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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



	 This third issue of volume 2 of Holy Wisdom! Holy Sophia! 
features a diverse range of papers, including contributions from both 
old friends and new voices. Khouria Frederica Matthews-Greene, who 
was once on the editorial board of the original St Sophia Quarterly 
(published in 1995-96 with Fr Alexander Webster as the editor), is 
delighted to re-introduce herself to our audience with her insightful 
article on remembering and preparing for death. Other familiar voices, 
Fr. Anthony Perkins and Fr. Gregory Jensen have been consistent 
contributors to every issue of the Quarterly since its revival last year. 
We are grateful for their profound and articulate writings that have 
a significant impact on our daily lives. Dr. Christine Chaillot, who is 
well-known to the Seminary, presented the paper included in this 
volume as part of a talk to the Seminary faculty and students. We 
are pleased to reprint this lecture on Orthodox-Oriental Orthodox 
dialogue, a topic of immense significance in our world today.
	 We warmly welcome new voices who have not been 
part of our Seminary circle in the past. Among them are Fr. John 
Jillions, the current President of the Orthodox Theological Society 
of America. He writes about the discernment process based on 
his experiences in faith. Fr. John Jones has dedicated his career to 
Marquette University to address issues of compassion and outreach 
to those in need. His article in this issue continues this theme by 
discussing almsgiving. Dr. Robert Saler, a post-doctoral research 
fellow when I met him at Lutheran School of Theology Chicago, now 
writes for us as an Orthodox Christian contemplating issues at the 
crossroads of Orthodox and Protestant thought. His work is likely 
to have a significant impact on this ongoing dialogue. In his article 
for the Quarterly, he explores the Communion of the saints and the 
importance of saints for Orthodox Christians. Dr. Nikos Asproulis, 
a member of the editorial board of the esteemed Greek Orthodox 
theological journal Theologia and a faculty member at Volos Academy 
in Volos, Greece, has been a key organizer of a summer institute for 
students and clergy from the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. This 
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event, developed and maintained by Volos, has been a special friend 
of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine, providing opportunities for 
travel and learning. Although Nikos is new to our Seminary, he is 
well-known within our Ukrainian Orthodox Church. We are grateful 
for his continued contributions and support.
	 In each issue we highlight a book either through a book 
review or with an interview with an author. For this issue we have an 
interview with Dr. George Demacopoulos of the Orthodox Christian 
Studies Center of Fordham University who wrote a fascinating book 
on the origins of hymns associated with war. This book is especially 
timely for Ukrainians as we face the continued war in Ukraine and for 
the entire world as we all face war on many different fronts. I hope this 
interview will encourage you to read George’s book Sacralizing Violence 
in Byzantium: Hymns, Empire, and the Narrowing of Christian Identity.
	 Finally, this issue includes the annual update on the activities 
of some of our faculty. I am proud to be a member of St. Sophia’s 
faculty and consistently impressed by my colleagues.
	 As always, the editorial board envisions this issue as serving 
several important purposes within our community. First, we hope it 
will introduce our readers to new voices—thoughtful contributors 
whose perspectives bring fresh insight and renewed depth to the 
life of the Orthodox Church. By engaging with these voices, we aim 
to broaden understanding and highlight topics of both contemporary 
relevance and enduring spiritual significance.In addition, we hope 
this issue will spark meaningful conversation. Our desire is that the 
ideas presented here will not remain confined to the pages of this 
publication or to the walls of the seminary, but will instead inspire 
dialogue in parishes, around family tables, and among friends. Such 
conversations are vital to the living tradition of the Church, as they 
encourage reflection, mutual learning, and spiritual growth. Finally, 
we seek to contribute to and strengthen scholarship across the wider 
Orthodox community. By fostering thoughtful inquiry and careful 
engagement with theological, historical, and pastoral questions, 
we hope this issue will support ongoing intellectual and spiritual 
formation. We warmly welcome your responses. Letters, reflections, 
and comments are deeply valued, as they help sustain the dialogue 
we hope to cultivate. 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
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Звернення редактора
Гейл Волощак

	 Цей третій випуск другого тому Свята Премудрість (Holy 
Wisdom! Holy Sophia!) представляє різноманітний спектр статей, 
включаючи внески як давніх друзів, так і нових авторів. Хурія 
Фредеріка Метьюз-Ґрін, яка раніше входила до редакційної колегії 
оригінального St Sophia Quarterly (видання 1995–96 років під 
редакцією о. Олександра Вебстера), із радістю знову представляє 
себе нашій аудиторії через проникливу статтю про пам’ять і 
підготовку до смерті. Інший знайомий голос, о. Ентоні Перкінс, є 
постійним дописувачем кожного випуску часопису від часу його 
відновлення минулого року. Ми вдячні за його глибокі та виразні 
тексти, які мають значний вплив на наше щоденне життя. Д-р 
Крістін Шайо, добре знана Семінарії, представила статтю, включену 
до цього тому, під час доповіді для викладачів і студентів. Ми раді 
повторно опублікувати цю лекцію про Ортодоксально-Орієнтальний 
Православний діалог — тему надзвичайної важливості у сучасному 
світі.
	 Ми тепло вітаємо нові голоси, які раніше не були частиною 
нашого семінарійного кола. Серед них о. Джон Джілліонс, нинішній 
президент Православного Богословського Товариства Америки. Він 
пише про процес духовного розпізнавання, спираючись на власний 
досвід віри. О. Джон  присвятив свою кар’єру Університету Маркетта, 
займаючись питаннями співчуття та служіння нужденним. Його стаття 
в цьому випуску продовжує цю тему, обговорюючи милостиню. 
Д-р Роберт Салер, який був постдокторським дослідником, коли я 
познайомилася з ним у Лютеранській Богословській Школі Чикаго, 
тепер пише для нас як православний християнин, розмірковуючи 
над питаннями на перехресті православної та протестантської 
думки. Його праця, ймовірно, матиме значний вплив на цей тривалий 
діалог. У своїй статті для часопису він досліджує спілкування святих 
і значення святих для православних християн. Д-р Нікос Аспруліс, 
член редакційної колегії авторитетного грецького православного 
богословського журналу та викладач Волоської Академії у Волосі 
(Греція), є одним із ключових організаторів літнього інституту для 
студентів і духовенства Православної Церкви України. Цей захід, 
започаткований і підтримуваний Волоською Академією, є особливим 
другом Православної Церкви України, надаючи можливості для 
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подорожей і навчання. Хоча Нікос є новим для нашої Семінарії, він 
добре відомий у нашій Українській Православній Церкві. Ми вдячні 
йому за постійні внески та підтримку.
	 У кожному випуску ми приділяємо увагу одній книзі — або 
через рецензію, або через інтерв’ю з автором. У цьому випуску 
представлено інтерв’ю з д-ром Джорджем Демакопулосом із Центру 
православних християнських студій Фордгемського університету, 
який написав захопливу книгу про походження гімнів, пов’язаних із 
війною. Ця книга є особливо актуальною для українців, оскільки ми 
продовжуємо переживати війну в Україні, а також для всього світу, 
який стикається з війнами на різних фронтах. Сподіваюся, що це 
інтерв’ю заохотить вас прочитати книгу Джорджа Sacralizing Violence 
in Byzantium: Hymns, Empire, and the Narrowing of Christian Identity.
	 Нарешті, цей випуск містить щорічний огляд діяльності 
деяких наших викладачів. Я пишаюся тим, що є членом факультету 
Святої Софії, і постійно захоплююся своїми колегами.
Як завжди, редакційна колегія бачить цей випуск таким, що 
служить кільком важливим цілям у нашій спільноті. По-перше, 
ми сподіваємося познайомити наших читачів із новими голосами 
— вдумливими авторами, чиї погляди приносять нові ідеї та 
поглиблюють життя Православної Церкви. Приєднуючись до цих 
голосів, ми прагнемо розширити розуміння та висвітлити теми як 
сучасної актуальності, так і тривалого духовного значення. Крім того, 
ми сподіваємося, що цей випуск стане поштовхом до змістовних 
розмов. Ми бажаємо, щоб ідеї, представлені тут, не залишалися 
лише на сторінках цього видання чи в стінах семінарії, а надихали 
на діалог у парафіях, за сімейними столами та серед друзів. Такі 
розмови є життєво важливими для живої традиції Церкви, адже вони 
сприяють роздумам, взаємному навчанню та духовному зростанню. 
Нарешті, ми прагнемо зробити внесок у розвиток богословської 
науки в ширшій православній спільноті та зміцнити її. Сприяючи 
вдумливому дослідженню та уважному осмисленню богословських, 
історичних і пастирських питань, ми сподіваємося, що цей випуск 
підтримає подальше інтелектуальне й духовне формування. Ми 
будемо раді отримати ваші відгуки. Листи, роздуми та коментарі 
є для нас дуже цінними, адже вони допомагають підтримувати 
діалог, який ми прагнемо розвивати. Будь ласка, надсилайте свої 
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	 Contemporary discussions of discernment often assume 
that right judgment follows from sincerity, experience, or the 
correct application of principles. This article argues instead 
that discernment is fundamentally a problem of formation 
and ecclesiology rather than technique. Drawing on cognitive 
psychology, the sociology of knowledge, intelligence analysis, 
and Orthodox anthropology, it contends that discernment most 
often fails not through ignorance or malice, but through self-
delusion amplified by authority, isolation, and moral seriousness. 
Against the modern tendency to evaluate judgment by its 
justifiability, the article retrieves St. Paul’s criterion that “not all 
things build up” and that discernment must be oriented toward 
the good of the neighbor (1 Cor 10:23–24). The Ecumenical 
Council of Nicaea serves as a paradigmatic case of ecclesial 
discernment: truth emerges not from individual brilliance but 
through ascetic struggle, conciliar deliberation, and communal 
reception over time. Orthodox discernment is thus an ecclesial 
reality, sustained by shared life, worship, and accountable 
endurance.

I. The Problem of Expertise and Self-Delusion
	 Discernment is commonly treated as a matter of moral 
sincerity, experience, or the proper application of principles. 
When failures occur, they are often attributed to insufficient 
information, inadequate training, or bad intentions. Such 
explanations consistently underestimate a more subtle and 
pervasive danger: self-delusion arising from the very conditions 
that grant authority and responsibility.
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	 Nassim Nicholas Taleb describes this danger with 
characteristic bluntness:
	 “You cannot ignore self-delusion. The problem with 
experts is that they do not know what they do not know. Lack 
of knowledge and delusion about the quality of your knowledge 
come together—the same process that makes you know less also 
makes you satisfied with your knowledge” (Taleb 2010, 250).
	 Taleb’s concern is not arrogance, nor is it a moral 
indictment of expertise. It is an epistemic diagnosis. In complex 
systems—financial markets, intelligence environments, social 
institutions—the conditions that generate confidence often 
simultaneously obscure uncertainty. Expertise does not merely 
fail to eliminate blind spots; it can render them invisible.
	 This insight bears directly on ecclesial life. Clergy, like 
other experts, are entrusted with interpretation: of Scripture, 
of tradition, of moral situations, and of communal crises. Their 
judgments are not received merely as opinions, but as guidance. 
The danger, therefore, lies not in malice or incompetence, but 
in the quiet convergence of responsibility, confidence, and 
unexamined limitation. Discernment becomes most dangerous 
precisely when it feels most settled.

II. Authority, Trust, and the Predictability of Judgment
	 Research in social psychology clarifies why this danger 
is amplified within ecclesial contexts. Robert Cialdini has 
demonstrated that deference to authority is among the most 
powerful and reliable human heuristics. Individuals are far more 
likely to accept judgments when they are delivered by figures 
who visibly embody authority—through attire, credentials, or 
institutional role (Cialdini 2009, 208–236).
	 Jonathan Haidt adds an important refinement. 
Communities shaped by conservative moral cultures - those 
emphasizing order, continuity, and tradition—exhibit a 
heightened disposition to trust legitimate authority. This 
tendency is not a defect; it is a stabilizing social virtue. It enables 
cohesion, continuity, and the transmission of inherited wisdom. 
Yet the very strength of this disposition carries epistemic risk. 



14

When authority speaks with confidence and moral seriousness, 
critical perception often relaxes. Trust precedes evaluation 
(Haidt 2012, 114–148).
	 Within the Church, this dynamic is intensified. Clergy 
do not merely occupy positions of authority; they symbolize 
continuity with tradition, sacramental mediation, and moral 
responsibility. When a priest speaks decisively, the words are 
rarely heard as provisional. They shape perception.
	 Scripture warns that deception need not appear hostile. 
The devil may present himself “as an angel of light” (2 Cor 
11:14–15), and wolves may wear sheep’s clothing (Matt 7:15). 
These warnings apply not only to external teachers, but also to 
the internal movements of thought. In a fallen world, certainty 
itself can mask error.
	 This reality parallels a lesson long known in intelligence 
analysis. Analysts are dangerous not because they possess 
information, but because they convert uncertainty into 
coherent narratives that feel actionable and complete. Once 
such narratives are trusted, their hidden gaps and unknowns 
recede from view. The very confidence that makes them 
persuasive also conceals their fragility, and assurance replaces 
discernment, a problem magnified wherever authority and 
expertise are projected and where bad advice carries real 
human costs.
	 Contemporary data environments operate similarly. 
Algorithms, advertisers, and political actors do not bypass 
discernment; they exploit its predictability. They succeed not 
because discernment is absent, but because it has been formed 
elsewhere—by urgency, affirmation, and repetition rather than 
by patience, accountability, and shared life. In an age shaped 
by what Martin Gurri  (2018) describes as a crisis of authority, 
traditional structures of judgment are increasingly displaced 
by decentralized, reactive publics, intensifying the ecclesial 
challenge: discernment is no longer merely resisted by sin or 
pride, but quietly shaped and perverted by environments that 
reward immediacy, outrage, and performative certainty over 
patience, submission, and communal reception. 
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III. Orthodox Anthropology and the Formation of Perception
	 If discernment fails most often through self-delusion 
amplified by authority, then the problem cannot be resolved 
by improved techniques of decision-making alone. What is 
required is a deeper account of how perception itself is formed.
	 From an Orthodox perspective, discernment is not 
primarily an intellectual operation. It is the fruit of a rightly 
ordered human being. This ordering is neither automatic 
nor merely cognitive; it is acquired through ascetic practice, 
liturgical immersion, and sustained participation in ecclesial 
life. Discernment is a habitus—a stable disposition shaped over 
time—rather than a skill deployed episodically.
	 Classical Orthodox writers consistently locate 
discernment within the whole person. Evagrius Ponticus calls 
discernment the “mother of virtues,” not because it mechanically 
produces them, but because it presupposes the healing of 
perception itself (Evagrius 1981, 16). Maximus the Confessor 
later clarifies that error arises when the faculties of perception 
are disordered—when desire outruns truth, or intellect operates 
without purification (Maximus 2014, 93–97).

The Passions and the Training of Instinct
	 The passions are not merely sinful emotions, but the 
instinctive energies through which human beings respond to 
the world. Because they operate prior to reflection, they frame 
what appears threatening, desirable, or urgent long before 
conscious deliberation begins.
	 Orthodox ascetic practices—fasting, restraint, silence, 
obedience—operate precisely at this level. Their aim is not 
repression, but recalibration. By slowing instinctive responses, 
they render perception teachable. Discernment becomes 
possible only when instinct and emotion are no longer 
sovereign.

The Intellect and the Criterion of Edification
	 The intellect organizes meaning and constructs 
explanation. Its vulnerability lies not in ignorance, but in 
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selectivity. Proof-texting, selective appeals to tradition, and 
the elevation of exceptional cases into norms are common 
failures when intellect operates in isolation.

Here St. Paul offers a bracing criterion:
“All things are lawful,” but not all things are helpful. 

“All things are lawful,” but not all things build up. 
Let no one seek his own good, but the good of his neighbor. 

(1 Cor 10:23–24).

	 The relevance is direct. Clergy and educated laity alike 
can nearly always assemble reasons—psychological, canonical, 
pastoral, or traditional—for what they already feel compelled 
to do.  The question is not whether a course of action can 
be justified. The question is whether it builds up, whether it 
serves the neighbor, and whether it reflects love rather than 
self-validation.

The Nous and the Limits of Control
	 The nous is the faculty of spiritual perception. It cannot 
be commanded or optimized. It is purified indirectly, through 
participation in prayer, repentance, silence, and faithful 
endurance. John Chrysostom repeatedly warns that spiritual 
clarity emerges not from intensity, but from humility sustained 
in community (Chrysostom 1984, 48–52). Discernment, 
therefore, resists urgency. It matures slowly, as a by-product 
of participation rather than a goal pursued.

IV. Discernment, the Ecumenical Councils, and the Church’s 
Constitution of Knowledge
	 An example of a community that deliberately slows 
the process of judgment is the scientific community. At its 
best, science does not treat insight as self-authenticating, nor 
does it equate coherence or confidence with truth. Instead, it 
immerses the individual researcher within a system designed 
to resist premature certainty. Scientists generate hypotheses, 
design experiments, and observe patterns, but these insights 
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do not become knowledge until they are subjected to sustained 
communal testing. Claims must be exposed to critique, 
challenged by peers, replicated over time, and corrected when 
necessary. When science functions properly, truth emerges 
not from private clarity or persuasive argument, but from a 
disciplined process of accountability, correction, and endurance 
across time.
	 However, even at its best, the scientific community is 
only a pale shadow of the Church’s system of discernment. 
Modern science rightly insists that individual insight must be 
tested, corrected, and refined through communal accountability 
over time. Yet even this structure is fragile, dependent upon 
moral norms it cannot itself generate.
	 The Church’s discernment is deeper, older, and more 
costly. Individual Christians—clergy included—receive insights, 
intuitions, and perceptions. But those perceptions become 
discernment only when they are tested liturgically, pastorally, 
communally, and over time.
	 The Ecumenical Councils provide the paradigmatic 
example. Arius was not ignorant. He did not lack commitment. 
He reasoned carefully from Scripture, deployed philosophical 
tools, and appealed to a vision of divine coherence that 
felt compelling to many. His error was not the absence of 
discernment, or even the ability to persuade like-minded 
people, but the isolation of discernment from the Church’s full 
life.
	 The truth of Nicaea did not prevail because St. 
Athanasius was cleverer, louder, or more persistent. It 
prevailed because the Church, through conciliar struggle, 
prayer, ascetic endurance, and communal reception, discerned 
together what could not be discerned alone. The Council—not 
a heroic individual—was the organ of truth (Nicaea 325).  The 
Church’s conciliar life exists precisely to resist the moment 
when assurance threatens to replace discernment. Councils 
do not sanctify confidence; they slow it. They expose what 
feels coherent to the searching disciplines of prayer, ascetic 
endurance, correction, and reception over time. As St. John 
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Chrysostom notes in his homilies on the Apostolic Council, 
the Church does not act precipitously but allows discernment 
to mature through deliberation, prayer, and shared reception 
(Chrysostom 1994, Hom. in Acta Apost. 33; 210–214).
	 History bears witness that councils can fail when they 
attempt to manufacture truth by decree, as the many heretical 
councils attest. Authority alone does not guarantee truth. What 
distinguishes true conciliar discernment is not power, but 
process: fidelity to worship, willingness to endure correction, 
openness to time, and submission to reception by the whole 
Church.
	 Here, an analogy may be drawn—carefully—with Jonathan 
Rauch’s account of a “constitution of knowledge.” Rauch argues 
that societies capable of sustaining truth rely on procedural 
norms that privilege correction over assertion and durability 
over immediacy (Rauch 2021, 68–73). While Rauch explicitly 
excludes the Church because dogma is not endlessly revisable, 
this objection misunderstands the Church’s epistemic life. 
Dogma occupies a remarkably small space within the Church’s 
witness and represents the outcome—not the suspension—of 
the most searching forms of ecclesial testing. Far from bypassing 
procedural safeguards, dogma is what remains after centuries of 
communal discernment have done their work.
	 This ecclesial constitution of knowledge is not merely 
an inheritance from the past; it is a necessary discipline for the 
present. In a cultural environment where technological systems 
undermine traditional authority, fragment attention, and reward 
individual certainty over communal verification (Gurri 2018), 
the Church’s insistence on conciliar discernment and reception 
over time stands as a quiet form of resistance. It resists not 
technology itself, but the illusion that truth can be generated, 
verified, or sustained apart from shared life, patience, and 
sacrificial accountability. In this sense, the Church preserves St. 
John Chrysostom’s teaching that truth is learned most reliably 
not through private clarity, but through stability in worship, 
submission to correction, and endurance within the body over 
time (Chrysostom 1984).
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V. Implications for Clergy and Ecclesial Life
	 If discernment is formed rather than executed, clergy must 
be understood not primarily as decision-makers, but as hosts of 
discernment. They shape environments, normalize rhythms, and 
form the conditions under which perception is trained.
	 Authority intensifies responsibility. The more trust clergy 
receive, the more actively they must seek accountability. Silence 
and affirmation must never be mistaken for confirmation. A 
zero-defect culture is not a mark of holiness but of fragility. In 
this light, pastoral patience is not a failure of leadership but a 
form of ascetic discipline—a refusal to allow urgency, anxiety, 
or performative certainty to substitute for the slow work of 
communal discernment.
	 St. Paul’s criterion again proves decisive. The question is 
not what clergy can justify, but what builds up those entrusted 
to them. Discernment shifts from self-validation to service, 
from narrative control to sacrificial love.
	 The Church does not promise freedom from error. She 
promises a way of life in which error can be healed. Discernment 
is not an achievement of isolated individuals, but a gift 
sustained by the Church as a living, embodied constitution of 
knowledge—one that endures precisely because it refuses to 
rush the work of seeing clearly.

Bibliography
Cialdini, Robert B. Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion. Rev. ed. New York: Harper 
Business, 2009.
Chrysostom, John. On the Priesthood. Trans. Graham Neville. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 1984.
_____. Homilies on the Acts of the Apostles. Translated by J. Walker. Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, First Series, Vol. 11. Edited by Philip Schaff. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994.
Evagrius Ponticus. Praktikos and Chapters on Prayer. Trans. John Eudes Bamberger. 
Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1981.
Gurri, Martin. The Revolt of the Public and the Crisis of Authority in the New Millennium. San 
Francisco: Stripe Press, 2018. Originally published 2014.
Haidt, Jonathan. The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion. 
New York: Pantheon Books, 2012.
Maximus the Confessor. The Ambigua. Trans. Nicholas Constas. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2014.
Rauch, Jonathan. The Constitution of Knowledge: A Defense of Truth. Washington, DC: 
Brookings Institution Press, 2021.
Taleb, Nassim Nicholas. The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable. 2nd ed. New 
York: Random House, 2010.



2120

Від Виправдання до Збудування 
Православне розпізнавання в епоху 

авторитету та викривлення
о. Ентоні Перкінс

	 Сучасні дискусії про розпізнавання часто виходять із 
припущення, що правильне судження випливає зі щирості, 
досвіду або правильного застосування принципів. Натомість 
у цій статті стверджується, що розпізнавання є передусім 
проблемою формування та еклезіології, а не техніки. 
Спираючись на когнітивну психологію, соціологію знання, 
аналітику розвідки та православну антропологію, автор 
доводить, що розпізнавання найчастіше зазнає невдачі не 
через неуцтво чи злий намір, а через самообман, посилений 
авторитетом, ізоляцією та моральною серйозністю. На 
противагу сучасній тенденції оцінювати судження за його 
виправданістю, стаття повертає критерій апостола Павла: 
«не все збудовує», і що розпізнавання має бути спрямоване 
на благо ближнього (1 Кор. 10:23–24). Вселенський Собор у 
Нікеї постає як зразковий приклад церковного розпізнавання: 
істина виникає не з індивідуальної геніальності, а через 
аскетичну боротьбу, соборне обговорення та прийняття 
спільнотою з часом. Таким чином, православне розпізнавання 
є церковною реальністю, що підтримується спільним життям, 
богослужінням і відповідальним терпінням.
I. Проблема експертності та самообману
	 Розсуд зазвичай розглядається як питання моральної 
щирості, досвіду або правильного застосування принципів. 
Коли виникають помилки, їх часто пояснюють недостатньою 
інформацією, браком підготовки або поганими намірами. 
Однак такі пояснення систематично недооцінюють більш 
тонку й поширену небезпеку: самообман, який виникає саме 
з тих умов, що надають авторитет і відповідальність.
	 Нассім Ніколас Талеб описує цю небезпеку з 
характерною прямотою:
	 «Не можна ігнорувати самообман. Проблема з 
експертами полягає в тому, що вони не знають, чого вони 



21

не знають. Брак знання і самообман щодо якості власного 
знання йдуть разом — той самий процес, який змушує вас 
знати менше, також змушує вас бути задоволеними своїм 
знанням» (Taleb 2010, 250).
	 Занепокоєння Талеба полягає не в гордині і не є 
моральним осудом експертності. Це епістемологічний 
діагноз. У складних системах — фінансових ринках, 
розвідувальних середовищах, соціальних інститутах — 
умови, які породжують впевненість, водночас приховують 
невизначеність. Експертність не лише не усуває «сліпі зони», 
але й може робити їх невидимими.
	 Це безпосередньо стосується церковного життя. 
Духовенство, як і інші експерти, покликане до тлумачення: 
Святого Письма, Передання, моральних ситуацій і криз 
громади. Їхні судження сприймаються не просто як думки, 
а як керівництво. Отже, небезпека полягає не в злому намірі 
чи некомпетентності, а в тихому поєднанні відповідальності, 
впевненості та невиявлених обмеженнях. Розсуд стає 
найнебезпечнішим саме тоді, коли здається найусталенішим.

