary’s Byzantine Catholic Church 
where I was baptized. The church where I was married, Holy 
Resurrection in Belle Vernon, is scarcely a five-minute drive. In 
short, I have some roots in the area.
	 Monessen is the epitome of the ‘Rust Belt’ – that 
northern tier of states in the U.S. characterized by a century 
of heavy industry growth, followed by the last six decades of 
economic decline. In the 20th century, the mines and mills of 
the Rust Belt provided a way of life for millions of immigrants, 
including those from Ukraine and Eastern Europe. Parishes 
were formed from groups of immigrants whose identity was 
shared with ‘their people’, including the language of worship 
and conversation, engraved on the church cornerstones. St. 
Nicholas was such a parish.
	 In Spring 2023, during a family visit, I contacted the 
parish leaders and shared my desire to serve a weekend as 
priest-celebrant, on a Sunday when they had no priest to 
celebrate the Divine Liturgy. They were warmly receptive - 
any opportunity to gather and pray was cause for celebration! 
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I easily identified St. Nicholas parish by the flags – American 
and blue and yellow Ukrainian - flapping in the breeze at the 
church entrance.
	 I was surprised at the immensity of the nave – capable 
of comfortably seating two hundred-plus people. The Liturgy 
was both spiritually enriching and touching. As I began the 
Liturgy with “Blessed is the Kingdom,” I was struck first by the 
impressive acoustics; then with the heartfelt, angelic response 
of the choir! Five women – 80% of the total attendance on 
that Sunday - sang in multi-part harmony the praises of 
God, sometimes using less familiar, traditional melodies and 
Galician chant of their Ukrainian forebears. All in the cavernous 
resonance of that sacred place – St. Nicholas Church.

Worship and More?
	 The life of the Church is best, but not entirely, expressed 
in its depth of worship. Repeated visits since that first Liturgy 
have led to a rich relationship with this tiny flock in a forgotten 
corner of the Rust Belt. The more I listened to the people and 
their stories, a picture emerged that was full of contrasts. 
Challenges in this Parish threaten their very existence as a 
Christian community.
	 Shortly after my first visit, a roof leak developed in the 
altar area. The severity of the leak became quickly evident 
when a portion of the ceiling collapsed in the sacristy. This 
parish lacked the financial means to tackle a project of this 
magnitude – account balances made just paying the monthly 
bills a challenge; repair and restoration were unthinkable.

Numbers Game?
	 I was puzzled.
	 How could a community that built a property (during 
the Depression no less) including a temple, hall and rectory to 
support 300+ regular members have declined to a point where 
- over a couple of decades - the number of active participants 
numbered fewer than a dozen?
	 The only conclusion I could come to was, ‘An enemy has 
done this…’  (Mt.13:28)
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	 I was more puzzled when presented with a list of over 
140 families, who were all recent donors to the parish! While 
two thirds of addresses on the list were outside a radius of 60 
miles from Monessen, a full one third of the addresses were 
within a reasonable driving distance to Monessen. This raised 
the obvious questions:  

•	 What happened to them?  Why had they donated to 
the Church but were not active participants?

•	 Most importantly, why did they stop coming to church 
on a consistent basis?

Old Time Religion?
	 I’ve tried to apply the yardstick of experience to this 
situation.
	 Engaging Participation? Joyful reminiscences from the 
1980s told of a dynamic youth group, ethnic dancing and 
events, and a full schedule of church worship and community 
activities. Today, none of those activities are present. Rather, 
people in pan-Orthodox gatherings ask if the church has 
closed because there is no regular schedule of services. Even 
the outdoor church sign was silent.
	 Education and Formation? – Those who attend express 
a strong interest in religious formation. This ‘faithful remnant’ 
has been necessarily self-educated; no local priest has been 
assigned who could offer sustaining religious education or a 
consistent presence.
	 A Broad Vision of Life and Church? – St. Nicholas Parish 
in Monessen is largely ‘family-based’ – in familial relationships 
by birth, also expressed parochially. Several large families 
were historically active in the church; they supported a robust 
parish life together - in the past. Many have since moved away 
– but some remain. They don’t come to church anymore. Some 
support financially from afar.
	 A Sacred, Sacrificial Spirit? – The sacred Presence of the 
Lord is unmistakable – but few are in church to experience it. 
Inspirational sacrifices are being made by the few, dedicated 
core members maintaining the sacred life of their church. Others 
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express interest in the church or may attend occasionally, but 
there is little real personal engagement.
	 Yesterday’s Community? – Many people in the List of 
140, along with others in the UOC of USA, may believe that 
Monessen has no future. While personal stories of parishioners 
are informative, touching and often funny, they are memories 
of past experiences.

