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© Acta Missiologica | No. 1 | Vol. 13 | 2019 |

EDITORIAL

Dear Colleagues and Readers of Acta Missiologica,

This issue of Acta Missiologica is dedicated to the theme of holiness in contemporary Chris-
tian theology and art. The articles are part of the project “Theological Anthropology in Ecumeni-
cal Perspective” (Charles University Research Centre No. 204052) and present a selection from 
its fi rst conference. They come mainly from the youngest generation of theologians from different 
European countries, and from overseas. Thus, they offer to the reader a new perspective: How 
is holiness as one of the key factors defi ning our humanity seen by those who are coming after 
us? They approach what it is to be human from the perspective of holiness, from the end-point of 
human existence. Yet to speak about this end-point is not without problems. First of all, it is not 
accessible to us directly. As each of the authors in a different way points out, it is very different 
from our ideas about perfection. It cannot be an extension of what is to what is not yet. Rather, 
with a contemporary Greek theologian Athanasios Papathanasiou, we could say that holiness 
comes as a surprise.1 Thus, in this issue the authors try to track the different instances of this 
surprise, much more real and beautiful than what one might expect, often outside of the pious 
categories, sometimes outside of the religious systems. Becoming holy is then often seen as 
a synonym for becoming fully human. Perhaps, we could also say that one of the typical features 
of contemporary examples of holiness is the absence of the dividing line between the secular and 
the holy. The holy reveals itself through the secular, and often the secular is the privileged place 
of its presence. The article by Nikos Asproulis explores precisely this theme, as it searches to 
recover the holiness in and of the secular. 

Yet in order to understand the meaning of holiness, that meaning which goes beyond the 
immediate fascination, one needs to recover some access to the traditions of religious meaning 
and practice. In doing so, people do not have to repeat the errors of the past, when saints were 
seen as tokens of different groups showing animosity to each other, as representatives of the 
claimed identities and superiorities that rarely had much to do with actual historical fi gures. Even 
so, sometimes the choice and adaptations of the lives of people claimed as saints were done with 
the intention of supporting a particular ideology. The youngest generation of theologians, whose 
work is represented in this issue, does not follow this path. An article by Brother Matthias Wirtz 
tracks how saints can be remembered differently, as it explains the principles and the practice 
of ecumenical commemoration of saints coming from different traditions. This broadening of the 
horizons and taking animosities away may, indeed, help also outside of the monastic circles. Is 
it the way holiness as an attractive spectrum of ways of life is to appeal to young people today, 
asks Kwanghyun Ryu in his article. 

Holiness, however, is sometimes also challenging because of the proximity between a saint 
and a madman. Such surprises are continuously testifi ed in the Scriptures and in Christian 
tradition. But even there we can see a struggle between the raw examples of human holiness 
and attempts to tame them, to explain them out, so that they would became safer inspirational 
examples of the types of lives to which others are called as well. In Hebrews 12:14 we read, 
“Strive for peace with all people, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord”. But 
the question remains as to which holiness is of God, and which is not? Which holiness is iconic 
and which is a wrong end in itself? And how can this be recognised, when God is one, but has 
many different friends? 

1   See: Athanasios Papathanasiou, “Holiness: The Sacrament of Surprise”, International Journal of Orthodox The-
ology 4:4(2013), 9-17.
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Already the Scriptures teach us that some images of holiness became obstacles to faith 
and to religion. There is Abraham going to sacrifi ce his son Isaac, and while his faithfulness is 
praised, Isaac is saved,2 but there is also Jephthah, who completes the sacrifi ce of his daughter.3 
There is the story about Lot’s hospitality to the angelic guests, which includes his willingness to 
sacrifi ce his daughters for their safety,4 and another one about a certain Levite who is on his way 
welcomed by an old man, who for his guest’s safety sacrifi ces his own daughter who is then sex-
ually abused till death.5 Jacques Derrida, who comments on these stories, asks whether these 
are the examples to be followed, and concludes, that they are not to be followed but remembered: 
“They testify without end in our memory.”6 What exactly do they testify? That only Abraham 
became the father of faith? Only the one who was moved beyond the sacrifi cial mentality! Such 
narratives did not end with Biblical times, as the articles by Pavol Bargar and Denys Kondyuk 
show. Both authors analyse current fi lms with theological tools, looking at the problems of the 
proximity of religion, sacrifi ce and violence. 

Holiness is approached also through other cultural means, such as fantasy narratives and po-
etry. Barbora Šmejdová enters the world of C.S. Lewis and his friend Dorothy L. Sayers, Marieke 
Maes presents the poetry of Christian Wiman. In each case the search for holiness is unique, 
often without the use of the concept of holiness, understood as a search for human authenticity, 
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we will see, in the contemporary debate, many of the attributes are, so to speak, bracketed out. 
People who do not have an easy access to a tradition of religious practice may not start with God, 
they may even not know what the attributes of God are. But perhaps encountering something 
deeply attractive in people may bring a glimpse of the unknown, a glimpse of the root of human 
holiness, its counterpart, its home. This is the other side of the secular realm being re-included 
into the holy, and a deep human authenticity being seen as one of the synonyms of holiness. 

This issue of Acta Missiologica gives a platform for the exploration of varied notions of human 
holiness, but it does not aim at providing a map of different current positions. Rather it offers an 
analysis of helpful and unhelpful examples, it tracks ways of discernment which could be helpful 
for us today, discernment between “healthy” and “unhealthy” images of holiness, whether in the 
churches or in society. And it does so with a hope of fi nding new ways of understanding and 
communicating what it means to be human in relation to God, in the world in which faith is per-
haps more visibly a narrow path. 

Guarantors for this issue
Prof. Ivana Noble, PhD., Mgr. Pavol Bargár, M.St., Th.D – Protestant Theological Faculty 
of Charles University in Prague (CZ) 
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Abstract
Background: The aim of the article is to offer a possible way to the theme of imagination in 
relation to Christology, Trinitology and the theme of holiness with the help of C. S. Lewis and 
Dorothy L. Sayers. This concept is opened by explaining distinction between the primary and 
the secondary imagination according to the romantic poet and critic S. T. Coleridge. Noting that 
the article will deal with the primary imagination, the text proceeds to describe the role of the 
imagination in the Christian life. This part of the article shows that the phrase ‘holy imagination’ 
is necessary since there can be various ways of imagining the world and also different attitudes 
towards the imagination itself. The following Trinitarian account of the imagination is then devel-
oped in line with the ideas of Dorothy L. Sayers and allows us to demonstrate that the imagina-
tion is basically Christological. C. S. Lewis then helps us demonstrate concrete moments of the 
holy imagination according to the basic Christological movement of kenosis. The last part of the 
article illustrates how this attitude is relevant to Christian spirituality and evangelisation.
Conclusion: We should not forget that the holy imagination shaped according to the kenotic 
pattern has the perspective of hope and joy, which forms the necessary context for any discus-
sion of suffering which relates to it. Therefore, the article emphasises the holy imagination as 
being the central element of evangelisation and should delimit the basic perspective of those 
who preach the Gospel.

Keywords: Imagination – C. S. Lewis – Dorothy L. Sayers – Holiness – Creativity.

Introduction
The word ‚imagination‘ has become one of the most highlighted terms in contemporary the-

ological discourse. And rightly so. Reason proves to be an insuffi cient means for the journey 
to faith, ergo imagination is its necessary complement, as both contemporary and traditional 
authors show.13 However, due to the richness of the contemporary academic debate, the term 
imagination refers to various phenomena which are related to one another but do not entirely 
overlap. To make the matter more complicated, there exist also other terms which are synony-
mous with the word ‘imagination’; there are also texts and authors dealing with the imagination 
without explicitly mentioning this word at all. The lack of a clear defi nition of the imagination 

*11  This article was supported by the UNCE project at Charles University No. 204052 and by Charles Univer-
sity Grant Agency project no. 150316.