II. Авторитет, довіра та передбачуваність судження
	 Дослідження у сфері соціальної психології пояснюють, 
чому ця небезпека посилюється в церковному контексті. 
Роберт Чалдіні показав, що схильність підкорятися авторитету 
є однією з найпотужніших і найнадійніших людських 
евристик. Люди значно охочіше приймають судження, коли 
їх висловлюють особи, які явно втілюють авторитет — через 
зовнішній вигляд, кваліфікацію або інституційну роль (Cialdini 
2009, 208–236).
	 Джонатан Гайдт додає важливе уточнення. 
Спільноти, сформовані консервативними моральними 
культурами — тобто ті, що наголошують на порядку, тяглості 
та традиції — виявляють підвищену схильність довіряти 
легітимному авторитету. Ця тенденція не є недоліком; 
це стабілізуюча соціальна чеснота. Вона сприяє єдності, 
тяглості та передаванню успадкованої мудрості. Однак саме 
сила цієї схильності несе в собі епістемологічний ризик. 
Коли авторитет говорить із упевненістю та моральною 
серйозністю, критичне сприйняття часто послаблюється. 
Довіра передує оцінці (Haidt 2012, 114–148).
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	 У межах Церкви ця динаміка ще більше посилюється. 
Духовенство не лише займає позиції авторитету; воно 
символізує тяглість Передання, таїнственне посередництво та 
моральну відповідальність. Коли священник говорить рішуче, 
його слова рідко сприймаються як попередні чи умовні. Вони 
формують саме сприйняття.
	 Святе Письмо застерігає, що обман не обов’язково 
виглядає ворожим. Диявол може з’являтися «як ангел світла» 
(2 Кор. 11:14–15), а вовки можуть приходити в овечій одежі 
(Мт. 7:15). Ці застереження стосуються не лише зовнішніх 
учителів, але й внутрішніх рухів думки. У занепалому світі 
сама впевненість може маскувати помилку.
	 Ця реальність перегукується з уроком, давно відомим 
у сфері аналітики розвідки. Аналітики небезпечні не тому, що 
вони володіють інформацією, а тому, що вони перетворюють 
невизначеність на цілісні наративи, які здаються практичними 
та завершеними. Коли таким наративам починають довіряти, 
їхні приховані прогалини й невідомі аспекти відходять на 
задній план. Та сама впевненість, яка робить їх переконливими, 
одночасно приховує їхню крихкість, і впевненість підміняє 
розсуд — проблема, що посилюється там, де демонструються 
авторитет і експертність, і де хибні поради мають реальні 
людські наслідки.
	 Сучасні інформаційні середовища функціонують 
подібно. Алгоритми, рекламодавці та політичні актори 
не обходять розсуд — вони використовують його 
передбачуваність. Вони досягають успіху не тому, що 
розпізнавання відсутнє, а тому, що воно вже сформоване деінде 
— поспіхом, підтвердженням і повторенням, а не терпінням, 
відповідальністю та спільним життям. У добу, яку Мартін 
Ґуррі (2018) описує як кризу авторитету, традиційні структури 
судження дедалі більше витісняються децентралізованими, 
реактивними публіками, що посилює церковний виклик: 
розпізнавання вже не лише протистоїть гріху чи гордині, 
але тихо формується й викривляється середовищами, які 
винагороджують негайність, обурення та демонстративну 
впевненість замість терпіння, послуху та соборного прийняття.
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III. Православна антропологія та формування сприйняття
	 Якщо розпізнавання найчастіше зазнає невдачі 
через самообман, посилений авторитетом, тоді проблему 
неможливо вирішити лише вдосконаленням технік прийняття 
рішень. Потрібне глибше розуміння того, як формується саме 
сприйняття.
	 З православної точки зору, розпізнавання не 
є передусім інтелектуальною операцією. Це плід 
правильно впорядкованої людини. Таке впорядкування 
не є автоматичним і не зводиться лише до когнітивних 
процесів; воно здобувається через аскетичну практику, 
занурення в богослужіння та тривалу участь у церковному 
житті. Розпізнавання є habitus — сталою внутрішньою 
налаштованістю, що формується з часом, а не навичкою, яку 
застосовують епізодично.
	 Класичні православні автори послідовно розглядають 
розпізнавання як властивість цілісної людини. Євагрій 
Понтійський називає розпізнавання «матір’ю чеснот» не тому, 
що воно механічно їх породжує, а тому, що передбачає зцілення 
самого сприйняття (Evagrius 1981, 16). Пізніше преподобний 
Максим Ісповідник уточнює, що помилка виникає тоді, коли 
здатності сприйняття розладнані — коли бажання випереджає 
істину або розум діє без очищення (Maximus 2014, 93–97).

Пристрасті та виховання інстинкту
	 Пристрасті — це не лише гріховні емоції, але й 
інстинктивні енергії, через які людина реагує на світ. Оскільки 
вони діють ще до осмислення, саме вони визначають, що 
здається загрозливим, бажаним чи нагальним задовго до 
початку свідомого роздуму.
	 Православні аскетичні практики — піст, стриманість, 
мовчання, послух — діють саме на цьому рівні. Їхня мета — не 
пригнічення, а переналаштування. Сповільнюючи інстинктивні 
реакції, вони роблять сприйняття здатним до навчання. 
Розпізнавання стає можливим лише тоді, коли інстинкт і 
емоція більше не панують.

Розум і критерій збудування
	 Розум впорядковує значення та формує пояснення. 
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Його вразливість полягає не в неуцтві, а у вибірковості. 
Виривання цитат із контексту, вибіркове звернення до 
Передання та піднесення виняткових випадків до рівня 
норми — це поширені помилки, коли розум діє ізольовано.

Тут апостол Павло пропонує чіткий критерій:
«Усе мені дозволено, але не все корисне.   
Усе мені дозволено, але не все збудовує. 
Нехай ніхто не шукає свого, але кожен — користі 
ближнього» (1 Кор. 10:23–24).

	 Значення цього критерію є прямим. Як духовенство, 
так і освічені миряни майже завжди можуть знайти аргументи 
— психологічні, канонічні, пастирські чи традиційні — на 
користь того, до чого вони вже схиляються. Питання полягає 
не в тому, чи можна виправдати певний вчинок. Питання в 
тому, чи він збудовує, чи служить ближньому і чи відображає 
любов, а не самоствердження.
Нус і межі контролю
	 Нус — це здатність духовного сприйняття. Його 
неможливо наказати або оптимізувати. Він очищується 
непрямо — через участь у молитві, покаянні, мовчанні та 
вірному терпінні. Святитель Іоан Золотоуст неодноразово 
застерігає, що духовна ясність виникає не від напруженості, 
а від смирення, яке підтримується в спільноті (Chrysostom 
1984, 48–52). Тому розсудливість противиться поспіху. 
Воно дозріває повільно — як плід участі, а не як ціль, до якої 
прагнуть безпосередньо.

IV. Розсудливість, Вселенські Собори та церковна 
«конституція знання»
	 Прикладом спільноти, яка свідомо сповільнює процес 
судження, є наукове середовище. У своєму найкращому 
вигляді наука не вважає інсайт самодостатнім доказом і не 
ототожнює узгодженість чи впевненість з істиною. Натомість 
вона занурює дослідника в систему, покликану протидіяти 
передчасній певності. Вчені формулюють гіпотези, 
проводять експерименти та спостерігають закономірності, 
але ці спостереження стають знанням лише після тривалої 
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спільної перевірки. Твердження мають бути відкритими для 
критики, перевірятися колегами, відтворюватися з часом і 
виправлятися за потреби. Коли наука функціонує належним 
чином, істина виникає не з приватної ясності чи переконливих 
аргументів, а з дисциплінованого процесу відповідальності, 
виправлення та витривалості в часі.
	 Проте навіть у своєму найкращому вигляді наукова 
спільнота є лише блідою тінню церковної системи 
розсудливість. Сучасна наука справедливо наполягає на тому, 
що індивідуальне просвітлення повинне бути перевірене, 
виправлене й уточнене через спільну відповідальність у часі. 
Але навіть ця структура є крихкою, оскільки залежить від 
моральних норм, які сама не здатна породити.
	 Церковне розсудливість є глибшим, давнішим і більш 
вимогливим. Окремі християни — включно з духовенством 
— отримують інсайти, інтуїції та сприйняття. Але вони 
стають розсудливістю лише тоді, коли проходять перевірку 
в богослужбовому, пастирському, спільнотному вимірі та з 
плином часу.
	 Вселенські Собори є зразковим прикладом цього 
процесу. Арій не був неуком. Йому не бракувало відданості. 
Він ретельно міркував на основі Писання, користувався 
філософськими інструментами й апелював до бачення 
божественної узгодженості, яке багатьом здавалося 
переконливим. Його помилка полягала не у відсутності 
розсудливість і навіть не у здатності переконувати однодумців, 
а в ізоляції розсудливість від повноти церковного життя.
	 Істина Нікеї перемогла не тому, що святитель 
Афанасій був розумнішим, гучнішим чи наполегливішим. 
Вона утвердилася тому, що Церква через соборну боротьбу, 
молитву, аскетичне терпіння та спільне прийняття розпізнала 
разом те, що неможливо було розпізнати поодинці. Сам 
Собор — а не героїчна особа — був органом істини (Нікея, 
325). Соборне життя Церкви існує саме для того, щоб 
протистояти моменту, коли впевненість починає підміняти 
розсудливість. Собори не освячують упевненість — вони її 
сповільнюють. Вони піддають те, що здається узгодженим, 
випробуванню молитвою, аскетичним терпінням, 
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виправленням і прийняттям у часі. Як зазначає святитель Іоан 
Золотоуст у своїх бесідах на Апостольському Соборі, Церква 
не діє поспішно, але дозволяє розсудливості дозрівати через 
роздум, молитву та спільне прийняття (Chrysostom 1994, 
Hom. in Acta Apost. 33; 210–214).
	 Історія свідчить, що собори можуть зазнавати невдачі, 
коли намагаються «виробити» істину декретом, про що 
свідчать численні єретичні собори. Сам по собі авторитет 
не гарантує істини. Те, що відрізняє справжню соборну 
розсудливість, — це не влада, а процес: вірність богослужінню, 
готовність приймати виправлення, відкритість до часу та 
покора спільному прийняттю всією Церквою.
	 Тут можна провести обережну аналогію з поняттям 
«конституції знання», запропонованим Джонатаном Раухом. 
Раух стверджує, що суспільства, здатні зберігати істину, 
спираються на процедурні норми, які надають перевагу 
розсудливості над ствердженням і тривалості над миттєвістю 
(Rauch 2021, 68–73). Хоча Раух прямо виключає Церкву, 
вважаючи, що догмат не підлягає нескінченному перегляду, 
це заперечення ґрунтується на нерозумінні пізнавального 
життя Церкви. Догмат займає відносно невелике місце в 
церковному свідченні й є результатом — а не припиненням 
— найглибших форм церковного випробування. Догмат не 
оминає процедурних гарантій, а є тим, що залишилося після 
того, як століття колективного розсуду зробили свою справу.
	 Ця церковна «конституція знання» є не лише 
спадщиною минулого, але й необхідною дисципліною 
сьогодення. У культурному середовищі, де технологічні 
системи підривають традиційну владу, розпорошують 
увагу та віддають перевагу індивідуальним думкам над 
колективною перевіркою (Gurri 2018), наполягання Церкви 
на соборному розпізнанні та прийнятті в часі стає тихою 
формою опору. Вона протистоїть не самій технології, а ілюзії, 
що істину можна створити, перевірити або зберегти поза 
спільним життям, терпінням і жертовною відповідальністю. 
У цьому сенсі Церква зберігає вчення святителя Іоана 
Золотоуста про те, що істина найнадійніше пізнається не 
через приватну ясність, а через сталість у богослужінні, 
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покору виправленню та витривалість у тілі Церкви з плином 
часу (Chrysostom 1984).

V. Наслідки для духовенства та церковного життя
	 Якщо розпізнавання формується, а не просто 
здійснюється, тоді духовенство слід розуміти не 
передусім як тих, хто приймає рішення, а як тих, хто 
створює середовище для розпізнавання. Вони формують 
середовище, встановлюють ритми та створюють умови, у 
яких розвивається здатність до сприйняття.
	 Авторитет посилює відповідальність. Чим більше 
довіри отримує духовенство, тим активніше воно має 
шукати підзвітності. Мовчання та згода ніколи не повинні 
сприйматися як підтвердження. Культура «безпомилковості» 
є не ознакою святості, а ознакою крихкості. У цьому світлі 
пастирське терпіння є не проявом слабкого керівництва, 
а формою аскетичного подвигу — відмовою дозволити 
поспіху, тривозі чи демонстративній впевненості підмінити 
повільну працю соборного розпізнавання.
	 Критерій апостола Павла знову виявляється 
вирішальним. Питання полягає не в тому, що духовенство 
може виправдати, а в тому, що збудовує тих, хто їм 
довірений. Розпізнання переходить від самовиправдання 
до служіння, від контролю над наративом до жертовної 
любові.
	 Церква не обіцяє свободи від помилки. Вона 
обіцяє спосіб життя, у якому помилка може бути зцілена. 
Розпізнавання — це не досягнення ізольованих осіб, а 
дар, який підтримується Церквою як живою, втіленою 
«конституцією знання» — тією, що зберігається саме тому, 
що не поспішає у справі ясного бачення.
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What We Know
	 The thing that stands out to me is the radical disconnect 
between how the Orthodox Church is understood at the parish 
level and how it appears in the context of the larger American 
society. This disconnect often reveals itself in the tension between 
the timeless ideals we proclaim and the sociological realities we 
inhabit. For instance, in both large established parishes and small 
missions, one feels the truth of the Synodikon of Orthodoxy:

As the Prophets beheld, as the Apostles have taught, as 
the Church has received, as the Teachers have dogmatized, 
as the universe has agreed, as Grace has shown forth, 
as Truth has revealed, as falsehood has been dissolved, 
as Wisdom has presented, as Christ has awarded: thus 
we declare, thus we assert, thus we preach Christ our 
true God, and honor His Saints in words, in writings, in 
thoughts, in sacrifices, in churches, in Holy Icons; on the 
one hand worshiping and reverencing Christ as God and 
Lord; and on the other hand honoring as true servants 
of the same Lord of all, and accordingly offering them 
veneration.

This is the Faith of the Apostles; this is the Faith of the 
Fathers; this is the Faith of the Orthodox; this is the Faith 
which has established the universe!

	 I believed this and I find great comfort in the faith. And 
for all the occasional trials and frustrations, I love being a priest. 
But I am also a social scientist and I can’t not see the Church in 
America in this light. 
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	 Within the context of the larger American religious 
landscape, we are a statistically marginal community. We are 
small, our dioceses cover vast geographical regions beyond 
the ability of our bishops to govern effectively, and whether 
because of physical distance or culture differences our 
parishes are often isolated from each other. The latter, I should 
point out, is not simply a matter of so-called “ethnic” parishes; 
“convert” parishes can also be insular. Where, for example, the 
former might insist on the liturgical use of Greek, the latter can 
be just as insistent on the use of English. I was once accused by 
a recent convert of "destroying the parish” because I allowed 
the deacon to do a little litany in Slavonic.
	 And while there are Greek parishes where being 
Greek is at least as important as being Orthodox, there are 
convert parishes where there is an expectation that members 
adhere to the right leaning political and cultural agenda that 
parishioners brought with them from Evangelicalism. This is 
compounded when clergy uncritically accept, and at times even 
promote, traditional “biblical” values and "American" culture1 

as if these were coterminous with the “faith of the Apostles.” 
This environment can create significant pressure for political 
conformity, where dissenting views are effectively marginalized 
or silenced to maintain a facade of ideological unity.
	 In what follows, I want to offer some reflections on 
the pastoral situation of the Church in America rooted in my 
experience as a priest, college chaplain, and seminary instructor. 
My thoughts will be structured around three questions:

1.	 What don’t we know about the Church?
2.	 What can’t we know about the Church?
3.	 What can’t we not know about the Church?

	 While there is certainly a theological dimension to 
these questions, the questions themselves emerged for me 

1	  Kristin Kobes Du Mez, Jesus and John Wayne: How White Evangelicals 
Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a Nation (National Geographic Books, 2021), suggests 
that if we aren’t more prudent in our reception of Evangelical Christians, we too 
might experience internal fractures and embrace sectarianism. Like Evangelicalism, 
these will be justified by a selective appeal to Holy Tradition.
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as I have thought about what little empirical data there are      
about the Church in America. Not unreasonably, this opens me 
to the criticism of offering a secular, and even cynical, view 
of the Church. This is certainly a risk. However, it is essential 
that we maintain a posture of sober realism. While we must 
be careful to avoid cynicism, it is equally important that we 
not romanticize the situation of the Church. Neither the cynic 
nor the romantic sees the Church as it is; they seek instead a 
facsimile of the Church that reflects and affirms their own self-
image. 
	 To avoid this, I need to cultivate a stance of critical 
appreciation. This means gratitude for the grace that God 
has given His Church in America. It also means a sober 
acknowledgment of the weaknesses and challenges facing us. 

What We Don’t Know
	 The very first thing we don’t know is this: How many 
Orthodox Christians are there in America? Depending on how 
we define membership and the data set we use, the numbers 
range from a low of 675,7652 to as high as 5,460,000.3 

Cellphone location information gives us more reliable data and 
tells us that while approximately 30% are in church on any given 
Sunday, only about 4% are there 3 out of 4 Sundays. Why the 
faithful don’t attend Liturgy on a regular basis is something else 
we don’t know, but that it would be good to know. This lack of 
consistent attendance constitutes a distinct pastoral concern, 
separate from the challenges associated with rapid growth or 
the need to help new converts purify their motives for joining 
the Church. Hypothesizing in the absence of sound data is not 
helpful and opens the door to moralizing explanations that 
obscure more than illumine.
	 Based on anecdotal information from parish clergy and 
lay leaders, some communities are experiencing an up tick 
in individuals interested in becoming Orthodox. When I hear 
2	  Alexi  Kindatch, “US Religion Census 2020: Dramatic Changes in 
American Orthodox Churches,” Orthodox Reality, 2020, https://orthodoxreality.
org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/2020CensusGeneralReport1.pdf.
3	  Gina Zurlo, Global Christianity: A Guide to the World’s Largest Religion from 
Afghanistan to Zimbabwe (Zondervan Academic, 2022).
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of parishes that have as many (or even more) inquirers and 
catechumens than they do parishioners, I am skeptical of the 
ability of priests to catechize and form so many people while 
also meeting all the other, ordinary demands of a parish.
	 At the same time, it isn’t clear why some parishes are 
seeing so many converts. While I haven’t made friends for 
myself by saying this, it is worth asking about the motives of at 
least some of those who are inquiring. Based on broader societal 
trends it seems likely that some are becoming Orthodox for 
political reasons.4 That is, they see the Church as a conservative 
bulwark against an increasing socially progressive and secular 
society.5 Finally, I can’t help but wonder if the Church is 
unintentionally confirming - rather than correcting or in some 
cases, exploiting - the growing political and cultural divergence 
between American young men and women.6
	 It is all too easy for clergy to confuse curiosity about 
Orthodoxy with sincere interest in becoming Orthodox. To 
be sure, we all have at times approached major life decisions 
with mixed motives. This doesn’t mean someone shouldn’t be 
received. But it does mean that there is a need for a purification 
of motives not only before the person is received, but as part 
of his or her ongoing formation as an Orthodox Christian. 
Practically speaking, this can’t happen if we don’t know about, 
or won’t acknowledge, these mixed motives in both converts 
and the clergy and congregations that receive them. 
	 Finally, together with how many Orthodox Christians 
there are and why people are joining the Church, we need 
to ask why do they leave? This means not only why do those 
baptized in infancy drift away, but why do those who became 
Orthodox later in life leave? Again, this is something we simply 
don’t know.
4	  Ryan P. Burge, The Vanishing Church: How the Hollowing Out of Moderate 
Congregations Is Hurting Democracy, Faith, and Us (Baker Books, 2026).
5	  Sarah Riccardi-Swartz, Between Heaven and Russia: Religious Conversion 
and Political Apostasy in Appalachia (Fordham University Press, 2022).
6	 Deepa Bharath, “Young Men Grow More Religious, Widening Gender 
Gap: Gallup Poll,” AP News, April 16, 2026, https://apnews.com/article/religion-
church-evangelical-men-women-poll-f2b07f8d5e0e29b7b75334a8b2bbd3a6.
news.com/article/religion-church-evangelical-men-women-poll-f2b07f8d5e0e29
b7b75334a8b2bbd3a6.
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What We Can’t Know
	 All of this is, in principle, knowable; we can do a better 
job in counting. So what we don’t know we can know. What 
we can’t know is the future. We tend to judge the likelihood 
of an event based on our perception on the seriousness of 
the potential outcome. For example, while flying is safer than 
driving, we tend to see the former as more dangerous because 
airplane crashes are more dramatic. 
	 Something like this can happen when we look at the 
future of the Church in America. Are we seeing the beginning 
of the substantial growth of the Church in America? Are we 
now taking our place with Protestants, Catholics, and Jews, 
as a major American religion?7 And, if we are, is this a good 
thing or not? We simply don’t know because we can’t know 
the future.
	 We face a similar paucity of knowledge about the 
growing shortage of clergy in some Orthodox jurisdictions.8 

We can add to this our shrinking numbers in the traditional 
Orthodox strongholds in the US. Again, is this good news, bad 
news, or (more likely) a mixture of both? Our answer depends 
on myriad personal, institutional, and cultural factors that are 
simply unknown and, as future, unknowable.

What We Can’t Not Know
	 Reflecting on what we don’t know and what we can’t 
know has given me an intellectual humility that I simply didn’t 
have when I began my life as an Orthodox Christian. There is 
a certain comfort for me in this new found humility. It is easier 

7	  Will Herberg, Protestant, Catholic, Jew: An Essay in American Religious 
Sociology (Doubleday, 2012).
8	  See “Vocation as a Church-Wide Endeavor,” Orthodox Church in 
America, October 12, 2020, https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/vocation-
as-a-church-wide-endeavor, and the follow up report, “Office of the Chancellor 
Issues Report on Clergy Data,” Orthodox Church in America, November 8, 2025, 
https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/office-chancellor-issues-report-clergy-
data. The latter is more optimistic than the former about OCA having sufficient 
clergy. Matthew Namee, “Does the OCA Have a Priest Shortage?,” Orthodox 
Studies Institute, March 26, 2026, https://orthodoxstudies.substack.com/p/does-
the-oca-have-a-priest-shortage argues that the difference between these two 
reports, published by the same jurisdiction in 5 years is unclear.

https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/vocation-as-a-church-wide-endeavor
https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/vocation-as-a-church-wide-endeavor
https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/office-chancellor-issues-report-clergy-data
https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/office-chancellor-issues-report-clergy-data
https://orthodoxstudies.substack.com/p/does-the-oca-have-a-priest-shortage
https://orthodoxstudies.substack.com/p/does-the-oca-have-a-priest-shortage
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to accept that while I know a great deal, I don’t know nearly as 
much as there is to know. This imposed humility also gives me 
hope that however imprudent we might be in our eagerness to 
make new Orthodox Christians or ordain neophyte Orthodox 
Christians as deacons and priests, my new brothers and sisters 
in Christ and the clergy, monastics, and bishops that will be 
drawn from their ranks, will likely find themselves tomorrow 
where I am today. The key word here is hope. I don’t know, I 
can’t know, what will happen, but I do have hope. After all, I 
grew up, why should I imagine they won’t?
	 At the 1937 funeral of Archimandrite Irénée Winnaert, 
the founder of the Orthodox Church of France, Fr. Lev Gillet, 
better known under this pen name, “the monk of the Eastern 
Church,” had this to say:

O strange Orthodox Church, so poor and weak, with 
neither the organization nor the culture of the West, 
staying afloat as if by a miracle in the face of so many 
trials, tribulations and struggles; a Church of contrasts, 
both so traditional and so free, so archaic and so alive, 
so ritualistic and so personally involved, a Church 
where the priceless pearl of the Gospel is assiduously 
preserved, sometimes under a layer of dust; a Church 
which in shadows and silence maintains above all the 
eternal values of purity, poverty, asceticism, humility 
and forgiveness; a Church which has often not known 
how to act, but which can sing of the joy of Pascha like 
no other.

	 While Fr. Lev’s words here are inspiring, they also point 
to a paradox at the heart of the Church in America and indeed 
throughout the world. 
	 The more popular we become, the more sharply our 
marginal status comes into focus. And the more we try to     
respond soberly to people’s interest in the Church, the more it 
will become apparent just how expensive it is for people to come 
to know us. I don’t mean this in a financial sense necessarily. 
Rather, it is a question of the time and effort people need to 



34

invest to understand a theological tradition that is often quite 
different from their own. And, even assuming they are able to 
make this effort, I think it will soon become clear that our own 
resources are insufficient. We simply don’t have the time or 
staff to be anything more than marginally popular.

A Final Word
Here I think we should take consolation and find hope in Fr. Lev’s 
words. What America makes clear is that the Church is--and 
ought to be - “poor and weak.” It is only in this way that we 
can realize that we are insufficient for the task entrusted to 
us by our Lord. The Apostle Paul tells us as much. He writes to 
those disruptive and factious Christians in Corinth, that “we 
have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellence of the 
power may be of God and not of us” (2 Corinthians 4:7). If the 
Church in America has any gift to offer the whole Church it is 
this. We are a fragile vessel for the great gift of divine life.

Gregory Jensen is a priest of the pastor of Ss. Cyril & Methodius Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church in Madison, Wisconsin, he is the Orthodox chaplain at 
the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He and teaches ethics and pastoral 
theology at St. Sophia Ukrainian Orthodox Theological Seminary.

WISDOM THROUGH THE HOLY FATHERS

“What the soul is to the body of man, the Holy Ghost is to 
the Body of Christ: which the Church is. What the soul does 

in all the members of one body, this the Holy Spirit does 
throughout the Church ...

Do you think the soul follows the part cut thus off? While it 
belonged to the body it lived. Cut off it loses life. So likewise, 

the Christian man; while in the Body he lives, becoming 
heretic he is cut off, for the Spirit follows no amputated 

member. If therefore you wish to live in the Holy Ghost, hold 
fast to the bond of charity, love the Truth, long for Unity, that 

you may attain to eternity.” 

-St. Augustine: The Holy Spirit the Soul of the Church (PL 38, Sermo 267; 
Sunday Sermons, Vol. III, 27-28)
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Що ми знаємо, чого не знаємо, чого не можемо 
знати і чого не можемо не знати: 

Роздуми про пастирське життя Церкви в Америці
о. Григорій Дженсин

Що ми знаємо
	 Те, що найбільше впадає мені в око, — це радикальний 
розрив між тим, як Православну Церкву розуміють 
на рівні парафії, і тим, як вона виглядає в ширшому 
контексті американського суспільства. Цей розрив часто 
проявляється в напруженні між вічними ідеалами, які 
ми проголошуємо, і соціологічними реаліями, в яких ми 
живемо. Наприклад, як у великих усталених парафіях, так 
і в малих місіях відчувається істина Синодика Православ’я:

Як пророки бачили, як апостоли навчали, як Церква 
прийняла, як учителі догматизували, як всесвіт 
погодився, як благодать засяяла, як істина відкрилася, 
як неправда зникла, як мудрість явилася, як Христос 
утвердив — так ми сповідуємо, так стверджуємо, 
так проповідуємо Христа, істинного Бога нашого, 
і шануємо Його святих у словах, писаннях, думках, 
жертвах, у храмах, у святих іконах; з одного боку 
поклоняючись і вшановуючи Христа як Бога і 
Господа, а з іншого — шануючи святих як істинних 
слуг того ж Господа всіх і відповідно віддаючи їм 
почитання.

Це віра апостолів; це віра отців; це віра православних; 
це віра, яка утвердила всесвіт!