Questions Asked – No Easy Answers
	 Over the past two years, those dedicated, core believers 
of St. Nicholas parish in Monessen have made significant strides 
to turn from the road that leads to a parish dead end. With an 
aggressive effort to raise funds and with special help from a 
local contractor, the destructive roof leak has been remedied, 
though interior repairs are still needed. They are committed to 
having consistent, weekly services and fellowship time, even 
when the Divine Liturgy is not served. Use of technology(!) 
to have weekly studies is a surprising success. A charitable 
fundraising project to raise funds for victims in Ukraine has 
served to raise public awareness. Weekly fellowship time has 
included brainstorming about ways to grow and prosper. 

A Mission for St. Nicholas?
	 As I write this, the Church celebrates Pentecost and 
recalls the prompting of the Holy Spirit to fulfill Christ’s mission. 
In Charlottesville, I witnessed a group of people ‘come together’ 
to serve this mission in the past, and today the vision before 
them is likely pretty clear.  Here’s the question though, ‘Does 
the Spirit have a mission for St. Nicholas parish in Monessen?’ 
	 Is it solely for the maintenance of an elusive past? Is 
the spiritual Mission for the Monessen area now entrusted to 
the more ‘viable’ St. Spyridon Greek Orthodox parish?’ ‘Or St. 
Mary Byzantine Catholic Church?’  ‘Or perhaps the ‘Orchard 
Fellowship’ – a Protestant group that purchased a once-thriving 
Roman Catholic church. Another fundamental question is, ‘Who 
will bring the Good News to the poor, in the Spirit of Jesus Who 
proclaimed its advent in the Gospel of St. Luke?’ (Lk. 4:18f)  



	 This reflection on Pentecost leads me back to St. 
Nicholas himself. Embedded in the Church calendar and 
Tradition is the commemoration of the Translation of the Relics 
of St. Nicholas (May 22). In 10872, St. Nicholas appeared in a 
vision, instructing that his relics be transferred to Bari, Italy 
because the city of Myra was going to be overrun by the 
invading Persians.3 And indeed it was. My question is, ‘What 
was and is now the mission of the Church in Asia Minor where St. 
Nicholas lived, preached, died and was interred and venerated?’
	 ‘What does the Spirit4 say is the mission for any of these 
churches under the patronage of St. Nicholas?’
	 No one can know the mind of God, except what the 
Spirit speaks prophetically in the Church, in the Scriptures, and 
as expressed in Church Tradition, such as the events of Church 
history. I firmly believe that these questions have answers, 
which compel a deep study, investigation, collaboration and 
deeper prayer.  
	 Saint Sophia Seminary may have a role here. Such was 
the calling of the Apostles, before the Spirit revealed the mind 
of the Lord to the Church in discernment. It remains for us to 
undertake the same.
	 Note:  Being that the reflections here, based on personal 
experience over many years, may not completely align with that 
of others at various times and places, I apologize for any resultant 
errors or misunderstandings as none are intended. 

2	  Notably, after 1054.
3	  https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/nicholas-bari.asp
4	  The phraseology of ‘What the Spirit is saying to the churches’ is 
intentional. Prayerful reflection on Rev. 2 would be helpful. 
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	 The new Executive Director of the Orthodox Christian 
Mission Center, Dr. Nathan Hoppe has done this interview 
based on his book on missions: Fostering Local Eucharistic 
Communities: A Biblical, Historical, and Theological Reflection 
Inspired by Missionary Service in Albania, published by 
Aschendorff Verlag in Münster in 2023.