✉ �  Contact on author: ThLic. Bc. Barbora Šmejdová, PhD. – email: smejdova@ktf.cuni.cz
13  Michael Paul Gallagher, “Retrieving Imagination in Theology,” in The Critical Spirit: Theology at the Crossroads 

of Faith and Culture, ed. Andrew Pierce and Geraldine Smyth (Dublin: The Columba Press, 2003), 200–207.
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thus infl uences the theological debate, especially if we aspire to comprehend this term within 
concrete systematic models. That is why the fi rst aim of this article is to contribute to the clar-
ifi cation of this term via a brief analysis with regard to the authors working on the threshold of 
theology, philosophy and literary studies, and to suggest a possible means of interconnecting 
its various meanings. The second aim of the article is an attempt to discern the phenomenon of 
the imagination in Trinitarian and Christological terms in order to elucidate how it can be relevant 
for human spirituality and evangelisation. For this purpose, the paper focuses on C. S. Lewis 
(1898–1963), the renowned Christian apologist and literary scholar, and his friend Dorothy L. 
Sayers (1893–1957), the famous writer of detective stories, playwright, and lay theologian. The 
primary focus of our delving into the writings of these authors concerns how they would delimit 
the term imagination, in which sense we can speak of imagination as holy, and why it is necessary 
to talk about holy imagination at all.

The progress of these themes is mirrored also in the structure of the article. At fi rst, it will 
discuss the possible meanings of the word ‚imagination‘ and try to grasp the concept according 
to S. T. Coleridge‘s well-known defi nition. Subsequently, the paper will discuss Lewis’ idea of the 
role of the imagination for the Christian faith in order to proceed to Dorothy L. Sayers‘ account, 
which will help us develop the discussion in terms of systematic theology. The consequences 
of this theory with regard to the theme of holiness shall be discussed afterwards in relation to 
both authors.14

Towards the Basic Notion of the Imagination
In literary criticism, the idea of the imagination has been considerably infl uenced by the defi -

nition by Samuel Taylor Coleridge,15 whose work was well known to both C. S. Lewis and Dorothy 
L. Sayers. His famous passage from Biographia Literaria describes the imagination as follows:

The Imagination then, I consider either as primary, or secondary. The primary Imagination 
I hold to be the living Power and prime Agent of all human Perception, and as a repetition in the 
fi nite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infi nite I AM. The secondary Imagination I consider 
as an echo of the former, co-existing with the conscious will, yet still as identical to the primary in 
the kind of its agency, and differing only in degree, and in the mode of its operation. It dissolves, 
diffuses, dissipates, in order to recreate; or where this process is rendered impossible, yet still in 
all events it struggles to idealize and to unify. It is essentially vital, even as all objects (as objects) 
are essentially fi xed and dead.16 

The text shows that the primary imagination is a basic gnoseological category as it is con-
sidered to be the main source of human perception. It is an associative power, without which 
knowledge of anything would be impossible. Thanks to the primary imagination we are able to 
see landscape in the mixture of sensual perceptions of blue, green, and brown. Generally speak-
ing, the primary imagination stands for the glasses we observe our world by, and it is not possible 
to take these glasses off. The primary imagination is thus very close to our understanding of 

14  This article is based on Barbora Šmejdová’s unpublished dissertation thesis, “Jazyk moderní apologie u C. S. 
Lewise” (Ph.D. Diss., Charles University in Prague, 2018), 82–110.

15  For a detailed study and theological interpretation of Coleridge’s notion of imagination, see: Robin Stockitt, 
Imagination and the Playfulness of God: The Theological Implications of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s De� nition 
of the Human Imagination (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2011), 200.

16  Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria or Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions (Lon-
don, Toronto: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1930), 159–160.
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culture in its widest sense as it also underpins “(a) meanings and beliefs (or visions of life); (b) 
values (norms of behaviour); (c) customs, practices and traditions (patterns of response).”17 All of 
these features reveal our perspective on the world and, while preventing a completely objective 
view, they provide our only possibility of seeing anything. In his essay ‘Christianity and Culture’, 
C. S. Lewis notices that during various historical periods a similar phenomenon was referred to 
in various terms. As an example, he names the words ‘wit’, ‘correctness’, and ‘sensitivity’. He 
adds that the variety of these names “record[s] real changes of opinion about it”.18 The word 
imagination thus cannot be perceived as static, and we should be aware that, while we describe 
it in a particular way, we necessarily conceal some of its other aspects.

Having this in mind, we can connect the primary imagination with various attributes. For 
instance, we can talk about medieval imagination, romantic imagination, post-modern imagina-
tion, etc. These attributes express the way how people in various historical periods and cultures 
observe the world. The focus of this article is the imagination understood in this very sense as 
our aim is to describe one specifi c form of imagination, i.e. Christian imagination in relation to the 
notion of holiness. This idea immediately prompts the question of whether Christian imagination 
should be seen as one of many other kinds which are conditioned by specifi c times and cultures. 
It seems that this is not so because Christian imagination stands for the perspective of the world 
which is able to underlie any other way of approaching reality; what is more, its features can be 
observed also outside prototypically Christian culture. 

What Coleridge coins as the secondary imagination is closely tied to the primary imagination 
since it is regarded only as different only in degree not in kind. The secondary imagination is 
consciously creative; it is a human faculty which enables us to create new wholes from the ma-
terial we have at our disposal. The important word Coleridge uses is ‘recreation’, which echoes 
his description of the primary imagination “as a repetition in the fi nite mind of the eternal act of 
creation in the infi nite I AM.” The basic notion behind Coleridge’s idea of the imagination is the 
role of the artist as a subcreator,19 which is an essential concept for the aesthetics of both C. S. 
Lewis and Dorothy L. Sayers. As the underlying principle of the primary and secondary imagina-
tion is the same, it will be possible to apply the principles of artistic creation to the sphere of the 
primary imagination, which is the basic human cognitive faculty. Each human person will thus 
be perceived as an artist, who creatively shapes his or her image of the world and who narrates 
and reads his own life story. 

Imagination and its role in the Christian Faith
Before setting the concept of imagination in the Trinitarian and Christological context, let 

us observe the role of imagination in the Christian faith in general. For this purpose, we have 
decided to work with the phrase ‘holy imagination’ as it implies that holiness necessarily enters 
into human imagination. It is, however, necessary to be aware of the fact that there are ways of 
connecting imagination with holiness which can be problematic. Imagination might be mislead-

17  Michael Paul Gallagher, Clashing symbols: an introduction to faith and culture (London: Darton, Longman & 
Todd, 2003), 25–26.

18  C. S. Lewis, Christian Re� ections (London: HarperColllins Publishers, 1980), 30.
19  This exact term was used later by Lewis’s close friend J. R. R. Tolkien in his poem “Mythopoeia”. It is im-

portant to mention also Tolkien’s famous essay “On Fairy-stories,” in The Monsters and the Critics and Other 
Essays, ed. Christopher Tolkien (London: HarperCollins, 2006), 109–161, where the author deals with the 
theme of imagination, too. Because of the limited space of this article, it is unfortunately not possible to 
re� ect his view here. 
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into human imagination. It is, however, necessary to be aware of the fact that there are ways of 
connecting imagination with holiness which can be problematic. Imagination might be mislead-

17  Michael Paul Gallagher, Clashing symbols: an introduction to faith and culture (London: Darton, Longman & 
Todd, 2003), 25–26.

18  C. S. Lewis, Christian Re� ections (London: HarperColllins Publishers, 1980), 30.
19  This exact term was used later by Lewis’s close friend J. R. R. Tolkien in his poem “Mythopoeia”. It is im-

portant to mention also Tolkien’s famous essay “On Fairy-stories,” in The Monsters and the Critics and Other 
Essays, ed. Christopher Tolkien (London: HarperCollins, 2006), 109–161, where the author deals with the 
theme of imagination, too. Because of the limited space of this article, it is unfortunately not possible to 
re� ect his view here. 
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ingly considered to be holy in itself, in which case art and creativity may be lifted beyond their 
rightful position in the schemes of things. Briefl y speaking, imagination may become the fi nal aim 
instead of being the means leading to the fi nal aim, which is God. 

This idea copies the basic intuition of C. S. Lewis, who warns against such confusion. His re-
view of Dorothy L. Sayers’s book The Mind of the Maker, which develops the idea of subcreation 
in Trinitarian terms, is concluded by a telling remark: “I recommend it heartily to theologians and 
critics. To novelists and poets, if they are already inclined in any degree to idolatry of their own 
vocation, I recommend it with much more caution. They had better read it fasting.”20 Although art 
and literature are very valuable means of rendering the Christian message, we should be aware 
of the fact that God transcends any image the human mind is able to produce. 