	 Я вірив у це і знаходжу в цій вірі велику втіху. І 
попри всі періодичні труднощі та розчарування, я люблю 
бути священником. Але я також є соціологом і не можу не 
бачити Церкву в Америці саме в цьому світлі.
	 У ширшому контексті американського релігійного 
ландшафту ми є статистично маргінальною спільнотою. 
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Ми невеликі, наші єпархії охоплюють величезні географічні 
території, що перевищують можливості ефективного 
управління єпископами, і через фізичну віддаленість або 
культурні відмінності наші парафії часто ізольовані одна 
від одної. Слід зазначити, що це стосується не лише так 
званих «етнічних» парафій; «новонавернені» парафії також 
можуть бути замкненими. Наприклад, якщо перші можуть 
наполягати на літургійному використанні грецької мови, 
то другі можуть так само наполягати на використанні 
англійської. Мене одного разу звинуватив новонавернений 
у «руйнуванні парафії» за те, що я дозволив диякону 
виголосити коротку єктенію церковнослов’янською.
	 І так само, як існують грецькі парафії, де грецька 
ідентичність іноді є не менш важливою, ніж Православна, 
існують і новонавернені парафії, де очікується, що 
парафіяни дотримуватимуться правоконсервативного 
політичного та культурного порядку денного, який вони 
принесли з євангельського середовища. Це ще більше 
ускладнюється, коли духовенство некритично приймає, 
а іноді навіть пропагує традиційні «біблійні» цінності та 
«американську» культуру1 ніби все це було тотожним «вірі 
апостолів». Таке середовище може створювати значний 
тиск до політичної конформності, коли альтернативні 
погляди фактично маргіналізуються або замовчуються 
задля збереження видимості ідеологічної єдності.
	 Далі я хотів би запропонувати деякі роздуми про 
пастирську ситуацію Церкви в Америці, спираючись на 
свій досвід священника, університетського капелана та 
викладача семінарії. Мої думки будуть структуровані 
навколо трьох запитань:

1.	 Чого ми не знаємо про Церкву? 
2.	 Чого ми не можемо знати про Церкву? 
3.	 Чого ми не можемо не знати про Церкву?

1	  Крістін Кобес Дю Мез (Kristin Kobes Du Mez) у книзі Jesus and John 
Wayne: How White Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a Nation (National 
Geographic Books, 2021) припускає, що якщо ми не будемо більш розсудливи-
ми у прийнятті євангельських християн, то й ми можемо зазнати внутрішніх 
розколів і схилитися до сектантства. Подібно до євангелікалізму, це буде ви-
правдовуватися вибірковим зверненням до Святого Передання.
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	 Хоча ці питання, безумовно, мають богословський 
вимір, самі вони виникли для мене з роздумів про те, як 
мало існує емпіричних даних про Церкву в Америці. Це, 
цілком природно, може викликати критику, ніби я пропоную 
світський або навіть цинічний погляд на Церкву. Такий ризик 
справді існує. Проте надзвичайно важливо зберігати позицію 
тверезого реалізму. Хоча ми повинні остерігатися цинізму, не 
менш важливо не ідеалізувати становище Церкви. Ані цинік, 
ані романтик не бачать Церкву такою, якою вона є; натомість 
вони шукають її подобу, яка відображає й підтверджує їхній 
власний образ себе.
	 Щоб цього уникнути, необхідно виробити позицію 
критичної вдячності. Це означає вдячність за благодать, яку Бог 
дарував Своїй Церкві в Америці. Але це також означає тверезе 
визнання слабкостей і викликів, перед якими ми стоїмо.

Чого ми не знаємо
	 Найперше, чого ми не знаємо, — це: скільки 
православних християн є в Америці? Залежно від того, як ми 
визначаємо членство і які джерела даних використовуємо, 
цифри коливаються від приблизно 675,7652 та аж до 
5,460,000.3 Дані про геолокацію мобільних телефонів дають 
нам більш надійну інформацію і показують, що хоча приблизно 
30% присутні в храмі в будь-яку неділю, лише близько 4% 
відвідують богослужіння 3 з 4 неділь. Чому вірні не відвідують 
Літургію регулярно — це ще одне питання, на яке ми не знаємо 
відповіді, хоча знати її було б дуже корисно. Така нестабільна 
участь становить окрему пастирську проблему, відмінну від 
викликів, пов’язаних із швидким зростанням або необхідністю 
допомогти новонаверненим очистити свої мотиви вступу до 
Церкви.
	 Висування припущень за відсутності надійних даних не 
є корисним і відкриває шлях до моралізаторських пояснень, 
які більше затемнюють, ніж прояснюють ситуацію.

2	  Alexi  Kindatch, “US Religion Census 2020: Dramatic Changes in Amer-
ican Orthodox Churches,” Orthodox Reality, 2020, https://orthodoxreality.org/
wp-content/uploads/2021/03/2020CensusGeneralReport1.pdf.
3	  Gina Zurlo, Global Christianity: A Guide to the World’s Largest Religion from 
Afghanistan to Zimbabwe (Zondervan Academic, 2022).
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	 На основі окремих свідчень парафіяльного 
духовенства та мирянських лідерів деякі громади 
переживають зростання кількості людей, зацікавлених 
у переході до Православ’я. Коли я чую про парафії, де 
кількість зацікавлених і оглашенних дорівнює або навіть 
перевищує кількість парафіян, я скептично ставлюся до 
здатності священників катехизувати та формувати таку 
кількість людей, водночас виконуючи всі інші звичайні 
обов’язки парафіяльного життя.
	 Водночас не зовсім зрозуміло, чому деякі парафії 
мають так багато новонавернених. Хоча мої слова не 
завжди знаходять прихильність, варто поставити питання 
про мотиви принаймні частини тих, хто цікавиться 
Православ’ям. З огляду на ширші суспільні тенденції, 
цілком імовірно, що деякі приходять до Православ’я з 
політичних причин.4 Тобто вони сприймають Церкву як 
консервативний бастіон проти дедалі більш соціально 
прогресивного та секулярного суспільства.5 Ну і звичайно, 
я не можу не замислитися, чи Церква ненавмисно не 
підтверджує — замість того, щоб виправляти, а в деяких 
випадках навіть використовує — зростаюче політичне й 
культурне розходження між молодими чоловіками та 
жінками в Америці.6
Духовенству надто легко сплутати зацікавленість 
Православ’ям із щирим бажанням стати православним. 
Безперечно, всі ми інколи підходимо до важливих 
життєвих рішень із змішаними мотивами. Це не означає, 
що людину не слід приймати до Церкви. Але це означає, 
що існує потреба в очищенні мотивів не лише перед 
прийняттям, але й як частини подальшого формування 
людини як православного християнина. Практично це 
неможливо, якщо ми не знаємо або не хочемо визнавати 
4	  Ryan P. Burge, The Vanishing Church: How the Hollowing Out of Moderate 
Congregations Is Hurting Democracy, Faith, and Us (Baker Books, 2026).
5	  Sarah Riccardi-Swartz, Between Heaven and Russia: Religious Conversion 
and Political Apostasy in Appalachia (Fordham University Press, 2022).
6	 Deepa Bharath, “Young Men Grow More Religious, Widening Gender Gap: 
Gallup Poll,” AP News, April 16, 2026, https://apnews.com/article/religion-church-evan-
gelical-men-women-poll-f2b07f8d5e0e29b7b75334a8b2bbd3a6.news.com/article/
religion-church-evangelical-men-women-poll-f2b07f8d5e0e29b7b75334a8b2bbd3a6.
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наявність таких змішаних мотивів як у новонавернених, 
так і в духовенства та громадах, які їх приймають.
	 Нарешті, поряд із питаннями про те, скільки є 
православних християн і чому люди приходять до Церкви, 
ми повинні запитати: чому вони залишають її? Йдеться не 
лише про тих, хто був охрещений у дитинстві й згодом 
відійшов, але й про тих, хто прийшов до Православ’я вже 
в дорослому віці. Знову ж таки, це те, чого ми просто не 
знаємо.

Чого ми не можемо знати
	 Усе це, в принципі, можна пізнати; ми можемо 
краще вести підрахунок. Тож те, чого ми не знаємо, ми 
можемо дізнатися. Чого ж ми не можемо знати — це 
майбутнього. Ми схильні оцінювати ймовірність подій, 
виходячи з того, наскільки серйозними нам здаються їхні 
можливі наслідки. Наприклад, хоча літати безпечніше, 
ніж їздити автомобілем, ми часто сприймаємо польоти 
як небезпечніші, бо авіакатастрофи виглядають 
драматичніше.
	 Щось подібне може відбуватися, коли ми дивимося 
на майбутнє Церкви в Америці. Чи бачимо ми початок 
суттєвого зростання Церкви в Америці? Чи займаємо 
ми тепер місце поряд із протестантами, католиками та 
юдеями як одна з провідних релігій у США?7 І якщо це так, 
чи є це добрим явищем чи ні? Ми просто не знаємо, бо не 
можемо знати майбутнього.
Ми стикаємося з подібною нестачею знань щодо 
зростаючого браку духовенства в деяких православних 
юрисдикціях.8 До цього можна додати й скорочення нашої 
7	  Will Herberg, Protestant, Catholic, Jew: An Essay in American Religious So-
ciology (Doubleday, 2012).
8	  Див. «Vocation as a Church-Wide Endeavor», Православна Церква в 
Америці, 12 жовтня 2020 р., https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/voca-
tion-as-a-church-wide-endeavor, а також наступний звіт «Office of the Chancel-
lor Issues Report on Clergy Data», Православна Церква в Америці, 8 листопада 
2025 р., https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/office-chancellor-issues-re-
port-clergy-data. Останній є більш оптимістичним, ніж перший, щодо наявності 
достатньої кількості духовенства в ПЦА. Метью Неймі у статті «Does the 
OCA Have a Priest Shortage?», Orthodox Studies Institute, 26 березня 2026 р., 
https://orthodoxstudies.substack.com/p/does-the-oca-have-a-priest-shortage, 

https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/vocation-as-a-church-wide-endeavor
https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/vocation-as-a-church-wide-endeavor
https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/office-chancellor-issues-report-clergy-data
https://www.oca.org/news/headline-news/office-chancellor-issues-report-clergy-data
https://orthodoxstudies.substack.com/p/does-the-oca-have-a-priest-shortage
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чисельності в традиційних осередках Православ’я у США. 
Знову ж таки, чи це добра новина, погана чи (що більш 
імовірно) поєднання обох? Наша відповідь залежить від 
безлічі особистих, інституційних і культурних чинників, які 
нам просто невідомі і, як майбутні, — непізнавані.

Чого ми не можемо не знати
	 Роздуми над тим, чого ми не знаємо і чого не 
можемо знати, дали мені інтелектуальне смирення, якого 
я просто не мав, коли починав своє життя як православний 
християнин. У цьому новознайденому смиренні я знаходжу 
певний спокій. Легше прийняти, що хоча я знаю багато, я 
не знаю й близько всього, що можна знати. Це нав’язане 
смирення також дає мені надію, що, якими б необачними 
ми не були у своєму прагненні навертати нових 
православних християн або висвячувати новонавернених 
у дияконів і священників, мої нові брати й сестри у Христі, 
а також духовенство, монашество й єпископи, які вийдуть 
із їхнього середовища, з часом, ймовірно, опиняться там, 
де я є сьогодні. Ключове слово тут — надія. Я не знаю і не 
можу знати, що станеться, але я маю надію. Зрештою, я ж 
виріс — чому ж мені думати, що вони не зможуть?
	 На похороні архімандрита Іринея Віннаерта у 1937 
році, засновника Православної Церкви Франції, о. Лев 
Жілле, більш відомий під своїм псевдонімом «монах 
Східної Церкви», сказав так:
	 О дивна Православна Церкво, така бідна і слабка, 
без організації й культури Заходу, яка тримається, немов 
дивом, серед стількох випробувань, скорбот і боротьби; 
Церкво контрастів, водночас така традиційна і така вільна, 
така архаїчна і така жива, така ритуальна і водночас глибоко 
особиста; Церкво, в якій безцінна перлина Євангелія дбайливо 
зберігається, інколи під шаром пилу; Церкво, яка в тіні й тиші 
понад усе зберігає вічні цінності чистоти, убогості, аскетизму, 
смирення і прощення; Церкво, яка часто не знала, як діяти, 
але яка може співати про радість Пасхи так, як ніхто інший.
стверджує, що різниця між цими двома звітами, опублікованими тією самою 
юрисдикцією протягом п’яти років, залишається незрозумілою.
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	 Хоча слова о. Лева надихають, вони також вказують на 
парадокс у серці Церкви в Америці — і, власне, у всьому світі.
	 Чим популярнішими ми стаємо, тим гостріше 
проявляється наша маргінальність. І чим серйозніше й 
тверезіше ми відповідаємо на інтерес людей до Церкви, 
тим очевиднішим стає, наскільки «дорого» їм обходиться 
пізнання нас. Йдеться не обов’язково про фінансову ціну. 
Радше про час і зусилля, які люди мають вкласти, щоб 
зрозуміти богословську традицію, що часто суттєво 
відрізняється від їхньої власної. І навіть якщо вони готові 
докласти цих зусиль, незабаром стане очевидно, що наші 
власні ресурси обмежені. У нас просто немає ні часу, ні 
достатньо працівників, щоб бути чимось більшим, ніж 
лише частково популярними.

Заключне слово
	 Тут, думаю, ми повинні знайти втіху й надію у словах 
о. Лева. Америка ясно показує, що Церква є — і повинна 
бути — «бідною і слабкою». Лише таким чином ми можемо 
усвідомити, що ми самі по собі не є достатніми для 
виконання завдання, дорученого нам Господом. Апостол 
Павло говорить про це прямо. Він пише тим неспокійним 
і розділеним християнам у Коринті: «Ми маємо цей скарб 
у глиняних посудинах, щоб велич сили була Божа, а не від 
нас» (2 Кор. 4:7).
	 Якщо Церква в Америці має якийсь дар для всієї 
Церкви, то він саме в цьому. Ми є крихкою посудиною для 
великого дару божественного життя.

WISDOM THROUGH THE HOLY FATHERS

“There is one God, and Christ is one, and there is one Church, 
and one chair founded upon the rock by the word of the Lord. 

Another altar cannot be constituted, nor a new priesthood 
be made, except the one altar and the one priesthood. 

Whosoever gathers elsewhere, scatters.” 

-St. Cyprian of Carthage, Epistle XXXIX, Letter to the People (ANF, Vol, V)
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I. The Sociological Context and Its Limits
	 Any honest theological account of conversion to 
Orthodox Christianity in the contemporary United States 
must reckon with the sociological landscape in which such 
conversions occur and through which they are inevitably, if 
partially, interpreted. For instance, Sarah Riccardi-Swartz’s 
work has provided academic analysis of what she terms 
“Reactive Orthodoxy” - a mode of Orthodox conversion in 
which the tradition functions primarily as a vehicle for political 
and civilizational grievance rather than as a theological claim 
upon the convert’s existence.1 Riccardi-Swartz’s interlocutors 
tend to represent an extreme expression of a broader tendency: 
the instrumentalization of Orthodox Christianity by converts 
who seek a faith that will buttress their commitments to 
particular positions within the culture war milieu of the United 
States (particularly on gender, sexuality, geopolitics, etc.). On 
this analysis, the conversion is reactive rather than receptive: 
the tradition is appropriated insofar as it can be made to serve 
prior ideological commitments, and the operative motor of 
the movement is political positioning rather than theological 
discovery.
	 The salience of Riccardi-Swartz’s analysis has been 
confirmed by subsequent developments, most notably the 
phenomenon of the so-called “Orthobros” and the surge of 
conservative young male converts documented in a November 
2025 New York Times investigation.2 The converts interviewed 
1	 Sarah Riccardi-Swartz, Between Heaven and Russia: Religious Conversion 
and Political Apostasy in Appalachia (New York: Fordham University Press, 2022). 
2	 Ruth Graham and Elizabeth Dias, “Orthodox Church Pews Are 
Overflowing With Converts,” New York Times, November 19, 2025, https://www.
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described Orthodoxy in terms that, as Riccardi-Swartz’s 
framework would predict, are primarily structural and reactive: 
the tradition as “hard truths,” as affirmation of masculine purpose, 
as a counter to what they characterize as the “feminization” 
of Protestant Christianity.3 What is conspicuously absent 
from these accounts is any substantive engagement with 
Orthodox theological content - with Christology, soteriology, 
ecclesiology, or with the specifically hagiographic tradition that 
constitutes one of Orthodoxy’s most distinctive contributions 
to Christian theological anthropology.
	 In this present essay I don’t wish to diminish the 
importance of this sociological/anthropological analysis; 
indeed, I have collaborated with Riccardi-Schwartz on a number 
of projects related to this very phenomenon. Moreover, my 
recent monograph on the Death to the World movement 
within U.S. Orthodoxy shares similar concerns.4 However, this 
present, more personal essay proceeds from the conviction 
that valid concerns with respect to the dominant patterns 
of demographically similar (to me) converts render it all the 
more necessary to articulate, with theological precision, an 
alternative account of what Orthodox conversion can mean—
and did mean, in my own case. With the possible exception of 
being “young” at the time of my reception (I had just turned 
40), I largely share the demographic profile of the converts that 
have received the aforementioned scholarly attention: white, 
male, academically credentialed, formed in Protestantism, 
converted in midlife. The operative logic of this conversion as I 
experienced it, though, was      neither cultural-reactionary nor 
primarily ecclesiological. It was Christological. To develop that 
claim requires attending to what I take to be core elements in 
Orthodox theology and spirituality – ecclesiology, hagiography, 
and the axiological importance of Christological particularity 
(as well as its implications for the life of discipleship).
nytimes.com/2025/11/19/us/orthodox-christianity.html.
3	 Ibid.
4	 Saler, “Death to the World” and Apocalyptic Theological Aesthetics (London: 
Bloomsbury/T&T Clark, 2024). 
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II. The Problem of Protestant Hagiography
	 I  was chrismated into the Orthodox Church in May 
2020 at St. Stephen the First Martyr Orthodox Church in 
Crawfordsville, Indiana, having arrived by a path that ran 
through sustained academic engagement with Orthodox 
theology via the International Orthodox Theological 
Association and St. Vladimir’s Seminary, pilgrimages to 
monastic communities in Scotland, Romania, Estonia, and 
Jerusalem, and a deepening dissatisfaction with the functional 
limits of Lutheran hagiographic theology. The trajectory was 
not marked by disillusionment with mainline Protestantism’s 
progressive theological or ethical commitments - commitments 
that I still largely share - but by an increasingly acute sense that 
the Protestant account of the saints, however defensible on 
Reformation grounds, foreclosed a dimension of Christological 
reflection that Orthodox hagiographic theology held open. 
Another way of saying this is that I did not suddenly become 
dissatisfied with the tradition in which I was raised, ordained 
as a pastor, and taught as a theologian such that I was inspired 
to go looking around for a “better” church – instead, I felt 
myself taken on a specifically theological journey that ended in 
a particular kind of embodied calling. 
	 The Lutheran tradition, following Luther’s carefully 
constructed position, maintains that the saints are 
appropriately venerated as moral and spiritual exemplars - as 
illustrations of what faithful Christian existence can look like - 
while insisting that any function as intercessors or mediators 
is theologically problematic, constituting an infringement 
upon the singular mediatorship of Christ and lending itself 
to abuses characteristic of the medieval Roman church.5 This 
position is internally coherent and exegetically defensible. 
Its structural consequence, however, is to place the saints in 
a fundamentally illustrative relation to Christian existence: 
they demonstrate possibilities and exemplify principles that 
are, in principle, generally available to any believer (even apart 
from the example). The saints, in other words, are exemplary 
5	 The classical Lutheran position on the saints as useful exemplars      is 
best articulated in Article 21 of the Augsburg Confession. 
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instances of a generic category (e.g. “faith” or “obedience”), and 
their particularity - the specific historical, embodied, vocational 
contours of each individual life - is theologically incidental 
rather than constitutive.
	 This was precisely the assumption that, for me, began 
to become untenable under sustained attention to the lives 
of specific saints - for instance, the fourth-century Egyptian 
desert monk Moses the Black. The patristic sources on Moses 
record the life of a man who came to the desert already shaped 
by a history of violence: formerly a gang leader, a murderer, 
a figure of physical intimidation whose conversion and 
subsequent growth in holiness occurred against and through 
the specific gravity of that prior existence.6 The accounts of 
his martyrdom—his willing submission to death at the hands of 
marauders whom he recognized, in his own account, as images 
of his former self and thus an opportunity to fulfill the Lord’s 
injunction that “those who live by the sword will die by the 
sword”—do not function primarily as an illustration of a general 
moral principle. They function as a disclosure of the mystery of 
Christ that is available only through the specific optic of Moses’s 
particular history: the man whose prior capacity for violence 
was the precise condition of the spiritual insight that enabled 
him to receive violence without retaliation. No other life could 
have disclosed this dimension of the paschal mystery in quite 
this way. The generic category of “obedience” is not formally 
incorrect, but it is wholly inadequate on existential and spiritual 
levels. 
	 The recognition that forced itself upon sustained 
attention to Moses, and subsequently to other saints, was that 
the Protestant hagiographic framework could not sufficiently 
account for what was actually occurring in these lives. The saints 
were not illustrating Christ; they were not providing exemplary 
instances of generic Christian virtue. They were being configured 
to Christ across the irreducible differences of their own particular 
histories, and in that configuration they were disclosing 
something of Christ that was, in each case, irreplaceable. 
6	 Cf. Benedicta Ward, The Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian 
Monks (London: Penguin, 1975), esp.206-211.
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III. Christological Patterning: A Constructive Account
	 Fr. John Behr, in his account of Christian existence in his 
text The Mystery of Christ, argues that Christological knowing 
is not primarily cognitive but formative - that it shapes the 
one who receives it into the pattern of the crucified and risen 
Lord.7 On Behr’s analysis, the “apostolic hermeneutic” by which 
the early church came to understand scripture and the person 
of Christ is a retroactive interpretation from the standpoint 
of cross and resurrection: Christ is known as the one whose 
identity is constituted by the total self-giving of death and the 
total vindication of resurrection, and discipleship is the process 
by which this pattern of self-giving and vindication becomes 
the constitutive form of the disciple’s own existence.
	 The critical theological move is to hold together two 
claims that are in permanent tension: that the Christological 
pattern is singular and unrepeatable - there is one Lord, one 
death and one resurrection, one paschal mystery - and that it is 
simultaneously instantiated in an inexhaustible multiplicity of 
differentiated forms in the lives of those who undergo it. The 
saints are not copies of a template; they are participations in 
a mystery that is capacious enough to accommodate, without 
homogenizing, the full range of human particularity. This is, 
at bottom, a claim about the infinity of the Incarnation: that 
the full humanity assumed by Christ in the particular humanity 
of the first-century Jewish man from Nazareth is not thereby 
limited to that particular instantiation, but opens a capacity for 
the assumption and redemption of all human particularity.8
	 The hagiographic tradition of the Orthodox Church 
instantiates this claim in the practice of attending to specific 
saintly lives as what a number of theologians have deemed 
7	 John Behr, The Mystery of Christ: Life in Death (Crestwood, NY: St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2006), 1–25. Behr’s account of the “apostolic 
hermeneutic”—by which the full meaning of scripture and Christian existence 
is read backward from the cross and resurrection—provides the most rigorous 
systematic account of the Christological argument I am developing here.
8	  I should perhaps note that I found a poignant literary representation 
of this theological frame in Eugene Vodolazkin’s acclaimed novel Laurus, which 
was gifted to me by Dr.      Peter Bouteneff, who would eventually become my 
godfather in the faith.
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a sort of “living exegesis” of the Gospel.9 The saint does not 
explain the Gospel; the saint enacts it, in the specific idiom of 
a specific human life. Moses the Black enacts it in the idiom of 
one whose entire spiritual trajectory is shaped by the gravity of 
prior violence and the radical transformation of that violence 
into self-offering. St. Maria of Paris enacts it in the idiom of 
one whose intellectual and artistic formation in the Russian 
Silver Age becomes the vehicle of an ecclesially marginal but 
theologically central kenotic love. St. Paisios of Mount Athos 
enacts it in the idiom of one whose peasant simplicity becomes 
the medium of an entirely unsentimental discernment. These 
are not interchangeable. The differences between them are 
not deficiencies on the way to some more generic holiness; 
they are constitutive of what each life discloses about the 
inexhaustible mystery of the one crucified and risen Lord. 
This is not, we should note, the same as the trend towards 
“representative Christologies” characteristic of classic liberal 
Protestantism and some liberation theologies, which (on 
my reading) tend ultimately to reduce Christ to a privileged 
exemplification of a more general/accessible principle (e.g. a 
Schleiermachean “ultimate dependence” or a process-esque 
“creative emergence”). The irreducible particularly of the 
historical and risen Christ is, again, held in tension with the 
plenteous diversity of individual particularities in the lives of 
those who are formed, in the church, to be Christologically 
patterned. 
	 This was brought home to me in one of the most vivid 
and decisive moments of my journey, when (while in the throes 
of my indecision) I was visiting a monastery in Scotland and 
the abbot shared with me the hagiographic legend of the 3rd 
century St. Lucy whereby she, having decided to dedicate her 
virginity to Christ, was continually pursued by a suitor who 
praised the beauty of her eyes. The common iconographic 
depiction of the saint holding her own eyes as a gift to the 
suitor10 bore witness not only to the extremity of her devotion 
but also to her own theological/exegetical creativity: if Christ 
9	 Cf Andrew Louth, Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature of 
Theology (Oxford: Clarendon, 1983), 73–96.
10	  Other accounts depict Lucy as a martyr/confessor whose eyes were 
plucked out under Roman persecution. 
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counsels that it is better for us to pluck out our own eyes rather 
than have them lead us to sin (Matthew 5:29), then here the 
saint creatively modified the passage for the sake of another – 
plucking out her own eyes so that ANOTHER might not sin. I 
meditated on this story (quite restlessly) all night, because more 
than any other hagiographic tale it demonstrates the difference 
between the sort of Christological patterning that I am describing 
and the sort of formalist theological ethics in which I had been 
trained. On no account could St. Lucy’s action be recommended 
as a general counsel to anyone (let alone women undergoing 
sexual harassment). Her embodied theological creativity, with 
its attendant sacrifice, was her own, but precisely on that basis 
it demonstrates the Christologically grounded potential for all 
of us to find ourselves in that same pattern.
	 This Christological account of the saints has further 
implications for theological anthropology. If holiness is not 
the erasure of particular human identity but its perfection—if 
theosis, in the Orthodox understanding, is the realization of the 
human person in the fullness of their God-given particularity 
rather than their absorption into an undifferentiated divine 
unity—then the saints represent not the transcendence of 
their specific histories and embodiments but their radical 
transformation and intensification.11 The saint is not holier 
despite particular history but through and in it. This is a claim 
about the nature of the Incarnation itself: the eternal Logos 
assumes not generic humanity but specific humanity, and 
the redemption that proceeds from that assumption is not a 
redemption from particularity but a redemption of it.
	 The theological significance of this claim for the 
question of conversion lies in its implications for the nature 
of the call to holiness. If each person is called to a holiness 
that is irreducibly their own—configured to Christ through and 
not despite the specific contours of their history, embodiment, 
and vocation—then the saint is not merely a model to be 
11	 On theosis as the perfection rather than the erasure of personal 
particularity, see Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, trans. 
Fellowship of St. Alban and St. Sergius (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary 
Press, 1976) and Aristotle Papanikolaou, The Mystical as Political: Democracy and 
Non-Radical Orthodoxy (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012).
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imitated but a companion in a shared undertaking whose 
terms are simultaneously universal and particular. The saint 
and the disciple are both undergoing the same Christological 
configuration, but in forms that are differentiated by everything 
that makes each of them the specific person they are. This is 
the theological ground of what, in the author’s experience, 
gradually became not an intellectual recognition but an 
existential orientation: the desire to be in the company of 
those already further along in this process. In short, when one 
finds oneself in the living company of the saints, one wants to 
go to where they are.

iV. Eucharistic Communion and the Telos of Conversion
	 Thus, what for me began in theology ended 
(appropriately, I think) at the altar table.. The Christological 
patterning account of the saints developed above implies a 
particular understanding of what it means to desire conversion 
and, more specifically, of what the telos of that desire is. The 
desire that, in the author’s experience, constituted the most 
fundamental movement toward Orthodox Christianity was 
not the desire for doctrinal stability, though Orthodoxy’s 
settled Christological and Trinitarian definitions are genuinely 
valuable; nor was it the desire for liturgical richness, though 
the Divine Liturgy constitutes an irreplaceable formation in the 
shape of Christian existence; nor was it any form of cultural 
or political dissatisfaction with my tradition of origin. It was 
also not of the sort of longing for the “original, first-century 
church” that scholars such as D. Oliver Herbel have identified 
as particularly characteristic of U.S. Christians.12 As I hope my 
account is making clear, I am more theologically drawn towards 
God’s active work in the present than in seeking to recapture 
any configuration – actual or imaginary – of the past. Instead, 
my conversion was much simpler, and rooted ultimately in the 
desire to share the same sacramental mysteries as the saints—
to be at the same Eucharistic table as Moses the Black and 
Maria of Paris and Paisios, in the sense in which the Orthodox 
12	  Cf. Herbel, Turning to Tradition: Converts and the Making of an American 
Orthodox Church (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
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liturgical tradition understands the Eucharist as enacting 
precisely that gathering. And this in hopes of having my own 
unworthiness someday participating, in however limited a 
fashion, in the Christological patterning that they exemplify.
	 The Orthodox Liturgy gathers the living and the 
departed into a single Eucharistic assembly precisely because 
the Christological configuration that constitutes sanctity is 
not dissolved by death but perfected through it. The saints are 
present at the Eucharist not as absent models remembered 
but as present participants in the one offering that the Liturgy 
perpetually actualizes. To desire Eucharistic communion with 
the saints is, on this account, not a pious sentiment but a 
theological claim: it is the claim that the company of those 
being configured to Christ across all their particular differences 
is the proper context for one’s own configuration, and that 
the Church, as the community in which that configuration is 
sacramentally enacted and sustained, is the community to 
which one belongs.
	 It is worth noting, in conclusion, that this account does 
not yield a triumphalist ecclesiology. The Orthodox Church, 
as presently constituted in the United States, is a community 
marked by the same fragility, distortion, and ideological 
temptation as any other human institution – after all, I am in it. 
I do not wish to offer myself as somehow more theologically 
sophisticated (or exempt from identitarian temptations) than 
the aforementioned converts receiving so much media and 
scholarly attention. My goal has not been to valorize Orthodoxy 
as a solution to the problems of contemporary Christianity but 
instead, in all humility, to name it as the particular community 
in which, for me, the Christological logic of the saints’ lives 
became not merely a theological conviction but  the foundation 
of a sacramental home.

