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With tears Abba Zosimas said, “O mother, filled 
with the spirit, by your mode of  life it is evident 
that you live with God and have died to the world. 
The Grace granted to you is apparent—for you 
have called me by name and recognized that I am a 
priest, though you have never seen me before. 
Grace is not recognized by one’s orders, but by 
gifts of  the Spirit, so give me your blessing, for I 
need your prayers.” 

~The Life of  St. Mary of  Egypt
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et alia

Letter writing is the only device for combining solitude with good company.   ~Lord Byron



WINTER CAMPAIGN LETTER 
A Unique Community  

of Inquiry & Fellowship 

Hans Boersma 
A. D. 2018 

NOT TOO long ago, a friend asked me, “What’s 
your favorite place to go to for a conference?” I 
didn’t have to think about the answer. “Wichita, 
Kansas,” I immediately responded. Anyone who 
has ever attended one of  the events put on by the 
Eighth Day Institute will straightaway nod in 
agreement. Of  course, the answer would be 
Wichita, Kansas. 

The reason? Wichita is the place where 
contemporary saints mingle with the saints of  
old. It’s an absolutely lovely place, where the line 
between heaven and earth becomes strangely 
thin. Whenever I listen to Erin Doom hold forth 
on Georges Florovsky or when I browse the 
stacks of  Warren Farha’s Eighth Day Books, I feel 
like the Unicorn: “I have come home at last! This 
is my real country! I belong here.” 

You’ll know what I mean when you attend an 
Eighth Day Symposium. Unfeigned hospitality 
and genuine friendship, depth of  genuine 
theological conversation across traditions, beer 
and meals, sacred icons and otherworldly chants
—it’s all part of  what makes a Symposium in 
Kansas unlike any other get-together. In other 
words, it’s not just the things they officially 
organize; it’s rather the unfailing intuition of  
what truly matters—theologically, culturally, 
aesthetically, and socially. 

And, lest I be misunderstood, let me spell it 
out: the importance of  the Eighth Day Institute 
isn’t just that it gives visitors a taste of  heaven on 
earth. No, the activities, events, and publications 
give our culture a glimpse of  what life together can 
be like. That’s why, when you visit the Eighth Day 
Institute, you don’t just thank God for a great 
event; you end up praying that the Eighth Day 
Institute may reach numerous hearts and minds. 

No sense beating around the bush: you need to 
become a donor! When you support the Eighth 
Day Institute, you’re taken up into a unique 
community of  inquiry and fellowship. Not yet 
convinced? Go and visit Wichita! When you 
attend one of  the Eighth Day events you’ll never 
want to leave. Why not? The Eighth Day folks 
don’t just talk about sacramental ontology. They 
practice it. 

WINTER CAMPAIGN LETTER 
The Past, the Present & the Future 

Joshua Sturgill 
A. D. 2018 

OUR FIRST tasks were stripping old carpet 
and tile off  the floors and hanging a ladder from 
the ceiling to prepare the space we'd already 
decided would be called The Ladder. Back then, 
our working title was The St. John of  Damascus 
Institute, which would have The Ladder as its 
headquarters and primary gathering place. Now, 
of  course, the walls are flush with icons, 
photographs, and paper copies of  famous 
heroes. But when we held our first Hall of  Men, 
the walls were bare, and our few icons (still there!) 
sat expectantly on the mantle, waiting to be 
joined by a cloud of  witnesses. Before the Eighth 
Day Symposium, before the Sisters of  Sophia or 
the Inklings Festival, and before a website chock-
full of  content, we were just a few friends 
discussing Erin Doom’s vision of  cultural renewal 
starting locally and bringing like-minded folks 
into a timeless conversation.  

To have continued in this vision, despite all 
the cultural and financial obstacles, is a testament 
both to Erin’s tenacity and to the courage of  the 
EDI community. The surrounding culture is, if  
anything, more chaotic and distorted than it was 
a decade ago. Yet the work of  renewal continues. 
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 Just as at the beginning, Eighth Day Institute is 
about the people and the hope of  a safe and 
thriving place for family, spiritual maturity, 
history, hope. My own course has taken me in 
and out of  Wichita over the last several years, but 
I always feel that EDI is an anchor—a bit of  
sanity in a rather insane world.   

Please consider giving to the work of  Eighth 
Day Institute. Give what you can: prayer, money, 
time, presence. Wherever you happen to be, you 
can always pray for God’s protection and 
inspiration. The planning, financing, and 
execution of  EDI’s projects—like the Symposium 
or Feast Days or the print and digital publications
—require the prayerful involvement of  
committed people both locally and abroad.  
There has never been a time we didn't need help 
of  some kind—and never a time when we had to 
shut down the work because help didn't 
come! When we were stripping floors and 
painting walls, we had no idea what God would 
bring us in the next few years. But we knew it 
would be good, and we knew it would be 
important for the health of  our souls. From 
hopeful beginnings to the possibilities of  the 
present, EDI’s full story hasn't yet been told. How 
will you be part of  our future? 

A STATEMENT ON  
CULTURAL RENEWAL 

Ralph Wood 
A. D. 2018 

CULTURE is a word related both to cult and to 
agriculture—i.e., to religious devotion and the 
cultivation of  the crops. In the former sense, it 
pertains to all those things that do not 
bear directly on such matters as civil society, 
government, nationhood, patriotism, even 
civilization itself—although all of  these may be 

turned into a ‘cult’ in the bad sense. As G. K. 
Chesterton observed, the Church has already 
survived the collapse of  two civilizations, the 
Greco-Roman and the Medieval. We are now 
living in the ruins of  a third collapsed civilization
—the modern West. We are witnessing the truth 
of  Oswald Spengler’s prophecy in his famous 
book of  1922, The Decline of  the West, although 
Walker Percy much preferred a literal and livelier 
rendering of  the German: Die Untergang des 
Abendlands: The Going Under of  the Evening Land. 

“Renewing culture” in the usual sense of  the 
phrase means reading and discussing important 
books, visiting art galleries, attending dramatic 
productions, and the like. Thus do we become 
more sophisticated and “cultured.” This usually 
means that we join what is now called “the 
winning side of  history,” by villainizing the 
deplorables and divinizing the righteous. In 
neither case, does the Church have any essential 
role. The evening land of  the modern West 
continues its rapid plunge into the abyss. The old 
divides between left and right, sacred and secular, 
even church and state, remain rather much the 
same.   

Eastern Orthodoxy has the unique advantage 
of  not being crippled by these late Western 
divisions. It seeks always to build up its own 
religious culture so as to weld soul (church) and 
body (nation) into a seamless whole. Hence the 
Slavophilia of  both Dostoevsky and Solzhenitsyn. 
This is no longer possible in our secular setting, 
except by ruthless coercion. Hence the attempt of  
the Eighth Day Institute to renew our culture in a 
radical new sense—i.e., to help make it possible 
for the Gospel to be heard, received, and 
embraced afresh, unblocking the doors that both 
western Christians and secularists have thrown 
up. To adopt a phrase from Dorothy Day for the 
Catholic Worker Movement, it seeks “to make it 
easier for people to be good.” 

Yet we are not meant to read this phrase in 
the moralistic sense of doing good, for we can “do 
good” without God, thus prompting us to cluck 
in self-congratulation for not needing God, and 
thus opening ourselves to a deadly secularity, 
whether of  the right or the left. It’s an altogether 
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different thing to be good in a Christian way. This 
requires our radical participation in the very life 
of  God via liturgical worship and all the things 
that it trenches upon. Not least of  these is our 
ecumenical engagement with major cultural 
artifacts; i.e., great books and other artistic 
masterpieces. We undertake such labor so as to 
discern the points at which they reflect, 
complement, but also sometimes clash with holy 
things. In all three cases, we seek to renew our 
culture with meat and drink it hungers and thirsts 
for. 

Thus Eighth Day Institute does not seek “to 
make the world a better place,” but to help shift 
the balance between good and evil, seeking to tilt 
our culture more toward the former. This shift is 
finely figured in the Russian cross with its slanted 
lower bar. The left arm signals the malefactor 
who cast the final trajectory of  his life downward, 
alas, in rejection of  divine life. The right arm, by 
contrast, symbolizes the good thief  who tilted his 
life upward, albeit in the last moment, toward 
eternally renewed participation in God’s own life.  
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This is a great mystery: but I speak concerning Christ and the Church.   ~St. Paul

the 
DIRECTOR’S DESK



RENEWING LANGUAGE 
Eros, Body, Sex & Asceticism 

As Glorious Words 

Erin M. Doom 
A. D. 2019 

LAST YEAR, at the 8th annual Eighth Day 
Symposium, we explored the theme of  friendship: 
“Strangers & Society: Cultivating Friendship in a 
Fractured Age.” I’m convinced friendship is one 
of  the greatest needs of  our day. It’s why my 
priest Fr. Paul O’Callaghan wrote an entire book 
on the subject: The Feast of  Friendship. It’s also why 
Eighth Day Press published it. If  you don’t yet 
have a copy, you really should get one. 

The theme for this year’s Symposium builds 
on last year. And in terms of  engaging our 
current culture, I think it is even more important: 
“Eros & the Mystery of  God: On the Body, Sex & 
Asceticism.” 

Orthodox theologian Metropolitan Kallistos 
Ware recently suggested that the most important 
question for Orthodox theology in the twentieth 

century was ecclesiology, i.e., “What is the Church?” 
While this remains an important theme for the 
twenty-first century, he goes on to remark:  

The key question in Orthodoxy today is not only 
“What is the Church?,” but also and more 
fundamentally “What is the human person?” 
What does it imply to be a person-in-relation 
according to the image of  God the Holy Trinity? 
What does it mean to attain “deification” through 
incorporation into Christ? Obviously the two 
questions, “What is the Church?” and “What is 
the human person?” are intimately linked: for it is 
only within the Church that human persons 
become authentically themselves. 

I wholeheartedly agree with Metropolitan Kallistos. 
The nature of  human personhood is the single 
most important question the world is wrestling 
with today. It is therefore also the most vital 
question for all Christians to be considering. We 
must contemplate what it means to have been 
created male and female, to have been made in 

the image of  God, to have been called to grow in 
the likeness to God, or in Pauline language, to be 
transformed from glory to glory (2 Cor. 3:18), or 
in Petrine language, to participate in the very 
nature of  God (1 Pet. 1:4).  

We have a mission to our fallen world. It’s a 
biblical mandate. I believe it is our responsibility 
to both articulate and demonstrate through our 
lives the glorious vision of  what it means to be 
human creatures of  God, male and female. G. K. 
Chesterton captures this responsibility best in a 
book that provoked our 2nd annual Symposium 
back in 2012:   

The only way to discuss the social evil is to get at 
once to the social ideal. We can all see the national 
madness; but what is national sanity? I have called 
this book “What Is Wrong with the World?” and 
the upshot of  the title can be easily and clearly 
stated. What is wrong is that we do not ask what 
is right. 