In the above-mentioned essay ‘Christianity and Culture’, Lewis quotes J. H. Newman that 
‘[i]t is a contradiction in terms to attempt a sinless literature of a sinful man.”21 Lewis views the 
poetic imagination as a created entity which is not free from sin and that is why our imagination 
is in need of discernment and perpetual improvement. In this sense, we can speak about the 
requirement to lead our imagination towards holiness. This holiness is, however, not rooted in 
a person himself or herself as ‘[n]o one is good—except God alone’ (Mark 10:18). Imagination 
is holy to the extent to which it participates in the holiness of God, and this is not open only to 
artists but is the vocation of everybody as each human person creatively shapes the image of 
the world he or she is living in. 

In light of these remarks, it can be inferred that, for Lewis, secondary imagination is not of 
greater importance than the primary. As Lewis continues in his quotation from Cardinal Newman, 
he emphasizes that cultivated taste in art “makes “not the Christian...but the gentleman”, and 
looks like virtue “only at a distance”, he “will not for an instant allow” that it makes men better”.22 
Such remarks allow us to approach the theme of imagination in a broader sense. It means that 
the term ‘holy imagination’ does not necessarily refer to literature and art containing references to 
explicitly religious themes. ‘Holy imagination’ should reach beyond this sphere; it is not primarily 
concerned with the area of art at all as it should shape the everyday life of men fi rst. Then it may 
be expressed in art or not. This is only one of the ways in which imagination becomes incarnate. 
What is more important is concrete human action, small gestures of love, the readiness for 
self-denial for the sake of others, and a perspective perpetually open for any deepening.

The Trinitarian Context of the Imagination according to Dorothy L. Sayers
The statement that imagination should become incarnate already hints at its possible Chris-

tological context. Nevertheless, before turning our attention to Christology, let us examine how 
it can be grasped in Trinitarian terms. Such an attitude places the imagination in the context of 
other indispensable variables: the message and the audience. In this regard, we can rely on the 
above-mentioned book by Dorothy L. Sayers The Mind of the Maker and try to apply its conclu-
sions to the preceding thoughts. 

The aim of Sayers’s book is to investigate the dynamics of the creative process. Her essential 
starting point can be paraphrased as follows: If we talk about God as a Creator, then we have 
to ask for which aspects of God this metaphor is valid; similarly, as in the case of the metaphor 
‘God is a father’, for instance. Since we cannot talk about God in any other way but by analogy 
because of our inescapably anthropological perspective, we can investigate also the analogy 

20  C. S. Lewis, Image and Imagination: Essays and Reviews (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 169. 
21  C. S. Lewis, Christian Re� ections (London: HarperColllins Publishers, 1980), 20.
22  Lewis, Christian Re� ections, 22. 
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between God’s creative work and the human creative process. In line with the approach adopted 
by this article, Dorothy L. Sayers also considers each person to be a creative being: “We spend 
our lives putting matter together in new patterns and so “creating” forms which were not there 
before. This is so intimate and universal a function of nature that we scarcely even think about 
it.”23 The creative activity of an artist is then a higher form of the same activity.24 

In the third chapter of her book, Sayers presents three facets of the creative mind which, in 
her opinion, correspond to the three persons of the Holy Trinity: Idea, Energy, and Power. The 
Creative Idea mirrors the person of the Father. Although the Idea is different from its demonstra-
tion in the Energy, artists would never be aware of it if it were not for the Energy, which makes it 
graspable in their minds. 

The Energy, which is also referred to as the Activity or the Word, is related to everything which 
is connected with the consciousness of the author, everything set in a specifi c time and place, 
and everything which belongs to the process of creation. This human faculty corresponds to the 
person of the Son. Like the relationship between the Father and the Son, “[t]he Idea…cannot be 
said to precede the Energy in time, because (so far as that act of creation is concerned) it is the 
Energy that creates the time-process. This is the analogy of the theological expression that “the 
Word was in the beginning with God” and was “eternally begotten of the Father”.25

Nevertheless, how do we know about the existence of the Idea at all? The author argues that 
it is because the Energy still refers to the complete, existing whole: “every choice of an episode, 
or a phrase, or a word is made to conform to the pattern of an entire book, which is revealed by 
that choice as already existing.”26 The Creative Idea is, however, also different from the fi nished 
book. The book is only the manifestation of the Idea in the Energy. As readers, we know of the 
Idea only what we read in the book; as authors we are also able to see how the Idea is grasped in 
our own mind. In any case, we cannot approach the Idea itself, but only its visible demonstrations 
in the Word which brings it into being in time and space.

The third element of the creative process is, according to Sayers, the Creative Power: “It is 
not the same thing as the Energy”, the author explains, “though it proceeds from the Idea and the 
Energy together. It is the thing which fl ows back to the writer from his own activity and makes him, 
as it were, the reader of his own book”.27 The Creative Power is also important for communicating 
the Activity to other people as it makes sure that their reading obtains a response. The Idea, the 
Energy, and the Creative Power are present in the maker’s mind in inseparable unity, mirroring 
the dynamics of the unity in diversity within the Holy Trinity.

The Story of Human Life and its Trinitarian Shape
This concept of D. L. Sayers is highly relevant for also for the primary imagination as we 

can approach it according to a similar paradigm; the application of Sayers’ views thus becomes 
wider, not limited to the world of art. In the paragraphs above, the imagination was described 
as the human ability to create an image of the world or, using a less static metaphor, the story 
of our life. The image and the story do not, however, stand alone; they manifest something else 
towards which each brush stroke of a painting or each word and episode of a story is directed. 

23  Dorothy L. Sayers, The Mind of the Maker (London: Mowbray, 1994), 21–22.
24  Sayers, The Mind of the Maker, 16–24. 
25  Sayers, The Mind of the Maker, 29.
26  Sayers, The Mind of the Maker, 29.
27  Sayers, The Mind of the Maker, 80–81.
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This ‘something else’ can never be fully grasped, but its existence can be inferred by the fact that 
everything is directed to it. It is the main Idea of the story of our life, which is ungraspable but is 
mirrored in the way how we give meaning to the world. 

Similarly to the fi rst person of the Holy Trinity, the Idea of our life story always remains 
a mystery for man. It cannot be grasped, it cannot be clearly verbalised, but it is revealed in its 
‘incarnate’ form. This incarnation is possible thanks to the imagination, which is an indispensa-
ble part of our Activity or Energy. It is the medium which witnesses the main Idea within which 
a human being moves. The Idea of human story of life can have an infi nite number of forms. If 
human life is a story, then each word and letter written in this story is the product of the imagi-
nation – revealing the Energy.

If the Idea is analogical to the fi rst person of the Holy Trinity, we can also say that the Energy 
points at the god which or who a concrete person worships. Is this god money, fame, power, or 
own ego, or God, the Creator of the whole universe? People are free to form their own world, 
and it is this freedom which gives the context to human creative activity on any possible level 
including everyday human conduct. Art is only a more visible demonstration of the same. Im-
agination enters everything that is visible and graspable, and we can never escape it because 
each of our gestures is an imaginative activity. When a person becomes an artist, his or her art 
does not reveal anything more than the way he or she observes the world – the symbolic uni-
verse, in which his or her human existence is anchored. It does not mean that the others would 
transparently observe the personality of the author through his or her work and, analogically, 
that we would be able to judge other people according to their conduct without mistake. There 
are too many factors entering this process that such approach is rightly discouraged by both 
Sayers and Lewis.28 It means that an artist always moves within the limited scope of his or her 
own imagination. “When making a character he in a manner separates and incarnates a part of 
his own living mind,”29 says Dorothy L. Sayers about Shakespeare. Unless they are appropriated, 
the ideas outside our mind cannot be an authentic part of our expression, even though we can 
sometimes unintentionally create something which escapes this scope. That is why Lewis says 
that it is easy for writers to create negative characters – they need only to suppress some positive 
aspects of their own personality. However, in order to create a good character, who would be 
convincing and escape clichés, we have to become better ourselves, which is the reason why 
such characters are very rare in fi ction.30

The Imagination and its Christological Nature
As was stated above, a human person is understood as a free and created being so the main 

Idea of his or her life story stands for the goal which he or she chooses. This aim is not verbalised 
but is mirrored in a concrete human action. The question we are going to ask now is what our 
paradigm looks like if this person is a Christian and his or her fi nal goal is the Triune God. After 
that, the human imagination can directly participate in the inner life of the Holy Trinity; it can widen 
the originally limited scope of human perspective and ensure that there would be close (though 
never perfect as we are creatures affected by sin) correspondence between our aim and our 
conduct. If the imagination is to reach towards the Father, the Creator of the universe, it can be 
inferred that it should be of a Christological nature, then, as the Son is the Gate and the Way. On 

28  See for example: C. S. Lewis, E. M. W. Tillyard, The Personal Heresy: A Controversy (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1939).