Robert Saler is Associate Professor of Theology and Culture and Executive 
Director of the Center for Pastoral Excellence at Christian Theological Seminary 
in Indianapolis, IN. He is most recently the author of  "Death to the World" and 
Apocalyptic Theological Aesthetics (Bloomsbury/T&T Clark, 2024).
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	 For over forty years the subject that has dominated my 
thinking has been divine guidance. How do we individually and 
together—as families, communities, religious bodies, nations—
perceive God’s direction in our lives? How do we distinguish 
between true and false? How are we led to self-sacrifice and 
courage—or to inhuman cruelty in the name of God? How do we 
navigate uncertainty and deception? As a priest, this interest of 
course has never been merely academic, and I am confronted 
daily with such questions. In the 1990’s all of this led me to 
study divine guidance more deeply and systematically as a 
New Testament doctoral research project in Thessalonica and 
Cambridge. I focused on St Paul (and even more specifically on 
Corinth) and how divine guidance was perceived in his Greek, 
Roman, Jewish and early Christian world. This was eventually 
published as Divine Guidance: Lessons for Today from the World 
of Early Christianity (Oxford University Press, 2020). 
	 Since then, several further questions have emerged 
for me more sharply. First, how do Christians understand the 
evolution of human experience and knowledge in relation to 
God’s guidance? And a second related question, how do we 
as Orthodox Christians discern the correct balance between 
Tradition and healthy development/change/evolution in the 
Church? Third, given that we as Orthodox Christians place 
a high value on the divine guidance that comes through the 
Church’s episcopal leadership and councils, how do we deal 
with the misuse of ecclesiastical authority when the holiness 
of the Tradition is used to justify thinking and action that 
appear contrary to or even to pervert the way of God? The 
Patriarchate of Moscow’s blessing of Putin’s war against 
Ukraine is the obvious example here, but all churches face 

https://global.oup.com/academic/product/divine-guidance-9780190055738?cc=us&lang=en&
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/divine-guidance-9780190055738?cc=us&lang=en&


52 53

these questions about the interpretation, application, and 
authority of Tradition. Indeed, the prophets of Israel faced the 
same questions centuries before Christ. 
	 In this brief paper I will recap my earlier research on 
divine guidance and then consider how the Christian tradition 
points to criteria for discernment in our present times of 
distress and confusion.   

The Problem of Divine Guidance

	 The concept itself is a problem, because one person’s 
divine guidance is another person’s terror. Destructive 
decisions often have their source in someone’s claim to be 
following divine revelation. William Tyndale (1494-1536), for 
example, the pioneering translator and martyr for the English 
Bible, added this comment at the end of his translation of 
Genesis: 

Jacob robbed Laban his uncle, Moses robbed the 
Egyptians, and Abraham is about to slay and burn his 
own son. And all are holy works, because they were 
wrought in faith at God’s commandment. To steal, rob, 
and murder are no holy works before worldly people, 
but unto them that have their trust in God they are holy 
when God commandeth them.1 

	 Perceived divine guidance can lead some to destroy, 
but it can lead many others to create beauty and practice 
mercy, justice, peace and works of sacrificial charity. How 
many works of art and music have been inspired by faith? 
How many hospitals, schools and universities? The abolition 
of slavery in Britain and the US was largely fueled by a sense 
of Christian purpose (although so was resistance to abolition). 
Divine guidance urged Mother Teresa to abandon a quiet life 
of teaching and to care for “the poorest of the poor.” And 
divine guidance strengthened Martin Luther King, Jr in times 
of weakness and discouragement. 
1	  Cited in G.W.H. Lampe (ed.), The Cambridge History of the Bible, Vol.2: The 
West from the Fathers to the Reformation, Cambridge: CUP, 1969, 146.
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	 Besides these extremes of good and evil, there are 
the day-to-day perceptions of divine guidance that percolate 
through all societies to one degree or another and inspire 
personal and public decisions of all kinds. Where should I live? 
What job should I take? Who should I marry? Divine guidance 
also motivates decisions around a host of social and political 
issues: treatment of refugees and immigrants, the environment, 
abortion, contraception, same-sex marriage, bioethics, capital 
punishment, and even foreign policy.  
	 Reflection on divine guidance was an important part 
of St Paul’s thought-world, where religious life was pervasive 
and Jews, Gentiles and Christians mixed easily. We see 
healing temples, household shrines, oracles, dreams, sacred 
texts, revered philosophers, teachers and rabbis, synagogues, 
worship in the Jerusalem temple-—these all had a role in 
popular approaches to divine guidance. But there was also 
a lively debate about divine guidance, and many recognized 
the problems posed by religion. Here I’ll briefly highlight a few 
thinkers who best expressed some of the views that circulated 
in St Paul’s world. 

Greco-Roman Views

	 Lucretius (d. 55 BCE ) was appalled by popular religion 
as people flooded the temples and shrines with their daily 
petty requests to gods who were bad-tempered and cruel. 

Poor humanity, to saddle the gods with such 
responsibilities and throw in a vindictive temper! …
True piety lies rather in the power to contemplate the 
universe with a quiet mind. (On the Nature of Things V. 
1190 ff). 

	 The Greek philosopher Diogenes the Cynic (d. 323 
BCE) was widely admired by first century writers like Dio 
Chrysostom (40-120 AD), and Diogenes was more forgiving 
of popular piety. He felt it couldn’t do much harm, provided 
people focused first on self-knowledge. 
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Aim first to know yourself; afterwards, having found 
wisdom, you will then, if it be your pleasure, consult 
the oracle. For I am persuaded that you will have no 
need of consulting oracles if you have intelligence (Dio 
Chrysostom, 10: 28).

	 Cicero (106-43 BCE ) advocated for active involvement 
in religious life out of respect for Roman tradition and popular 
opinion but this didn’t mean he believed any of it.  Seneca the 
Younger (d. 65 AD) went further. He thought it was dishonest 
to practice religion without believing it and argued for a Stoic 
philosophy that honors God in a general sort of way but rejects 
the trappings of religion.  In his view there is no need for special 
divine guidance, since accepting divine Fate with equanimity—
whether good, bad, or indifferent—is the way to inner peace. 

	 The Greek and Roman writer Plutarch (c.50-120 AD) 
was dissatisfied with such philosophical religion. He was 
himself a priest of the oracle at Delphi for some thirty years, 
so he saw the abuses of popular religion firsthand. But he 
sought to maintain a balance between rejecting superstition 
while endorsing heartfelt commitment to the experience of 
divine mystical communion.  He was most disturbed by the 
fearfulness he saw in so much popular piety. He felt that this 
fear of the gods masked a deep hidden hatred behind so much 
of the religious piety he saw in the crowds at Delphi. 

They assume that the gods are rash, faithless, fickle, 
vengeful, cruel, and easily offended; and as a result, the 
superstitious man is bound to hate and fear the gods. 
Why not, since he thinks that the worst of his ills are 
due to them, and will be due to them in the future? As 
he hates and fears the gods, he is an enemy to them. 
And yet, though he dreads them, he worships them 
and sacrifices to them and besieges their shrines. (On 
Superstition 170 E)
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	 Plutarch had no trouble understanding why thoughtful 
people become atheists. Indeed, the gods themselves might 
prefer to have their existence denied than to be so maligned. 
 

Why for my part, I should prefer that men should say 
about me that I have never been born at all, and there 
is no Plutarch, rather than that they should say “Plutarch 
is an inconstant fickle person, quick-tempered, vindictive 
over little accidents, pained at trifles. If you invite him to 
dinner and leave him out or if you haven’t the time and 
don’t go to call on him, or fail to speak to him when you 
see him, he will set his teeth into your body and bite it 
through, or he will get hold of your little child and beat him 
to death, or he will turn the beast that he owns into your 
crops and spoil your harvest.” (On Superstition 170 A) 

	 But Plutarch refused to give up. Superstition may be 
worse than atheism, but he felt it was a profound tragedy to 
abandon God. “It is a great misfortune for the soul...for it is 
as if the soul had suffered the extinction of the brightest and 
most dominant of its many eyes, the conception of God” (On 
Superstition 167 B). The path of true piety brings rational and 
mystical together, he says, in the balanced middle way between 
the extremes of superstition and atheism.

Jewish Views

	 Let me turn now to first century Jewish approaches to 
divine guidance. Here too we see some variety in attitudes, 
but nothing like the polarities among Gentiles. For Jews of all 
persuasions, divine guidance was rarely isolated from the total 
life of the community centered on its written and oral Torah. 
This unity was one of the great strengths of Judaism according 
to the Roman-Jewish historian Josephus (c. 37-100 AD): 

Among us alone will be heard no contradictory 
statements about God, such as are common among other 
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nations... Among us alone will be seen no difference in 
the conduct of our lives. With us all act alike, all profess 
the same doctrine about God, one which is in harmony 
with our Law and affirms that all things are under his 
eye. (Josephus, Against Apion, 2.179-181)

	 Written law apart from oral law was inconceivable 
for most Jews of the first century, since the oral law clarified 
the practical implications raised by written law, and how to 
understand and carry out the law in the present. This locates 
the source of guidance both in the revealed written word and 
in the traditions of oral interpretation and application that 
developed through the community's history. 

	 Such a communal view did not exclude some form of 
immediate divine guidance—through angels, a “heavenly voice,” 
dreams, prophetic words, and especially through the reading 
and interpretation of Scripture. Even so, mystical experiences 
did not play a major role in rabbinic thought, especially in 
community decision-making. The Law, and its communal mode 
of debate, interpretation, decision and application had already 
been given on Sinai and therefore no new revelation was 
required. This came to be summarized in a famous saying: “the 
law is not in heaven.”  Preoccupation with heavenly voices and 
miracles was a distraction, and it became a pillar of community 
decision-making that divine guidance was no substitute for 
human debate. In addition, while Jewish thought was biting in 
its criticism of pagan superstition, the Jewish prophetic tradition 
was equally critical of deformed religious life within Judaism (see 
for example Isaiah 1:11-17, Ezekiel 34, Amos 5:21-27).

St. Paul

	 Questions about divine guidance are explicitly and 
implicitly woven throughout the varied topics Paul addresses in 
his letters. And while he is firmly rooted in the Jewish tradition, 
he charts a new and distinctive approach to divine guidance 
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based not on the Torah, but on direction by the Spirit revealed 
to all who put their faith in the crucified Christ. 
	 The Spirit’s presence and direction are basic to Paul’s 
view of Christian life. But decision-making for Paul (as in 
Judaism) involves much more than individual and immediate 
divine guidance. He firmly upholds the role of rational thought 
in making decisions. Likewise, he understands that the Spirit’s 
direction can be experienced in a variety of ways but especially 
in the community: through Scripture, preaching, service, 
apostolic and hierarchical order, teachers, and liturgical life. 
These communal modes of divine guidance balance the 
potential deceptions of individual claims. Yet neither his own 
apostolic authority nor these communal checks and balances 
are ever allowed to eclipse the mystery of God’s direct and 
unpredictable guidance in the new age of the Spirit.
	 But for Paul, access to the Spirit, and discerning the voice 
of the Spirit, is tightly connected to following the crucified Christ. 
All other divine guidance is secondary to being a disciple of the 
crucified Christ. As Paul said in 1 Corinthians 2:2, “I decided to 
know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified.” 
For Paul, the link between Christ’s Cross and the Spirit cannot 
be overemphasized, especially in the context of Jewish and 
Greco-Roman thought.  The Cross was a “stumbling block” to 
the Jews and utter foolishness to the Gentiles (1 Cor 1:23). 
The preaching of the Cross turned upside down conventional 
Jewish and Gentile notions of divine guidance, since Paul was 
proclaiming that the worst possible sign—horrific and shameful 
death by crucifixion—was the very sign God had chosen to 
overturn the world’s expectations and bring victory over sin, 
suffering, injustice, and death.  For Paul, the point of greatest 
weakness is revealed as the channel of God’s most profound 
guidance. 
	 The unity of Cross and Spirit has implications at every 
level for Paul’s understanding of divine guidance. Above all 
it means that Paul does not view adversity and suffering as 
a sign of God’s displeasure or that Paul’s course of action is 
wrong.  On the contrary, to share in the suffering of Christ is 
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Paul’s glory, just as it is on the cross that Christ is “The Lord of 
Glory” (1 Cor 2:8). Through the cross, weakness and adversity 
become paradoxical sources of divine guidance, peace, love, 
strength, confidence, and joy.

Divine Guidance and Discernment Today

	 Coming now to our own time, we can say that the Cross 
is still a stumbling block. But the thirst for God also remains 
very much alive, as are the questions people have about God’s 
direction in their lives. 
	 In the early 1970’s the late Metropolitan Kallistos 
(Ware) of Diokleia (while he was a young priest-scholar) was 
interviewed as part of a decades-long study conducted by the 
Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre, then based 
in Oxford. He was intrigued by this research and saw it as having 
potential to show that “man can experience and know things 
in ways not normally allowed for…ways of understanding apart 
from those based on sense-perception and the reasoning of 
the conscious mind.”2 Personal experience, he emphasized, is 
essential. And he recognized that “there must be many people 
who consider that they have religious experience in a wider 
sense, as something which extends through their whole life, 
though they could not point to any extraordinary experience 
for which they could send you a description.”3 
	 On the question of discernment, Fr Kallistos 
acknowledges that Church Tradition is cautious about 
extraordinary religious experiences and psychic phenomena, 
and considers that they can fall into three categories, as evil, 
neutral or from God. “The experiences originating from the 
devil are to be at once repelled; those from God are to be 
accepted; those that are neutral are to be ignored.”4 He goes 
2	  In Edward Robinson, This Time-bound Ladder, Oxford: Religious 
Experience Research Unit, 1977, 107. 
3	  Robinson, 119. 
4	  Robinson, 116. 
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on to say that there are three tests. The first test is to simply 
take no notice and to continue praying; if the experiences go 
away, then they are not important. “Two other tests can also be 
applied. The first is external: What effect do these experiences 
have on your daily life? Do they make you a better person 
in your dealings with other people? If they do not, then this 
would be an indication that there is something wrong in these 
experiences. Here we have the old test of ‘by their fruits you 
will know them’”.

The third test is interior: 

[If] a thing is from God, it is absolutely convincing; it 
leaves no element of doubt in your mind that this is 
God, that now I am face to face with the true reality in 
the universe and beyond the universe. If there is doubt 
in your mind, then you should ignore the experience. …
The basic inward criterion is summed up in the Greek 
term plerophoria, meaning assurance, an overwhelming 
conviction.5

	
	 He then adds a fourth test: seeking out a spiritually 
experienced person to assist in evaluating one’s experience.  
Learning how to discern in this way is a basic aspect of the 
spiritual life. 

[If] someone is sincerely pursuing the spiritual way, then 
gradually—through prayer, study, fasting, obedience 
and active service to others—he will develop a spiritual 
“taste” which directly and intuitively enables him to 
distinguish the genuine or divine from the counterfeit 
or demonic, just as our natural taste enables us 
immediately to distinguish wholesome food from food 
that has gone moldy.6 

5	  Robinson, 116-117.
6	  Robinson, 117. 
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Messy Discernment

	 But let’s be realistic. Discernment on the personal 
and communal level is often messy and uncertain, at least for 
a time. Fr Kallistos Ware said that “On many occasions it is 
extremely difficult to distinguish rightly. There is no test which, 
applied mechanically, can by itself automatically supply the 
right answer.”7

	 The turbulent history of the Church shows that decision-
making by the bishops and reception by the faithful is rarely 
a straightforward process. There are long periods when it is 
simply unclear what the final result will be as debates continue 
(it took hundreds of years, for example, to resolve the Arian 
and Iconoclastic controversies in the first millennium). 
	 Nevertheless, we Orthodox are convinced that the 
Holy Spirit has spoken through this messy history. We believe 
it is the bishops who are the principal means for pursuing the 
unity of the church’s members past, present and future. And 
we believe it is the bishops who are ultimately responsible for 
discerning “what the Spirit is saying to the churches.” All other 
members of the Church aid and challenge the bishops in this 
process of discernment, and they must in the end receive (or 
reject) the bishops’ decisions. The canonical tradition of the 
Orthodox Church insists on this collaborative relationship 
between the bishops and the rest of the Church. 
	 But we also must admit that the ideal picture of 
consultation, collaboration, and conciliarity doesn’t always 
work in practice, especially in the short term. The church’s 
experience in this regard has often been less than inspiring. 
At any given period, bishops as individuals and in council have 
been notorious for taking the church in wrong directions.  Often 
bishops have been on opposite sides of important questions. 
And so today, Patriarch Kirill of Moscow blesses Russia’s war 
against Ukraine as a holy war, while Archbishop Leo of Finland 
says this is a betrayal of all that Orthodoxy stands for. 

7	   Robinson, 117. 



The Orthodox family of churches is at present in crisis and 
badly divided. Our modern age has given rise to a new 
totalitarian myth and ideology in the guise of Orthodoxy 
which does not in reality represent Christianity at all.8

	 So, when we speak of the authority of the bishops, it’s 
less about individuals than about the communal witness of the 
bishops in council, taken over a long period of time. 

Conclusion

	 Divine guidance and its discernment remain crucial in 
our spiritual lives as individuals and as members of the Church.  
St Paul and his world have much to teach us about following 
“Jesus Christ and him crucified” as we seek in the 21st century 
and with our own new questions and challenges to discern 
God’s guidance.  Perhaps here, the simplest practical advice 
comes from the twentieth century saint and martyr, Mother 
Maria Skobtsova of Paris (1891-1945): 

If I am faced with two paths and I am in doubt, then even 
if all human wisdom, experience and tradition point to 
one of these, but I feel Christ would have followed the 
other—then all my doubts should immediately disappear, 
and I should choose to follow Christ in spite of all the 
experience, tradition and wisdom that are opposed to it.9

8	  https://orthodoxtimes.com/archbishop-of-helsinki-not-a-trace-of-
orthodoxy-left-in-the-patriarchate-of-moscow/

9	  Mother Maria Skobtsova, “Types of Religious Life” (1937), in Mother Maria 
Skobtsova: Essential Writings, edited and introduced by Jim Forest, (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis, 2003), 174. 
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	 Prayer, fasting, and almsgiving are fundamental aspects 
of our life during Great Lent and throughout our entire 
life. But what exactly is “almsgiving?” And perhaps, more 
fundamentally, does “almsgiving” capture the full sense of the 
Greek term ἐλεημοσύνη (eleēmosynē). In everyday English, 
alms typically refers to “clothing, food, or money that is given 
to poor people.”1 Almsgiving, then, seems to be philanthropy 
or charity provided to those who are poor. However, St John 
Chrysostom provides a typical Orthodox Christian expansion 
on the understanding of almsgiving:

Christ says, “if you would be perfect, sell all that you 
have, and give to the poor, and come, follow Me.” (Matt. 
19:21) This may well be part of perfection. But alms 
may be done not only by money, but by other actions. 
For example: one may kindly stand by a person to help 
and defend him… reach to him with a helping hand: the 
service rendered by such acts has often done more good 
even than money. Let us set to work all the different 
kinds of almsgiving: ... For instance, if you are a physician, 
[give] your skill: for this also is a great matter.2

However, ἐλεημοσύνη (eleēmosynē) is also something that God 
does. In Ps 102 which is the first antiphon in the Slavic version 
of the Divine Liturgy, v 6 (often omitted from the antiphon 
during the liturgy) says that “The Lord executes/performs 
ἐλεημοσύνας (eleēmosynas) and judgment [or, condemnation of 
wrongdoing] for all of those who are injured/treated unjustly 
1	  Cambridge Dictionary, “alms,” Cambridge Dictionary, < https://dictionary.
cambridge.org/dictionary/english/alms>, March, 2026.
2	  Homilies on Acts 25 in Schaff, Philip, and Henry Wace, eds., A Select 
Library of Nicene and 2 Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church )NPNF), series 1 
v. 11 (online at <https://ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf111/npnf111.vi.xxv.html>, March 
2026); translation modifed somewhat. 
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(τοῖς ἀδικουμένοις/tois adikoumenois).” “Almsgiving” does 
not seem to be a very good translation of God’s ἐλεημοσύνη 
(eleēmosynē). 
	 Indeed, we might wonder who performed the very first      
act of “almsgiving” and when? According to the “priest’s head-
bowing prayer after the Lord’s Prayer” in the Divine Liturgy of 
St John Chrysostom: “We give thanks to you, O King invisible, 
who by your measureless power made all things, and in the 
greatness of your mercy (ἐλεός/eleos) brought all things from 
non-existence into being.” Severianus (the Bishop of Gabala, 
provides a wonderful elaboration on this in his sermon de 
lotitione pedum):

All creation proclaims the mercy and philanthrōpia of 
God as does the governance of creation…Indeed… all 
that is visible and invisible came to be, is sustained, and 
is protected by God’s mercy. Therefore, the blessed 
David suitably proclaims Ηis being merciful...when he 
says: “For our God is merciful (ἐλεήμων/eleēmōn) and 
just; our God shows mercy (ἐλεός/eleos)” (Ps 116.5).3

God joins his justice and his philanthrōpia4 with his ἐλεημοσύνη 
(eleēmosynē). Please note that in the Orthodox Christian 
tradition, God’s love, mercy, compassion, and philanthrōpia, 
just like the unapproachable light, are divine energies present 
to all of creation from its very inception.
	 “Almsgiving” does not seem to work well as a translation 
of this term. We get a much better sense of its meaning, if 
we look at the Greek composition of the term ἐλεημων+σύνη 
(eleēmōn+-sunē) which gives us “merciful-ness.”5 Mercifulness, 

3	  Homilia de lotione pedum in Antoine Wenger, “Une homelie inedite de 
Severien de Gabala sur le lavement des pieds,” Revue des etudes byzantines 25 
(1967): 225.

4	  I am using the transliterated version of the Greek word φιλανθρωπία 
since that term has the broader sense of loving humanity, and even kindness, than 
“philanthropy” does in everyday English.

5	  For a somewhat similar analysis see the entry for “Alms” in the Jewish 
Encyclopedia by Kaufman Kohler. Alms is “a word derived from the Greek 
ἐλεημοσύνη (mercifulness), used by Greek-speaking Jews to denote almost 
exclusively the offering of charity to the needy, from a feeling of both compassion 
and righteousness (ẓedaḳah). (See LXX. on Prov. xxi. 21, and Dan. iv. 24.) The 
word "almsgiving," however, is far from expressing the full meaning of the Hebrew 
ẓedaḳah, which is, charity in the spirit of uprightness or justice.” (<https://www.
jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/1295-alms>, March, 2026)
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ἐλεημοσύνη/(eleēmosynē) in the singular, would refer to an 
inner disposition of someone similar to being compassionate 
(εὔσπλαγχνος/eusplanchnos), while the plural, ἐλεημοσύναι 
(eleēmosynai), can have the sense of “acts of mercy” or 
“merciful actions,”6 which would refer to any acts of mercy in 
which someone cares for someone else for their own sake out 
of love.7 
	 The foundational role of mercifulness in our lives is 
found in repentance or μετάνοια (metanoia) that literally means 
a change of heart and mind. It has a backwards looking aspect 
to our past and a forward looking aspect into our future. 
Assuming that we humbly acknowledge ourselves as the “chief 
among sinners” (1 Tim. 1:15), repentance, in its backwards 
aspect, means that we seek forgiveness from God for all of 
our sins in the past so that, in the forward looking aspect of 
repentance, we work together (συνεργία/sunergia=synergy) with 
God—the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—to perfect ourselves in 
our likeness to Christ in order to become living icons of Christ. 
Like the saints, we labor to become “God-bearing people” so 
that, united with God as best we can in this life, we radiate the 
presence and love of God through and toward others through 
our mercifulness and compassion. 
	 The Theotokos is the preeminent example of this since, 
while she is the only human to have been fully deified and united 
with Christ (and the Father, and the Holy Spirit), she always 
remains present to us. The earliest prayer to the Theotokos is 
“Beneath your compassion [εὐσπλαγχνία/eusplanchnia] we take 
refuge, O Theotokos: despise not our petitions in distress: but 
deliver us from peril, for you alone are pure and alone blessed.”8

6	  Tobit 2.14, Prov. 3:3, Acts 10.4. However, the term could also be used 
in the plural when mercifulness is said of more than one individual. The plural is 
also found with οἰκτιρμοὶ/oiktirmoi, compassionate actions, (2Sa 24:14, Dan 9:9) in 
contrast to the singular, οἰκτιρμὸς/oiktirmos, compassion (Sir 5:6).