Eros. Body. Sex. Asceticism. Today these words 
are pregnant with negative connotations. This is 
unfortunate. Each and every one of  them should 
intimate something positive, even glorious. But 
we as Christians have failed to pass down the 
traditional biblical understanding of  these words, 
the glorious and divine nature of  each one of  
them. We have failed miserably at asking what is 
right. We’ve failed to demonstrate the glory of  
what it means to be human, whether married or 
celibate. I hope the Symposium this weekend, 
and the content in this issue of  Synaxis, will make 
a humble contribution to redeeming these words, 
to restoring the glorious vision of  what it means 
to be human. 

So, taking our cue from Metropolitan Kallistos
—and from Fr. Paul who coined this year’s main 
theme—we’ve organized a stellar line-up of  
presenters to explore the human person within 
the context of  these four key words: eros, body, 
sex, and asceticism. 

I MUST admit I was exceedingly thrilled when I 
began receiving the lecture titles from our speakers. 
Many of  them are looking back to the Fathers as 
a resource for addressing these issues. And as so 
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many of  you already know, I believe this is THE 
key to cultural renewal. I’m convinced it’s our only 
hope for successfully navigating the murky waters 
of  our secular age. In fact, under the spell of  Fr. 
George Florovsky’s call for this sort of  path to 
renewal, I am so convinced of  it that I’ve included 
here in the Director’s Desk two pieces from my 
dissertation. I offer them to you as a way to help 
you better understand Fr. Florovsky and his 
influence on me and the mission of  Eighth Day 
Institute. I offer them to help you capture more 
clearly the driving impulse behind all of  the work 
at Eighth Day Institute…including this particular 
Symposium and the coming 2nd annual Florovsky 
Week (June 5-8). 

As I write this, it is the feast day of  St. Anthony 
the Great (d. 356). He is one of  my great heroes. 
He was the first hero I ever presented at the Hall 
of  Men, way back in November of  2008. His 
icon sits on our makeshift iconostasis—the 
fireplace mantle at our headquarters, the Ladder. 
He was the hero of  our second Symposium festal 
banquet. I’ve read the story of  his life by St. 
Athanasius many times, with many different 
people. And I look forward to reading it many 
more times. If  there ever was an early Christian 
life that should be made into a Hollywood movie, 
it would be St. Anthony’s. All of  that is said to 
begin ending this Symposium reflection by 
connecting Anthony to our conference theme.  

Asceticism—literally athletic training for the 
spiritual life—is too frequently perceived to be an 
unhealthy attitude toward and treatment of  the 
body. After spending twenty years of  what we 
would call hard-core asceticism while enclosed in 
an abandoned fort—serious fasting, continual 
prayer, singing the Psalms, signing the cross, 
combatting demons, etc.—you would imagine the 
body of  St. Anthony to be frail and emaciated. 
But in St. Athanasius’ account we read that his 
friends “were amazed to see that his body had 
maintained its former condition, neither fat from 
lack of  exercise, nor emaciated from fasting and 
combat with demons, but he was just as they had 
known him before his withdrawal.” Asceticism, 
then, is actually a pathway to transfiguring the 
body.  

But asceticism isn’t just about the body. It’s 
also a ladder of  divine ascent. It’s how we conquer 
our passions, thereby opening the way for a deeper 
union of  erotic love between the human and the 
divine. This is the message of  that most sublime, 
nuptial poem in scriptures: the Song of  Songs. 
Check out the section “The Fathers” to learn 
how the Fathers interpreted this book. It’s also 
the message of  St. Paul’s eloquent—but 
controversial for 21st century folks who can’t help 
but breathe the poisonous air of  our secular age
—passage in Ephesians on the sacrament of  
marriage, which according to Paul is “a great 
mystery” because he isn’t just speaking about the 
marriage of  male and female but about “Christ 
and the Church” (Eph. 5:32). Be sure to check 
out the section “the Tradition”, which contains 
the Orthodox marriage service, and the essay by 
Fr. Alexander Schmemann in “the Essays”, which 
provides a beautiful reflection on that service.  

As is my annual custom, I’ll end this opening 
piece with the message of  two Fathers, one 
ancient and one living: 

Christianity of  the past is often criticized as 
having been opposed to the body; and it is quite 
true that tendencies of  this sort have always 
existed. Yet the contemporary way of  exalting the 
body is deceptive. Eros, reduced to pure “sex,” has 
become a commodity, a mere “thing” to be 
bought and sold, or rather, man himself  becomes 
a commodity. This is hardly man's great “yes” to 
the body. On the contrary, he now considers his 
body and his sexuality as the purely material part 
of  himself, to be used and exploited at will. Nor 
does he see it as an arena for the exercise of  his 
freedom, but as a mere object that he attempts, as 
he pleases, to make both enjoyable and harmless. 
Here we are actually dealing with a debasement 
of  the human body: no longer is it integrated into 
our overall existential freedom; no longer is it a 
vital expression of  our whole being, but it is more 
or less relegated to the purely biological sphere. 
The apparent exaltation of  the body can quickly 
turn into a hatred of  bodiliness. Christian faith, 
on the other hand, has always considered man a 
unity in duality, a reality in which spirit and 
matter compenetrate, and in which each is 
brought to a new nobility. True, eros tends to rise 
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“in ecstasy” towards the Divine, to lead us beyond 
ourselves; yet for this very reason it calls for a path 
of  ascent, renunciation, purification and healing.    

~Pope Benedict XVI 

The most intense of  pleasurable activities (I mean 
the passion of  erotic love) is set as a figure at the 
very fore of  the guidance that the teachings give: 
so that by this we may learn that it is necessary for 
the soul, fixing itself  steadily on the inaccessible 
beauty of  the divine nature, to love that beauty as 
much as the body has a bent for what is akin to it 
and to turn passion into impassibility, so that 
when every bodily disposition has been quelled, 
our mind within us may boil with love, but only in 
the Spirit, because it is heated by that “fire” that 
the Lord came to “cast upon the earth.”    

~St. Gregory of  Nyssa 

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the 
Holy Spirit, both now and ever and unto the ages 
of  ages. Amen. 

Feast of  St. Anthony the Great 
Anno Domini 2019, January 17 

NEO-PATRISTIC SYNTHESIS 
A New Theological Mission 

Erin M. Doom  
A. D. 2016 

The modern world has arisen from Christianity and will 
turn back to it. ~Florovsky, Commenting on 
Bultmann at 1967 Conference 

FR GEORGE Florovsky’s neo-patristic synthesis 
is an ecumenical endeavor with missiological 
implications for Christian theology. Florovsky 
emphasized the common ground that East and 
West have in the patristic tradition of  the first 
thousand years. We have a common ancestry in the 
baptized Hellenistic world and, according to 

Florovsky, we are like Siamese twins who have 
been dangerously separated. We belong together. 
And it is only through rediscovering our common 
roots in the Fathers that we can stand together in 
a common mission. Indeed, the Church does have 
a theological mission, which is central to 
Florovsky’s neo-patristic synthesis. 

In a 1937 review of  Florovsky’s Ways of  
Russian Theology, Nicholai Berdyaev spent thirteen 
pages thrashing Florovsky’s book. According to 
Berdyaev, Florovsky merely condemned Russia’s 
past as a pseudomorphosis, as a long history of  
western captivity. And in doing so he failed to 
offer a solution. But, as Dobbie-Bateman 
commented, Berdayev was “wide of  the mark,” 
perhaps because he did “not fear secularization.” 
Fr. George, on the other hand, “sees in 
secularization a failure of  the church.” Indeed, 
Florovsky makes just such a claim: “If  our 
culture, which we used, rather complacently, to 
regard as Christian, disintegrates and falls to 
pieces, it only shows that the seed of  corruption 
was already there.”   

But Florovsky’s highly indeterministic view of  
history would not allow him to disregard this fact. 
Instead, his Ways was a critique in a diptych that 
included a positive, constructive proposal for the 
solution, namely the neo-patristic synthesis. But 
even in Ways, he made it clear that there was 
action to be taken: “Returning to the fathers […] 
does not mean abandoning the present age, 
escaping from history, or quitting the field of  
battle. Patristic experience must not only be 
preserved, but it must be discovered and brought 
into life.” He continues, with an ecumenical 
impulse underlying his proposed action: 

Orthodox thought must perceive and suffer the 
western trials and temptations, and, for its own 
sake, it cannot afford to avoid and keep silent over 
them. The entire western experience of  temptation 
and fall must be creatively examined and 
transformed; …Only such a compassionate co-
experience provides a reliable path toward the 
reunification of  the fractured Christian world and 
the embrace and recovery of  departed brothers. 
It is not enough to refute or reject western errors 
or mistakes—they must be overcome and surpassed 

d
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through a new creative act. This will be the best 
antidote in Orthodox thought against any secret 
and undiagnosed poisoning. Orthodox theology 
has been called upon to answer non-Orthodox 
questions from the depths of  its catholic and 
unbroken experience and to confront western 
non-Orthodoxy not with accusations but with 
testimony: the truth of  Orthodoxy.  

So not only is there a responsibility to examine 
the trajectory of  Western history, as Charles 
Taylor has so masterfully done for us in his 
magnum opus A Secular Age, but East and West 
need a “compassionate co-experience” of  the 
“fractured Christian world.” And an exaggeration 
and rejection of  western errors will not do; they 
must be overcome. And they must be overcome 
through a “new creative act,” which we can justly 
exchange with terminology Florovsky will later 
coin, through a “neo-patristic synthesis.” And For 
Florovsky, this synthesis is motivated by a mission. 

A missionary impulse can be found throughout 
Florovsky’s writings. The New Testament, he 
argues, has a “missionary background” that 
should not be overlooked. “‘The Apostolic 
Preaching,’ therein embodied and recorded, had 
a double purpose: the edification of  the faithful 
and the conversion of  the world. Therefore the 
New Testament is not a community-book in the 
same exclusive sense as the Old Testament surely 
was. It is still a missionary book.” And what we 
find in the New Testament is that the Church has 
a mission: “men are called to be Christ’s witnesses: 
His Messengers and Apostles. The Church is 
essentially a missionary institution.” We should be 
thankful for those who have gone before us, but 
we must remember that we too are implicated in 
that missionary enterprise: “one should not be 
too easily satisfied with what has been done by 
others. So much has been left not done by us.” In 
Ways, he illustrates the missionary spirit in Ivan 
Vishenskii, a 17th century Russian whose writings 
demonstrated a concern with the “fundamental 
predicament” of  his day: 

the worldliness of  the contemporary Church and 
the lowering of  the Christian standard. Vishenskii’s 
approach to the problem was thoroughly ascetical. . . . 
His was not simply a call for passive resistance. It 

was an invitation to enter battle, but a battle of  
the spirit, an “unseen warfare.”  

The “Apostolic Preaching” and Vishenskii’s 
ascetic approach through unseen warfare were 
not, for Florovsky, an outdated, superstitious 
approach of  the past, but rather a model to be 
followed. 

In fact, the early Christian approach to the 
pagan Empire is precisely the model Florovsky 
advocated. For in Florovsky’s eyes, that world
—“when the seed was sown and germinated in 
the untransfigured world through the sanctified 
first sowing”—was not totally dissimilar from our 
own. 