	 Gayle Woloschak: Nathan, congratulations on your 
new position as Executive Director of the Orthodox Christian 
Mission Center. You have only been in this position since 
January of this year, but already you have put forth a vision 
about missions first expressed in your book on the topic. 
Can you talk about the motivation behind your book, what 
inspired you in putting together this vision?

	 Nathan Hoppe:  I had the privilege of serving in Albania 
as an OCMC missionary for more than two decades under 
the leadership of Archbishop Anastasios of blessed memory.  
Albania suffered centuries of anti-Christian persecution under 
Islamic occupation, followed by decades of extreme anti-
religious persecution under a communist regime that made all 
religious belief or practice illegal. As a result, a whole generation 
grew up with no experience of Christian life or Christian 
community. Since 1991 Albania has had freedom of religion and 
the Orthodox Church has begun the process of resurrection. 
In this context, the most important missionary task was the 
planting and fostering of vibrant parish communities. In most 
places, parish community life is transmitted organically from 
one generation to the next and new people are socialized into 
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existing communities. In Albania it was necessary to restart 
this process without this community memory.
	 I embarked on the research that became this book, 
because I realized that I needed to gain a deeper understanding 
of Orthodox church community if I was going to be effective in 
fostering parish communities in Albania. My first step was to 
gather and study all existing literature on the subject. I quickly 
realized that, despite the importance of this topic, there is very 
little Orthodox research, reflection or writing on the subject 
of parish communities. It is my prayer that this book is a 
contribution towards filling this vacuum.

	 GW: Can you provide a brief summary of your vision for 
missionary work that is described in such detail in your book?

	 NH:  The key insight of the book is that planting and 
fostering vibrant local Eucharistic communities is the mission-
critical task of the Orthodox Church. I use the terminology of 
vibrant local Eucharistic community rather than simply parish 
because each of us tends to have an unreflective assumption 
that we know what the parish should be based on our limited 
experience. 
	 The book begins with a historical study of church 
communities over time, focusing on the first four centuries of 
church history and then on contemporary church life. It would 
have been good to do an even broader historical study, but this 
was not possible within the confines of one book. I hope that 
others will continue the research in other historical periods. 
	 I then reflected on the historical study from a theological 
and missiological perspective, seeking practical guidance for 
contemporary work. Through this process I developed a matrix 
of eight attributes that I believe every Orthodox parish should 
attend to. These attributes are: Eucharistic life, Community 
life, Christian formation, Stewardship, governance, Mission, 
Philanthropy, and Cultural incarnation. The framework of 
attributes does not provide a blueprint that can be simply copied 
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because as a dynamic living organism every community will be 
unique. Rather, it seeks to provide a vision and a vocabulary to 
help communities work together towards a shared goal.
	 All the attributes are integrated parts of the living whole 
and cannot be isolated from the others without dismembering 
the organism. As an analogy, the human body is made up of 
different parts like the skeleton, circulatory system, digestive 
system, muscles etc. None of these can be separated from the 
others but it is important to attend to the health of each one. 
Often our church communities do not thrive as God intends, 
because we neglect one or more of the attributes that the 
health of the whole depends on. In this short interview it is 
not possible to explain each of the eight attributes, but I hope 
readers will be curious to explore them more fully in the book. 

	 GW: Your book was clearly written from your missionary 
experience in Albania. How could that vision be applied to the 
missionary outreach that is so needed in the US today?