7	  While there is a very close relationship between mercy and compassion, 
please do not confuse either with pity     which, in modern English, very often means 
nothing more than feeling sorry for others and it can be egoistic. See my Moved by 
Compassion: Exploring the Core of Orthodox Christian Spiritual Life (Crestwood, NY: 
St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2022): 44-64 for a discussion of this. Please do not 
simply pray to God that he take pity on us, or feel      sorry for us, since      he cares 
for us out of his love and compassion!

8	  Octoechos, Tone 6, Thursday, Matins, Glory now and ever Troparion after 
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What is essential to this process of becoming like Christ? Christ 
himself tells us: 

[Do not do things for others just to benefit yourself] But 
love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them 
without expecting to get anything back. Then your 
reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most 
High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked. 
Be merciful (οικτίρμων/oiktirmōn, or compassionate), 
just as your Father is merciful.

What is the spiritual discipline that this involves?9 Well “works 
of mercy” (almsgiving) might seem appropriate. But more 
fundamentally, it is developing the virtue of mercifulness 
within ourselves from which merciful works flow. It is not just 
about what we do but who we are in order to become a living 
icon of Christ. In other words, we are to develop the virtues or 
steadfast dispositions within us that lead us to be like Christ in 
loving others for their own sake. The more we are drawn to be 
like and united with God in being merciful as God is merciful, 
the more God’s love will turn us back to love others. 
	 St. Maximus the Confessor writes that: “The actualization 
and proof of perfect love for God is a genuine and willing 
attitude of goodwill towards one’s neighbor.”10 St Maximus is 
basically stating the equivalent (contrapositive if you like logic) 
to the last clause of this text (italicized) recast as a sentence: 
“If someone says, “I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a 
liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen, 
how can he love God whom he has not seen?” (1 John 4:20). St. 
Gregory Palamas says the same thing: “the true mercifulness is 
the one which derives from the love towards the true God, and 
that the more one loves God, the more and truly benevolent 
he is.”11

the First Sessional Hymn.
9	  There is a brief but significant discussion of the role of prayer, fasting 

and almsgiving (mercifulness) in connection with ascesis, the working out of our 
salvation, in Micheal Prokuart, Alexander Golitzin, and Michael Peterson, Historical 
Dictionary of the Orthodox Church (Lanham MD, Scarecrow Press, Inc, 1996): 42-43.

10	  Various Texts 1.36, Philokalia (English) 2:222.
11	  From “Letter Which He Sent to His Church From Asia While Captive” in 

Daniel J. Sahas, “Captivity and Dialogue: Gregory Palamas (1296-1360) and the 
Muslims,” Greek Orthodox Theological Review, 25 no 4 (Winter 1980), 416). I am 
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This allows to clearly connect the singular ἐλεημοσύνη 
(eleēmosynē) and the plural sense of ἐλεημοσύναι (eleēmosynαι). 
The singular refers to the virtue of mercifulness within us and 
the plural refers to the merciful actions that flow forth from 
that mercifulness. Please note: no translation of almsgiving 
can ever capture (directly at least) the singular sense of the 
inner virtue of mercifulness that Christ tells      us to develop to 
be like him and his Father (and the Holy Spirit).
	 Since merciful actions stem from an inner virtue of 
mercifulness, then we are concerned not just with the actions 
that we perform but with the intentions (the goals) for the 
sake of which we act. Of great significance, if we love others 
as Christ loves us, then we love others for their sake as Christ 
loves us and not simply to promote ourselves. On the other 
hand, suppose I help others out simply out of selfishness; I help 
others for the sake of myself. In this case, the other person is 
basically a use object for me. I help them for “extrinsic rewards”: 
for vanity, to make myself feel good, to follow certain Church 
rules or expectations, only to be saved, etc. While such actions 
may help others, they are not properly merciful because they 
are not animated by the virtues of mercifulness or compassion. 
Contrasted with this are the actions I perform to help others 
that flow from the mercifulness or compassion within me. I help 
and care for them for their sake. Of course, they do provide an 
intrinsic “reward” to me because they reflect and express the 
kind of person that I am.12 Anyone, whether or not Christian, 
can perform such actions since that pertains to us as human 
beings. 
	 However, in a Christian sense, I act for the sake of 
loving Christ. If I act to express my love for Christ and, thus, 
be like Christ, then I will love others as Christ loves me and, 
thus, I will love others for the sake of themselves. Hence, 
mercifulness and merciful actions (“almsgiving”) understood 
in this way fundamentally rejects what is called redemptive 
almsgiving. “Redemptive Almsgiving” holds out the prize that 
monetary or other charitable donations will somehow “cover 
substituting “mercifulness” for “almsgiving” that is used in the translation.

12	  See John Chrysostom, Homilies on John 77 (PG 59:418) for a distinction 
between intrinsic and extrinsic rewards.
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over” or wipe clean the past sins one has committed. Pretty 
cool! If I rape someone, bludgeon my neighbor, etc., all I have 
to do is donate enough money to a “charitable cause” and 
those sins are eliminated! Two Old Testament texts seem to 
support this. “Water will quench a flaming fire; and alms make      
an atonement for sins.” (Sir 3:30). “For alms deliver from death, 
and shall purge away all sin.” (Tob 12:9). Of course, “alms” 
in both texts translates ἐλεημοσύνη (eleēmosynē). If we used 
mercifulness     , perhaps these texts would not support this 
type of “almsgiving.”
	 Jesus also offers something that seems to support such 
almsgiving. 

And as He spoke, a certain Pharisee asked Him to dine 
with him. So He went in and sat down to eat. When 
the Pharisee saw it, he marveled that He had not first 
washed before dinner. Then the Lord said to him, 
“Now you Pharisees make the outside of the cup and 
dish clean, but your inward part is full of greed and 
wickedness. Foolish ones! Did not He who made the 
outside make the inside also? (Luke 11: 36-40) 
v. 41“But τὰ ἐνόντα δότε ἐλεημοσύνην/(ta enonta dote 
eleēmosynēn) and behold everything is clean/purified 
for you.” 

A common English translation of v. 41 is “But rather give 
alms of such things as you have; then indeed all things are 
clean to you.”13 However, this translation of the text does not 
capture and, indeed, misunderstands what Christ is saying. St 
Theophylact in his Commentary on the Gospel of Luke chapter 
11 says that Jesus is quite precise: “the Lord did not say, ‘Give 
as alms anything that is yours (τὰ ὄντα /ta onta)’; instead He 
said with exactness, ‘Give of that which is within (τὰ ἐνόντα/ta 
enonta).’”14 namely, the heart. The translation from the Berean 
Bible somewhat captures this “But give for alms those things 

13	  OCA website using the New King James Bible and the Orthodox Study 
Bible.

14	  St Theophylact, The Explanation by Blessed Theophylact of the Holy Gospel 
According to Luke, trans. Christopher Stade (House Springs, MO: Chrysostom Press, 
2004), 133
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which are within and behold, everything is clean for you.”15 

However, I would suggest this translation: “But (τὰ ἐνόντα/
ta enonta) (the things within, namely, the heart) δότε/dote 
(should give forth) ἐλεημοσύνην/eleēmosynēn (mercifulness) 
[in merciful actions] and behold, everything is clean for you.” 
Or, let yourself be moved by compassion (σπλαγχνίζομαι/
splanchnizomai).
	 In other words, Jesus is telling the Pharisees that until 
they get their “inward part,” their hearts, “straightened out,” 
their purported works are not merciful at all but fundamentally 
selfish. So much for what is called redemptive almsgiving or 
helping people only to help myself. 
	 To conclude, let me return to what mercifulness involves 
and the fundamental role that it plays in our spiritual life. 
	 Merciful and compassionate actions require intentions to 
act for the sake of other people out of our love for Christ: We love 
others as Christ loves us. Mercifulness, if it is to extend to all 
of humanity (and creation), requires that we develop a merciful 
heart: “a heart on fire for the whole of creation. . . . By the 
strong and vehement mercy that grips such a person’s heart, 
and by such great compassion, the heart is humbled and one 
cannot bear to hear or to see any injury or slight sorrow in any 
in creation.”16 
	 Mercifulness requires eliminating judgment, condemnation, 
and stigmatization: A merciful heart for the whole of creation 
requires eliminating any forms of judgment or stigmatization 
by which we reject the fullness of the humanity of all of our 
fellow humans, our brothers and sisters (or reduce creation to 
use objects for our convenience):
	 St. Seraphim of Sarov clearly makes this point: 

"You cannot be too gentle, too kind. Shun even to appear 
harsh in your treatment of each other. Joy, radiant joy, 
streams from the face of him who gives and kindles joy 
in the heart of him who receives. All condemnation is 

15	  As found on Bible Hub (<https://biblehub.com/luke/11-41.htm>, March 
2026) which is followed by a number of other English translations.

16	  Isaac the Syrian, Homily 71 in The Ascetical Homilies of St Isaac the 
Syrian [Orationes ascetici], trans. Holy Transfiguration Monastery (Boston: Holy 
Transfiguration Monastery, 1984): 344-45.
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from the devil. Never condemn each other. We condemn 
others only because we shun knowing ourselves."17

And St. Marcarius the Great adds: “look upon all persons with a 
single mind and a pure eye, so that it may be for such a person 
almost a natural and fixed attitude never to despise or judge 
or abhor anyone or to divide people according to categories.”18

	 The nature of mercifulness, then, is profoundly 
expressed in this quote from St Isaac the Syrian’s description 
of a merciful heart:

"And what is a merciful heart? . . . The burning of the 
heart for creation, man, fowls and animals, demons and 
whatever exists; so that by the recollection and sight 
of them, the eyes shed tears on account of the force 
of mercy which moves the heart by great compassion…
even in behalf of those who do harm to it, at all times he 
offers prayers with tears that they may be guarded and 
strengthened . . . on account of his great compassion 
which is poured out in his heart without measure, after 
the example of God."19

But mercifulness does not just remain in the heart as St John 
Chrysostom pointedly observes; it is to be expressed in actively 
caring for others:

"...we are able to resemble God in showing mercy and 
compassion. When therefore we do not have this quality, 
we are devoid of all good. He [Christ] has not said, “You 
shall be like unto your Father, if you fast”; Not “if you 
are virgins,”…for none of these things can be applied to 
God, nor are they His acts. But what? “Be merciful, as 
your Father in Heaven is merciful.” (Luke 6.36.) This is 
the work of God. If therefore, you do not have this, what 
do you have?”20 

17	  St Seraphim of Sarov, quoted in Jim Forest, Praying with Icons (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis Books, 2008), 169.

18	  Pseudo-Macarius, Homily 15 (The Fifty Spiritual Homilies, 111).
19	  Isaac of Nineveh [Isaac the Syrian], Mystic Treatises 74 from Mystic Treatises 

of Isaac of Nineveh, in Bedjan’s Syriac Text with an Introduction and Registers, trans. A. J 
Wensinck (Amsterdam: De Akadamie: 1923), 341.

20	  “Homilies on 2 Timothy” 6 in Homilies on 2 Timothy in Schaff, Philip, and 
Henry Wace, eds. A Select Library of Nicene and 2 Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian 
Church )NPNF), series 1 v. 13: 498; translation modified somewhat. 



And that is the profound, fundamental role of the virtue of 
mercifulness (ἐλεημοσύνη/(eleēmosynē) and our merciful actions 
ἐλεημοσύναι/(eleēmosynai) in our life, during Great Lent and 
throughout our entire lives, as we journey to be like Christ and 
united with Him. Remember, our entire life is our spiritual life.

Abstract: Almsgiving is a very important part of our life during 
Great Lent and throughout our lives. This term often focuses on 
actions that we are to do for others and is sometimes narrowly      
limited to giving money and material goods to those who 
are needy. However, “almsgiving” translates the Greek term 
ἐλεημοσύνη (eleēmosynē) which I argue is far more accurately 
translated as “mercifulness” which designates an inner virtue 
or disposition from which actions flow. Hence, in pursuing 
ἐλεημοσύνη (eleēmosynē), my fundamental  concern should 
be with the kind of person I am to become in imitating Christ 
and from which my actions flow. 
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WISDOM THROUGH THE HOLY FATHERS

“Our church walls sparkle with gold, which also glitters upon our 
ceilings-while the capitals of our pillars are lavishly decorated. The 
holy vessels are beaten out of costly elements and precious stones. 

Yet Christ is dying at our doors in the person of His poor, naked 
and hungry.” 

-St. Jerome

"He who gives alms in imitation of God does not discriminate 
between the wicked and the virtuous, the just and the unjust, 

when providing for men's bodily needs.” 

-St. Maximos the Confessor (First Century on Love no. 24)
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	 A few years ago, my husband and I asked an Orthodox 
woodworker to make coffins for us (sorry, he has since retired). 
They’re beautiful, with the angelic Trisagion Prayer, “Holy 
God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal,” lettered all the way around. 
Whenever I go into the      basement, I pass by these coffins. 
Sometimes we joke about them. I had my husband take a photo 
of me sitting in one, and I sent it to our kids with the caption, 
“Does this make me look fat?” But the other day the thought 
suddenly came to me: what will it be like to be shut up inside 
that coffin? How would it be, to lie with that lid just inches 
from my face?
	 It was an upsetting thought. I gave myself a lecture: I’ve 
been a Christian for almost 50 years, and I certainly should 
be able to do better than that. It’s not that I have any doubts 
about Paradise or the Resurrection. No, it was just that first 
moment of death, that first step into darkness. Suddenly, it 
was overwhelmingly scary. I said, “Lord, I really really really 
don’t like that. I really don’t want that to happen.” Oddly 
enough, there is an icon that shows a saint having that same 
horrified realization. This is the Desert Father Abba Sisoes of 
Egypt, looking into the broken tomb of Alexander the Great. 
The conqueror was once great and powerful, but now he is just 
rotten bones. These words are lettered on the icon:
	 “Sisoes, the great ascetic, stands before the tomb of 
Alexander, King of the Greeks, who was once covered in glory. 
Astonished, he mourns the ravages of time and the fleeting 
course of glory. He tearfully cries out: ‘The mere sight of your 
tomb overcomes me, and I shed tears from the heart, as I 
ponder this debt which we all must pay. O Death! Who can 
escape you?’”
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And that’s how I felt, still saying “I really really really…”
	 It occurred to me that what I have is mostly fear of the 
unknown.  I decided to look up in Scripture the stories of when 
someone dies, or returns from the dead, and see if any let      
you know anything about the afterlife. I came up with six—and 
a half. We’ll go through them quickly, because after doing this 
I realized that there’s another fear, and it’s fear of something 
we do know, something we know all too well. But first we’ll go 
through the six and a half Scriptures.

The Unknown

	 The first one is about the time the Prophet Elisha was 
walking along with his teacher Elijah, and suddenly “a chariot of 
fire and horses of fire appeared and separated the two of them, 
and Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind.” (2 Kings 2:11)
	 To be honest, I think that’s kind of scary; I don’t even go 
on roller coasters. But it sure doesn’t sound like looking at the 
underside of a wooden lid. Whatever Elijah was experiencing at 
that moment wasn’t mere endless darkness. It was more like the 
start of an extraordinary new life. And eight hundred years later, 
Elijah shows up again. This time, he’s standing next to Jesus, 
with Moses on the other side, and all three of them are ablaze 
with light (Luke 9:28-36). Centuries after his chariot ride Elijah 
is still out and about, and apparently none the worse for wear.
	 Second, there’s the time King Saul hired a medium to 
call the Prophet Samuel back from the dead (1 Samuel 28:3-
25). You might think a dead person would be happy to come 
back to life. But Samuel was grouchy about it, and said, “Why 
have you bothered me, raising me up?”  Whatever Samuel was 
experiencing after death, he liked it better than this earthly 
life. But he doesn’t tell us anything about it! I wish he’d told us 
something about what it’s like. Then he gave King Saul some      
very bad news. He said that, because of Saul’s disobedience, 
God has abandoned him. “Tomorrow,” Samuel says, “you and 
your sons will be with me.” When Saul hears this, he falls to the 
ground.
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	 It occurs to me that this story shows both sides. Saul 
is having a very natural Sisoes-like reaction to the thought 
of dying the next day. But Prophet Samuel seems to like his 
current abode better than this earthly life. He could have said 
why, you know.
	 Third, there’s Jesus’ parable about the rich man and 
Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31). When poor Lazarus died, Jesus says, 
“he was carried away by the angels to Abraham’s bosom.” 
Being carried away by angels is just fine with me. And I will 
point out that no fiery chariots are involved.  I was going to 
say next that “Abraham’s bosom” means they are banqueting 
in the Roman style, reclining on long couches, and Lazarus can 
lean back and rest his head on Abraham’s chest. But that’s not 
how icons depict it. And I should explain why that matters.
	 In Orthodoxy, our icons, prayers, and worship change 
so little, from one time and culture to another, that we can 
look to them to understand the Orthodox faith. They teach 
us what Orthodox people have consistently believed, over 
the centuries and across the continents. They show us where 
there is consensus. That’s community memory, and that is a 
worthy guide. Nobody can change it, because it goes back so 
far in history. Someone who tried to change things would just 
demonstrate that he had left the community. When I looked 
up icons of Abraham and Lazarus, I was surprised to see that 
they don’t show them reclining at a banquet. Instead they 
depict Abraham seated with a baby, or many babies, in his 
arms. Imagine starting over in Paradise, as a baby! That would 
be all right, too. Of course we wouldn’t literally be babies, but 
it shows we would be gently taken care of. That’s a reassuring 
thought, given all the unknowns. These angels are bringing 
Abraham babies so fast he doesn’t know where he’s going to 
put them all.
	 Fourth, there’s the time Jesus raises the son of the 
widow of Nain (Luke 7:11-17). St. Luke says, “When the Lord 
saw her, he had compassion on her and told her ‘Don’t cry.’  
Then he came up and touched the bier, and those carrying it 
stood still. He said, ‘Young man, I say to you, arise!’ The dead 
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man sat up, and began to talk.” He began to talk? What did he 
say? Did he talk about where he’d been? Did nobody write that 
down? That could have been some really useful information.
	 Fifth is the other Lazarus, Jesus’s friend, Lazarus of 
Bethany, whom Jesus raised from the dead (Luke 11:1-44). 
Lazarus of Bethany had been in the tomb four days when Jesus 
arrived. That was plenty of time for his body to start decomposing, 
and icons usually show people covering their noses. Four days 
was also plenty of time for Lazarus to look around and size things 
up. But if he ever told anybody what he saw, it wasn’t recorded. 
Whatever it was, it made Lazarus very serious. He lived another 
30 years as bishop of Cyprus, and it’s said that he never smiled or 
joked—except one time. Once Lazarus saw a thief stealing a clay 
pot, and he smiled and said, “Clay is stealing clay”.
	 And sixth is St. Stephen, the first Christian to die for his 
faith. And he does tell us something he saw, right at the edge of 
death. He said: “I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man 
standing at the right hand of God!” (Acts 7:56). That reminds me 
of something I read some years ago, in an account of Christian 
missionaries who were martyred in the Middle East. I can’t find 
it now, and maybe it was just hearsay. But the story was that, 
when the faithful were lined up, kneeling, about to have their 
heads cut off, you can see in the video that one of the women 
suddenly looks up in amazement; and you can see her lips 
forming the name, “Jesus!” I hope that’s true. But as I said, I can’t 
find it anywhere.
	 So that’s six, and here is the half. It’s St. Paul’s vision of 
being caught up to “the third heaven.” Now he doesn’t say that 
this happened one of the times when he was near death; but 
he does say he went to Paradise. He describes the experience 
modestly, in the third person: “I know a man in Christ who 
fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven—whether 
in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows. And 
I know that this man was caught up into Paradise—whether in 
the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows; and he 
heard things that cannot be told, which man may not utter.” (2 
Corinthians 12:1-5).
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	 Here at last we have someone who has been to 
Paradise, telling us what it was like—and all he says is that he’s 
not allowed to say anything. It’s not a big help.
	 Even if the next life is still unknown, we do know that 
God is good, and whatever he gives us will be beautiful. 
	 There’s a story popular on the Internet about accepting 
that goodness on trust, even if we can’t picture what it’s 
like. The story is about unborn twins who are discussing the 
possibility of life after birth. The first twin states that there is 
no life after birth, because nobody has ever come back. But the 
second twin thinks that their life in utero might be preparation 
for another life, where their arms and legs will have a purpose, 
and where they will see more light. He says that he believes 
in the existence of a Mother. That makes the skeptical twin 
laugh. He says, nobody has ever seen a Mother, so how can 
one exist?The thoughtful twin says that, nevertheless, he 
believes she is all around them. She made them and she loves 
them. And sometimes, when he is very quiet, he can hear her 
voice. When life-after-birth begins, he says, they will see her 
face to face.
	 St. Paul says, (1 Corinthians 2:9), “Eye has not seen, nor 
ear heard, nor has it entered into the human heart, what God 
has prepared for those who love him.”

The Known

	 When we have gotten past our fear of the unknown, 
there’s something else about death, and it’s something we 
know all too well. It’s the reason Abba Sisoes looks so horrified, 
as he gazes into Alexander’s tomb. It’s because he is looking at 
a decaying corpse.
	 That’s what gives me the creeps. I try to imagine that 
this comfortable body, this one right here, is going to rot. 
This dear body that I’m so fond of, that I like to pamper and 
decorate. St. Paul said, “No one ever hates his own flesh, but 
nourishes and cherishes it” (Ephesians 5:29). And it’s like he 
can see me, in the candy aisle. But one day this oh-so-precious 
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little body will stop, and it will go into that wooden coffin, and 
that will go down into a deep hole and be covered with dirt. And 
after that, my body will “return to dust” (Psalm 90:3) - but not 
without going through many unpleasant stages along the way.
	 St. John of Damascus (675-749) wrote a hymn that we 
still sing at Orthodox funerals, and it contains this verse: “I 
weep and lament when I think of death, and see our beauty, 
formed in the image of God, now lying in the tomb, shapeless, 
disfigured, stripped of glory. How strange this is! What is this 
mystery that happens to us?  Why have we been handed over 
to corruption? Why have we been wedded to Death? Yet truly 
it is by the will of God, who gives rest to his departed.”
	 Now if you’re a Christian writer, at this point it is 
customary to look forward, and talk about the Resurrection 
of the Dead. But I want to look backward. This dear body of 
mine—where did it come from? What is it made of?
	 The very engaging writer Bill Bryson wrote a terrific 
book—I’ve read it more than once—called A Short History of 
Nearly Everything. On the first page he says, “It is a slightly 
arresting notion that if you were to pick yourself apart with 
tweezers, one atom at a time, you would produce a mound of 
fine atomic dust, none of which had ever been alive, but all of 
which had once been you” (p 1-2).
 	 It is one of the basic laws of physics, the Law of 
Conservation of Mass and Energy. No new matter is ever 
created; no old matter is ever destroyed. The atoms that make 
up your body have been in existence ever since the world 
began. In this life we use our allotment of atoms temporarily, 
to get around. When the time comes, Bryson says, “your atoms 
will shut you down, silently disassemble, and go off to be other 
things.”
	 I have a strong proprietary interest in my particular set of 
atoms, but I have to recognize that they are merely on loan. And 
like overdue library books, I will have to return them. And others 
before me have already done that. Hard at it is to imagine, it is 
their used atoms that I’m cruising around in right now.
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	 Bryson says, “We are so atomically numerous and so 
vigorously recycled at death, that a significant number of our atoms…
probably once belonged to Shakespeare,… Buddha and Genghis 
Khan and Beethoven.” (He goes on to say, “Apparently… it takes the 
atoms some decades to be thoroughly redistributed; however much 
you may wish it, you are not yet one with Elvis.” p 134).
	 Atoms are God’s Legos. He built the universe with them, 
and he will go on reusing and rebuilding with them however he 
likes. Everything I can see around me is a temporary installation. 
It will all be smashed down and rebuilt, over and over again, 
until God brings this universe to a close.
	 St. Lazarus was right, when he made his little joke. The 
thief is made of atoms and the clay pot is made of atoms. Clay 
is stealing clay. How can you cope with knowing something 
like that? Something that is terrible, unbearable, and yet you 
know it’s inevitable? How can you deal with that? Here’s what 
I do. If I’m sure I can’t change it, I just accept it. I recommend 
that approach. The sooner I can get my thinking lined up with 
what God is going to do anyway, the better things go.
	 You know how Jesus said “My yoke is easy” (Matthew 
11:30)? If you picture two oxen yoked together, you can see 
right away that things are going to go a lot easier for the smaller 
ox if he goes the same direction that the bigger ox wants to go. 
If he tries to follow his own way, it’s just going to make his life 
more difficult. And he’s going to end up where the bigger ox is 
going anyway. I have great respect for reality. For me, when I 
see where it is going, I try to adapt to it as quickly as I can.
	 With this terrible but unavoidable fate before us, it 
helps me to remember something I saw on a trip to Russia. 
I was able to go to St. Petersburg and visit the tomb of the 
beloved Fool-for-Christ, St. Xenia. Her tomb is in the middle 
of an old cemetery, and it’s lovely and well cared-for, and 
always surrounded by pilgrims. But a lot of the other tombs 
in that cemetery are untended, and they are in the process of 
being retaken by nature. What this place looked like before it 
became a cemetery, that is what it is turning into again. And 
that seemed to me so fitting. Everywhere, vigorous green life 
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was bursting out, taking over that place of death, and once again 
turning it wild. Everywhere I looked, green life was swarming 
over family plots, and throwing a green shroud over names that 
had once been beloved. Vines were dragging tombstones down, 
and tree roots were busting them up. This seemed to me not only 
right, but somehow beautiful—even comforting, in a way. Maybe 
because it demonstrates so clearly the victorious force of life. 
In that cemetery that force was evident everywhere, powering 
through every leaf. I looked around and thought, is this cemetery 
a place of death or of life?
	 To once again get personal, this is where we meet our last 
God-given assignment. When we fall into nature’s final embrace, 
we are called to return our used atoms to the common warehouse. 
From there they will go to resume their endless service as mute 
and never-living bearers of the relentless force of life. I guess my 
fear of death covered a couple of different things. First, fear of 
the unknown, and I’m attempting to trust God to do something 
lovely and good, though I can’t know much about it.
	 The other fear is about bodily disintegration, because the 
process is so apparently disgusting. But it’s also inevitable, so 
there’s no use fighting it. We have to return our used atoms, and 
that’s the way it’s done. Even if I’m not happy about it, I can at 
least be resigned to going along. 
	 If I imagine a painful death, dying of disease or being 
martyred, the way I always pictured it is: the pain gets worse and 
worse and worse and then you DIE. But that’s not what happens. 
In reality, the pain gets worse and worse and worse and then it 
stops hurting. And then you look around and see that you’re in 
a place you’ve never seen before, and it’s beautiful. You see your 
beloved Lord Jesus Christ; the Sun of Righteousness is ablaze, 
and every shadow has fled away.
	 Back on earth, your familiar atoms are beginning to roll 
away. But you can just ignore that. Those atoms will have many 
new and different assignments, and billions of them will turn up 
in the bodies of people not yet born, not even thought of. We 
won’t have anything to do with that. We’ll be in a very different 
place, filled with the light of Christ.
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	 Let’s return to Abba Sisoes. Eventually it was his turn 
to die, and his fellow monks wrote a detailed account of 
what happened. As Abba Sisoes was dying, his fellow-monks 
noticed that his face was beginning to glow. Sisoes spoke, and 
said, “Look, Abba Anthony has come.” St. Anthony the Great, 
the founder of desert monasticism, had arrived to stand at 
Sisoes’s deathbed, though Sisoes alone could see him. Then 
Sisoes’s face grew brighter, and he said, “Look, the choir of the 
prophets has come.” The brightness increased yet again, and he 
said, “Look, the choir of the Apostles has come.” Then he began 
speaking quietly with someone. The monks asked who he was 
talking to, and he said, “The angels have come for my soul, but 
I am asking them to give me a little more time, to repent.” They 
said, “Father, you don’t need any more repentance,” but Sisoes 
replied, “I don’t think I’ve even begun to repent.” Then his face 
began to glow even more brightly. He said joyfully, “Look! The 
Lord has come! And he is saying: ‘Bring me the vessel from the 
desert!’” At that there was a flash of lightning, and the room 
was filled with a wonderful fragrance. And that is how Abba 
Sisoes surrendered his soul to God.