At that time the bearers of  the Good News had to 
speak most often precisely to untransfigured hearts, 
to the dark and sinful consciences of  the “pagans” 
to whom they were sent and who sat in darkness 
and in the shadow of  death. The godless and 
“unbelieving” world of  the present is in a certain 
sense precisely the pre-Christian world revived, in 
all its variegated interweaving of  pseudo-religious, 
skeptical, and antireligious attitudes.   

According to Florovsky, the world desperately 
needed to be reconverted to Christianity, and this 
is precisely what had to be preached. Indeed, a 
reconversion of  our world, for Florovsky, “is the 
only way out of  that impasse into which the 
world has been driven by the failure of  Christians 
to be truly Christian.”   

Florovsky’s insistence on preaching a 
reconversion, however, was both a sacramental 
and a theological task. As a sacramental task, the 
Church is to introduce the world to the new life 
in Christ, which is experienced in His Body, the 
Church. 

The Church is more than a company of  preachers, 
or a teaching society, or a missionary board. It has 
not only to invite people, but also to introduce 
them into this New Life, to which it bears witness. 
It is a missionary body indeed, and its mission 
field is the whole world. But the aim of  its 
missionary activity is not merely to convey to 
people certain convictions or ideas, not even to 
impose on them a definite discipline or a rule of  
life, but first of  all to introduce them into the New 
Reality, to convert them, to bring them through 
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their faith and repentance to Christ Himself, that 
they should be born anew in Him and into Him 
by water and the Spirit. Thus the ministry of  the 
Word is completed in the ministry of  the 
Sacraments.  

He also insisted on a theological role for the 
Church as a missionary institution in a world 
similar to that of  the early Christians. According 
to Florovsky, it is theology that must “witness 
before such a world.”  

Theology is called upon not to judge but to heal. 
One must enter into the world of  doubts, 
subterfuges, and self-deceptions in order to respond 
to doubts and reproaches. But one must enter into 
this unsettled world with the sign of  the cross in 
one’s heart and the prayer of  Jesus in one’s mind, 
for this is a world of  dizzying mysteries where 
everything is double, crumbling in a certain play 
of  reflections, as if  surrounded by mirrors. The 
theologian is summoned to testify in the world.  

But how is theology to be a witness? How can it 
heal the doubts and deceptions of  the world? 
How should a theologian testify? The passage 
provided gives a good starting point, a suggestion 
that affirms Florovsky’s philokalic sensibility: first 
and foremost with prayer, with the sign of  the 
cross in one’s heart and the Jesus Prayer on one’s 
lips. But this is only one part of  the answer. 

As a missionary institution, Florovsky also 
argued that the Church has an unavoidable 
apologetic duty, which requires a theological 
knowledge. As he put it, “to undertake apologetics 
without a fundamental knowledge of  the 
appropriate sciences or command of  their methods, 
while relying and becoming dependent upon 
popular literature, was the most dangerous course 
of  all. Such second or third-hand apologetics 
could never be convincing.” He would articulate 
it a decade later, at the opening of  St. Vladimir’s 
Seminary, in a description of  the difficult nature 
of  theological education, which also reiterated 
aspects of  his neo-patristic synthesis: 

the task of  a contemporary Orthodox theologian 
is intricate and enormous. He has much to learn 
still before he can speak with authority. And 
above all he has to realize that he has to speak to 

an ecumenical audience. He cannot retire into a 
narrow shell of  some local tradition—simply 
because his Orthodox, i.e. the Patristic, tradition 
is not a local one, but basically an ecumenical 
one. And he has to use all his skill to phrase this 
ecumenical message of  the Fathers in such a way 
as to secure an ecumenical, a truly universal 
appeal. This obviously cannot be achieved by any 
servile repetition of  the Patristic letter, as it cannot 
be achieved by a Biblical fundamentalism either. 
But servility is alien both to the Bible and to the 
Fathers. They were themselves bold and courageous 
and adventurous seekers of  the Divine truth. To 
walk truly in their steps means to break the new 
ways, only in the same field as was theirs. No 
renewal is possible without a return to the sources.    

In contrast to a servile repetition of  the Patristic 
letter or a Biblical fundamentalism, the theologian 
has three primary tasks. First, one must reacquire 
the archaic language of  Bible. We must “bend 
our thought to the mental habits of  the biblical 
language and relearn the idiom of  the Bible.”  
Second, one must learn the ancient idiom of  the 
ancient Patristic Church. Just as one needs a 
command of  the original Biblical language to 
interpret the Scriptures’ message accurately in a 
new language to a new people, the same is 
required for the interpretation of  Christian 
dogma. As Florovsky explains it, 

to render it in a modern tongue, we must 
command the original language, in which it has 
been first uttered. Unless we can do so, we would 
always be poor interpreters. We would depend 
slavishly upon some conventional dictionary, in 
which certain “correspondences” between the 
isolated and detached “words” in two idioms are 
registered and fixed. This isolation inevitably 
betrays both the musical phrase and the whole 
style of  composition. The best dictionary is not 
yet the living language. And language lives just 
when it is spontaneously used, and not when it is 
used simply for class-composition. This was the 
reason for including the sacred languages of  the 
Scripture into the regular theological curriculum, 
and every reliable minister of  the Word is expected 
to be able to check all modern “translations” and 
interpretations, otherwise his interpretation would 
be inadequate. The same applies to dogma. In 
order to interpret the mind of  the ancient Church, 
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i.e., the mind of  the Fathers, we have to be 
Patristically-minded ourselves. Otherwise, we 
would be in danger of  inventing new meanings, 
instead of  interpreting the old. Is this suggestion 
that we learn the idiom of  the ancient Church 
really ridiculous? Are there not in our time many 
who endeavor to learn the language of  the great 
Reformers, to rediscover and regain it as their 
mother tongue and to use it, in the modern 
environment, for preaching and theological 
thinking? In fact there are not a few who do really 
speak the idiom of  Luther and Calvin in our day, 
and do not mind being out of  date for that. Just 
as there are many in the Church of  Rome who 
use the idiom of  St. Thomas. As matter of  fact in 
our troubled age almost everyone is ambitious not 
to speak in theology a vulgar and debased 
contemporary idiom but to use something nobler 
and elaborate. Why should we not try to use the 
idiom of  the Fathers? Why should the idiom of  
the fourth and fifth centuries be eliminated from 
the contemporary Tower of  Babel?   

Returning to the sources, however, is not limited 
to just the Bible and the Fathers. The liturgical 
Tradition must also be included: 

But it must be a return to the sources, to the Well 
of  living water, and not simply a retirement into a 
library or museum of  venerable and respectable, 
but outlived relics And this: Lex orandi is, and must 
be, not only a pattern or authority for the lex 
credendi, but above all a source of  inspiration. It is, 
and ought to be, not so much a binding and 
restricting authority, as a life in the Spirit, a living 
experience, a communion with the Truth, with 
the living Lord, who is not only an authority, but 
the Truth, the Way and the Life. The true theology 
can spring only out of  a deep liturgical experience. 
It must once more, as it has be in the age of  the 
Fathers, a witness of  the Church, worshiping and 
preaching, and cease to be merely a school-
exercise of  curiosity and speculation. This 
liturgical approach to Theology has always been 
the distinctive mark of  the Orthodox Church.  

NOW THAT Florovsky has established the 
missionary nature of  the Church and the three 
primary educational tasks of  the theologian who 
is called to testify before the world, we’ll end by 

making a more explicit connection between 
Florovsky’s neo-patristic synthesis and the charge 
to testify before the world. 

Like Charles Taylor, Florovsky is a problem 
solver. In Florovsky’s words,  

My interest has always been in problems. I 
wanted to be a philosopher from the very 
beginning. What very early mattered to me most 
was to have a responsible world view, and to be 
able to defend it. For this I knew I would have to 
study science, but not science only.  

In his discussion of  the philosophical awakening 
in Russia at the turn of  the twentieth century, 
Florovsky presents an outline of  the task of  
philosophical dogmatics offered by Alesksei 
Vvedenskii, a conservative professor of  the 
Theological Academy. It’s fundamental method 
involved searching behind every dogma for the 
question to which that dogma responded: 

First, one must establish the positive witness of  
the Church from Scripture and Tradition, “and 
here a mosaic of  texts is never sufficient but only 
an organic growth of  knowledge.” Then dogma 
comes alive and discloses itself  in its entire 
speculative depth—as a divine answer to human 
questions, as a divine Amen and as a witness of  
the Church. It appears as a “genuine self-
understanding” which is spiritually unthinkable to 
contradict. Dogmatic theology, when it confronts 
the questions of  the present, must constantly re-
create dogmas afresh so that the dark coals of  
traditional formulas are transformed into the 
illuminating jewels of  true faith. In such a 
presentation of  the speculative problems of  
theology the philosophical and historical methods 
go hand in hand. The historical method, for its 
part, leads back to the speculative faith of  the 
Fathers.  

The method thus begins with the established 
witness of  the Church in Scripture and Tradition, 
and only then confronts the questions of  the age. 

Florovsky affirmed this methodology in a 1963 
letter to Dobbie Bateman. Florovsky tells of  a 
student in his Patristic seminar admitting that the 
seminar students “enjoy immensely the reading 
of  the Fathers.” But they wanted to know what 
kind of  authority the Fathers possess. According 
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to Florovsky’s account, the quite revealing 
conversation continued as follows: 

Are we supposed to accept from them even that in 
which they obviously were “situation-conditioned” 
and probably inaccurate, inadequate, and even 
wrong? My answer was obviously, No. Not only 
because, as it is persistently urged, only the 
consensus patrum is binding—and, as to myself, I do 
not like this phrase. The “authority” of  the 
Fathers is not a dictatus papae. They are guides and 
witnesses, no more. Their vision is “of  authority,” 
not necessarily their words. By studying the 
Fathers we are compelled to face the problems, and 
then we can follow them but creatively, not in the 
mood of  repetition. I mentioned this already in 
the brief  preface to my Eastern Fathers of  the IVth 
Century, and provoked a fiery indignation of  the 
late Dom Clément Lialine. So many in our time 
are still looking for authoritative answers, even 
before they have encountered any problem. I am 
fortunate to have in my seminars students who are 
studying fathers because they are interested in 
creative theology, and not just in history or 
archaeology.  

So again, we first study the Fathers. And not just 
their words, for we must acquire their vision by 
immersing ourselves in their writings. In short, we 
must acquire the “mind of  the Fathers.” Only 
then can we face the problems, whatever they 
may be, in our age. Furthermore, we address the 
problems by following the Fathers creatively, not 
by merely parroting their texts. This is the heart 
of  Florovsky’s neo-patristic synthesis. 