29  Sayers, The Mind of the Maker, 40.
30  C. S. Lewis, The Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, Volume II: Books, Broadcasts, and the War 1931–1949 (New York: 

HarperCollins Publishers, 2004), 263.
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this occasion, we can therefore return to the theme of holiness, try to sketch the Christological 
aspect of the imagination, and consequently propose a possible way of understanding the con-
cept of holy imagination as grasped by C. S. Lewis.

With each of his words and with each gesture, Christ came to reveal the Father, not himself. 
In a similar way, the holy imagination enters into the whole of human life and is apparent not only 
in big deeds, but mainly in common, everyday actions. As Christ was the incarnated Word even 
as a small infant unable to speak, the Christian imagination participates in his holiness also in 
moments of silence or powerlessness. 

Following this line of thinking, it is then possible to defi ne holy imagination in Christological 
terms and infer that the more the human imagination imitates Christ, the more holiness is enabled 
to shine through it. In Phil 2:6-11, the basic dynamic of Christ’s life are described as kenotic, and 
that is why the kenotic pattern is also essential for the Christian imagination. From this perspec-
tive we can read also the work of C. S. Lewis, for whom this principle proved to be of highest 
importance. Let us now look at four concrete examples of how this kenotic pattern is present in 
C. S. Lewis’s literary criticism and in his own literary work.31 

First, we can trace the kenotic pattern of imagination in the relationship between reality and 
myth. This axis is mainly described in Lewis’s autobiographical book Surprised by Joy, which 
describes his journey to the Christian faith. The book can be also read as an account of the trans-
formation of the author’s imagination and the broadening of his perspective, which corresponds 
to the Christian religion’s ability to incorporate realities which seemingly exclude one another. 
In the book, the author describes his fascination with Norse mythology and, in general, by the 
world of unreachable fantastic dreams. This fantastic world could not be connected to everyday, 
common reality, which was overshadowed by the more colourful and results of art and literature. 
This was the experience of Lewis until he read George MacDonald’s Phantastes: ”Up till now 
each visitation of Joy had left the common world momentarily a desert ... Even when real clouds 
or trees had been the material of the vision, they had been so only by reminding me of another 
world; and I did not like the return to ours. But now I saw the bright shadow coming out of the book 
into the real world and resting there, transforming all common things and yet itself unchanged. 
Or, more accurately, I saw the common things drawn into the bright shadow.”32 Thanks to George 
MacDonald’s text, Lewis could experience the effect of kenotic imagination, which does not 
gnostically33 dwell only in higher spheres, but which is able to go down to the lower sphere of 
everydayness in order to lift everything up, including the most trivial human experience, to the 
more fascinating world of transcendence.

Secondly, the holy imagination is open to the other and is prepared to observe the world from 
a different perspective even if this goes against the person’s own point of view. When talking 
about the epistemological relevance of the imagination, Lewis emphasises in his essay ‘Bluspels 
and Flalansferes’ that “[w]e are not talking of truth, but of meaning: meaning which is the ante-
cedent condition both of truth and falsehood, whose antithesis is not error but nonsense... For 
me, reason is the natural organ of truth; but imagination is the organ of meaning.”34 That is why 
being able to see the world through somebody else’s perspective does not mean that we should 
always agree with what they say. The category of truth is not relevant here. It is the act of love, 
which does not shake our identity, but which broadens our perspective. 

31  For a more elaborated account, see: Barbora Šmejdová, “Kříž jako princip křesťanské imaginace na základě 
díla C. S. Lewise,” Theologická Revue 89, no.1 (2018): 49–63. 

32  C. S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy (Glasgow, Collins, 1982), 46. 
33  For further elaboration of the kenotic pattern of imagination in this line, see: William F. Lynch,  Christ and 

Apollo: The Dimensions of the Literary Imagination (New York: The New American Library, 1963), 19.
34  C. S. Lewis, Selected literary essays (London: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 265.
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and Flalansferes’ that “[w]e are not talking of truth, but of meaning: meaning which is the ante-
cedent condition both of truth and falsehood, whose antithesis is not error but nonsense... For 
me, reason is the natural organ of truth; but imagination is the organ of meaning.”34 That is why 
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31  For a more elaborated account, see: Barbora Šmejdová, “Kříž jako princip křesťanské imaginace na základě 
díla C. S. Lewise,” Theologická Revue 89, no.1 (2018): 49–63. 

32  C. S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy (Glasgow, Collins, 1982), 46. Surprised by Joy (Glasgow, Collins, 1982), 46. Surprised by Joy
33  For further elaboration of the kenotic pattern of imagination in this line, see: William F. Lynch,  Christ and 

Apollo: The Dimensions of the Literary Imagination (New York: The New American Library, 1963), 19.
34  C. S. Lewis, Selected literary essays (London: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 265.
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In this way we can read Lewis’s work called An Experiment in Criticism, a book which to a con-
siderable degree goes beyond literary theory, reaching into the area of ethics. Not only in reading 
but in general, we can agree with Lewis that the perspective of the other is not there to be ‘used’ 
but to be ‘received’.35 We should not take from the other only that which is convenient for our view 
and incorporate this feature into our vision. The holy imagination is able to surrender, to suppress 
own vision for the sake of the other and to be able to observe the world from this perspective at 
least for a moment. It is exactly this kind of self-surrender leading to wider richness which allows 
us to notice the inherent kenotic pattern of the Christian imagination again.

Thirdly, following the Christological kenotic paradigm, Christians are not called to express 
themselves in their life and action, but they are called to imitate and follow Christ since the Son 
did not come to reveal himself, but he is the Word of the Father. In this line of thinking, C. S. Lewis 
advocates the idea that self-expression is not what we were made for since “[our] whole destiny 
seems to lie in the opposite direction, in being as little as possible ourselves, in acquiring a fra-
grance that is not our own but borrowed, in becoming clean mirrors fi lled with the image of a face 
that is not ours.”36 Nevertheless, this way, paradoxically, does not lead to losing the self as it is the 
way to fi nd our new self, which transcends our limits as we become empty for the gift from God.

Last but not least, the kenotic movement of holy imagination becomes apparent in the whole 
story of our lives. Holiness is not static, but it requires an attitude of perpetual conversion lead-
ing the person to the ever deeper mystery of God. Similarly, the holy imagination needs to be 
repeatedly renewed through the process of always deeper self-knowledge, which enables us 
to see ourselves as we really are. This experience is not pleasant because we are then able to 
discover our smallness and sin: “That is the next great step in wisdom – to realize that you also 
are just that sort of person. You also have a fatal fl aw in your character. All the hopes and plans 
of others have again and again shipwrecked on your character just as your hopes and plans have 
shipwrecked on theirs.”37 Such a moment of self-awareness leads a human person to a more 
objective view and to greater love for all his or her neighbours. From Lewis’s fi ctional characters, 
we can remember Eustace, one of the heroes from the Narnia stories, and Orual, the heroine of 
his famous novel Till We Have Faces. In the latter example, this transformation of perspective is 
referred to by the metaphor of gaining a real face, which includes the movement of kenosis, too. 
After stopping fi ghting for our mask and fi nding the courage to see our face as it really is, our new 
face can be formed and our identity is further on its way towards fullness.

Holy Imagination in Spirituality and Evangelisation
The way of observing the world which this article proposes as inherent to holy imagination 

and which is rooted in the writings of C. S. Lewis and elaborated in the concept of Dorothy L. 
Sayers should be, in our view, an essential element of Christian spirituality because it is directed 
towards the imitation of Christ and participation in his kenotic form of life. Such spirituality is not 
closed in itself, but it is willing to share and to bring its light to those who have not had the op-
portunity to see it. The desire for evangelisation is thus an inherent part of this spirituality. I will 
elaborate on this idea in the following part of the article and emphasise some of the ways it can 
be interpreted incorrectly. 