Khouria Frederica Matthews-Green has written several books and essays exploring 
Orthodoxy in relation to faith, family, and cultural topics, and her work is recognized 
for its warmth and clarity. Matthews-Green frequently lectures and contributes to 
various publications, sharing her perspectives on religious life and contemporary 
issues. She was on the editorial board of the first version of the St Sophia Quarterly 
in the early 2000’s.

WISDOM THROUGH THE HOLY FATHERS

“Let no one bewail his poverty,
For the universal Kingdom has been revealed.

Let no one weep for his iniquities,
For pardon has shown forth from the grave.

Let no one fear death,
For the Saviour's death has set us free.

He that was held prisoner of it has annihilated it." 

-St. John Chrysostom
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	 The Eastern Orthodox Churches began their 
bilateral official theological dialogue with the Oriental 
Orthodox Churches in 1985, with an unofficial dialogue 
since 1964—marking the first initiative of its kind in the 
20th century. The sessions were particularly fruitful up 
until 1993, but the dialogue has since become less active. 
	 The main issue raised was theological and more 
specifically Christological, concerning the terminology used at 
the Council of Chalcedon in 451 to speak of Jesus Christ as being 
truly God and truly Man, having two natures (two physeis  in 
Greek). The Non-Chalcedonian Churches (today referred to as 
the Oriental Orthodox Churches) rejected this new terminology 
and remained faithful to the Miaphysite terminology of St Cyril 
of Alexandria : mia physis tou Theou Logou sesarkōmenē — that 
is, “one incarnate nature (physis) of God the Word”. In fact, 
theologians engaged in the present-day dialogue have come 
to understand that mia physis is distinct from monophysitism. 
The term “one nature” (mia physis) should be understood as a 
composite nature, encompassing both divinity and humanity in 
Christ, without division and without mixture.
	 From the beginning of the unofficial dialogue in the 
1960s, theologians from both families of Churches have 
come to understand that the division was largely due to this 
misunderstanding of terminology — that is, a difference in 
words and how they were interpreted. It was also recognised 
that both expressions (mia physis and two physeis) could be 
accepted within the bounds of Orthodox faith. 
	 Indeed, after the Council of Chalcedon, St Cyril received 
significant recognition for his teachings at the Second Council of 
Constantinople (in 553 AD), which then declared: “St Cyril, who 
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proclaimed the true faith of the Christians” (Anathematism XIV, 
Denzinger & Schönmetzer 437). St Cyril is a saint who is also 
venerated by the Eastern Orthodox      Chalcedonian Churches 
and is celebrated and venerated in both traditions.
	 Alongside this, there remain some additional questions 
— not dogmatic in nature — to be addressed in the ongoing 
bilateral dialogue between the Eastern and Oriental 
Orthodox Churches. The three main questions and steps 
towards reconciliation and unity that remain to be addressed 
today concern anathemas against saints of both families of 
Churches, liturgico-canonical issues, as well as the recognition 
by the Oriental Orthodox of all the Ecumenical Councils, as 
requested by some Eastern Orthodox. Some pastoral issues 
must also be taken into consideration, for example, who would 
be recognised as the head of the local Church in the event of 
restored communion. 
	 As a result, after more than fifteen centuries of division, 
the theological dialogue of the last four decades of the 20th 
century represents a remarkable historical achievement, also 
presenting proposals for union.
	 With regard to the texts produced during the Official 
Dialogue, several Eastern Orthodox Churches have emphasised 
the need for a more thorough  examination of Christological 
and other related issues, as did the Russian Bishops’ Councils of 
1997 and 2023, attributing current obstacles to the restoration 
to “insufficient clarification and misunderstanding of certain 
issues in canonical and theological matters.” 
	 In fact, to answer this, as previously explained, the 
statements acknowledge that the authentic faith of the Church 
can be expressed in different formulations which, when properly 
understood, are neither incorrect nor contradictory and, in fact, 
each side claims to follow the Christological teachings of St 
Cyril of Alexandria. Indeed, in order not to be misled, one must 
read and interpret the entire set of formulas from both groups 
correctly, with a proper balance, considering not just isolated 
words (such as 'one physis' in reference to the incarnate Word 
of God, and 'two physeis' or 'natures' in one person), but also 
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how both full sets refer to the divinity and humanity of Christ. 
Thus, one can understand that Monophysitism — associated 
with the Christology of Eutyches (who died circa 454) and with 
whom the Non-Chalcedonians have often been unfairly linked 
over the centuries — is distinct from Miaphysitism, which refers 
to a composite 'nature' (or physis) that includes both the divinity 
and humanity in Christ. 
	 What, then, is the latest stage of the dialogue? In 
September 2024, in the meeting which took place in Egypt, 
Pope Tawadros II of the Coptic Orthodox Church emphasised 
that “we need to have one Orthodox voice built on a mutual 
view of global social issues that are forming a great concern 
to our churches.” In his message, Patriarch Bartholomew of 
Constantinople then also underlined that mutual understanding 
and cooperation are of fundamental importance. One of the 
co-chairmen, Metropolitan Thomas of Qusia of the Coptic 
Orthodox Church, pointed out the need for immediate action 
towards the implementation of the agreements of the Dialogue 
(https://ec-patr.org/meeting-between-representatives-of-
the-orthodox-church-and-the-oriental-orthodox-churches-
communique/).
	 The representatives of the two Orthodox families 
acknowledged the successful steps taken through the dialogue, 
while outlining the concrete measures necessary for the 
restoration of full communion. These included consideration 
of a ‘Road Map’ previously prepared by the working group of 
official delegates in Athens in November 2014. 
	 In September 2024, the participants unanimously agreed 
that: i) the two Joint Sub-Committees on liturgical and pastoral 
issues should continue their work; ii) the two co-chairmen of 
the Commission visit the Primates of the Orthodox Churches 
and Oriental Orthodox Churches in order to communicate the 
positive outcome of the dialogue and to receive their feedback 
regarding the signed Agreed Statements and Proposals; iii) 
a joint website to be created, containing all the necessary 
documents of the previous bilateral dialogue at the disposal 
of the new members of the Joint Commission to be appointed 

https://ec-patr.org/meeting-between-representatives-of-the-orthodox-church-and-the-oriental-orthodox-churches-communique/
https://ec-patr.org/meeting-between-representatives-of-the-orthodox-church-and-the-oriental-orthodox-churches-communique/
https://ec-patr.org/meeting-between-representatives-of-the-orthodox-church-and-the-oriental-orthodox-churches-communique/


82 83

by their Churches, to facilitate the decision making process; 
iv) the two Orthodox families involve all levels of the clergy, 
monastics and lay people in the implementation of the dialogue. 
	 In this text, in point ii, we see the importance placed 
on encounters and communication; in point iii, the importance 
of informing and teaching through a website, that is with 
information accessible to all people; in point iv, we see that 
the whole Church should be involved—actively—in the 
implementation of the dialogue. 
	 In its final paragraph, the communiqué also refers to 
the growing interest in the Dialogue and its fruits at all levels 
within the local Churches. This represents a full programme for 
the future of the dialogue.
	 There are also ongoing questions and challenges arising 
from the continuing dispute over the Orthodox Church in 
Ukraine, involving the Patriarchates of Constantinople and 
Moscow, along with their respective allies. Nevertheless, 
during the most recent meeting between the Eastern Orthodox 
and Oriental Orthodox Churches held in Egypt in September 
2024 at the invitation of the Coptic Orthodox Church — 
participation was made possible for two representatives from 
Russia, due to the Coptic Church’s strong relationship with 
the Russian Orthodox Church. This helped to bridge, at least 
for some days, the current absence of dialogue between the 
Patriarchates of Constantinople and Moscow.
	 In the texts of the official dialogue, certain documents 
are entitled  Recommendations, and they offer guidance on 
what can be done at a practical level. This is what I refer to 
as Practical Dialogue. It runs parallel to the theological dialogue, 
and, in my view, both forms of dialogue are equally essential.
	 In the USA, the assemblies of Eastern and Oriental 
Orthodox bishops meet regularly. There are also various forms 
of exchange at the level of certain parishes and also some 
monasteries.
	 With regard to the dialogue with the Orthodox in 
Ukraine, some may think that it has nothing to do with them; 
however, this view fails to take into account the fact that 
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there is an Armenian community in that country, with a bishop 
residing in Kyiv.
	 This theological dialogue is typically conducted by 
highly qualified and specialised theologians appointed by their 
respective patriarchates or churches. However, I believe it is just 
as important to inform and involve people at all levels—not only 
patriarchs, bishops and clergy, but also monastics, and the lay 
faithful, especially the youth and the theological students, who 
will be the future clergy. This involves explaining the dialogue, 
teaching its significance, and encouraging engagement, which 
I have endeavoured to do, for about forty years, through 
my books and articles, and participation in conferences and 
lectures, also in theological seminaries.
	 The official texts of the dialogue encourage both the 
Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox Churches to organise 
various types of encounters and exchanges. I have provided a 
detailed list of such initiatives in an article included in my latest 
book—a text which was also presented at the IOTA Conference 
held in Volos in 2023 (published in my latest book on Relations 
and Exchanges, Volos, 2025).
	 In fact, this type of activity and practical exchange is 
precisely what the Russian Orthodox Church has been engaged 
in since 2001, from the beginning of her own bilateral dialogue 
with the Oriental Orthodox Churches. We must take this into 
consideration and even appreciate it, as such efforts have not 
been undertaken to the same extent within the framework 
of the official dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern 
Orthodox Churches.
	 And I will give a personal reflection on this. For years, I 
asked myself why the Russian Church—which is not known for 
being particularly ecumenically minded or genuinely interested 
in ecumenical affairs—had initiated this bilateral dialogue. In 
fact, on the website of the Moscow Patriarchate, where the 
texts from these encounters are published after each meeting, 
nearly nothing has been mentioned regarding theology or 
theological dialogue. Instead, the focus has been solely on 
exchanges of theological students, informal meetings between 
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monks from the two families, and similar activities. So, what 
was (and still is) the real purpose of this bilateral dialogue? This 
has begun to emerge — at least formally— in the published 
texts on their official Website.  For example, in September 
2024, a Delegation of the Russian Orthodox Church met with 
the Ethiopian Patriarch and, in the Communiqué, the situation 
of Orthodox Christians in Ukraine was mentioned: “Members 
of the Russian Orthodox Church delegation spoke about the 
difficult situation of Orthodox believers in Ukraine, including 
the context of the law banning the activities of the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church. Patriarch Abuna Mathias expressed solidarity 
with the persecuted Ukrainian Orthodox brothers and sisters 
and reaffirmed the Ethiopian Church's unwavering support 
for the Russian Orthodox Church.  »(https://mospat.ru/en/
news/92300/). Eventually, through declarations of this kind, it 
became clear—at least to me—that the main objective of this 
bilateral dialogue was, in fact, more political than theological. 
About this bilateral dialogue, for further analysis, one must 
see the article by Serge Model in my recent book  Relations 
and Exchanges (“The Current Bilateral Dialogue Between 
the Russian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate) and the 
Oriental Orthodox Churches“).
	 This political trend of the Moscow Patriarchate in its 
ecumenical relations and its close involvement with the Russian 
government is not at all new. In fact, it is clearly described — 
based on official documents — in the doctoral thesis of Serge 
Model, entitled  Le facteur religieux, instrument de politique 
étrangère ? L'Église orthodoxe russe dans les relations extérieures 
de l'État soviétique (1917-1991), (in English, The religious factor — 
an instrument of foreign policy? The role of the Russian Orthodox 
Church in the external relations of the Soviet state (1917-1991)), 
presented at the University of Louvain-la-Neuve in March 
2024 and due to be published (in French).  
	 In conclusion, I would like to say that the wounds of 
the past and even of today are not yet healed—far from it. 
Although the official theological dialogues of the 20th century 
have recognised the role of terminological misunderstandings 

https://mospat.ru/en/news/92300/
https://mospat.ru/en/news/92300/
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in Christological disputes of the fifth century, the ecumenical 
dialogue between the Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Churches 
still has much important and fruitful work ahead, and many 
efforts yet to be made.
	 I would also like to raise some general questions and offer 
a few comments that may be helpful for the bilateral dialogue 
between the Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Churches.  
	 In the conclusion of an article (also published in my 
latest book, Volos 2025) on The Formulary of Reunion  from 
the Council of Shirakavan in 862, Michael Hjälm states that we 
must “move beyond the arbitrariness of external guarantors 
of truth, and instead engage in a direct and honest discussion 
of Christology itself.” I believe that if we ask anyone from the 
Oriental Orthodox Churches whether they believe that Jesus 
Christ is fully God and fully man in one, without separation 
or mixture, they will all agree. This has been my experience 
whenever I have asked this question during my many travels 
and interviews, both in their countries of origin (the Middle 
East, Armenia, Ethiopia, and India) and in the diaspora. 
Moreover, a study of their liturgical texts clearly affirms 
this Orthodox Christological faith in a very profound and 
consistent manner. Also, if they were monophysite, they would 
not represent Christ as Man on their icons/wall paintings and 
manuscript illuminations (see my book, The Role of Images and 
the Veneration of Icons n the Oriental Orthodox Churches, 
Syrian Orthodox, Armenian, Coptic and Ethiopian Traditions, 
Lit Verlag, 2018).
	 Among the other non-theological factors, at the practical 
level, how can we come to know each other better? How can 
we overcome the wounds and difficulties? And how can we 
move beyond the many prejudices that still persist today? 
Some people still hold onto painful memories — for example, 
of the Byzantines among the Oriental Orthodox. How can all 
of this be healed today, that is how to heal memories? 
	 There is also a great need to educate both faithful and 
clergy, as well as the people at large, about these issues.
	 In short, rewriting history and Church history from the 
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sources helps to overcome many prejudices of the past (and 
even of today). For this, we can find different methodological 
approaches, not only historical and theological, but also 
sociological, anthropological, and others.  
	 In fact, we must recognise the necessity of revising 
traditional accounts of history—and not just theology—in a 
scholarly manner. 
	 Books, articles, and other publications demonstrate that 
the division in the Church caused by the Council of Chalcedon 
was most unfortunate. This division was largely the result of 
terminological misunderstandings and differing interpretations 
of theological language and concepts. Therefore, we must 
emphasise once again how important it is to study texts 
very carefully. This implies analysing the sources thoroughly, 
interpreting and comparing them, offering new readings of 
studies already done with a more critical spirit than those of 
previous scholars; and reading the sources not superficially, 
but with increasing precision, depth, and nuance, avoiding 
gross oversimplifications or distortions, in order to make 
progress. With this aim in mind, there is also a clear need for 
publications. 
	 While education is certainly needed, even more importantly, 
there is a need for a change of heart and a change of mentality.
	 We may also encounter other factors preventing 
dialogue such as nationalistic factors, as well as psychological 
ones. This is possible, for example, through complacency, a 
re-examination, mutual trust, and action (see the article by 
Bouteneff in my latest book). At present, there is a danger 
that ignorance, pride, fear and complacency will prevent this 
process of reconciliation from coming to fruition (as underlined 
by Father Thomas Fitzgerald of Holy Cross College in Boston).
	 Acts of conversion (metanoia) are necessary. 
Stereotypical views of the “other” must change.
	 As Dr Peter Bouteneff from St Vladimir’s Seminary 
(who is currently finishing an important book on the dialogue 
between the Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Churches entitled 
Union Without Confusion. Councils and Christology Beyond 
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the Chalcedonian Divide) concludes in one of his articles:
	  “If we desire the healing of the ancient split, we must 
continue the theological dialogue and broaden it with regard 
to both the issues it treats and the persons involved. If we desire 
to realize this unity, we must engage the local churches, the 
seminaries, the academies, the parishes. If we desire to bring 
together again these church families, let the reception process 
begin in earnest. And as rocky as the road may be, let us be 
guided by the Spirit of God, the Spirit of Truth.” 

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

“The flood of temporal things draws us after itself, but in this flood 
there is, as it were, a fullgrown tree: our Lord Jesus Christ. He took 

flesh, died, and ascended to heaven. It is as if He agreed to be in 
the flood of the temporal. Is this stream dragging you headlong? 

Hold on to Christ. He became temporal for you, so that you might 
become eternal, for He became temporal in such a way that He 
remained eternal. What difference is there between two men

in a prison when one of them is a convict and the other a visitor! 
Sometimes a man comes to visit his friend, and it seems that both 
are in prison, but there is a great difference between them. One of 
them is held there because of guilt, while the other has come out 
of love for mankind. Thus it is with our mortality: guilt holds us 

here, but Christ had come out of mercy.
He came freely into bondage, and not as a convict."

 

-St. Augustin, Sermons on I John, II.10

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/
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Introductory remarks 
	 There is an increasing scholarly interest in Sophia today. 
Although a quite ambivalent theological and philosophical 
concept with a long history, Sophia remains a challenge for our 
mind, while it still awaits a full, constructive, and comprehensive 
evaluation. Rooted in the “world soul” concept of Plotinus, 
where it was understood as the common way of being of the 
One and the Many, Sophia passed through Schelling’s and 
Boehme’s1 pantheistic tendencies to the Russian religious 
philosophy of the late 19th and early 20th century, as an 
attempt to explain the whole reality comprehensively. Although 
not without biblical and patristic connotations,2 Sophia has 
never been fully (till today) and properly received in Orthodox 
thought, while being boldly criticized as inadequate or even 
heretical, because of its philosophical and mystical roots, along 
with its inherent danger of pantheism, of mixing up God and 
the world in a unified reality. An attempt is made in the present 
essay to briefly explore the development of Sophia from the 
point of view of the God-world relationship, in the work of 
the major figures of the Russian religious philosophy, namely 
Solovyov, Florensky, and the most influential among them, 
Bulgakov, while a critical evaluation is provided of its historical 
reception in the 20th century. Christian theology (Orthodox 
included), as well as a preliminary discussion for its possible 
relevance for today’s witness of the Orthodox Church and 
theology to our present secular era.

1	  V. Zenkovsky, Histoire de la philosophie russe, (Paris: Gallimard, 1955).
2	  Ps. 103,24; 135,5; Prov. 8, Job, 28,12-13, etc., For a detailed and 
convincing overview cf. M. Plested, Wisdom in Christian Tradition. The Patristic Roots 
of Modern Russian Sophiology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022).
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1. Sophia and the God-world relationship in Russian 
sophiology 
	
	 The relationship between God and the world is 
historically a central issue in theological and philosophical 
thought. This topic has sparked numerous disputes from 
the early days of classical philosophy, through Christian 
patristic theology (influential figures include Origen, Arius, 
and Athanasius of Alexandria), to contemporary discussions 
that seek to explain the origins of the world through scientific 
methods. From a Christian perspective, the nature and form 
of this relationship are crucial for understanding the character 
of theological discourse within the Church. In this context, the 
concept of Sophia is particularly relevant, as it addresses the 
complex relationship between God and the world.

a) The “metaphysics of All–Unity,” as the background: 
Vladimir Solovyov

	 In European thought, the “metaphysics of All-unity” 
had existed “since Greek and Christian antiquity (cf. Plotinus, 
Pseudo-Dionysius) … and it then travelled through all phases 
of Western tradition: Erigena, Leibnitz…,” being thus the 
“leitmotif of all this worldview.” The “orthodox sources of 
Russian philosophy and the ontological basis of the classical 
Western tradition found their meeting point”3 in this idea of All-
unity by which they attempted to describe or, in other words, 
to solve the problem of the relationship between God and 
the world. The philosophical idea of “All unity” (translation of 
the Russian term vseedinstvo) constitutes a key philosophical 
concept that has been developed in Russian religious thought 
of the 19th–20th centuries, and especially by a well-known 
group of Russian thinkers, namely V. Solovyov, P. Florensky, 
S. Bulgakov. It is a term of “mixed etymology,” half Anglo-Saxon 
and half Latin,4 which very often has been perceived by many 
3	  S. Horuzhy, “Neo-patristic Synthesis and Russian Philosophy,” St. Vladimir’s 
Theological Quarterly 44:3-4 (2000), 315.
4	  G. Kline, “Religious roots of S.L. Frank ethics,” in J. Kornblatt     , R. Gustafson 
(eds.), Russian Religious Thought, (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1996), 228.
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as akin to other meanings, such as “total-unity,” “pan-unity.” 
Notwithstanding the differences in their work (e.g., different 
variants of “sophiology”), their major task was to apply this 
important concept as a central element for describing the 
ultimate realities, finally, the relation between God and the 
world. From this angle, the “All-unity” concept closely relates 
to many other central ideas of the same Russian tradition, such 
as “Sophia,” “God-manhood,” and even “sobornost.”5 All these 
concepts form essential components of a larger metaphysical 
model for explaining the entirety of reality. As it has already 
been mentioned, the origins of this “metaphysics of All-unity” 
can be traced back already in the classical philosophical thought, 
and again in a broader sense, in modern times, anticipating a 
popular issue in the whole intellectual history and especially 
in the thought of many thinkers as Hegel, Schelling, and 
others. For this reason, it is not accidental that V. Solovyov 
(1853–1900),6 the so-called “father of Russian Sophiology”7 

was strongly influenced by Spinoza, Boehme’s mysticism, 
Schelling’s panentheism, and others8 in his attempt to present 
a synthesis in which philosophy, theology, and science would 
be reconciled. But what is the meaning of the All-unity and 
how does it function as a hermeneutical-methodological key 
for the explanation of the God - world relationship? 
	 It has been argued that the central feature in Solovyov’s 
system was that of “All-unity” or «unitotalité», by which he 
tried to explain the relation between the one and the many.9 

5	  Horuzhy, “Neo-patristic Synthesis and Russian Philosophy,” 314.
6	  F. C. Copleston, Philosophy in Russia: from Herzen to Lenin and Berdyaev, 
(Notre Dame: Notre Dame
University Press, 1986), 206-212; B. Zenkovsky, Histoire de la philosophie russe vol. 
2, trad. Const. Andronikof, (Paris: Gallimard, 1954), 12-16.
7	  J. Haers, P.D. Mey, Theology and conversation: towards a relational theology, 
(Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2003), 324 (5).
8	  F.L. Cross, E.A Livingstone (eds.), The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian 
Church, (Oxford: OUP, 1997), cl. 1517b; W. Bercken, M. Courten, E Der Zweerde, 
Vl. Solovyov: reconciler and polemicist, selected papers, (Leuven: Peeters Publishers, 
2000), 193; M. Cunningham, El. Theokritoff, “Who are the Orthodox Christians?” 
in M. Cunningham-E. Theokritoff, (eds.) The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox 
Christian Theology, (Cambridge: CUP, 2008), 11.
9	  Y. Congar, “Soloviev dans l’Église universelle,” in Colloque Vladimir Soloviev, 
Nouvelles de l’Institut Catholique de Paris, n.1 (mars-1979), 115 ; B. Dupuy, “Soloviev 
Vladimir (1853-1900),” in J-Y. Lacoste (ed..), Dictionnaire critique de Théologie, (Paris: 
PUF, 1998) col. 1100.
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According to Solovyov, the purpose of metaphysics is to achieve 
a comprehensive understanding of the entirety of reality. In his 
understanding, reality is comprehended as “one,”10 as a “unity 
which diversifies itself both internally, in the divine life, and 
externally in the sense of the creation of actual individuals.”11 
This original unity was lost after the emergence of the variety 
of individuals. Solovyov tried to “grant some ... independence 
to the members of the All-unity... nevertheless they are as 
nothing outside their being within the whole.”12 Hence, the 
task is the restoration of this original or protological status and 
unity of reality. As Solovyov puts it, religion is concerned with 
the “reunion of man and the world with the unconditional and 
all-one principle.”13 In this perspective, the ultimate purpose 
of the universe “is the synthesis of the temporal and the 
divine-universal reintegration in a living All-unity.” Expressing 
the same idea in different words: “creation is a movement of 
recovery of the original unity that is manifested in the God-
man/ Christ.”14 The specific meaning of “All-unity” in Solovyov's 
metaphysics remains unclear due to the various phases of his 
career. Daring an insecure comment, it could be noted that it is 
“composed” by two Absolutes or by two poles in one Absolute; 
the first is the existence or super - existence (=God?) and the 
other the so-called “kosmos noetos” of Platon, an ideal world, 
that is characterized by a short of duality; a material and an 
ideal-divine aspect. “All-unity aims to describe a broader reality 
that encompasses both the created and the uncreated within 
a holistic perspective. Quoting Solovyov himself, “absolute 
unity is the first positive attribute of all that exists,” and “true 
unity is a unity of multiplicity.”15 In more theological terms, it 
can be defined as the idea of “God in all and all in God.”16 It is 
necessary to note that the meaning of the “All-unity” could be 
10	  Copleston, Philosophy in Russia, 222.
11	  Idem., 214.
12	  Bercken, Courten, Der Zweerde, Vl. Solovyov: reconciler, 194.
13	  Copleston, Philosophy in Russia, 214.
14	  A. Papanikolaou, “Orthodox theology,” in The Encyclopedia of Christianity 
vol. 5, (Grand Rapids-Cambridge: Eerdmans Publishing-Brill, 2008), 415a.
15	  As cited in P. Gaidenko, “Russian philosophy in the context of European 
thinking: The case of Vl. Solovyov,” Diogenes 222-223 (2009), 24-36.
16	  Copleston, Philosophy in Russia, 222.
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better realized by using the closely related terms of “Sophia” 
and “God-manhood.” 
	 For Solovyov, Sophia transcends a mere philosophical 
or conceptual tool required to construct a specific worldview. 
As far as it concerns, especially the founder of this current, 
Sophia is also part of a deep spiritual vision. In his “Three 
Encounters” poem,17 Solovyov describes the meetings he had 
with Sophia in Moscow, the British Museum, and in Egypt, 
mostly being represented as a feminine image. This was quite 
a strong experience for a thinker who had studied ancient 
Paganism and Gnosticism, while he was feeling quite attracted 
by Schelling and modern mystics like Jakob Boehme. In this 
context, Solovyov “presents Sophia as the universal substance 
that unites the three persons in the Trinity, and is also (as 
divine) likewise operative in God’s ongoing act of creation and 
in the Church.”18 In other words, “Sophia explains the particular 
understanding of the relation of God and the world: God is 
Sophia, which means that God eternally relates to creation 
and creation itself-that is, created Sophia-is a movement 
of reconciliation toward divine Sophia.”19 This is, after all, 
Solovyov’s basic intention. 