But one final point, needs to be made. Florovsky’s 
neo-patristic synthesis is commonly presented in 
opposition to Russian religious philosophy. This is 
simply not true. A revision of  this common 
narrative leads us to our main point in discussing 
Florovsky’s neo-patristic synthesis as a new 
theological mission. Fr. Matthew Baker articulates 
this connection best: 

the full significance of  Florovsky’s later formulation 
of  “neo-patristic synthesis” cannot be divorced 
from the historical context of  Idealism and Russian 
religious philosophy whose metaphysics he had 
sought to oppose. Just as the Slavophiles had begun 
to search for a new religious synthesis to overcome 
Western problematics in philosophy and culture, 

Florovsky himself  also had early on designated 
Germany as “the ‘heart’ and the ‘capital’ of  world 
culture” constituted by the “Romano-Germanic 
world.” In the crisis of  German Idealism, he 
perceived not “only a German affair,” but “a world 
event,” “a revolutionary change in the whole of  
European history,” which required a response from 
Orthodox thought. Thus, Florovsky’s call for a 
return to the Fathers and a neo-patristic synthesis 
must not be seen merely as a program for the 
renewal and restoration of  Orthodox thought, 
nor simply as a new turn in the Russian 
philosophical search alone, but simultaneously also 
an attempt at an Orthodox response to the 
problematics of  Western modernity.  

Baker later concludes: 
United with the new Russian religious thinkers 
such as Soloviev and Bulgakov in their concern 
for a complete religious-philosophical synthesis, 
though in disagreement as to philosophical sources 
and principles, Florovsky’s defense of  the “traditional 
synthesis” accents particularly the “speculative” 
value of  the Fathers’ theology in response to 
philosophical problems, and the need for the 
dogmatician to search out the specific questions 
which lie behind the patristic answers. Together 
with the dogma which is its source and summit, 
the historic theology of  the Fathers constitutes in 
essence an integral Christian philosophy.  

But the Fathers who successfully create a religious-
philosophical synthesis, according to Florovsky, 

are more than merely theologians. They are teachers, 
“teachers of  the Church,” doctors Ecclesiae, oi didiaskoloi 
tes oikoumenes. In catholic transfiguration, personality 
receives strength and power to express the life and 
consciousness of  the whole. And this not as an 
impersonal medium, but in creative and heroic action. 
We must not say: “Every one in the Church attains 
the level of  catholicity,” but “every one can, and must, 
and is called to attain it.” Not always and not by 
everyone is it attained. In the Church we call those 
who have attained it Doctors and Fathers, because 
from them we hear not only their personal profession, 
but also the testimony of  the Church; they speak to us 
from its catholic completeness, from the completeness 
of  a life full of  grace. This “catholic mentality” 
constitutes the incomparable methodological value or 
authority of  patristic writings.  
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While not everyone attains such catholicity, the 
fact that Florovsky suggests they can and must, 
indicates the possibility of  new Fathers in every 
age. Indeed, that is precisely what he argued for 
in his lecture on St. Gregory Palamas for the 
600th anniversary of  his death. Florovsky 
criticized both East and West for being influenced 
by a Protestant historiography of  decay: “it 
doesn’t make much difference if  we restrict the 
normative authority of  the Church to one 
century, or to five, or to eight. There should be no 
restriction at all.” He concludes, “The Church is 
still fully authoritative as she has been in the ages 
past, since the Spirit of  Truth quickens her now 
no less effectively as in ancient times.”  

In contrast to such Holy Fathers, Florovsky 
critiques Soloviev and Khomiakov for beginning 
with modern philosophical categories. Their 
system, he argues “was an attempt to re-shape 
afresh the dogmas of  Christian belief  and Tradition 
in the categories of  modern philosophy …” In 
contrast to this sort of  system, which he notes was 
taken up by Soloviev’s successors (i.e., Florensky 
and Bulgakov),  

one should oppose another: the task of  theology 
lies not so much in translating the Tradition of  
faith into contemporary language, into the terms 
of  the most recent philosophy, but lies rather in 
discovering in the ancient patristic tradition the 
perennial principles of  Christian philosophy; this 
task lies not in controlling dogma by means of  
contemporary philosophy but rather in re-shaping 
philosophy on the experience of  faith itself  so that 
the experience of  faith would become the source 
and measure of  philosophical views. The weakest 
side of  Soloviev and his school was precisely this 
misuse of  the speculative process which can 
enchain, and often even deform, Tradition and 
the experience of  faith.  

We have now moved from considering the 
questions confronted by the early Christian 
Fathers, to which their dogmatic definitions were 
addressed, to the contemporary confrontation 
with questions of  our own age, which will require 
yet another “recreation of  those dogmas.” Florovsky 
encapsulates his neo-patristic synthesis at the end 
of  Ways, noting both its creative and catholic 

dimension, as well as the inherent dangers if  not 
implemented correctly: 

One can hardly gauge the fullness of  the Church 
by the standards of  Kant, Lotze, Bergson, or 
Schelling; there is something tragicomical in the 
very idea. What is necessary is not a recasting of  
dogmatic formulas from an archaic idiom into a 
modern one, but rather a creative return to this 
“archaic” experience, in order to once more relive 
its thought and reinclude it into the unbroken 
fabric of  catholic fullness. All earlier attempts at 
such “recasting” or transcribing unfailingly 
resulted in “betrayal”—i.e., reinterpretation in 
terms known to be inadequate.  

In Florovsky’s address at the opening of  St. 
Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Seminary in 
1949, he discussed the Russian impulse for 
renewal that occurred, first with the publication 
of  the Philokalia by St. Paisy, then with the 
translation of  the Bible directed by Filaret of  
Moscow, and then in the return of  Russian 
“philosophers to the Church and their attempt to 
re-interpret precisely the Patristic tradition in 
modern terms, to restate the teaching of  the 
Church as a complete philosophy of  life.” He 
went on to describe this effort in positive terms, 
unlike what we would expect from the way such 
Russian philosophers are typically pitted against 
Florovsky’s neo-patristic synthesis: 

It was a noble endeavor, and a daring and 
courageous one. There is no need to conceal all 
the dangers of  this venture or the failures of  those 
who run the risk. Unfortunately, this reinterpretation 
was unnecessarily linked with the adoption of  
German idealistic philosophy, of  Hegel, Schelling, 
and Baader, and very much of  unhealthy mysticism 
has crept into the schemes constructed by Vladimir 
Soloviev, the late Father Sergius Boulgakov, 
Father Paul Florensky, and perhaps most of  all 
the late Nicolas Berdiaev. There is no need to 
endorse their findings and speculations. But it is 
high time to walk in their steps.  

It is not insignificant that Florovsky used his now-
famous, but widely misunderstood, expression 
“neo-patristic synthesis” in this address, while 
praising his one-time confessor Fr. Sergius 
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Bulgakov, who had been so controversial for his 
sophiological speculations. Nor is the title of  the 
address insignificant: “The Legacy and the Task 
of  Orthodoxy Theology.” Fr. Matthew Baker 
perfectly summarizes Florovsky’s neo-patristic 
synthesis with this lecture title. Theological 
synthesis for Florovsky, is 

both a historically given legacy from the past (the 
synthesis or syntheses already achieved by 
acknowledged Fathers, which remain determinative 
precisely as a continued reference-point for the 
present) 

and a historical task laid upon the Church in 
response to contemporary needs and problems in 
every age (the synthesis to be achieved by the 
“Fathers” of  the present epoch).   

Florovsky’s clarified neo-patristic synthesis IS the 
answer to the key questions of  our secular age. 
And as he suggested in that same 1949 address to 
the seminary he would go on to academically 
shape in such significant ways, our goal must be, 
in Florovsky’s words: 

to show and to prove that a modern man can and 
must persist in his loyalty to the traditional faith 
and to the Church of  the Fathers without 
compromising his freedom of  thought and 
without betraying the needs or requests of  the 
contemporary world.  

 

NEO-PATRISTIC SYNTHESIS 
An Ascetic & Philokalic Endeavor 

Erin M. Doom 
A. D. 2016  

If  we approach the Fathers through the Philokalia, we 
enter the world of  the Fathers from a particular direction, 
so to speak. We do not, at first, encounter the great preachers, 
or the great thinkers; we may later advance to them, but 
they are not the first we meet on the way of  the Philokalia. 
We meet first those who have lived the Christian life with 
an uncompromising directness, we meet those who devoted 
their lives to prayer and communion with God.  

~Andrew Louth 

FLOROVSKY’S patrologies include a significant 
section dedicated to asceticism, sufficiently 
significant to merit its own volume in the fourteen 
volumes of  Florovsky’s Collected Works. And as 
Andrew Louth notes, Florovsky’s “conception of  
patristics has a breadth that would have been 
unusual at the time he delivered the [St. Sergius 
patristic] lectures: monasticism and asceticism are 
for him theological topics, not just phenomena 
belonging to church history.” The long opening 
portion of  these lectures is dedicated to defending 
asceticism through a survey of  the “ascetic ideal” 
in the New Testament, all as a critique of  the 
Lutheran theologian Anders Nygren, particularly 
against his work Agape and Eros.  

Florovsky begins his argument with Christ: 
“When our Lord was about to begin His ministry, 
He went into the desert. Our Lord had options, 
but He selected—or rather, ‘was lead by the 
Spirit,’ into the desert. . . . And there—in the 
desert—our Lord engages in spiritual combat, for 
He ‘fasted forty days and forty nights.’” Florovsky 
concludes his opening argument by declaring that 
“We are to follow our Lord in every way possible. 
‘To go into the desert’ is ‘to follow’ our Lord.” He 
goes on to reflect on the desert: 

When St. Antony goes into the desert, he is 
“following” the example of  our Lord—indeed, he 
is “following” our Lord. This in no way diminishes 
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the unique, salvific work of  our Lord, this in no 
way makes of  our Lord God, the God-Man, a 
mere example. But in addition to His redemptive 
work, which could be accomplished only by our 
Lord, our Lord taught and set examples. And by 
“following” our Lord into the desert, St. Antony 
was entering a terrain already targeted and 
stamped by our Lord as a specific place for 
spiritual warfare. There is both specificity and 
“type” in the “desert.” In those geographical 
regions where there are no deserts, there are 
places which are similar to or approach that type 
of  place symbolized by the “desert.” It is that type 
of  place which allows the human heart solace, 
isolation. It is the type of  place which puts the 
human heart in a state of  aloneness, a state in 
which to meditate, to pray, to fast, to reflect upon 
one’s inner existence and one’s relationship to 
ultimate reality—God. And more. It is a place 
where spiritual reality is intensified, a place where 
spiritual life can intensify and simultaneously 
where the opposing forces to spiritual life can 
become more dominant. It is the terrain of  a 
battlefield but a spiritual one. And it is our Lord, 
not St. Antony, who has set the precedent. 

In addition to Florovsky’s recognition of  the 
reality of  unseen spiritual warfare, we see here 
Florovsky’s emphasis on freedom, both in the 
God-Man, who chose to engage in spiritual 
combat—“Our Lord had options, but He selected” 
—and in humans, like all of  us, who must choose 
to follow the precedent set by Christ. For Florovsky, 
this freedom is connected to his view of  history. 