35  C. S. Lewis, An Experiment in Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 88–89. 
36  C. S. Lewis, Christian Re� ections (London: HarperColllins Publishers, 1980), 8. 
37  C. S. Lewis, Undeceptions: Essays on Theology and Ethics (London: Geo� rey Bles, 1971), 121. 
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As Aristotle Papanikolaou points out, the concept of kenosis in Christian life is affected by 
negative history; especially feminist theologians show that the requirement of self-abandonment 
and self-sacrifi ce is a possible source of oppression.38 Such attitude can lead towards the under-
standing of kenotic imagination and holiness as a grey way of suffering and despair imposing this 
despair also on others. It could be so if the climax of Christ’s story was only the Cross without 
the Resurrection. However, an integral part of the kenotic movement is the moment when Christ 
defeats death forever, when evil is eliminated, and everything is lifted up to eternal peace and 
joy. It means that joy and happiness is the decisive perspective of the Christian imagination; this 
is the result of the whole process of kenotic transformation which the human soul is invited to 
undergo. The Christian imagination is shaped by the attitude of hope, present even in moments of 
suffering, so that we can say with Saint Paul: “And we boast in the hope of the glory of God. Not 
only so, but we also glory in our sufferings” (Rom. 5: 2–3). The task of Christians is to invite others 
to participate in the hope of the risen Christ, which nothing and nobody can destroy; the way of 
self-transformation is then the way freely chosen in free will, and it is an answer to a call, which 
stands against any logic of fearful observance of authoritative rules. What Christians want for 
their neighbours is unlimited freedom and happiness. Those who suffer deserve compassion and 
those who oppress anybody have never understood the principles of Christian life and imagina-
tion even though they may claim that their motive is Christian.

Thus our discussion moves to the fi nal ideas about imagination and evangelisation. The 
above-described principle of holy imagination implies that Christians who adopt the view shaped 
by holy imagination are always witnesses of Christ even though they do not explicitly say so. The 
holy imagination, which is always open to the Grace of God, enables us to go beyond the com-
mon human perspective and is able to interconnect dimensions which are usually left in isolation. 
It is not bound to intellectual erudition, to age, nationality, or cultural background. In this way it is 
for all and invites all. It is important that holy imagination can never be restricted to the area of 
academic speculations or artistic circles, but it is a living force incarnate in concrete human action 
and including the smallest gestures and deeds. That is how, through Christian love, everybody 
can experience the wealth, colour, and joy which holy imagination brings forward, even without 
being aware of it. From my point of view, this is the fi rst moment of any effective evangelisation 
– to invite other people to share the rich perspective of the holy imagination and only then can 
there be space for any rational arguments or debates.

Contrastingly, it is not possible to suppose that evangelisation can be effective if it neglected 
the necessity to fully participate in the Christian view of the world before any attempt to verbalise 
the tenets of Christianity. The reason is that effective evangelisation is not so much obstructed 
by militant atheists, non-believers, or fundamental supporters of other religions, but the most 
damaging moment which Christian evangelisation has to face is the experience of pharisaic 
preachers whose mouths are full of theological and biblical terms but whose life is outside the 
coordinates of the authentic Christian imagination. Without being aware of that, these false wit-
nesses betray the words they are pronouncing and introduce them in a context which hurts hu-
man freedom and discourages those who would be open to hear the hopeful and joyful message 
of the Lord. Once the words belonging to Christian discourse are betrayed in this way, those who 
would like to share their faith with others should use them very carefully and struggle to return 
them to the context to which they originally belonged. The work of C. S. Lewis and Dorothy L. 
Sayers can be inspiration for those who are trying to cope with this diffi cult task.

38  Aristotle Papanikolaou, “Person, Kenosis and Abuse: Hans Urs von Balthasar and Feminist Theologies in Con-
versation,” Modern Theology 19, no. 1 (January 2003): 42–65. 
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GRASPING THE MEANING OF THE TERM ‘HOLY IMAGINATION’ ALONGSIDE WITH DOROTHY L. SAYERS AND C. S. LEWIS | BARBORA ŠMEJDOVÁ



16

© Acta Missiologica | No. 1 | Vol. 13 | 2019 |

Conclusion
The aim of this paper was to take a closer look at a specifi c form of human imagination – the 

Christian imagination in relation to the term holiness. This intention was realized through texts 
written by C. S. Lewis, a famous Christian apologist and literary scholar, which prove that, given 
its widest possible scope, the Christian imagination can offer space for any other type of imagi-
nation leading to the discovery of truth. This journey towards a theological understanding of the 
imagination is shown to us by Dorothy Sayers, a well-known author of detective stories and C. 
S. Lewis’ friend. On the basis of these approaches, the article carefully discusses the danger 
related to the human imagination that tends to create its own image of God and thus suppress 
a real image of God, which invites a human person into the sphere of unconditional love and 
unlimited freedom. Because of this tendency, the article places emphasis on kenosis, which 
motivates man to open up to God’s will. In this regard, the article confi rms the idea stemming 
from the experience of fundamental theologian Michael Paul Gallagher and strives to develop it 
in a wider theological context: “People are not hostile to the truth at the core of the Gospel, but 
they are often unreachable by the usual church language”.39 

Despite the article’s limited length, which does not allow us to fully develop each of these 
important ideas as much as they would deserve, the research done in the article revealed a po-
tential way of how the imagination could be perceived, not only from the perspective of philos-
ophy or literary theory, but also from the perspective of theology. The article demonstrates that 
we can think about imagination in the Christian context and that the holy imagination exists and 
deserves the attention of dogmatic and spiritual theologians. If man lives in a close relationship 
with Christ, his entire personality is full of holiness and the way in which he perceives the world 
around him radically changes. Therefore, discourse on God should be in line with the holy im-
agination, because it allows us to see the world from a perspective that would otherwise not 
be visible to us. As von Balthasar said: theology must be practised “on our knees”. This is the 
reason why holy imagination – supported by the life in prayer – should be the starting point for 
all theological methods.

Possibilities of further theological and literary studies in the area of imagination in a Chris-
tian context can be identifi ed in the dynamic nature of holy imagination that reaches far beyond 
human fantasy and leads to every-day personal, social, work, and public life. Such dynamic 
essence of holy imagination can eventually help us to open human hearts to others and to make 
the truth at the core of the Gospel more understandable in evangelisation. 

39  Michael Paul Gallagher, The Human Poetry of Faith (London: Darton, Longmann and Todd, 2003), 132.
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Abstract
Background: In contemporary modern society one may observe that efforts to pursue any 
discussions on holiness, are, to say the least, viewed as paradoxical, be they contemporary or 
out-of-date. This clearly involves the current “crisis of holiness” that urgently calls for a radical 
change of vision or context, thus running counter to the bold return of religion to the public 
sphere and a universal spiritual renaissance. It also calls for revisiting the meaning of holiness 
from a Christian theological perspective that goes beyond the religious canonical norms or ste-
reotypes to perceive holiness as a gift that every human being is endowed with, as a “universal 
calling” beyond the church, and as a call for the inclusive holiness of a new world. Based on the 
presuppositions stated above, this article seeks to respond to, and explore from an Eastern Or-
thodox perspective, further postulates on which basis one could formulate a new understanding 
of holiness within the framework of our human perception, while also considering other challeng-
es following on from religious pluralism and modernity. 
Conclusion: The conclusion of the article shall attempt to provide a specifi c and relevant the-
ological presupposition based on which one can defi ne holiness in the contemporary era (rev-
elation in history, existence, truth, the holiness of the world, etc.). This presupposition can also 
inspire further scholarly explorations, refl ections, and discussions in the fi eld of inquiry into 
holiness and its aspects today. 

Keywords: Holiness – Secularization – Modernity – Personhood – Eastern Orthodoxy. 