b) Sophia and the sophiology of creation: Pavel Florensky 
and Sergius Bulgakov

	 In the subsequent years, Sophia became the predominant 
concept by which the God-world relationship is explained. In 
this respect, Pavel Florensky, a “link between Soloviev and 
Bulgakov,”20 developed or complicated further Solovyov’s 
sophiological account. In his seminal work The Ground and the 
Pillar of Truth,21 the Russian thinker goes one step further by 
defining Sophia as a sort of fourth (although creaturely and 
not of the same essence) hypostasis in the Trinity that is used, 
17	  Trois rencontres : et autres poèmes, (Harpo, 2004).
18	  Haers, de Mey, Theology and conversation, 324.
19	  Papanikolaou, “Orthodox theology,” 415a.
20	  P. Ladouceur, Modern Orthodox Theology. Behold, I make all things new, 
(London/New York: Bloomsbury/T&T Clark, 2019), 200.
21	  Princeton : Princeton University Press,1997.
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however, as a sort of bond by which creation and God are 
linked once and for all. To this end he refers to Sophia as the 
“Great Root by which creation goes into the intra-Trinitarian 
life,” the only possible way for the latter to receive life from 
the source of life,22 while at the same time Sophia as a sort 
of a (conceptual?) metaphor is all of creation, of Mankind…
the Church…the Mother of God.”23 In brief, Florensky’s basic 
intention is to justify the close relationship between God and 
creation, for the latter not to lose its dignity.
	 Sergius Bulgakov was one of three thinkers who 
sought to provide a more theological and comprehensive 
understanding of Sophia, using biblical and patristic sources. 
Through this approach, he aimed to address several important 
questions,24 and predominantly the God-world relationship. 
For Bulgakov, a Christian theology of creation needs to exclude 
outright “two polarly opposite views: pantheistic, or atheistic, 
monism, on the one hand, and the dualistic conception of 
creation, on the other.”25 In monism, the world is viewed as 
a self-sufficient reality, an absolute being characterized by its 
inherent self-referentiality. This way of approaching the nature 
of the world, more or less common in antiquity, leads to the 
uselessness of a divine principle outside of the world as the 
cause of the world. In this light, Bulgakov will argue that “this 
world-view denies the very problem of the origin of the world, 
since one cannot speak of the origin of an absolute being.”26 
	 In dualism, while one recognizes the very creaturely 
nature of the world, one is ready to admit, due to the actual 
presence of evil in the world, the existence of two completely 
different gods that intend to safeguard both its absolute 
transcendence and creative relation with the fallen world (a 
sort of Gnosticism). 
	 It is quite evident, then, that in both cases one puts aside 
22	  P. Florensky, The Pillar and Ground of the Truth: An Essay in Orthodox 
Theodicy in Twelve Letters, 237.
23	  Florensky, The Pillar, 236.
24	  P. Gavrilyuk, Georges Florovsky and the Russian Religious Renaissance, 
(Oxford: OUP, 2013), 145.
25	  S. Bulgakov, The Bride of the Lamb, trad. Boris Jakim, (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002), 10.
26	  Ibid.
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God as unnecessary in the discussion regarding the origins and 
the status of the created world. Since both worldviews strive to 
give a special place to the world, even independently from an 
extra-world principle, to the extent “that it would be possible 
to juxtapose and, in a certain sense, even to oppose the world 
to God, to distinguish ontologically God and the world,”27 one 
has to take deeply into consideration the status of this place. 
As Bulgakov puts it, “To determine the actual relation between 
God and the world, another category must be used, a category 
for which there is no place in the immanence of the world. 
This category must be used to perform the metabasis eis allo 
genos that preserves both the positive connection between 
God and the world and the ontological distance between 
them. This category is not cause, or motion, but creation 
and createdness.”28 In this respect, Bulgakov will turn to the 
interpretation of the biblical doctrine of the “creation out of 
nothing” (in his wording), to address the profound impasse of 
the perspectives described above. What is the meaning, then, 
of “nothing”?  
	 Following Bulgakov’s argumentation,29 one should 
describe this nothing, or “nihil”, both positively and negatively. 
In the first case, “nothing” is a sort of state, or in other words, 
27	  Ibid., 6.
28	  In this light, Andrew Louth contends for an “in between” theology as the 
basic intuition of sophiology (Modern Orthodox Thinkers, London: SPCK, 2015, 58). 
Such an understanding can be framed within a “metaphysical continuum,” which is 
strongly contested by Georges Florovsky, as well as from Bulgakov’s perspective.
29	  Cf. As he puts it (The Lamb of God, 124-25): “Nothing does not exist for 
God as something totally extradivine. It is not even a void…There is only God, and 
outside of and apart from God there is nothing…In order to be, ‘nothing’ must arise, 
having been established by God…nothing is a relative concept: it is correlative to 
something…' nothing’ is thus not being but the state of being…finds a place for 
itself in becoming being…”  Additionally, “one should not conceive this ‘nothing’ as 
some something existing before the creation of the world as its necessary material 
or at least as the possibility of the origination of the world…The nothing out of 
which the world is created is precisely a not-something, the pure not of ontological 
emptiness. In other words, the formula that the world is created by God out of 
nothing has, first of all, a negative meaning: No extra-divine ground or creation 
exists. In this sense we must distinguish two nothings without confusing them: (1) 
the precreaturely or noncreaturely nothing, or the pure ontological zero, emptiness, 
which is conceived by us only through logical repulsion, the negation of all being 
in a certain "illegitimate judgment" (as Plato calls it); and (2) the ontic, creaturely 
nothing, me on, which permeates creation, so to speak. This me on is just a mode of 
this creaturely being, but in this sense it is.”
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the “place” (cf. “definitions of time”) within which the created 
world is called into existence in time, as a result of the creative 
act of God.  In the second case, nihil is used as a necessary 
means of excluding any possibility of an extradivine principle 
of the world. This simply means that there is no other being 
“alongside God, outside of or apart from God.”30 In any case, 
Bulgakov’s "nothingness" describes the status of the world, its 
origin-arche, as far as it is considered as an autonomous being 
(i.e., per se) against God.31 Bulgakov emphasizes the importance 
of a creative relationship, rather than a causal one, between 
God and the world. To avoid being accused of pantheism—
which eliminates any distinction between God and the world—
he supports the idea of “ontological boundaries” that separate 
the two. 
	 Bulgakov will continue and assert that God “does not 
need the world for Himself. For him, the creation or noncreation 
of the world is not a hypostatic or natural necessity of self-
completion…there is no place for creation in Divinity itself.”32 

Although the world is not the result of a hypostatic or natural 
necessity, this does not mean that there is the “presence of 
randomness or arbitrariness in the being of the world,” that 
is created “without any reason and meaning for the Creator 
Himself.”33  It is evident here that Bulgakov strives to preserve 
and highlight the importance, the dignity of the world per se, 
(i.e. it is not something accidental) as an autonomous reality, 
a clear modern quest, and at the same time to explain why 
the world should be created in the first place and be in close 
relation with God (a soteriological perspective). “God needs 
the world, and it could not have remained uncreated…needs 
the world not for Himself but for the world itself.”34 
	 To fully apprehend Bulgakov’s account of creation, one 
needs to turn to his understanding of God’s very being and 
his development of the Sophia account. The émigré theologian 
seems to discern three closely interrelated ontological levels 
30	  Bride of the Lamb, 43.
31	  Lamb of God, 121.
32	  Lamb of God, 119.
33	  Idem.
34	  Lamb of God, 120.



96 97

in God’s very being. Besides its divine nature and trihypostatic 
Person, there is in God also the Divine Sophia, which is “the 
pleroma, the divine world, existent in God and for God.”35  In 
other words, Sophia (as far as it concerns the divine being), 
while “is nothing other than God’s nature,” it is more than this, 
since it is the very self-revelation of the entire Holy Trinity, it is 
the divine world within which the divine ousia is revealed and 
hypostasized in the three hypostases. As he puts it, “Sophia...as 
the divine world, exists in God and…is present before God.”36 
	 There is no necessary relationship between the divine 
nature or the trihypostatic persons of God and the world. 
However, the world is encompassed within the divine realm, 
referred to as the divine Sophia, to ensure that no contingency 
is introduced on God's side. Since God is all in all, the all-unity,37 
a metaphysical principle that is accepted a priori by Bulgakov, 
there is nothing that can be found outside of Divinity, the 
divine world. This means finally that “… the All in the Divine 
world, in the Divine Sophia, and the All in the creaturely world, 
in the creaturely Sophia, are one and are identical in content 
(although not in being),”38 something that preserves both 
the ontological distinction and the soteriological correlation 
between God and the world.  
	 In this context, however, one should avoid arguing 
that the created world, a sort of becoming and temporal 
being, is somehow related to the divine ousia, which remains 
unknowable per se, or is dependent on the three hypostases, 
which are outside of time. As he puts it, while “in Himself God 
is …the Absolute…for the World He is the Absolute-Relative, 
existing in Himself but also outside of Himself.”39  
	 For Bulgakov, God would not be primarily or rather 
exclusively understood as Absolute, that is, as a self-explicable 
and self-defining reality. Due to the grammar of Revelation 
that seems to follow closely in his reasoning, one should 
recognize that He is “God…he is the Absolute existing for 
35	  Lamb of God,103.
36	  Bride of the Lamb, 30.
37	  Bride of the Lamb, 39.
38	  Lamb of God, 126.
39	  Lamb of God, 122.
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another.”40 It is not an exaggeration in this respect for one to 
argue that sophiology, as far as Bulgakov is concerned, is a kind 
of relational ontology, to the extent that Divine and Creaturely 
Sophia are identical. 
	 In this sense, “the world could not fail to be created. It is 
necessary for God.” This bold statement should not necessitate 
our understanding of an ontological bond between God and 
its creation. One should bear in mind that the methodological 
starting point of Bulgakov’s argumentation is not primarily a 
metaphysical a priori super-structure, that renders obligatory a 
close relationship of the two realities (cf. a monistic view), but 
mainly the Revelation (“guide”) which makes clear that the Lamb 
of God “is pre-eternally ‘sacrificed’ in the creation of the world, 
as the expressly cosmic hypostasis, the demiurge in Divinity.”41 
Insofar as God created the world by love42 (and not only out of 
nothing), it would be logically inconsistent for him to “spare His 
own Son for its sake!”43  Bulgakov will add that “one can even 
say that God created the world to become incarnate in it…in 
the Incarnation, God showed His love for creation.”44  In this 
perspective, he will assert that “the Incarnation is the inner 
foundation of creation, its entelechy.” According to the Russian 
thinker, “the interaction of God with the world is based on the 
interrelation of the Divine and the creaturely Sophia,” as this 
interrelation is mainly depicted in the Christological dogma 
of the “God-man”. As far as the God-man is concerned (and I 
would strongly claim that this Christological focus is the basic 
outlook of Bulgakov), “the world is created, but it is not only 
created, for in its proto-image, in its idea, it is not created at all 
but exists from all eternity in God…”45 
 	 What then is the foundation of the world? It is clear from 
the above that the Divine world, the divine Sophia, constitutes 
40	  Lamb of God, 121.
41	  Lamb of God, 129.
42	  “God-love needs the creation of the world in order to love, no longer only 
in His own life, but also outside Himself, in creation.”  Therefore, the only reality that 
necessitates God in creating the world is a kind of “a law of love” that determines 
the inner divine life.
43	  Lamb of God, 122.
44	  Lamb of God, 169-170.
45	  Lamb of God, 159.
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the very foundation of the created order. “The Divine Sophia 
became also the creaturely Sophia, God repeated Himself 
in creation…the creation is the Divine ‘ecstasy’ of love.”46  In 
this perspective, the Divine Sophia should be understood 
as the essential foundation of creation, insofar as it is the 
eternal proto-image of the created world in God. As Bulgakov 
will summarize himself, “the Divine world and the creaturely 
world are correlated with one another as the eternal Sophia 
and the Creaturely Sophia. Being identical in their foundation, 
the Divine world and the creaturely world are different in 
their mode of being. The former is pre-eternally existent in 
God, whereas the latter, as having arisen ‘out of nothing’, is a 
becoming world.” 47 
	 In this close interrelation between the Divine and 
Creaturely Sophia, Bulgakov will see the foundation of the God-
man. In this regard, the Russian theologian would interchange 
his view between the ontological (i.e., priority of Sophia as 
the Divine world that is repeated in the created world) and 
methodological (i.e., the Christological dogma of God-man as 
the culmination of the Revelation) level, depending in each 
case on the starting point of his theological discourse. In 
both cases, Bulgakov is prompt to highlight the soteriological 
perspective of sophiology, insofar as the close relation of God 
with his world is concerned. 

2. Sophia and the modern challenges
a) The modern quest for the dignity and autonomy of the 
world
	
	 Among the three knights of Sophia, Sergius Bulgakov 
was the one who most significantly evolved the sophiological 
tradition, which he shared to some extent with Solovyov and 
Florensky, who established the foundational elements of the 
Sophia concept. While he did not follow his interlocutors in 
every detail, he clearly expanded the entire framework by 
attempting to base it on biblical and patristic tradition as he 
46	  Lamb of God, 126-127.
47	  Ibid., 445.
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interpreted it. His constant aim was to foster a meaningful, 
enduring, and constructive dialogue between Orthodox faith 
and theology and the modern world. Through this approach, he 
sought a renewal of the Church grounded in engagement with 
contemporary reality, while avoiding the risk of being overly 
attached to past historical forms. In the following sections, 
I will explore some aspects of this creative encounter with 
modernity as presented in the works of major sophiologists.
	 To establish a connection with the world, sophiologists 
base their work on the "first principles" of divine discipline. 
They start their reflections from the world and then develop 
their theological perspectives. It's important to note that in 
Christian faith, God cannot be conceptualized apart from the 
world; He is a “God for us.” While some abstract speculation 
about God's inner being is unavoidable, the central idea of 
Sophiology is to foster a close dialogue between God and the 
world—what they refer to as “all-unity”—through the concept 
of Sophia.  In other words, their major impulse is to explore how 
the world can participate in God, in a mutually beneficial way. 
Sophia, a key, although often ambivalent, concept has been 
used by Bulgakov, in particular, to conceptualize the relation 
between God and the world and to highlight the importance, 
dignity and autonomy of the latter per se, and at the same time 
to explain why the world should be created in the first place 
and be in close relation with God (a soteriological perspective). 
As he aptly put it, “God needs the world, and it could not have 
remained uncreated…needs the world not for Himself but 
for the world itself.”48 In other words, from this theological 
perspective, the world seems to acquire a quite positive status 
and value, as a necessary pre-condition of doing theology (in 
terms of theological methodology), as the locus where the 
soteriological encounter between God and human being took 
place in Christ.
	 Having already described in general terms the view of 
the sophiologists on the God-world relationship, it appears 
that their view is closely located to our modern Zeitgeist, 
which tends to reject any religious authority and heteronomy 
48	  Ibid, 120. 
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in favor of an absolute immanence of life and the ensuing 
dignity and autonomy of human beings and the world. For that 
purpose, a kind of “humano-theology”49  or of the “humanity of 
God,” which “expresses the Word of God but it speaks human 
words as well,… in a creative sense”50 is presented as the 
most adequate contemporary idiom or, in other words, as the 
only legitimate kind of religious discourse in its endeavor to 
dialogue with the world. A perspective of this sort, that takes 
seriously into account the value of the materiality itself of 
creation as a necessary component for the God-world dialogue 
and recognizes the sacred character of creation outside the 
realm of the Church, and the presence of the holy beyond 
its boundaries,51 appears to fit better into the context of the 
secularized modern society, which after the Enlightenment 
and the collapse of the medieval religious authority desires 
to breathe the fresh air of human subjectivity and self-
referentiality, while at the same time, and especially during the 
recent decades, a variety of ecological and activist movements 
that highlight the inherent value of creation itself emerge as an 
urgent call for the preservation of the world.
	 At the same time, a certain “dromic”52 ontology appears 
to be under way, where creation and history truly matter for 
the constitution of the identity not only of human being, but 
rather of God himself53 who is a “God who may be,”54 a God 
who really needs history and creation to be, not in pantheistic 
terms, but from the point of view of the value and dignity of 
creation and history itself, which has not been created in vain 
but to be in constant dialogue with God. A profound echo of this 
post-modern view, put forth by, for instance, Richard Kearney, 
49	  P. Valliere, Modern Russian Theology: Bukharev, Soloviev, Bulgakov: 
Orthodox Theology in a New Key, (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000), 306-309.
50	  Ibid., 307.
51	  Cl. Crockett (ed.), Secular Theology: American Radical Theological Thought, 
(New York-London: Routledge, 2001).
52	  D. Skliris, On the Road to Being. St. Maximus the Confessor’s Syn-odical 
Ontology, (Alhambra, CA: Sebastian Orthodox Press, 2018).
53	  Cf. Similar      accounts, not without problems, can be found in variants of 
Protestant and Roman theology.
54	  R. Kearney, The God Who May Be. A Hermeneutics of Religion, (Indiana: 
Indiana University Press, 2001).
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is found, as has already been made clear, in Sophiology’s 
panentheistic55 account of the God-world relationship.

b) Sophiology and social concerns
	
	 The sophiologists have a deep respect for creation, 
which drives their strong interest in social issues. This focus is 
particularly relevant to the Church's efforts to combat injustice 
and intolerance. Many religious philosophers within this group, 
including Solovyov and Berdyaev, were trained as professional 
philosophers, while others, like Bulgakov, specialized in 
economics. Additionally, some, such as Bucharev, were biblical 
scholars, and figures like Florensky were polymaths. In essence, 
they came from a variety of disciplines, many of which had 
secular orientations. Although it often goes unnoticed, this 
feature presents these thinkers initially as more open and 
oriented toward secular issues and interests, thus supporting 
the constructive engagement of Orthodoxy with the modern 
world and its experience.56  
	 In this vein, the social issues (such as social justice and 
solidarity) appeared as the top priority of most of the émigré 
theologians and sophiologists in their attempt to counter 
the emerging then western liberalism and capitalism with a 
fresh “Christian socialism” (rooted in the social insights of the 
Gospel but in opposition to the totalitarian Soviet ideology) 
or an alternative “philosophy of economy”57 with a certain 
Christian understanding of labor as a way to go beyond the 
“dialectical materialism” and reorient the material world to 
its divine, sophianic roots beyond a mere self-referent and 
self–sufficient understanding (“religious materialism”).  In this 

55	  K. Ware, “God Immanent yet Transcendent: The Divine Energies according 
to Saint Gregory Palamas,” in P. Clayton, A. Peacocke (eds.), In Whom We Live and 
Move and Have Our Being: Panentheistic Reflections in a Scientific World, (Cambridge: 
Eerdmans, 2004), 165-168.
56	  Cf. Paul Ladouceur, “Social and Political Thought in the Russian Religious 
Renaissance,” Review of Ecumenical Studies, 10:2 (2018), 141-155; Valliere, Modern 
Russian Theology; R. Williams (ed.), S. Bulgakov, Towards a Russian Political Theology, 
(London: T&T Clark, 2001).
57	  S. Bulgakov, The Philosophy of Economy, trad. Cath. Evtuhov, (New Haven: 
Yale University, 2000).
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line one needs to refer especially to Sergius Bulgakov, who 
by fully committing his thought to social issues, he strongly 
criticizes the hesitance on the side of the Church against social 
concerns and its ensuing escapist tendency outside the world 
(as a result of the overemphasis given to personal salvation 
and asceticism), insisting that “social life is to be organized 
according to the postulates of Christian love, so also the whole 
of political life.”58

c) Sophia, nature, and modern science

	 The development of the Sophia account is closely linked 
to the significant interest that sophiologists have in a theology 
of nature. At the dawn of the 21st century, the dominant 
position of the exact sciences and technologies—which largely 
shape our post-modern worldview—has prompted theology to 
engage in urgent and creative reflection on the role of nature. 
In this context, most sophiologists have sought to articulate 
a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between 
theology, philosophy, and science. Solovyov, in particular, 
by coining a new term, namely the concept of “theosophy,”59  

argued for a dynamic “relationship between religious and 
secular pursuits.” Against the “abstract dogmatism” that he 
believed characterized certain aspects of Christian tradition, 
his “free theosophy” provided a new opportunity for a synthesis 
that draws upon the natural sciences.60 As a philosopher that 
was highly attracted by science,61 and by virtue of his basic 
(both strong and problematic though) intuition that “the world 
is consubstantial with God”62 which substantiates his “all-unity” 
metaphysical vision, he attempted to overcome the pitfall of a 
fragmentation of thought, by a synthesis between the scientific 
and religious knowledge, through a creative translation and 
58	  Cf. “Social Teaching in Modern Russian Orthodox Theology” in Williams 
(ed.), Sergii Bulgakov, 17.
59	  V. Solovyov, The Philosophical Principles of Integral Knowledge, trad. Valera 
Z. Nollan, (Grand Rapids Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publ., 2008), passim.
60	  Valliere, Modern Russian Theology.
61	  T. Obolevich, Faith & Science in Russian Religious Thought, (Oxford: OUP, 
2019), 74.
62	  Zenkovsky, Histoire de la philosophie russe vol. 2, 501.
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encounter of their respective languages. For him, as for all 
the sophiologists, religion and science are different, albeit 
not necessarily contradictory, interpretations of reality, which 
consists of both material and spiritual elements.63 From a 
different angle, Florensky, the “Russian Leonardo da Vinci”64 
without undervaluing the relevance of science and reason, he 
focuses on the antinomic nature of Christian faith, leaving thus 
enough space for scientific research. Without accepting any 
separation between the two, Florensky considers philosophy 
as a “link between science and theology,” in his attempt to 
overcome the existing antinomy between science and religion, 
while creating “religious science and scientific religion.”65 In a 
similar vein, Bulgakov, through his panentheism,66 attempted 
to reconcile faith and reason. Through his account of Sophia, 
as among others, an ontological foundation of the material, 
and sharing more or less Solovyov’s “religious materialism”, he 
tries to justify the very dignity of the worldly reality, delivering 
in this way the most profound reasons for a modern eco-
theological approach to creation, as “the manifestation of the 
divine creation action.”67 One can summarize the sophiologist 
perception of science in its relation to theology in the words of 
Bulgakov himself, for whom they are “two very different fields 
of study that must coexist and complement one another,”68 by 
adding, though, that both search for the one sophianic truth 
inherent in the created reality from the very beginning.
	 It has become clear that Sophia, despite its ambivalent 
understanding, has played an important role in the attempt 
of certain religious thinkers, or theologians of the Russian 
emigration to tackle a variety of problems of their era, 
attempting in this way, at least Bulgakov, to renew the witness 
of the Church in view of the completely new challenges posed 
to the Church, never foreseen before. This vision, even though 
it has not always been positively accepted by the mainstream 
63	  Obolevich, Faith & Science in Russian Religious Thought, 76.
64	  Ibid.
65	  Ibid., 107
66	  Ibid., 74.
67	  Ibid., 136.
68	  Ibid., 139.
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Orthodox theology and Church, still causes mixed feelings and 
bold passions among Christian theologians of our time. In the 
remainder of the paper, an attempt will be made to critically 
review the reception of sophiology during the 20th century, its 
impasses, and the remaining open questions.