Rowan Williams notes that Florovsky’s 
“emphasis on historical creativity, history as a 
pattern of  free acts, leads naturally to a critique 
of  all theologies that undervalue the historical 
Jesus: for Florovsky, the category of  podvig (roughly 
equivalent to ‘achievement,’ even ‘exploit,’ and 
common in speaking of  ascetic saints) is central to 
understanding Christ, as in understanding all 
human actions.” Williams concludes that Jesus’ 
death must be His own free act; His “whole 
existence must be the triumph of  freedom in the 
world if  we are to be liberated for proper historical 
action.” This is precisely what creates the 
disagreement between Florovsky and Nygren. 
Nygren “identifies any participation of  man in his 

salvation, any movement of  human will and soul 
toward God, as a pagan distortion of  Agape, as 
‘Eros.’” And it is this theological view that leads to 
Nygren’s “rejection of  monasticism and other 
forms of  asceticism and spirituality so familiar to 
the Christian Church from its inception.” In sharp 
contrast, Florovsky believes that “in freely creating 
man, God willed to give man an inner spiritual 
freedom.” He further explains: 

In no sense is this a Pelagian or Semi-Pelagian 
position. The balanced synergistic doctrine of  
the early and Eastern Church, a doctrine 
misunderstood and undermined by Latin 
Christianity in general from St. Augustine on—
although there was always opposition to this 
in the Latin Church—always understood that 
God initiates, accompanies, and completes 
everything in the process of  salvation. What it 
always rejected—both spontaneously and 
intellectually—is the idea of  irresistible grace, 
the idea that man has no participating role in 
his salvation. 

This same tension plays out between Florovsky 
and Karl Barth. For Barth, “Willing, achieving, 
creative, sovereign man as such cannot be 
considered as a participator in God’s work.” But 
for Florovsky, man must freely respond to God’s 
call. Listen to Florovsky’s remark while guest 
lecturing at one of  Barth’s seminars in 1931:  

Revelation is always a Word addressed to man, a 
summons and an appeal to man. . . . The highest 
objectivity in the hearing and understanding of  
Revelation is achieved through the greatest 
exertion of  the creative personality, through 
spiritual growth, through the transfiguration of  
the personality, which overcomes in itself  “the 
wisdom of  flesh,” ascending to “the measure of  
the stature of  the fullness of  Christ” (Eph. 4:13). 
From man it is not self-abnegation which is 
demanded but a victorious forward movement, 
not a self-destruction but a rebirth or 
transformation, indeed a theosis. Without man 
Revelation would be impossible—because no one 
would be there to hear and God would then not 
speak. And God created man so that man would 
hear His words, receive them, and grown in them 
and through them become a participator of  
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“eternal life.” The Fall of  man did not alter the 
original intention of  God. Man has not lost 
completely the capacity of  hearing God and 
praising Him. 

Man not only has a participating role in salvation, 
but his “creative personality” must hear and 
understand God’s Revelation by means of  the 
“greatest exertion”! George Williams echoes 
Rowan Williams, noting that Florovsky uses the 
distinctive phrase “ascetic achievement” (podvig) to 
express his emphasis on human freedom: “Freedom 
within man’s creatureliness is compounded of  
faith, love, grace, decision, and strenuousness. 
The model of  the free man is the prophet, the 
Virgin, the martyr, the ascetic, and the saint.” 

Florovsky also applied this concept of  podvig 
to the scholar. For Florovsky, scholarship could 
also be an “ascetic achievement.” Describing the 
Russian Aleksandr V. Gorskii (1812-1875), 
Florovsky says: “His personal example was a 
testimony and a reminder that scholarship is an 
exploit [podvig] and a service.” He describes the 
work of  theologians engaging in philosophy in a 
similar manner: “the Fathers of  the Church made 
a great effort [podvig] to create a new system 
capable of  giving a translation of  faith into rational 
terms.” Consider the biblical and patristic 
translation work of  Philaret of  Moscow, or the 
translations and writings of  the ascetic Fathers in 
the Philokalia by St. Nikodimos the Hagiorite and 
St. Makarios of  Corinth (as well as St. Theophan 
the Recluse, after them), who viewed their scholarly 
work as a missionary and ascetic endeavor. Their 
work was not only a podvig in and of  itself, but it 
was conducted with a desire to inspire a podvig 
among its readers, which would lead to unceasing 
prayer. According to Kallistos Ware,  

they looked upon this patristic heritage not as an 
archaeological survival from the distant past, but 
as a living guide for contemporary Christians. In 
editing the Fathers, they had such a practical 
purpose in view. It was their hope that the 
Philokalia and other such publications would not 
simply gather dust on the bookshelves of  scholarly 
specialists, but would be read by the laity as well 
as by monastics and clergy. As the two editors 
stated on the title page of  the Philokalia, the book 

is intended “for the general benefit of  the Orthodox.” 
In his introduction Nikodimos maintains that St. 
Paul’s injunction, “Pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 
5:17), is addressed not merely to hermits in caves 
and on mountain tops but to married Christians 
with responsibilities to family, to farmers, merchants, 
and lawyers, even to kings and courtiers living in 
palaces. 

Great saints such as St Nikodimos and St. Makarios, 
or the many heroes in Florovsky’s Ways of  Russian 
Theology who helped restore a patristic style to 
Russian theology, all participated in and advocated 
what Andrew Louth has described as a “philokalic 
style, or tenor, of  theology.” Louth describes it in 
this way: 

It seems likely that it was in response to his 
encounter with the Dobrotolubiye [Philokalia]that the 
Slavophile Ivan Kireevsky came to speak of  the 
Fathers as bearing “testimony as eyewitnesses” 
and speaking of  “a country they have been to.” A 
sense of  the patristic tradition as our inheritance 
as Christians seems to me central to the Philokalia, 
and in several ways: objectively, there is a sense of  
who the Fathers are, and the inclusion of  St. 
Maximos and St. Gregory Palamas, in particular, 
makes it clear that the great patristic witnesses 
revered by us Orthodox—the great hierarchs and 
universal teachers, St. Basil the Great, St. Gregory 
the Theologian, and St. John Chrysostom, Sts. 
Athanasios and Cyril of  Alexandria, St. Gregory 
of  Nyssa, celebrated by the Church, together with 
St. Maximos, in the latter part of  January (with 
St. Photios not far away)—are prominent in this 
their native land, but remembered alongside 
ascetics and mystics who live out the theology 
they proclaimed; but subjectively there is the 
sense of  the Fathers as precisely our fathers (and 
in principle) mothers, those to whom we owe our 
faith, those who have nurtured us in the Faith. 
Furthermore, we participate in this tradition not 
just by learning (though learning is important, as 
St. Nikodimos’s example makes clear, but by 
praying, by living out the theology we discern and 
proclaim. The Philokalia—as both text and life—
initiates us into a participation in the divine life, 
the divine energies, by … a process of  
purification, illumination, and perfection. That 
terminology, that process, is also applied by the 
Fathers to the activation and practice of  the 

16       SYNAXIS 6.1

FEASTS        visit us at www.eighthdayinstitute.org



spiritual senses, the ways in which we perceive by 
feeling, sensing, the movement of  the Holy Spirit, 
in ourselves, in others, in the world. What we are 
seeing here is something that goes beyond reading 
and understanding and is more like participation 
and assimilation. 

It is precisely this type of  “philokalic style, or 
tenor of  theology” to which Florovsky’s neo-
patristic synthesis calls us to return and to 
creatively revive in our own age. However, as 
Louth indicates, this does not mean a rejection of  
learning. For it was only through the scholarly 
work of  St. Nikodimos, St. Makarios, and others 
that this philokalic tenor could be revived. And it 
is precisely such a philocalic tenor, achieved 
through podvig, that is required of  theologians 
today, especially those engaged in any attempt at 
a neo-patristic synthesis.  

VERONICA 

Joshua Sturgill  
A. D. 2019 

Our venerable mother among the saints, they say 
your name must be a fiction, a folk etymology 
But I ask you by name: receive this prayer 
and swiftly aid me in my quiet calamity, you 
who bear a name of  incompatible tensions: 
a name of  Latin in fact; but an Image 
of  the Greek. I, too, stand in the midst 
of  tensions, a soul-rending incompatibility 
I am without identity, exposed, unable 
to answer the daily charges against me. I live 
in a world of  Veritas (more often, virtuality) 
a world where outside demands must meet 
on outside terms. Facts like bricks and asphalt 
wall me in from all directions. Yet from within 
I live a spacious certainty, a city of  light 
and living things, with icon-lined and tree-lined 
streets, a city of  my heart’s longing and her Home. 

Yet I feel now a breaking. I feel 
I cannot survive the torture of  this tension 
I feel the eyes of  judges keeping count 
of  all my thoughts, all my decision. I have 
two Native Lands, two Choices. And though 
I love the Greek, I must also love (not merely 
tolerate) the Latin. I must be heroic  
in both worlds; I am watched from both. 
For the sake of  others, I would sacrifice 
my first love for the second. But secretly 
this sacrifice would be for my relief, and not 
for others’ benefit. 

So what I ask, dear Mother, is your strength 
and consolation. I see you stand so patiently 
in your Icon, holding the life-drenched cloth: 
stained with mucus, blood, hair and skin—stained 
in short, with suffering: the Latin: clean white 
linen, and the Greek: the vivisection. My temptation 
is to wash the cloth, and to collect and preserve 
the blood in some other good container  
—wouldn’t these decisions, in some way 
be proper and commendable? This way, the cloth 
could be used again, could be active, and the blood 
preserved, contained in holy stillness? 

But silently you hold the cloth. Patiently and mildly 
as if  the ruining of  human thought and labor 
weren’t already grief  enough, as if  the dripping 
blood and mucus weren’t already a terror 
of  human violence. I know. I know. I wish 
to know: how the cloth and blood are now fused 
that this meeting of  geometry and chaos 
was planned before the weaving of  time. The plan 
and labor of  human effort has no higher use 
than to be stained by the Human Blood of  God. 
Without the Cloth, the Face could not be revealed 
Without the Face, the Cloth would have  
no eternal Use—this Use it dearly longs for. 

Help me, dear mother. I have the task 
but not the strength to be both the Latin 
and the Greek, to be matter yet spirit, labor 
yet stillness, to live my exile gladly, all the while 
longing for the living country of  my native land. 