Introduction 
The dawn of the new millennium saw humanity facing a desperate situation. Not only religious 

but also political, national, ideological and many other kinds of divisions and forms of fanaticism 
occupied, and still occupy, a central place in the daily news reports. In addition, neo-liberal 
economic orthodoxies, increasing environmental and immigrant crises, social, gender and ra-
cial inequality, a strong tendency towards populism in politics or a crisis of liberal democracies, 
rendered any discussion about holiness to sound, at the very least, paradoxical if not out-dated. 
At the same time, it appears as if one of the major Christian traditions, namely that of Eastern 
Orthodoxy, has continued to focus rigidly on traditional theological discourse about its glorious 
medieval and patristic past and saints. The latter, who have for the most part been offi cially can-
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onized, refer to extra-ordinary fi gures, like super-heroes, who lived in medieval times, establish-
ing thus a pattern or rather a stereotype of holiness that primarily fi ts to another and certainly not 
to this side of the world. The formal ecclesiastical process of canonization, not, however, without 
exceptions, deals with saints, the written accounts of whom appear to place them fi rmly in a cat-
egory of their own, namely as belonging to an altered state of humanity. In this case sainthood 
primarily refers to an elite group, namely the ascetics of the desert, or members of the higher or 
lower clergy; mainly male fi gures; seldom married and always members of a certain ecclesial 
community; fi gures that embodied holiness in a way impossible for most ordinary people,41 who 
live today in the midst of the so-called immoral dark of our secular age. There is then an evident 
“crisis of holiness”42 in our time that, despite the bold return of religion43 in the public sphere and 
the general spiritual renaissance, urgently calls for a radical re-envisioning or re-contextualiza-
tion of the meaning of holiness and sainthood from a (Eastern Orthodox) theological point of 
view. In other words, a new interpretation is necessary that goes beyond the religious standards 
of canonization or any stereotypes that consider holiness as a boldly escapist or exclusivist 
ideal. On the contrary, holiness needs to be considered as a gift offered to all human beings, 
as a “universal call” beyond ecclesial or denominational boundaries, a call for an inclusive, new 
world sainthood. In this regard, the immigrant constitutes, as it will be seen below, a very typical 
case that adequately fi ts to this new understanding of sainthood.

In this introductory in nature study an attempt has been made to refl ect on the prerequisites 
upon which a new understanding of holiness should be formulated in our secular setting, and fur-
ther taking into consideration the challenges posed by religious pluralism and modernity. Firstly, 
by describing our methodological starting point, a general overview of the context within which 
such a discussion is situated will be offered. I then intend to briefl y defi ne the anthropological 
type relevant to our discussion, describing its possible application to the case of the immigrant, 
thereby fi nally providing the necessary theological prerequisites of how one could defi ne holi-
ness in our present era. It must be noted from the outset, that the present article deals with the 
holiness in the secular, by drawing particularly from the tradition and theological anthropology 
of Eastern Orthodoxy.

Theology “in between”44 the Church and the World: An alternative path? 
Speaking from an Eastern Orthodox point of view, it by no means refers to a specifi c set of 

propositions understood in a somewhat particularly Eastern way. It rather implies a specifi c her-
meneutical vision, which by being informed by the common Christian doctrinal tradition, attempts 
to highlight those aspects that go beyond any confessional and sterile interpretation of the past. 
Such a vision renders possible a more inclusive orientation that can address the quite complex 
and critical challenges of our era.

41  Cf. Michael Plekon, Saints as They really Are. Voices of Holiness in Our Time (Notre Dame: Notre Dame Univer-
sity Press, 2012).

42  Cf. Michael Plekon, Hidden Holiness (Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press, 2009), 3. See also: Rod Dreher, 
The Benedict Option: A Strategy for Christian in a Post-Christian Nation (Sentinel, 2017).

43  Cf. for instance: Gregg Lambert, Return Statements: The Return of Religion in Contemporary Philosophy, (Ed-
inburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016); John A. McClure, “Post-Secular Culture: The Return of Religion in 
Contemporary Theory and Literature,” CrossCurrents 47, no. 3 (1997): 332-347.

44  Carl Starklo� , A Theology of the In-between: The Value of Syncretic Process (Marquette University Press, 2002); 
Cf. Also: Andrew Louth, “Theology of the In-Between,” Communio Viatorum 55, no. 3 (2013): 223-236.
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In his now ground-breaking work Modern Russian Theology: Bukharev, Soloviev, Bulgakov, 
Orthodox Theology in a New Key,45 Paul Valliere offers a very useful distinction between “Church 
Dogmatics” and “Church and World Dogmatics.” Through this schematic two-fold typology the 
author describes the history of the two major theological currents in 20th Century Orthodox the-
ology, namely, the “Neo-patristic synthesis” and the “Russian Religious Renaissance.” Without 
following in detail Valliere’s background premise, the “Church Dogmatics” type refers, in my view, 
to a theology proper, to a theology ad intra, within the ecclesial boundaries (from the church to 
the church), in terms of a classic history of dogma or better a dogmatic and comparative theology, 
a more or less ordinary way of doing theology in the Orthodox milieu. In contrast, the “Church 
and World Dogmatics” type is initially intended to express an open-ended theological refl ection 
on secular issues. This is a kind of systematic theology, which is based on a comprehensive 
“dogmatic hermeneutics”46 of the ecclesiastical tradition but which takes also into account the 
achievements or rather challenges posed by the secular and modern world in which the church is 
called upon to carry out its mission. This sort of understanding accounts for the mutually comple-
mentary and not contradictory character of the two perspectives. Moreover, one can even go a bit 
further by proposing a third type of theological reasoning, that of “World Dogmatics,” where the 
secular, that is the world itself, is initially recognised as the very locus of the divine-human com-
munion. In this case, and without compromising the central character of theology, one searches 
for a common ground (cf. the concepts of being, experience, divine-human communion, the 
sophianity of the world, holiness, spirituality, etc.) with the surrounding setting, in order to bring 
into closer “correlation,”47 and mutual dialogue, both the church and the world, but this time from 
the perspective of the latter. It is this latter methodological point of view (“World Dogmatics”) that 
seems to better fi t the universal call for holiness, offered to all the people, than any fully or partly 
exclusive and paternalistic perspective that deals with a more close and static understanding of 
certain aspects of tradition, the human identity and world in its entirety.

The (post)modern, secular and religious context of theology and holiness
But what exactly is the context within which this universal call for holiness is offered? Is it 

the pre-modern, agrarian society or the post-modern society of communication? Although it is 
argued that contemporary Orthodox theology has fi nally overcome the so-called “Babylonian or 
scholastic captivity”48 (namely the use of alien, principally Western/scholastic, methods of doing 
theology), it seems to have fallen prey to a new form of captivity, which I would call a “pre-mod-
ern captivity.” This means that the glorious patristic and Byzantine past (the period from the 4th 
to the 15th Centuries) continues to be the normative period for Orthodoxy’s collective identity 

45  Paul Valliere, Modern Russian Theology: Bukharev, Soloviev, Bulgakov, Orthodox Theology in a New Key (Edin-
burgh: T&T Clark Ltd, 2000).

46  John Zizioulas, Lectures in Christian Dogmatics (London-NY: T&T Clark, 2008), x.
47  This method was initially put forth by Paul Tillich, “The Problem of Theological Method II,” The Journal of 

Religion, 27, no. 1 (1947): 16-26.
48  Cf. Georges Florovsky, Western In� uences in Russian Theology, in Id., Aspects of Church History, Collected Works 

vol. 4 (Mass.: Nordland-Belmont, 1975), 157-182. See also: John Zizioulas, “The Ecumenical Dimensions of Or-
thodox Theological Education,” in Orthodox Theological Education for the Life and Witness of the Church (Ge-
neva: WCC Publications, 1978), 33-40.
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and consciousness, interpreted in a triumphalist and repetitive manner. This understanding has 
turned out to be an insurmountable obstacle for Orthodoxy’s dialogue with modernity49 or late 
modernity and the secular world, determining boldly both its method and content. 

Undoubtedly, Orthodoxy, mainly but not exclusively for historical reasons, did not go through 
the Reformation, Counter-Reformation, Enlightenment, Romanticism, Modernity, or even 
Post-modernity, to the point that this absence has been often considered an “advantage.”50 
Someone, suffi ciently informed on the history of Eastern Christianity, could easily agree with 
such a claim, insofar as the Orthodox people experienced occupation and colonization by the 
Ottoman or Communist forces for nearly 500 years.