3. The critical reception of Sophiology in the past, present, 
and future
a) Past: The Sophia Affair69 

	 In the mid-1930s, a significant controversy erupted 
over Mikhail Bulgakov’s nearly systematic development of 
the sophiological account, which caused considerable division 
within the Russian émigré community in Paris. The negative 
reactions to Bulgakov’s teachings eventually led to an official, 
albeit complicated, condemnation from two ecclesiastical 
authorities associated with the Orthodox Church of Russia. 
However, these authorities were not justified in their actions, 
as Bulgakov was a priest under the jurisdiction of Metropolitan 
Evlogy, who had joined the Ecumenical Patriarchate of 
Constantinople to avoid a schism with Moscow. In 1935, 
metropolitan Sergius Stragorodsky, the head of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, reviewed a report prepared at his request by 
Vladimir Lossky and issued an ukase in September of that year. 
This ukase warned the faithful about the serious distortions 
(not yet labeled as heresies) present in Bulgakov’s teachings. 
The situation worsened shortly thereafter, when the Synod 
of bishops of the Russian Orthodox Church Outside Russia 
(ROCOR) issued a condemning statement within a month. This 
statement declared Bulgakov’s sophiology to be a heretical 
teaching and demanded that he publicly renounce it. The 
controversy had very quickly deteriorated into an ecclesiastical 
and theological storm, to the extent that the majority of the 
Russian intelligentsia in Paris sided with Bulgakov, while 
the so-called neopatristic theologians like Vladimir Lossky 
69	  A. Klimoff, “Georges Florovsky and the Sophiological Controversy,” St. 
Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 49:1-2 (2005), 67-100; B. Gallaher, “‘Waiting for 
the Barbarians’: Identity and Polemicism in the Neo-Patristic Synthesis of Georges 
Florovsky,” Modern Theology, 27:4 (2011), 659-91.
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(who remained under the Moscow Patriarchate) directly70 

or Florovsky indirectly71 had been opposed to the Sophia 
doctrine. At the same time, Bulgakov himself retained his 
position at St Sergius obliged, though, to avoid teaching on 
sophiology. This controversial period created obstacles for 
successive generations of Russian émigré thinkers, hindering 
their ability to engage seriously with religious philosophy in 
general and sophiology in particular. As a result, sophiology 
has often been viewed as a marginalized doctrine, heavily 
reliant on Western idealistic philosophical resources. This 
approach is often seen as too speculative, making it difficult for 
sophiology to become part of mainstream Orthodox thought. 
While Bulgakov’s successors, such as Paul Evdokimov and 
Leon Zander, expressed positive views regarding the concept 
of Sophia and Bulgakov’s insights, they did not hold the same 
standing and were not in a position to further elaborate on the 
implications of sophiology in relation to their interpretation of 
tradition or modern challenges.

b) Present: Contemporary Orthodox theology in dialogue 
with Radical Orthodoxy

	 Despite the initial negative reception of sophiology by 
Orthodox theology, the translation of major works by Bulgakov 
and other sophiologists into English has sparked considerable 
interest, particularly in non-Orthodox circles. Beginning with 
the French Oratorian Louis Bouyer (1913-2004)72 for instance, 
who felt a great regard for Bulgakov whom he had met personally 
along with other émigré theologians at St. Sergius Institute of 
Orthodox Theology in Paris73, to important representatives 
of the nouvelle theologie, like Hans Urs Balthasar, or Yves 
Congar74, who expressed a great interest in aspects of the 
70	  V. Lossky, Spor o sofii, 1936.
71	  Klimoff, “Georges Florovsky and the Sophiological Controversy.”
72	  L. Bouyer, Sophia ou le monde de Dieu, (Paris: Éd. du Cerf, 2017).
73	  N. Russell, Gregory Palamas and the Making of Palamism in the Modern Age, 
(Oxford: OUP, 2019), 84.
74	  J. Martin, Hans Urs Von Balthasar, and the Critical Appropriation of Russian 
Religious Thought, (Notre Dame: Notre Dame University, 2015); B. Bobrinskoy, “Le 
P. Yves Congar et l’orthodoxie,” Istina 48 (2003), 20-23.
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Russian religious philosophy represented especially in the 
sophiological thought of Solovyov and Bulgakov, a critical but 
positive reception culminated in the Anglican Radical Orthodoxy 
movement75 which was launched mainly by John Milbank, et. 
al. as a post-modern Christian critique of modernity drawing 
from different sources, and especially Bulgakov’s sophiology, 
as well as from certain Orthodox theologians like Metropolitan 
Kallistos Ware or Fr. Andrew Louth, who embraced certain 
aspects of sophiology, like its panentheistic inclinations,76 or 
the Orthodox Greek theologian Nicholas Loudovikos77, who 
appears to credit sophiology with a special concern about the 
ontological value of creation in its participation in God, while 
he attempts to provide a correcting move in certain difficult 
aspects of the sophiological account especially of Bulgakov, by 
virtue of a fresh reading of the patristic tradition, shared by all 
these movements.

c) Future: A critical evaluation of Sophiology’s basic intentions 
and legacy

Taking into account the recent revival of the interest in 
Sophiology, as well as the controversy it posed, and the 
difficulties and the challenges it still poses to contemporary 
theology, one needs to highlight few aspects of it by posing 
concrete questions that would further elucidate the whole 
issue:

a) Certain Pitfalls
a. One major problem that sophiology faces is a sort of 
pantheistic dimension that is the danger of mixing up the world 
75	  J. Milbank, “Sophiology and theurgy: The new theological horizon,” in 
A. Pabst, C. Schneider (ed.), Encounter between Eastern Orthodoxy and Radical 
Orthodoxy, (Ashgate Publishing, 2009), 45-85.
76	  K. Ware, “God Immanent yet Transcendent: The Divine Energies according 
to Saint Gregory Palamas,” in P. Clayton, A. Peacocke (ed.), In Whom We Live and Move 
and Have Our Being: Panentheistic Reflections in a Scientific World, (Grand Rapids, MI / 
Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2004), 165-168; Louth, Modern Orthodox Theologians,13-59.
77	  N. Loudovikos, Church in the Making: An apophatic Ecclesiology of 
Consubstantiality, (Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2016),179-215, 213-
232.
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with God,78 entailed in the “All-unity” concept, resulting from 
the evident holistic approach to reality. Against this profound 
danger, Bulgakov tries to address this issue by stating that “if 
the world is capable of communion with God, then the world 
is already, in some way, in God… (concluding that) this is not 
pantheism, but (a Christian) panentheism.”79

b. Solovyov, along with other sophiologists, possesses 
a profound awareness of the reality of God. However, I 
believe there may be a certain level of confusion between 
his philosophical foundations, particularly German idealism, 
and his theological and Christian perspectives. In spite of 
the double methodology of his thought, he tries very hard to 
ground his theories in Christian principles.80 In any case, the 
basic interest of the Russian religious philosophy is to render 
the reality of God, a «God for us», to recall the famous phrase 
of C. LaCugna, a God for the world, which means a living God 
who relates himself to the world to redeem it. In this respect, 
Bulgakov «affirms the core meaning of Solovyov’s Sophiology 
is always God for me-creation».81

c. To put it directly, the issue at stake here is whether it is 
possible to think “God’s being as not in some way relating 
to creation.”82 The real problem arises when we confront the 
question of whether creation is a constitutive element of God's 
being. In other words, is God's existence necessarily dependent 
on His creative revelation in the world? Theologically, this issue 
is framed as the relationship between Theology and Economy.

d. Despite the various and different aspects in the vision of 
the main sophiologists, I believe that the narrow connection 
Between God the world not only in intellectual (in metaphysics) 

78	  Copleston, Philosophy in Russia, 236.
79	  Papanikolaou, “‘Sophia Orthoi’ ! The Trinitarian theology of Sergei 
Bulgakov,” (unpublished article presented at the CTSA conference, in Romania, 
2009).
80	  Zenkovsky, Histoire, vol. 2, 72.
81	  Papanikolaou, “Orthodox theology,” 415b.
82	  Papanikolaou, “Sophia Orthoi,” 12.
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but also in connection with the world-soul within the divine 
Sophia (the view that reduces all aspects of reality into a 
total-unity), becomes finallyproblematic, and could lead into 
a holistic and closed view that confuses or better denies the 
absolute ontological otherness between God and the world, 
between created and uncreated, between being and non-
being. In other words, according to a certain reading of this 
philosophical worldview the world with the one or the other 
way presents itself as the necessary locus for God’s revelation.

e. Otherwise, if we need to overcome this scheme, I think that 
we have only two alternative options; on one hand we can 
approach God as an impassive being, like Zeus of the ancient 
Greeks, who was absolutely unrelated to the world, (something 
that was the real fear for Russian sophiology) or, on the other 
hand, we can conceive of a God who desires freely to create 
a new reality, the world, and freely relates himself to this 
contingent reality, without limiting his very being.

f. Furthermore, it should be noted that the idea of creation 
itself is totally absent, especially in Solovev’s system,83 while 
there is a real lack of a dialectical understanding of the God - 
world relationship, which presupposes a radical understanding 
of an ex nihilo beginning of the created world. In this case, 
the two realities, despite the opposite preoccupation of the 
Russian sophiology (“God’s being is not dependent on creation, 
nor is exhausted in God’s relation to creation” according to 
Bulgakov),84 are interconnected with a kind of unbreakable 
ontological continuity and affinity at the level of being. In this 
light, it is clear that an acceptance of a “metaphysics of All-unity” 
could finally lead to a closed circle, a sort of closed ontology, 
without ontological otherness, but also without ontological 
freedom for the different parts of this unified reality. The diverse 
beings, the many, have to refer and subordinate to the One, 
the Hen, to achieve the desired All-unity of reality. Perhaps it 
is preferable to describe this worldview as a large circle, which 
83	  Zenkovsky, Histoire, vol. 2, 35.
84	  Papanikolaou, “Orthodox theology,” 415b.



110

contains within itself the two narrowly interrelated Absolutes 
(or better, a kind of two homocentric circles).

b) Further critical comments and open questions

1. As we have seen, the doctrine of creation is clearly related 
to Bulgakov’s sophiological account occupying, thus, a central 
place in his system. It has become clear so far that the status 
of the created order and, subsequently, its relation to God 
constitutes a crucial issue that Christian theology had to 
wrestle with since the first Christian centuries and has, indeed, 
radical implications not only for doctrinal issues (the uncreated 
or created nature of the Logos) but also for methodological 
ones like the relation between the transcendent and immanent 
Trinity, the conceptualization of the God-world relationship 
etc. The doctrine of creation ex nihilo was originally meant 
to protect the absolute transcendence of God, while also 
safeguarding the radical nature of mutual freedom between 
God and creation. In other words, what this doctrine attempts 
to clarify is the αρχή (arche) (level of nature), the origin of 
creation (from the creative will and energy of God, not from 
his substance) against the constant threat of conceiving the 
world as a necessary alter ego related permanently to God’s 
being (pantheism). Most modern Orthodox theologians would 
agree today about the unquestionable importance of this 
doctrine (as a sort of foundation for the Christian character 
of theology) for an understanding of the relation between 
uncreated and created as a dialectical one in its absoluteness, 
insofar as this understanding of the relation preserves the 
absolute and impassable hiatus, the gulf between God and the 
world, rendering impossible the existence of any necessary 
metaphysical bond or medium between them that would 
be a diminution of the absolute transcendence of God. The 
being of creation is understood as a dependent and therefore 
contingent being with an inherent “me-onic” tendency that 
preserves the ontological difference and division between 
created and uncreated. In this light, one should be careful to 
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qualify the possible implication of this radical understanding 
of the arche of creation (ex nihilo), that is a cutting off of the 
creation from God, with the necessary reflection on the other 
side of the coin, that is the aitia (level of grace), the cause 
of the creation, which is the ensarkos/incarnated Logos, 
“before the foundation of the world.” It is clear that Bulgakov 
(and perhaps the whole sophiological current), as well as the 
mainstream contemporary Eastern and Western theology, 
seem to follow, from the beginning, an understanding of the 
relation between Created and Uncreated in terms of the 
person of Jesus Christ (almost exclusively in an ontological 
or cosmological manner), while they give great importance to 
the creation ex nihilo as the pre-eternal sophianic foundation 
of the creation in the divine life and its dignity. Bulgakov, in 
particular, and sophiology, in general, attempt to provide a 
necessary and balanced perspective of the aitia of creation 
(God-love). What is needed, however, in this respect is that a 
creation theology needs to ensure the bond between the arche 
and the aitia of creation to preserve both the absoluteness of 
the dialectical relationship between created and uncreated but 
also the “agapeic”85 character of God’s creativity towards his 
creation, or in other words, to join together the ontological and 
soteriological aspects of a Christian theology of creation that 
fulfill the provisional perception of the Old Testament.

2. In searching for a doctrine of creation that “preserves the 
freedom of both God and the creature…without separating 
them,” one needs “to be able to say something about [the] 
in-between realm,”86 dealing, in other words, with the aitia-
God’s love of Creation. In this light, the issue at stake here is 
primarily, in my view, that of the perception of the concept 
of God’s self-revelation in Creation, what I would call the 
“grammar of the realism of Revelation.” Following this line and 
conceiving of the Revelation of God in Creation and History as 
the only legitimate starting point for doing theology, namely 

85	  William Desmond, God and the Between, (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2008).
86	  A. Louth, “Theology in-between,” Communio Viatorum, 55:3 (2013), 223-
236.
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for our reflection on the relationship between God and the 
world, it inevitably follows that, as it is written in the First 
Epistle to Timothy, “Christ is the only mediator” between 
God and humanity (1 Tim. 2:5, “For there is one God and one 
mediator between God and mankind, the man Christ Jesus”). 
In this case, on one hand, the person of Jesus Christ would 
be understood as the only personal and absolutely free and 
agapeic way of bridging the boundary (Bulgakov) that exists 
between God and the world and, on the other hand, the 
whole paschal mystery, that is the εφ’ άπαξ/once-and-for-
all historical and soteriological events (Incarnation, Passion, 
Death, Resurrection, Ascension, Second Coming), would really 
translate to the salvation of the Creation, to its well and ever 
being (ευ και αεί είναι), while preserving God’s soteriological 
indwelling within the created order. Otherwise, if one replaces 
this personal and salvific bond between God and the world with 
another possible way, one loses the Christian character of the 
divine-human communion. In other words, the Sophia debate, 
interpreted often in terms of a “theology in-between,” is really 
the question of “Who” or the “What” is “in between” God and 
the World--Jesus Christ, God-man or energies, Sophia? One 
could argue that the way one replies to this question shows 
the very starting point of his theological view: post-Christum 
or pre-Christum? In other words, the issue here is whether 
one could deal with the creation independently of the paschal 
mystery (in a philosophical manner) or if one would like to 
remain within the Christian reasoning to operate via the only 
legitimate God-like way of reflection, which is his Incarnated 
Son and Logos. 

3. Following the increasing inter-Christian interest in 
sophiology, it seems that there is often confusion about the 
concrete meaning of Sophia in Bulgakov’s system, likely due 
to his complex thought. Based on the previous analysis and 
if one carefully reads his major trilogy (The Lamb of God, The 
Comforter, The Bride of the Lamb), one will realize, at least in 
my understanding, that his Sophia concept is not in any case a 
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kind of substitute to Christ, but primarily or exclusively a tool, 
used for the conceptualization of the relation between God 
and the world. One could understand Sophia (cf. for instance 
his The Lamb of God where Sophia is conceived as the “ousia 
of God as revealed” as “Divine world,” “Divine and Created 
Sophia” etc.) as an inclusive concept beyond the possible 
one-sidedness of the dominant theological concepts of ousia, 
person, energy--a necessary fourth concept (definitely not 
a fourth hypostasis)87 by which one will be able to articulate 
in a more reasonable way that God not only in his personal 
mode of being or in his energy but as God himself, Divinity, 
as divine world in general is related directly to his Creation. 
The main motivation of sophiology was to show that God is 
a living God who is related constantly “before the foundation 
of the world” to his Creation, a God for the creation, or better, 
within the creation, a concern that brings to the fore the very 
soteriological core of the Christian Gospel. Although one could 
indeed locate possible implicit pantheistic tendencies in this 
sophiological tradition, it is important to remember that one 
could use Sophia not as a kind of μεταξύ, something that I am 
not sure was Bulgakov’s understanding of the concept, but 
primarily as “God’s self-revelation and this revelation contains 
all the God is, including God…creating and relating to what is 
not God…God is eternally for the other-than-God.”88   

4.  A further important implication of the debate around 
Sophia relates to the relationship between the transcendent 
and immanent Trinity. It is true that Sophiology rightly stresses, 
at least in its basic premises, the unity between Theologia and 
Economia, and this is necessary if one wants to theologize ad 
mentem Revelatum. However, it is of profound methodological 
importance to preserve the balance between an ontological 
priority of the transcendent Trinity over the immanent 
(which goes without question) and, most importantly, the 
87	  As it was the case in Florensky and in the early Bulgakov (1917), who, 
however, nuanced and changed this understanding in his later work.
88	  A. Papanikolaou, “Sophia, apophasis and communion: The Trinity in 
Contemporary Orthodox theology,” in Peter C. Phan (ed.) Cambridge Companion to 
the Trinity, (Cambridge: CUP, 2011), 246.
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methodological priority of Economia over Theologia, according 
to the grammar of the Realism of Revelation. Otherwise, one 
will risk falling, on one hand, into the one-sided tendency to 
cut off God from his Creation, or on the other hand, to conflate 
without the necessary qualifications both of them into a 
pantheistic mixture. In this respect, ontology and soteriology 
should be kept in constant communion without abolishing their 
distinctive otherness in the person of the Incarnated Word, a 
premise that deeply informs the Sophia account.

c. Church and modernity

	 In his Orthodox Theology in a new key89 Paul Valliere 
offers a useful distinction between “Church dogmatics” 
and “Church and World dogmatics” that could facilitate our 
understanding of the relationship between the Church and 
the world, or in other terms, between Church and modernity. 
Without adopting his specific understanding, the concept of 
“Church dogmatics” is used here as primarily referring to a 
theology proper, in other words, to a theology ad intra (from 
the Church to the Church) in terms of classic dogmatics, while 
the second one—that of “Church and World dogmatics”— is 
intended to express an open-ended theological reflection on 
modern and secular issues, or in other words a kind of systematic 
theology that seeks to bring theology into a creative dialogue 
with the various challenges posed by the radically changing 
world (from the Church to the world). Although it has become 
clear that Sophiology follows a more open agenda (engagement 
with social modern issues, liberal democracy,90 social issues, 
etc.) it is important, especially to theologians, to always bear in 
mind that the interlocutors in the dialogue between Orthodoxy 
and (post)modernity must be three and not merely two, that 
is a mere symmetrical relationship between Church and the 
world. In other words, when the Church and its theology are 
89	  Valliere, Orthodox Theology in a New Key, 306-309.
90	  V. Soloviev, Politics, Law and Morality, V. Wozniuk (ed.), (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2000); S. Boulgakov, “An Urgent Task,” in B. G. Rosenthal, 
M. Bohachevsky-Chomiak (eds.), A Revolution of the Spirit: Crisis of Value in Russia, 
1890-1924, (New York: Fordham University Press, 1990,140 ff.
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engaged in dialogue with modern culture, this dialogue should 
be considered as being between Church-Modernity and the 
Kingdom of God; otherwise, the Church faces the threat of 
being compromised by the spirit of this world, being robbed 
of its eschatological reference, its openness to the coming 
Kingdom. The Church, without ceasing to be a historical reality, 
is primarily an icon of the Kingdom. In this respect, both the 
Church and the world are under the judgment of the coming 
Lord. In this respect, the two poles of the above distinction 
must be seen primarily as a two-step theology, where the 
first step is a creative re-appropriation or even re-lecturing of 
the respected patristic tradition (cf. “Church Dogmatics”) and 
subsequently a second step, where an open, mutual and critical 
dialogue with the modern culture takes place (cf. “Church and 
World Dogmatics”). 

By way of conclusion

	 For the Orthodox Church to effectively address the 
challenges posed by modernity—particularly in relation to human 
rights, human dignity, the ecological crisis, biotechnological 
advancements, and gender issues—it must engage in a critical 
and creative reinterpretation of its rich tradition. The concept 
of Sophia, though often marginalized, could play a significant 
role in facilitating a necessary “translation” of the Word of God 
into the language of our time. This task requires Orthodox 
theologians to move beyond outdated views and polemical 
caricatures, enabling them to more authentically convey the 
soteriological message of the Good News.

Dr. Nikolaos Asproulis is currently deputy director of the Volos Academy for 
Theological Studies (Volos, Greece) and lecturer at the Hellenic Open University 
(Patras, Greece). He has authored numerous essays and articles on modern 
Orthodox theology, dogmatic theology, ecotheology, and political theology. His 
most recent publication includes: Theologically Reading Metropolitan of Pergamon 
John Zizioulas: Ecumenical, Orthodox, and Modern, (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 
2025)
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Gayle Woloschak: George, I was really impressed with your book 
on Sacralizing Violence in Byzantium. You brought up questions 
about the origins of violence-accepting and Empire-defending 
hymnography in the Orthodox Church by basing this in our 
hymnography of the Constantine and post-Constantine era. 
Could you give a brief description of how you came at this topic 
and what you think your key findings are?

George Democopoulos: Many years ago, you and I were both part 
of a scholarly research group that explored war and violence in the 
Orthodox Christian tradition.  My own contribution to the volume 
that emerged from that project was a historical one looking at 
Eusebius’s account of the emperor Constantine and the ways that 
St. Ambrose of Milan’s teaching on violence seemed to contravene 
Eusebius’ understanding. But ever since that project ended, I 
remained perplexed, even haunted, by something we discussed 
quite a bit in our meetings—the Troparion, or Festal Hymn, for the 
Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross.  I couldn’t make sense of the 
underlying theological presuppositions about violence and empire 
contained within the hymn.  So, in many ways, this book is the 
result of an attempt to explain the historical conditions that would 
lead to the creation of a hymn like this and how it is that this hymn 
could become the central hymn for such an important feast.

GW: From your discussion a key importance is placed on the 
hymns for the Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross where victories 
over the enemies are constantly evoked. What is your opinion 
on these prayers? Should they remain the same or perhaps have 
some of the comments on enemies and battles be toned down for 
use in today’s world? 
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GD: I don’t know that I’m ready to say that all of these hymns 
should be dropped altogether.  I believe there are ways that 
they can be fruitfully allegorized.  But it would be consistent 
with the Byzantine hymnographic tradition for us to create 
new hymns ourselves that speak to our present needs.  The 
Byzantines always did this; it’s why these hymns emerged in the 
first place (i.e., the imperialization of Christianity in the seventh 
century led to an imperialization of some of our hymnography, 
which produced the Troparion for the Exaltation).  I don’t see 
any reason why communities should feel inhibited to produce 
hymns that reflect the spiritual needs of the present.

GW: As a Ukrainian, I worry about the use of “war blessing” 
language in our prayers for our soldiers as they enter battle; I 
think we have mostly avoided this pitfall, but you specifically 
call out the Russian Orthodox Church and its “war blessing” 
mentality in Russia’s war against Ukraine. Can you expand on 
the dangers of these prayers and hymns and their potential 
impact on the Church going forward?

GD: I share your concerns, even though I recognize that 
there was a strand of the Byzantine military tradition that did 
produce prayers over weapons and prayers for the destruction 
of enemies (our best evidence for this stems from the tenth 
century).  When I was preparing the volume I had an interesting 
conversation with a Ukrainian scholar who rightly pointed out 
that my perspective, as an American, was necessarily different 
than those in Ukraine who were suffering from the invasion.  
Rather than drop this type of hymnography altogether, 
she proposed that we should pray for the “conversion” of 
our enemies rather than their destruction.  I find that to be 
simultaneously refreshing and consistent with our theological 
tradition. 

GW: Finally, I want to encourage all our SSQ readers to 
purchase a copy of your book (available from Amazon and 
other sellers) and read it. Are you working on a follow-up 
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project on this topic? What other books/projects are you 
planning in the coming year or two?     

GD: My next major research project traces the development 
of the Constantine legends in historical, art historical, 
hagiographical, and liturgical sources from late antiquity 
through the Greek and Latin Middle Ages.  My hope is that 
such an expanded assessment of his legacy will help us to 
comprehend the ways that he inspired the medieval imagination 
and the extent to which these legends travelled between East 
and West.  It also helps us to understand the way that a figure 
like Constantine could fuel modern attitudes about Christian 
rulers in nations as diverse as Greece, Russia, and the United 
States.  While these legends tell us little about the historical 
Constantine, they reveal the ways in which medieval societies 
imagined, even long for, a saintly ruler sent by God.

George E. Demacopoulos is Fr. John Meyendorff & Patterson Family Chair of 
Orthodox Christian Studies at Fordham University.  He serves as a Senior Fellow of 
Byzantine Studies at Dumbarton Oaks and is the co-founding editor of the Journal 
of Orthodox Christian Studies.  Along with Aristotle Papanikolaou, he co-founded and 
co-directs Fordham University's Orthodox Christian Studies Center.

WISDOM THROUGH THE HOLY FATHERS

"If we all derive our origin from one man whom God created, 
we are all clearly of one blood…  Therefore, they are to 

be considered as savage beasts who injure man, who – in 
opposition to every law and right of human nature – plunder, 

torture, slay, and banish.”

“How can a man be just who injures, who hates, who despoils, 
who puts to death? And they who strive to be serviceable to 

their country do all these things: for they are ignorant of what 
this being serviceable is, who think nothing useful, nothing 
advantageous, but that which can be held by the hand; and 

this alone cannot be held, because it may be snatched away.”
-Lucius Caecilius Firmianus Lactantius
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Protopresbyter Dr. Constantine (Gus) Christo
	 Fr. Christo earned the Doctor of Divinity Degree 
(DD) from The University of Durham, England. As a Higher 
Doctorate, the DD ranks above the PhD, which Father received 
from the same university in 1991. Durham’s regulations state 
that the degree is awarded: only for work “of high distinction, 
constituting a substantial and original contribution to 
scholarship in the field and which has already been published 
or accepted for publication.”  In keeping with this standard, 
Father Constantine’s recent publications include the following 
works from 2025:

•	 Please Be Seated: 75 Collected Homilies Preached During 
the Divine Liturgy of the Orthodox Church;

•	 The Power of Sacred Images: The Ecumenical Church 
according to Saint John Chrysostom;

•	 The lectures: What the Old Testament Concealed, the 
New Testament Revealed: The Church and the Eucharist 
according to Saint John Chrysostom.

	 Father Constantine also serves as Manager of Chaplaincy 
Services at the Delaware Department of Correction.

Dr. Carrie Frederick Frost
	 Carrie Frederick Frost, PhD, is in her second year of a 
tenure-track position at Western Washington University as 
Assistant Professor of Religion and Culture. She continues 
to edit book reviews for the  Journal of Orthodox Christian 
Studies,  and she published a festschrift in honor of her PhD 
advisor and mentor:  A Chorus of Faith: A Festschrift in Honor 
of Vigen Guroian  (Pickwick 2025). She continues to chair 
the St. Phoebe Center for the Deaconess, a nonprofit that 
educates about and advocates for the renewal of the order of 
deaconess today. Highlights from the past year include her trip 

Звернення редактора
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to Kwethulk, Alaska, for the glorification of St. Olga, and the 
news that her second grandchild will be born this summer. 
 
Fr. Dr. Robert Holet
	 Retirement from day-to-day parish ministry has afforded 
Fr. Robert Holet the opportunity to explore an array of ministry 
projects in 2025. In addition to providing presentations to 
parishes as Director of Stewardship of the UOC of USA, he 
provided priestly services to several Orthodox parishes in 
Virginia. A special effort is being made to restore active parish 
life at St. Nicholas parish (UOC) in Monessen, Pa.   Although 
schedule issues compromised a mission trip to Africa in 2025, 
Father continues to secure funding in support of the Orthodox 
Archdiocese of Malawi (Alexandria Patriarchate) in the drilling 
of wells to provide life-giving water, and the spiritual water of 
the Faith through the Isaiah 44 Project (see Vol. 1). Hopefully a 
return trip to Malawi will be forthcoming in 2026.

Fr. Dr. Anthony Perkins
	 Fr. Anthony published four articles in Holy Sophia!  Holy 
Wisdom, taught Church History II and Ukrainian Church 
History I at St. Sophia Seminary, helped give the UOL Lenten 
Retreat in Philadelphia, gave a talk on prayer at the Sobor, 
was a spiritual director for Camp St. Thekla’s Summer Camp 
in South Carolina, and continued to release podcast episodes 
at OrthoAnalytika and, with Fr. Harry Linsenbegler, at Ancient 
Faith Radio's "Made to be a Kingdom.”  He also saw the parish 
he is serving bring 23 souls into Holy Orthodoxy and grow from 
an average Sunday attendance of 58 in 2024 to 86 in 2025.

Dr. Gayle Woloschak
	 During the past year, Gayle has continued as Editor for 
the Holy Wisdom! Holy Sophia!. She has also continued with 
her work with the Orthodox-Pentecostal dialogue, which has 
resulted in a paper for the Journal of Pentecostal Theology. She 
was co-editor of a special issue of the Zygon Journal of Science 
and Religion (2005, vol 60, no.1) for the Science and Orthodoxy 
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around the World group and published a paper in that issue. 
Several of her articles have been translated into Ukrainian 
and published in Church and Society, Fr. Andrii Dudchenko as 
editor. During this past year, she taught Patristics at St. Sophia 
UOTS, the Epic of Creation at the Lutheran School of Theology 
Chicago, and Theology and Science at Volos Academy of 
Orthodox Theology, Volos, Greece. She also gave talks at 
the IOTA Conference in Rome on Nicea 325, the Society 
for Christian Ethics in York, UK, Holy Cross Greek Orthodox 
Theological School, and several retreats. 

WISDOM THROUGH THE HOLY FATHERS

"Having read Holy Scripture very carefully, you should also 
read the holy Fathers who interpret the Scriptures. You will 
receive no less delight from reading the Fathers than you do 

from the Scriptures. The Fathers develop the hidden meanings 
in Scripture and with their own writings help us to understand 

what we did not before. Because of that philosophic axiom 
that all men by nature seek knowledge, we must say that great 

delight follows naturally when we learn about hidden and 
unknown matters. This is why there will be ineffable joy and 
gladness that will come to your soul from the interpretations 

and the words of the holy Fathers. You too will be shouting, as 
did David, those enthusiastic words in the Psalms.”

-St. Nicodemos of the Holy Mountain

“The person who loves God values knowledge of God more 
than anything created by God, and pursues such knowledge 

ardently and ceaselessly.”
 -St. Maximos the Confessor

“We have learned the plan of our salvation from no one else 
other than from those through whom the gospel has come down 
to us. For they did at one time proclaim the gospel in public. And, 
at a later period, by the will of God, they handed the gospel down 
to us in the Scriptures-to be the ‘ground and pillar of our faith.'"

 -St. Irenaus, Against Heresies
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