Amen. 
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The Philokalia 4 volumes (of projected 5) compiled by St. Nikodimos of the Holy Mountain and St. Makarios 
of Corinth; translated from the Greek and edited by G. E. H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, and Kallistos Ware 
The Philokalia is a collection of  texts written between the fourth and fifteenth centuries by thirty-six spiritual masters 
of  the Orthodox Christian tradition. Compiled by Sts. Nikodemos and Makarios of  Mt. Athos and published in 1782, 
with other versions and variations published thereafter (e.g., Slavonic, Russian, Romanian, and Finnish), The Philokalia 
has had an influence far greater than that of  any book other than the Bible in the recent history of  the Orthodox 
Church. In the Introduction (which is essential to read before entering into the text itself) Metropolitan Kallistos Ware 
poses the question of  what determined the choice of  texts contained in The Philokalia, and offers the following 
explanation: “‘Philokalia’ itself  means love of  the beautiful, the exalted, the excellent, understood as the transcendent 
source of  life and the revelation of  Truth. It is through such love that, as the subtitle of  the original edition puts it, 
‘the intellect is purified, illumined, and made perfect.’” As such, “The Philokalia is an itinerary through the labyrinth of  
time, a silent way of  love and gnosis through the deserts and emptinesses of  life, especially of  modern life, a vivifying 
and fadeless presence…” 

Volume One contains the earliest writings of  the entire corpus, 
including selections from Isaiah the Solitary, Evagrios Ponticus, St. 
John Cassian (this selection includes one of  the earliest descriptions 
of  the “Eight Vices,” which evolved in Western spirituality into the 
Seven Deadly Sins), St. Mark the Ascetic (a text of  special note: On 
Those who Think that They Are Made Righteous by Works), St. Hesychios 
the Priest, St. Neilos the Ascetic, St. Diadochos of  Photiki (St. 
Nikodemos claimed that his On Spiritual Knowledge and Discrimination 
reveals “the deepest secrets of  the virtue of  prayer”) and St. John of  
Karpathos. 

378 pp. paper $19.95 

Volume Two is dominated by a selection from the writings of  St. 
Maximos the Confessor, whose theological and spiritual depth and 
precision is increasingly recognized among contemporary theologians, 
both within and without the Orthodox tradition. Included are his Four 
Hundred Texts on Love, Two Hundred Texts on Theology Written for Thalassios, 
and On the Lord’s Prayer. The aforementioned Thalassios is represented 
here by a short work, On Love, Self  Control, and Life in Accordance with the 
Intellect. This volume also contains A Discourse on Abba Philimon (late sixth 
century), the earliest text to mention the Jesus Prayer in its standard 
form, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of  God, have mercy on me.”  

414 pp. paper $21.00 

Volume Three presents to us St. Philotheos of  Sinai, Ilias the 
Presbyter, a spiritual predecessor of  St. Gregory Palamas, St. Peter of  
Damaskos (eleventh century), whose Treasury of  Divine Knowledge 
occupies more space in The Philokalia than any other writer save 

Maximos, and St. Symeon Metaphrastis’ Paraphrase of  the Homilies of  St. Makarios of  Egypt. Its themes of  unseen 
warfare in the human heart, of  synergeia or co-operation between divine grace and human will, and the possibility of  
conscious assurance of  the indwelling grace of  the Holy Spirit, foreshadow the spirituality of  St. Symeon the New 
Theologian. 

379 pp. paper $19.00 

Volume Four begins with the writings of  St. Symeon “the New Theologian” (this title placing him in the select 
company of  St. John the Evangelist and St. Gregory Nazianzen), specifically his One Hundred Fifty Three Practical 
and Theological Texts. Next come three treatises from St. Symeon’s disciple and biographer, Nikitas Stithatos. This 
volume culminates with “the two Gregories” of  the fourteenth century: St. Gregory of  Sinai and St. Gregory 
Palamas, who together (though “in the flesh” independently) articulated and defended the validity of  the 
experience of  those who through unceasing prayer and stillness (hesychia) saw the uncreated light of  the 
Godhead. St. Gregory Palamas’ important One Hundred Fifty Chapters and Declaration of  the Holy Mountain in 
Defense of  Those who Devoutly Practice a Life of  Stillness are presented here.                                                                                                               

457 pp. paper $21.00  
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“To sift the meaning is the glory of kings” (Pr. 25:2). For they are kings who have learned how 
to rule over and judge their bodies, that is, the promptings of the flesh.  ~St. Gregory the Great



THE HATRED OF PURITY 

Frederica Mathewes-Green 
A. D. 2018 

BACK IN my college days, when dinosaurs 
roamed the earth, I was a hippie and a spiritual 
seeker. The range of  spiritual options on campus 
was broad, and I sampled a bit of  everything: 
Ananda Marga Hinduism, Zen Buddhism, Hare 
Krishna, Transcendental Meditation. I say I was 
a “seeker,” but that’s not exactly right; I didn’t 
expect to reach a destination. I was, more 
accurately, a spiritual explorer, always traveling 
toward a new horizon.  

There’s something about that era that I don’t 
understand, though. My friends and I savored all 
the more-esoteric religions, but for some reason 
we hated Christianity. We ridiculed it automatically, 
reflexively. The Jesus Freak movement had arrived 
on campus and, when I ran into newly born-
again students, I enjoyed trying to shake their 
faith. I’d tell them that the myth of  a dying-and-
rising god isn’t unique to Christianity, but appears 
in religions around the world. I savored any 
opportunity for unsettling them and sowing doubts.  

Christianity roused in us a kind of  malicious 
delight, though I don’t know why. Somebody 
donated stacks of  the paperback New Testament, 
Good News for Modern Man, and they were placed 
in all the dorm lobbies. My friend George, at his 
dorm, tore them up. When bystanders objected, 
he said, “It’s a bad translation.” We thought this 
was hilarious—a witty bit of  revolutionary theater.  

And we felt, for some reason, that Christians 
deserved this kind treatment. We told each other 
that it would do them good. I don’t remember 
how hearing their faith mocked and insulted was 
supposed to help them. But something stirring 
inside made us want to embarrass or sadden them. 
Other religions didn’t stir up this zestful cruelty; 
only Christians roused this desire to wound and 
gloat. The hostility was so inexplicable, yet so 
intense, that you’d almost think it was related to 
some unseen spiritual battle. 

We told each other that Christians deserved 
this treatment because they were stuffy and 
judgmental. But the Jesus Freaks on campus 
weren’t like that. They looked like our fellow 
hippies, and were humble, cheerful, and generally 
amiable. We found that irritating. I would say, 
“There’s something wrong with those Christians. 
They’re too clean.”  

I THINK what was bugging me was their purity. 
There’s something about purity that attracts the 
malicious delight of  those who don’t share it. 
Even when purity is just minding its own business, 
it still makes for an irresistible target.  

The appreciation of  purity hasn’t increased 
over the intervening decades; on the contrary, it 
seems like everything has been sexualized. If  it’s not 
specifically sexualized, it’s crude. I stopped 
shopping for greeting cards some years ago (I just 
make my own), because it seemed like every one I 
picked up was organized around a fart joke. I 
stopped going out to see new movies, because 
gross-out scenes are so likely to suddenly jump 
out. When this coarsening began, a couple of  
decades ago, it seemed flatly juvenile, as if  
everything was being marketed at 13-year-old 
boys. In time, that passed. I don’t mean the crudity; 
what passed was the sense that it was juvenile. 
Now it’s marketed at everybody.  

Perhaps the biggest factor in this general 
decline is the overwhelming amount of  porn now 
available. Pastors like my husband are all too 
aware of  the way pornography destroys marriages, 
friendships, families—in short, destroys people. It 
is addictive, of  course; it’s designed to be. It is 
cumulative, of  course, and when addicts become 
inured to shocking images, they are hit with 
something more shocking still. The overall trend 
is toward increasing degrees of  violence. 

When author Martin Amis was researching 
an article about the porn industry some years 
ago, he had to watch some sample videos. He 
later commented that, during that time, “I kept 
worrying about something. I kept worrying that 
I’d like it.” Porn targets, he said, the “near-infinite 
chaos of  human desire,” and if  you unknowingly 
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harbor some sexual demon, “sooner or later porn 
will identify it” and bid it come forth.  

Given all the varieties of  sexual upheaval 
today, critics tend to focus on gay marriage, saying 
that it destroys traditional marriage. But in terms 
of  sheer numbers, porn is overwhelmingly more 
destructive. Also, in terms of  sheer numbers, men 
are much more likely than women to be enslaved 
by it. But that doesn’t mean they alone suffer its 
effects. 

When I’m out with my little granddaughters, 
I’m aware that nearly any man we pass could 
have terrible images burned into his brain. That’s 
the world they will have to live in. When they’re a 
little older, they may unknowingly date such men. 
They may unknowingly marry one. (Remember, 
the next step is violence.) All their lives, my 
granddaughters will be walking through a porn-
saturated community.  

But that considers only the impact on them. 
What about the effect on the men themselves? 
What is it like to feel that your mind is no longer 
under your control, that you can no longer stop 
the rushing thoughts that repulse and frighten you?  

Yet it’s so easy to begin. At the University of  
Maryland a few years ago, two student groups, 
Christian and atheist, held a debate. At one point 
the pastor made a reference to porn, and suddenly 
the room was filled with hooting and applause. I 
was shocked; I guess I’m just naïve. I didn’t know 
this was something young men are proud of. But 
that brief  reference to porn got the most 
enthusiastic audience response of  the evening. 

THAT BRINGS us back to the question of  
why purity would be hated. Those who continue 
to think, quaintly, that it is beautiful and worthy 
of  honor are no threat to anybody’s freedom; 
their private opinion doesn’t matter to anyone 
else. We are at a rare (perhaps unique) moment in 
history, in which everyone is free to seek any kind 
of  sex they want. The old moral standards are 
long gone, and the prudes and scolds who guarded 
them have disappeared. Yet there’s still a craving 
to find someone to cast in that role, some 
disapproving square to shock. It’s not really 
rebellion if  no one’s trying to stop you.  

That’s why people who do see the beauty in 
sexual purity, who try to practice it and encourage 
others, can find themselves unexpectedly cast as 
the bad guy in a stranger’s drama. No wonder 
those who value purity tend to do so quietly, 
keeping their beliefs within the context of  home, 
church, and community. Purity has become a 
deeply unpopular opinion, fit only for religious 
oddballs. 

And yet, in other contexts, we all value purity. 
Don’t we want purity to be top priority at the 
local dairy? On a stroll through Whole Foods, 
how many times do you see the word “Pure” on 
packaging? Dozens of  magazines have “Pure” in 
their title, apparently believing that it sells 
magazines. About the only thing our fractured 
nation agrees on is the necessity of  guarding 
nature’s purity. 

Everyone understands the beauty of  purity in 
other contexts. So why is sexual purity the 
exception? Why does it elicit a zesty, flavorful 
hate, and a desire to wound and sadden those who 
love it? 

Oddly enough, in the Orthodox Church we 
hold up as an example—literally, on our iconostases 
—a man who was killed for denouncing sexual 
impurity. In his icon, St. John the Baptist stands 
on a desert landscape, with a bowl at his feet 
displaying his severed head. A scroll tumbles open 
from his hand:  

O Word of  God,  
See what they suffer,    
Those who censure the faults of  the ungodly; 
Unable to bear rebuke,  
Behold, Herod has cut off  my head,  
O Savior.  

King Herod was “unable to bear rebuke” for 
marrying his brother’s wife; St. John was unable 
to stop rebuking. We know how that story ends 
for St. John. But for King Herod nothing changed. 
He had not found St. John’s words persuasive, 
and continued in marriage with Herodias till his 
death.  

Might anything persuade people to honor 
sexual purity, if  they don’t instinctively sense its 
value? Persuasive words are hard to find, and 
even attempting to find them makes us look like 
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tasty targets. Meanwhile, the world keeps 
advertising the availability of  everything they 
desire. What could ever change this situation?  