	 NH:  In our rapidly changing world, the challenges we 
face here in the United States are similar to those in missionary 
contexts like Albania. It is essential that we have a clear vision 
for healthy local Eucharistic communities that will be authentic 
incarnations of Christ in our place and time. We must not 
simply copy what has been done at some point in the past 
because this would violate the incarnational principle that 
created those historic treasures. Rather, we must be attuned 
to the principles that have guided the church’s life throughout 
its history to nurture the unique expression that God intends 
for our place and time. 
	 This is not the definitive book on local Eucharistic 
communities, but I hope that it will be a contribution to a 
growing conversation. We are currently being blessed by God 
with a wave of inquirers coming to the Orthodox Church. It 
is urgent that we cultivate healthy local parish communities 
where these people can be received and formed as Orthodox 
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Christians. Too often, the character of parish communities is 
highly dependent on the clergy that lead them. Charismatic 
clergy attract huge numbers in a few communities while 
others languish. We must attend to the health of all our parish 
communities, and plant many more. One of the primary limiting 
factors for parish multiplication is lack of qualified clergy. If 
we foster a deep understanding of healthy parish communities 
across the church, we will equip every parish to flourish. We 
will not be dependent on a few superstars, instead we will 
harness the gifts of the whole people of God.
	 Above, I mentioned that one of the challenges in 
Albania is the discontinuity of church life because of the 
persecution. This has become an almost universal reality. In our 
globalized world we can no longer depend on the continuity 
of communities that existed throughout the centuries. People 
everywhere are growing up without an authentic experience 
of a healthy local Eucharistic community. Inquirers are pouring 
into Orthodox churches in the United States. As we seek to 
transmit the treasures of Orthodox tradition, we must attend 
carefully to the kind of communities we are fostering to ensure 
that they are incarnations of the word of God that are authentic 
both to our tradition and to our contemporary setting.

	 GW: What advice do you have to clergy and lay leaders 
about ways to inspire their parishes to become mission-
minded? What programs could they put in place to facilitate 
this work?

	 NH: Becoming mission minded, or regaining our      
apostolic identity is one of the attributes of healthy local 
Eucharistic communities. To effectively foster health in any 
area of the life of the church it is important to have an overall 
vision of the healthy organism. We need a comprehensive 
plan for Christian formation that begins in early childhood and 
continues throughout the lifecycle. 
	 One powerful tool for forming an apostolic mindset is 
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our teaching about our missionary saints. Many of our most 
illustrious saints, beginning with the apostles, were great 
missionaries. When we teach about these saints we must 
present them as examples to be followed especially in their 
missionary endeavors. When we celebrate the gift of the Holy 
Spirit each year on Pentecost, we must emphasize that the 
Holy Spirit is given that we may be witnesses for Christ in our 
Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. We 
must continually remind our people that we have been given 
the greatest treasure in the world and that millions of people 
are still waiting to hear.
	 We must train people to understand that Christian 
witness is a joyous privilege not an onerous duty. An important 
step in this direction is to equip people to clearly and simply 
articulate the gospel. Too often, we know many things about 
our faith, but we do not have the ability to clearly explain to 
ourselves or to others why this is such beautiful, good news. 
This can be done through sermons, Bible study groups and 
retreats. 
	 Every Orthodox parish should actively participate in 
sending long-term incarnational missionaries. The entire parish 
should be aware of the work being done on behalf of the parish 
by the missionary. The missionaries who     are sent should 
visit the parish and get to know the people. Children should 
grow up knowing their missionary, praying for their missionary, 
and supporting their missionary financially. The Orthodox 
Christian Mission Center (OCMC) is the missionary agency of 
the Assembly of Bishops. The mission center is excited to equip 
and facilitate each local parish to fulfill Christ’s command to 
make disciples of all nations.
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WISDOM THROUGH THE HOLY FATHERS

“I do not worship matter; I worship the Creator of matter, 
Who became matter for my sake and deigned to inhabit 
matter, Who worked out my salvation through matter.”

“When the Invisible One becomes visible in the flesh, then 
you may draw the likeness of His form.”

“The honor given to the image passes to the prototype.”
St. John of Damascus

“If Christ is not depicted in an icon, then He has not 
truly become man.”

“The icon proclaims the reality of the Incarnation.”

“To reject the holy icon is to reject the truth that 
the Word truly became flesh.”

St. Theodore the Studite

“He cannot have God for his Father who has 
not the Church for his Mother."

“God is one, and Christ is one, and His Church is one.””
St. Cyprian of Carthage

“Nothing is so characteristic of a Christian as 
being a peacemaker.”

St. Basil the Great

“Blessed is the peacemaker, 
for peace is the likeness of God.”

St. Ephrem the Syrian

“The holy icons sanctify the eyes of those who behold 
them with faith.”

St. Symeon of Thessalonica
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