At the same time, however, this is only part of the truth, given that the largest of the tradition-
ally Orthodox countries, Russia, and a very important and wide variety of eminent thinkers and 
scholars, have already met with the condition of modernity, beginning in the early 19th Century 
and through to the early decades of the 20th Century. So, from this point of view, the encounter 
between Eastern Orthodoxy and modernity already began a long time ago and came to its climax 
during the 20th Century. Hence, the following question comes to the fore: why does modernity or 
even post-modernity provoke such fear and negative reactions?51 Without going into details, one 
could hastily reply that by conceiving the Orthodox world-view as being inherently incompatible 
with modernity, it would lead to Orthodoxy’s historical marginalization. 

This hesitant attitude notwithstanding, a group of eminent Orthodox theologians52 eventually 
began to encounter a variety of new (and not only secular) challenges and problems that urgently 
called for their attention. An inevitable paradigm shift from the then (and often, still) predominant 
pre-modern (Byzantine or Tsarist) world-view to the late modern or post-modern was then under-
way, constituting the new context, within which the Church is now obliged to live and to witness 
its apostolic faith, addressing the new circumstances.

Is it then possible to speak of holiness in the age of post-modernity and secularization, a pe-
riod totally unforeseen by the Orthodox self-consciousness and collective mind? Taking into con-
sideration the long and quite interesting debate around the secularization theory in both Europe 
and the U.S.A.53 and, despite the different understanding or degree of secularization in various 

49  Pantelis Kalaitzidis, Orthodoxy and Modernity-An Introduction, (Athens: Indiktos Publications, 2007). The Eng-
lish translation is under publication by St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, trans. E. Theokrito�  (courtesy by the 
author). Cf. also his “Orthodoxie und Moderne,” Transit, Europaïshe Revue, 47 (2015): 76-89. See also: Nikolaos 
Asproulis, “Is a dialogue between Orthodox theology and (post) modernity possible? The case of the Russian 
and Neo-patristic ‘Schools’,” Communio Viatorum LIV, no. 2 (2012): 203-222.

50  See: Aristotle Papanikolaou, “Orthodoxy, Post-modernity and Ecumenism: The Di� erence that Divine-Human 
Communion Makes,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 42, no. 4 (Fall 2007): 527-546, where he refers to David 
Tracy.

51  Cf. Nikolaos Asproulis, “Is a dialogue between Orthodox theology and (post) modernity possible?”
52  This is the case especially with regards to the second half of the 20th C. and more actively on the eve of the 

new millennium.
53  See, for instance, José Casanova, “Rethinking Secularization: A Global Comparative Perspective,” The Hedge-

hog Review (Spring & Summer 2006): 7-22; Id., Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1994); and the collective volume Craig Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, Jonathan Van Antwerpen 
eds. Rethinking Secularism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) and Charles Taylor, The Secular Age (Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, and London, England: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007) ch. 14.
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Chicago Press, 1994); and the collective volume Craig Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, Jonathan Van Antwerpen 
eds. Rethinking Secularism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) and Charles Taylor, The Secular Age (Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, and London, England: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007) ch. 14.
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settings in this regard, one is called upon to properly use a sort of contextual hermeneutics54 to 
avoid projecting general socio-political theories on completely different contexts, as is the case 
with traditional Orthodox countries (e.g. Greece, Serbia, etc.). 

There is a consensus today between contemporary sociologists of religion that secularization 
is a more nuanced and complex reality that varies and depends on the ever- specifi c context. It 
has been justly argued that the religious and the secular are “inextricably bound and mutually 
conditioned,”55 which means that one is obliged to talk about multiple secularizations or patterns 
of secularization, following the most recent analysis in this perspective that accounts for “multiple 
modernities.”56 Regardless of this general agreement, certain features of secularism have been 
defi ned by sociologists and political theorists: (a) structural differentiation of the secular sphere; 
(b) the decline of religious belief; and (c) the privatization of religion.57 

Having said this, it appears that one must speak about holiness within this particular set-
ting. By doing this one goes beyond any totally dated standards or patterns of sainthood, often 
claimed by “religious traditionalists”58 who try to oppose by any means possible, the message of 
the Gospel to the on-going history of salvation.

Towards an anthropology of holiness: the personal mode of being and acting
Having demonstrated so far, our methodological point of view and the particular context within 

which any discussion about holiness and sainthood should take place, it is now necessary to 
tackle a deeper question, namely that of “who am I?”. This is essential to the extent that this basic 
anthropological question is deeply linked to any quest for holiness. The harder one struggles to 
defi ne one’s own identity, the closer one gets to holiness. To the degree that holiness is a call to 
humanity, a gift “given to every child of God,”59 as a worldly and not extraordinary way of being, 
it needs to refl ect on the specifi c anthropological type that underlies holiness. Against any psy-
chological fear of not mattering in the world and in contrast to various defi nitions of human being 
as a mere individual, numeric identity or means to an end, John Zizioulas (1931-), an eminent 
spokesman of Eastern Orthodoxy (now Metropolitan of Pergamon, Ecumenical Patriarchate), 

54  For this see Aristotle Papanikolaou, “From Sophia to Personhood: The Development of the 20th C. Orthodox 
theology from S. Bulgakov through V. Lossky and D. Staniloae to Metropolitan John D. Zizioulas,” unpublished 
talk delivered at a Patristic Seminar, organized on May 14, 2016, by the Volos Academy for Theological Studies 
(Volos, Greece) � nancially supported by the Virginia Farah Foundation.

55  See: Casanova, “Rethinking Secularization: A Global Comparative Perspective,” 10 and passim.
56  Casanova, “Rethinking Secularization: A Global Comparative Perspective,” 11. This term was initially coined by 

S. N. Eisenstadt, “Multiple Modernities,” Daedalus, 129, no. 1 (Winter, 2000): 1-29.
57  In this perspective see Casanova, “Rethinking Secularization: A  Global Comparative Perspective,” 7� ; Id., 

“The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms,” Craig Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, Jonathan Van Antwerpen 
eds. Rethinking Secularism, 60� ; Nicos Mouzelis, “Modernity: Religious Trends,” Universal Rights in a World 
of Diversity. The Case of Religious Freedom, Ponti� cal Academy of Social Sciences, Acta 17, (2012): 71-90. Cf. 
also David Martin, A General Theory of Secularization (Oxford: Blackwell Publ., 1978) and his more recent, On 
Secularization. Towards a Revised General Theory, (Aldershote: Ashgate, 2005); Rhys H. Williams, “Movement 
Dynamics and Social Change: Transforming Fundamentalist Ideology and Organizations,” in The Fundamen-
talist Project, Accounting for Fundamentalisms, vol. 4, (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 
1994), 798.

58  Cf. George Demacopoulos, “‘Traditional Orthodoxy’ as a Postcolonial movement,” The Journal of Religion 97, 
no. 4 (October 2017): 475-499.

59  Michael Plekon, Saints As They Really Are. Voices of Holiness in Our Time (Notre Dame: Notre Dame University 
Press, 2012). 
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based on a constructive interpretation of the patristic Eucharistic experience of God’s Trinitarian 
life, suggests a re-defi nition of the human being’s identity, in terms of personhood.60 What are, 
therefore, the main features of personhood?

a,  Personhood is otherness in communion and vice versa: In a (Eastern Orthodox) Chris-
tian perspective personhood emerges through communion that is in relationship. Apart 
from communion, no person, neither divine nor human, exists by itself, as a self-suf-
ficient and self-defined closed identity. Without downplaying their particular integrity, 
each person is inconceivable without communion. At the same time, however, commun-
ion does not obscure personal otherness and particularity, insofar as communion does 
not exist by itself but for the sake of the persons that commune with each other. 

b,  Personhood is closely linked to freedom.61 The effort to go beyond a classic relational, 
horizontal model relates to the real fear that communion itself could lead to a new 
slavery, in this case of an unfree, circular and endless communion between persons, 
where what really matters is communion itself not the person in communion. Hence, the 
introduction of the concept of cause62 in ontology renders freedom a constitutive aspect 
of being itself, since only free persons seek communion. In other words, communion 
is a voluntary free act and not something inescapable and deterministic. In this sense 
personhood means the freedom of being other, of simply being one’s self. This person-
al view of freedom consists of each person being unique, not reducible to any sort of 
natural classification or belong to other cultural, ethnic or physical identities and ties.