Well, to take a very long view, there’s the fact 
that it’s false advertising. Wanting sex is not the 
same thing as having it. Every year, a fresh batch 
of  20-year-olds rolls off  the conveyor belt, and 
every year everyone else looks a year older. Time 
is relentless. Attractiveness is fleeting. The two-
faced world maintains a simultaneous barrage of  
ads for snacky, fatty foods, which may be irresistibly 
comforting in the wake of  rejection, but make the 
physique even less competitive. 

Some years ago I noticed that there was a 
word that, if  I said it during a speech, the audience 
would freeze. The word is “loneliness.” Having 
no obligations to anyone means no one has any 
obligations to you, and the possible repercussions 
grow more terrible with each accumulating year. 
Sexual liberation has set us free, like an astronaut 
who cuts through his lifeline. Those annoying 
prudes and scolds of  earlier days represented, not 
their own whims, but their community’s consensus 
on the bounds of  acceptable behavior. The price 
of  being in a community is reckoning with those 
expectations. The price of  not being in a community 
is despair. 

It’s a very long view, and in the short term 
we’re not likely to be any more successful than St. 
John was. Even attempting to present the beauty 
of  sexual purity will likely attract only that 
mysterious cruelty. But we can continue to exhort 
and encourage each other, and try our best not to 
let the team down. We can also be very selective 
about the material we allow into our minds, 
because it’s very hard to get it out again. There’s 
no better advice than this:  

Whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever 
is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, 
whatever is gracious, if  there is any excellence, if  
there is anything worthy of  praise, think about 
these things. (Phil. 4:8) 

THE ASCETICS  
OF AUTHENTICITY 

Ben T. Davis 
A. D. 2019 

SEVERAL years ago I completed an endurance 
event known as an Ironman. For twelve hours I 
endured deep, strenuous pain as I swam 2.4 
miles, biked 112 miles, and ran a marathon—
26.2 miles. By the time I crossed the finish line I 
had traversed 140.6 grueling miles in 98-degree 
heat, battling an unceasing 25-mile-per-hour 
cross-wind. Since then I have been asked: “Why 
did you do it?” The only answer I have been able 
to muster is this: I wanted to be authentic.  

Authenticity is difficult to define. Broadly 
speaking we can say that authenticity is the 
modern notion that one is free to be the person 
one wants to be according to one’s desires and 
moral ideals. It involves being true to oneself  and 
realizing the fullness of  one’s personal capacities. 
For me, completing an Ironman was a significant 
way to express my freedom and stretch my 
capacities. I wanted to live on my own terms; I 
thought completing an Ironman was an authentic 
act of  my self-expression. 

With a measure of  wisdom, I can now say I 
learned an important lesson in that time of  my 
life that remains with me still: authenticity takes 
practice. To be the person I sincerely want to be, 
I have to submit myself  to an arduous process of  
training, discipline, and self-denial. To be authentic 
I have to be ascetic.   

Asceticism has little purchase in our culture. 
For moderns, it is associated with obscure religious 
practices or self-punishment. But this common 
view betrays an ignorance of  asceticism that 
should be overcome by closer investigation.  

Behind the word “asceticism” we find the 
Greek word askein, which means “to exercise” or 
“to train.” For ancient Greeks, askein was 
characteristic of  athletes who endured rigorous 
training in order to participate in competition. 
Eventually the word became canonical among 
Greek philosophers who broadened its use to 
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include the training of  one’s intellect. The soul, 
like the body, needed to be trained for a particular 
set of  skills that prepared one for the good life. 
Asceticism, then, was the liberating force that 
freed the athlete as well as the philosopher to 
discover an authentic way of  being human. 

Today, however, the nature of  this relationship 
has changed. The muscular discipline that once 
made authenticity a component of  virtue is 
reduced to lazy self-infatuation. Authenticity no 
longer requires ascetic practice, in other words; it 
only requires a will to act. In some instances, the 
endless pursuit of  authenticity is a prison—an 
“iron cage,” as Max Weber put it—that modernity 
has constructed to confine the good life to 
immediate gratification.  

The Christian tradition gives us an alternative 
vision of  reality. In baptism a particular identity is 
conferred that is essentially one of  discipline, 
sacrifice, and radical charity. In turn, Christians 
are reoriented to an authentic way of  being in the 
world. Separated at the birth of  modernity, 
authenticity and asceticism are reunited again in 
the Christian faith.  

The baptized life, as David Jasper calls it, is 
an “ascetic reversal” (The Sacred Body, p. 34).  
John’s Gospel tells us, “Those who love their life 
lose it, and those who hate their life in this world 
will keep it for eternal life” (Jn. 12:25). Baptism 
begins a journey marked by cruciform participation 
in Christ’s kenotic life. In Christ, Christians 
experience a beautiful death. Paradoxically, out 
of  death they participate in Christ’s resurrection 
life, which is characterized by joy, shalom, and 
beatitude.   

Christianity cultivates an ascetics of  authenticity 
that takes one out of  the iron cage of  self-obsession 
and sets one’s feet in a “broad place” (Ps. 18:19) 
of  delight and self-donation. This “broad place” is 
where idols are transformed into icons; humans 
become intimations of  the sacred.  

A poignant passage from Georges Bernanos’ 
novel The Diary of  a Country Priest reveals the 
beauty of  such an authentic life. In a moment of  
reflection on the true nature of  prayer, the young 
priest says,  

Scientists can never have known old monks, 
wise, shrewd, unerring in judgment, and yet 
aglow with passionate insight, so very tender in 
their humanity. What miracle enables these semi-
lunatics, these prisoners in their own dreams, 
these sleepwalkers, apparently to enter more 
deeply each day into the pain of  others? An odd 
sort of  dream, an unusual opiate which, far from 
turning him back into himself  and isolating him 
from his fellows, unites the individual with 
mankind in the spirit of  universal charity! (Da 
Capo Press, 2002, p. 104) 

Through asceticism and solidarity, this fellowship 
of  suffering pilgrims becomes an authentic witness 
to the life-giving power of  Christ’s resurrection.  

Early in the Church’s history some Christians 
went into the desert to test the strength of  their 
baptized identity. In his article on “Asceticism as 
Healing Art,” David Fagerberg tells us these 
desert Christians “wanted to see what it would 
take to order a life to God” (churchlife.nd.edu). In 
time they found the desert to be a healing place 
for their wounded souls. Seeking wisdom, others 
went to them asking for “a word” on which they 
could build their life. In reply they received 
stories focused on particular healing practices the 
monks had tried. As Fagerberg observes: “One 
put more emphasis on fasting; another on 
Scripture reading and vigils; all of  them emphasized 
prayer, and all of  them agreed that since charity 
is the goal, an opportunity to practice charity 
should trump whatever asceticism you have 
scheduled for that afternoon” (ibid.). Over time, 
rich liturgical and theological traditions developed 
from the lives and practices of  these desert monks. 
The desert became a sacred space where one 
could wage war against the devil with the sword 
of  prayer and in turn be refreshed by deep 
communion with God.  

St. Maximus the Confessor (590-662), an 
erudite monk who helped refine the ascetic 
tradition, might be considered the Ironman of  
the Christian life. He embodies the ascetics of  
authenticity for he knew the only way to be 
authentically human—that is, to be transformed 
into the likeness of  Jesus Christ—is through self-
abnegation. For Maximus, theosis requires kenosis.  
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In his first Century on Theology and the Incarnation, 
Maximus writes: “Baptized in Christ through the 
Spirit we receive the first incorruption according 
to the flesh. Keeping the original incorruption 
spotless by giving ourselves to good works and by 
dying to our own will, we await the final 
incorruption bestowed by Christ in the Spirit.” 
Baptism is the touchstone of  the authentic 
Christian life. Living into the glory of  our baptism, 
however, requires a recalibration of  the will. 
Recalibration comes through slow, graced, ascetic 
practices such as fasting, silence, rigorous prayer, 
charity, and ingesting the Scriptures. The strength 
found in these practices is not instantaneous; each 
practice is like a muscle that is slowly transformed 
over time. Muscles cannot grow stronger unless 
they learn to work under pressure. The same is 
true of  the soul. It gets stronger as it meets 
resistance.  

But to put it this way risks missing Maximus’s 
larger vision of  creation. In Maximus’s theology, 
Christians are a grand choir in the magnificent 
cathedral of  creation, participating in the divine 
liturgy of  the cosmos. The form of  their 
participation is mimetic: Christians imitate the 
angelic hosts of  heaven in their praise and 
adoration of  the Holy Trinity. It is also communal: 
Christians don’t just imitate the angels; they also 
join them and the whole company of  heaven as 
they sing an eternal hymn of  thanksgiving. Out 
of  this cosmic vision comes the ascetic virtues 
necessary for our participation, the highest of  
which is theologia, communion with God in 
contemplative prayer.  

St. Maximus is a well-traveled guide for 
people who are seeking to live authentically in 
modernity. His cosmic liturgy offers us a thicker 
vision of  reality that is therapeutic for our restive 
souls. But in Maximus’s vision, we do not escape 
the desert. There is no theosis without kenosis. In 
order to see the beauty of  Christ we must embrace 
the horrific ugliness of  his Cross—which itself  
possesses a haunting beauty. “For,” as St. Paul 
says, “if  we have been united with Him in a 
death like His, we will certainly be united with 
Him in a resurrection like His” (Rom. 6:5).  

In The Ascetic Life, a deep meditation on the 
meaning of  the ascetics of  authenticity, St. 
Maximus speaks about continuous devotion to 
God:  

It is impossible for a mind to devote itself  perfectly 
to God, except it should possess these three 
virtues: love, self-mastery, and prayer. Love tames 
anger; self-mastery quenches concupiscence; 
prayer withdraws the mind from all thoughts and 
presents it, stripped, to God Himself. These are 
the three virtues that comprise all the virtues; 
without these the mind cannot devote itself  to 
God. (Ancient Christian Writers, No. 21, p.114) 

That the reorientation of  our souls to the will of  
God requires more discipline, sacrifice, and 
strength of  endurance than any feat of  human 
accomplishment says something remarkable 
about the Christian life. To cultivate the virtues 
Maximus speaks of  will be the most difficult task 
of  our lives, to be sure. But the telos to which all 
our labors point is worth more than any treasure 
we can imagine. At the end of  that journey we 
gain the wisdom of  knowing that the ascetics of 
authenticity is only possible Coram Deo.  
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GOD IS AGAPE & EROS 
Pope Benedict XVI’s Message for 

Our Mad Nietzschean World 

Matthew Umbarger 
A. D. 2019 

167. To vigorous men intimacy is a matter of  shame—
and something precious. 

168. Christianity gave Eros poison to drink; he did not die 
of  it, certainly, but degenerated to Vice. 

~Friedrich Nietzsche 

CHRISTIAN mysticism is dependent upon 
some familiarity with eros, defined by Pope 
Benedict XVI in Deus Caritas Est as “that love 
between man and woman which is neither 
planned nor willed, but somehow imposes itself  
upon human beings.” But for eros to function 
healthily, it has to be allied to the more profound, 
self-giving love of  agape. The cultural forces of  
puritanism on the one hand and of  libertinism on 
the other have been struggling for many generations 
now to completely divorce these loves from one 
another. 

You and I live in a Nietzschean world, friend, 
and from an opposing, Chestertonian perspective, 
that means that we live in a mad world. Because 
we Christians remain largely ignorant of  the 
Nietzschean forces at work in our culture, we find 
ourselves pre-occupied with the symptomatic 
grass fires smoldering at arm’s length, unaware of  
their philosophical source: the blazing inferno 
encroaching closer and closer to our cultural 
homes. In matter of  fact, to a great degree, the 
madness has infected us as well. 

I have known (and if  I want to be honest, I 
have been) the sort of  Christian targeted in the 
two statements made above: ashamed of  intimacy 
and afraid of  eros; attempting to defeat it rather 
than redeem it. There were plenty of  well-
meaning but misguided Puritans in my early 
spiritual formation. I remember, for instance, a 
camp counselor who warned us of  the evils of  

secular music and film, including the sex-infused 
lyrics on the radio. An impressionable thirteen-
year-old boy, I nodded in agreement and 
rededicated my life to Christian contemporary 
music. I surrendered all. 

But I now realize that most of  my peers did 
not. Not long after that week of  camp, most of  
my peers fell prey to the Nietzschean account of  
Christianity’s corruption of  eros. The Church 
was a spoilsport that didn’t want them to have 
fun. Lessons in youth group about the mysterious 
“red line” in dating that we were forbidden to 
cross only strengthened this impression. By the 
time we were in college, most of  us who had 
remained in the Church (and many of  us did!) 
were just as sexually experimental as our 
unchurched friends, and the result was shame 
over the precious intimacies that we had 
experienced. Eros was poisoned and degraded for 
us. All that remained was our deeply prized vice. 

It is no great surprise that Nietzsche’s 
accusation of  eros-poisoning against Christianity 
is couched in a work that opens by calling into 
question our very capability to actually know 
Truth. Madness! But this madness is a major 
tributary to the relativism that so defines our 
culture today. When the inaccessibility of  Truth 
itself  is deemed axiomatic, all can be redefined 
according to our personal whims, including our 
selves and the forces we find at work in those 
selves. That encompasses love in all its forms. 

One of  those forms is eros. It never appears 
under that name in the New Testament (perhaps 
because at that time the pagan culture surrounding 
the early Church had imbued it with so many 
false notions that any attempt to use the term for 
a holy purpose would have been liable to create 
confusion). But it does appear in the text of  the 
Septuagint, the Greek version of  the Old 
Testament. 

There are, of  course, the “usual suspects” 
associated with this Greek root in the Septuagint. 
Many of  the prophets use the plural of  erastos and 
erastes as denominators for Israel’s illicit lovers. 
Ezekiel couples (no pun intended) erastes and 
erastos with another word for sexual activity that 
has no positive connotations at all: porneia. That 
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these words occur in the plural underlines the 
promiscuous nature of  these false religious and 
political relationships in violation to the exclusive 
covenant relationship with Israel’s God. 

But there are also positive images of  eros in 
the Septuagint. Esther 2:17, in the only literalistic 
use of  the root in the Bible, employs the verbal 
form to tell us that King Ahasuerus loved Esther. 
And it is this erotic love that results in their marriage, 
and consequently, the salvation of  the Jewish 
people. 

The two most positive occurrences of  the eros 
root appear in the wisdom literature. In Proverbs 
4:6 the narrator instructs his son to love his 
instruction. In the greater context of  this book, I 
think that it is likely that the teacher’s instruction 
is meant to be analogous, if  not identical, to Lady 
Wisdom, the unifying figure of  the work. In any 
case, in the next place that we find the verbal 
form of  eros in the wisdom literature, the author 
is explicitly professing his love for Lady Wisdom. 
“I loved her and sought her from my youth, and I 
desired to take her for my bride, and I became 
enamored of  her beauty” (Wisdom 8:2, RSVCE). 
The word in italics is erastes, literally, “a lover.” 

Meditating on passages such as John 1:1 and 
1 Corinthians 1:24, the early Church Fathers 
came to identify Lady Wisdom as the Second 
Person of  the Holy Trinity who would come to 
be hypostatically united with the humanity of  
Our Lord Jesus Christ in the mystery of  the 
Incarnation. Taking this into account shows what 
a remarkable text Wisdom 8:2 really is. For in this 
Old Testament passage the language of  erotic 
love is applied to unmediated union with God’s 
Word. In other words, the erotic element transforms 
a straightforward contemplation of  God’s wisdom 
into a mystical text. In fact, a few verses down, in 
verse 4, Wisdom Herself  is granted the title 
“initiate in the knowledge of  God.” The word 
translated “initiate” by the RSVCE is mystis, i.e., 
“mystic.” 

Of  course, the language of  eros is not foreign 
to mystical texts. There is a striking example in 
the fifth chapter of  Julian of  Norwich’s Showings. 
“But what the Maker, the Keeper, and the Lover 
truly are to me I cannot tell, for until I am 

substantially made one with Him I may never 
have full rest nor true bliss; that is to say, until I be 
so fastened to Him that there stands absolutely 
nothing between my God and me” (my translation). 
It is amazing to me to discover that there is a 
precedent for such provocative language in 
biblical texts that were composed before the 
Christian era. 

Reflecting on this, authentic spiritual experience 
will be greatly impoverished if  it is forced to 
expunge eroticism from its mystical vocabulary. 
(This is only one reason why young Christians 
need to be introduced to the right sort of  secular 
love songs instead of  being force-fed second-rate 
Christian rock and hip-hop). Pope Benedict XVI 
recognizes the power of  eros to beckon us 
heavenward, acknowledging that it provides a 
“certain foretaste of  the pinnacle of  our existence, 
of  that beatitude for which our whole being yearns” 
(Deus Caritas Est 4). But the converse is true, as 
well: human erotic relationships that are forced to 
bear the burden of  mystical encounter will 
inevitably wear down; we will leave each old flame 
to look for a new one, attempting to rekindle 
something we remember as a distant memory. It 
will never be possible to assuage that spiritual 
nostalgia with new romantic encounters, because 
what we are haunted with is not anything we have 
yet personally experienced in this life. We want 
the intimacy with the Lover of  Our Souls that 
was lost when we were expelled from the Garden. 

I have to conclude that the Christianity 
Nietschze accuses of  poisoning eros is not the 
Christianity of  the mystics, but of  the half-Gnostic 
Puritans, who were equally suspicious of  bodily 
sensations and mystical encounters with God. 
Unfortunately, there are huge swathes of  Christians 
for whom Nietschze’s charge proves damning. 
Ironically, the sort of  Christian who might prove 
to be easy prey for Nietschze is exactly the sort of  
Christian that has been wearing himself  out 
against the erotic impulses in his life. Mystics will 
be largely unaffected, because what Nietschze 
says, for them personally, has very little basis in 
reality. 

We live in a mad, Nietschzean world. It is 
Nietschzean in two respects. First of  all, we have 

26       SYNAXIS 6.1

CATECHETICAL WORD FROM THE FATHERS        visit us at www.eighthdayinstitute.org

http://www.eighthdayinstitute.org
http://www.eighthdayinstitute.org


to admit that Nietschze’s portrayal of  puritanical 
Christianity is in many respects well-deserved; 
there has been undoubtedly an attempt to poison 
eros by a good many well-meaning Christians. 
But the rest of  the world, perhaps the majority of  
it, is Nietschzean in that it has adopted his 
aggressive stance towards the Church and its 
teachings on human sexuality. Ultimately, the 
“liberated” eros of  this Nietschzean world will 
cave in upon itself  and degrade into vice just as 
surely as the poisoned eros of  puritanical 
Christianity. The irony is that for eros to flourish, 
it has to be subject to careful discipline. Once 
again, Pope Benedict XVI provides wise counsel 
in what is, ultimately, a genuinely positive 
assessment of  romantic love: “eros tends to rise 
‘in ecstasy’ towards the Divine, to lead us beyond 
ourselves; yet for this very reason it calls for a 
path of  ascent, renunciation, purification and 
healing” (ibid., 5). 

In the same encyclical, based on a passage 
from Pseudo-Dionysius’ The Divine Names, Pope 
Benedict XVI demonstrates that God’s love is 
characterized not only by the self-donative love 
we generally associate with Him, agape, but with 
the seeking, desiring love of  eros. Because both 
loves have their source in God, both come to 
humankind as gift, and participating in each of  
them is in reality a participation in God’s being. 

And, though this is not explicitly said in his 
masterful encyclical, I think the ultimate message 
for our mad, Nietschzean world is this: for eros to 
be the exquisite gift that it is meant to be, it must 
always be embedded in agape. The two go together; 
they are not opposed. Without agape, eros becomes 
the pleasure-obsessed hedonist flitting from one 
tryst to another, always seeking a new and more 
ultimate, though ultimately transitory experience. 
Agape tames eros, and makes it a genuine expression 
of  faithfully willing the good of  the other, of  
authentic love. And this is why the Suffering 
Christ is not only an image of  agape, but also of  
eros, as the powerful icon of  Christ the Bridegroom 
states so eloquently. 

I conclude with a bit of  frivolity. In the B-52s’ 
overtly erotic Love Shack, Fred Schneider tells us 
about his car, “as big as a whale,” headed to the 

“Love Shack.” I have begun to think about the 
driver of  this car. Eros is a lot of  fun, and you 
obviously want him along for the ride, but only a 
madman would give him the keys. Agape will get 
us to our destination safely. Authentic, biblical, 
orthodox Christianity insists that both eros and 
agape come on this journey with us. It is madness 
to choose one in opposition to the other. 

DEUS CARITAS EST 
God Is Love 

Pope Benedict XVI 
A. D. 2005 

GOD IS love, and he who abides in love abides 
in God, and God abides in him” (1 Jn. 4:16). 
These words from the First Letter of  John express 
with remarkable clarity the heart of  the Christian 
faith: the Christian image of  God and the 
resulting image of  mankind and its destiny. In the 
same verse, Saint John also offers a kind of  
summary of  the Christian life: “We have come to 
know and to believe in the love God has for us.” 

We have come to believe in God's love: in these 
words the Christian can express the fundamental 
decision of  his life. Being Christian is not the 
result of  an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the 
encounter with an event, a person, which gives 
life a new horizon and a decisive direction. Saint 
John’s Gospel describes that event in these words: 
“God so loved the world that He gave His only 
Son, that whoever believes in Him should … have 
eternal life” (3:16). In acknowledging the centrality 
of  love, Christian faith has retained the core of  
Israel’s faith, while at the same time giving it new 
depth and breadth. The pious Jew prayed daily 
the words of  the Book of  Deuteronomy which 
expressed the heart of  his existence: “Hear, O 
Israel: the Lord our God is one Lord, and you 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
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