c,  In this light, personhood is simultaneously a hypostatic and ecstatic identity: Unless be-
ing ecstatic, which is inherently moving towards the other, personhood is not hypostatic 
either. Being hypostatic, personhood is regarded simultaneously as a loving entity, open 
to the other. As John Zizioulas quite characteristically put it by re-phrasing the famous 
saying, “I love, therefore I am”63: to “I am loved, therefore I am,”64 by which he wishes to 
highlight the unique contribution of Christian theology to anthropology, by existentially, 
that is soteriologically and ontologically, recapturing the meaning of the concept of 
personhood, where the other has priority over the self.65

d,  In this context personhood must not be understood as a mere moral accomplishment 
on the part of humanity. Without denouncing the moral commitments, duties or obliga-
tions of the human being, personhood is primarily related to the very being of humanity, 
one’s own way of being, and identity, and not merely to something that is to be followed 

60  For what follows in this section I draw mainly on John Zizioulas, Being as Communion (Crestwood, NY: St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985); Id., Communion & Otherness (Edinburg: T&T Clark, 2006). Cf. also The Theolo-
gy of John Zizioulas: Personhood and the Church, Douglas Knight ed. (Ashgate, 2007).

61  In this respect Zizioulas seems to draw on the well-known Russian philosopher Nikolai Berdyaev in particular, 
and Existentialism in general for his overemphasis on freedom not only in metaphysics but also in anthropol-
ogy. See, Romilo Knezevic, Homo Theurgos: Freedom According to John Zizioulas and Nikolai Berdyaev, PhD 
Dissertation, (Oxford University, 2016). Cf. Kate Kirkpatrick, Sartre and Theology (T&T Clark, 2017), Ch. 8, where 
the author discusses the in� uence of Sartre on Zizioulas and other Orthodox thinkers. For an overview of Ex-
istentialism cf. see “Existentialism” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy at https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/
existentialism/ (accessed July 5, 2018).

62  Cf. especially Zizioulas, Communion & Otherness, ch. 3.
63  Cf. Nicholas Sakharov, I love therefore I am: The Theological Legacy of Archimandrite Sophrony (Crestwood, NY: 

St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002).
64  Zizioulas, Communion & Otherness, 89.
65  This priority of the “other” over the “self” is evident already in the ascetic tradition of the Desert Fathers. Cf. 

Zizioulas, Communion & Otherness, 301-306.
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as is the case with moral, social or other rules. For one to open oneself to the other, to 
love the other “as yourself” (Matt., 19: 19-20; Mark, 12:31), does not mean to just follow 
a moral obligation but, in the light of the present analysis, to learn how to constitute 
one’s own being as such, as a relational being. In order to build one’s own self as com-
munion in love and vice versa, a necessary sacrificial ethos is necessary, in view of the 
Cross, where the “priority of the Other over the self reaches its climax.”66 An orientation 
then of self-emptying, a kenosis, is clearly required, which ascribes repentance, meta-
noia, and unlimited forgiveness to the very heart of human existence, as the acquisition 
of the virtue of virtues, e.g. love,67 that prevents any natural qualities, such as national, 
physical or other local ties affecting humanity itself. 

Having defi ned the anthropological type presupposed in the new understanding of holiness, 
namely the ideal of personhood, one could hardly avoid addressing the critical challenges 
posed by the surrounding setting that puts at risk the very dignity of humanity. In this respect, 
migration seems to represent the most suitable example that tests the validity of any abstract 
theological refl ection. 

The personhood of the migrant as an image of (or challenge to) holiness amid sec-
ularism and pluralism

Thus, in order for personhood to avoid becoming another escapist ideal, irrelevant to this 
side of the world, one should closely correlate it with the condition of the marginalized and op-
pressed people of this world. This is the case especially with migrants, where personhood can 
be understood as an ascetic potential that goes beyond the mere copying of past patterns of 
holiness, while being closer to the biblical focus on the wicked of this aeon. The crucial question 
in this regard is thus the following: “Can we generally call an agnostic a humanitarian”, and 
I would add “a heterodox immigrant a saint”?68 

As is well known, the European migrant and refugee crisis began in 2015, when a rising 
number of refugees and migrants made the journey to the European Union seeking asylum, 
travelling across the Mediterranean Sea or through South-East Europe and especially through 
Greece. They came from areas such as West and South Asia, and Africa or the Middle East. 
Taking into account this condition, can the concept of personhood as an alternative anthropo-
logical model be of any help in addressing this unpredictable reality? 

Any possibility of linking personhood, as it has been described above, with the very human 
nature of the migrants themselves would contribute much to our preliminary discussion towards 
a necessary new approach to, and understanding of, holiness. Due to unexpected turmoil 
and conditions created by war, as is the case in the Middle East, these people are obliged 
to permanently leave their homeland, looking for a more sustainable future on the European 
continent. Despite the practical diffi culties that the countries of arrival confront, it should be 
stressed from a theological and moral point of view that these people, in spite of their home-
lessness or statelessness, still belong to the one human race. This means that they all share 

66  Zizioulas, Communion & Otherness, 91.
67  For the importance of metanoia, forgiveness and love in this regard cf. Aristotle Papanikolaou, The Mystical 

as Political. Democracy and (Non-)Radical Orthodoxy (Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press, 2012); Id., 
“Learning How to Love: St. Maximus on Virtue,” in Bishop Maxim Vasiljević (ed.), Knowing the Purpose of Cre-
ation Through the Resurrection: Proceedings of the Symposium on St. Maximus the Confessor, (Alhambra, CA: 
Sebastian Press & The Faculty of Orthodox Theology – University of Belgrade, 2013), 239-250.

68  Plekon, Hidden Holiness, 3.
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the basic rights attributed to humanity by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,69 despite 
certain efforts by radical and populist policies towards their dehumanization. Even though the 
reception policies in arrival countries, in terms of the rights ascribed to migrants, might vary, 
Christian theology in general and Eastern Orthodoxy in particular, view any human being as 
a unique personhood despite one’s own origin, race, religion, etc., being called to holiness or 
theosis/deifi cation.70 Based initially on a deep migrant experience rooted in the very story of 
Abraham or Jesus Christ himself,71 church and theology must conceive the migration experi-
ence as a vital aspect of the Gospel. This is so to the extent that Christians are also considered 
to be not as closely tied to local identities or political and state orders but mainly as homeless 
people that are on their way to the Kingdom of God, where any longing for personhood and 
holiness is fi nally fulfi lled. In this understanding, migrants, albeit a great challenge especially 
to Orthodox nation-states and churches that still present a high percent of cultural or ethnic 
homogeneity, such as Greece, emerge at the same time as a real opportunity for the (Ortho-
dox) Church and the faithful to re-consider their Christian identity, to re-envision their close ties 
with national, cultural and generally natural bonds; fi nally to re-lecture the very core narrative of 
their faith towards the realization of personhood as communion and otherness, as freedom and 
love, and holiness as a universal gift of God, as the true vocation of all people beyond any ties 
or divides. Despite the often political or ideological manoeuvres, or even the sometimes-toxic 
character of religion, the latter in general and Eastern Orthodoxy in particular, possess all the 
necessary means to inspire a new anthropology of personhood as holiness towards migrants 
who, while homeless and stateless, still share the existential concern of life and death common 
to all human beings. 

Towards a holiness of the secular
Confronting urgent and previously unforeseen challenges, such as the migrant crisis, the-

ology must be ready to account for a deep re-interpretation and re-contextualization of its own 
premises to properly address the radically changing world, by constantly translating its tradition 
or incarnating the Word of God into a modern tongue. A “hermeneutics of holiness”72 in terms of 
a theology “in between” the Church and the world is then required to defi ne the hidden holiness 

69  See: Universal Declaration of Human Rights, accessed July 5, 2018, http://www.un.org/en/universal-declara-
tion-human-rights/ In this respect, and in order to understand the latent link between the concept of per-
sonhood, as it is described here, and the Declaration, one should bear in mind the substantial role played by 
the Lebanese, Christian philosopher, Charles Malik in the drafting and his impact on the adoption of the Dec-
laration of Human Rights. See: The Challenge of Human Rights. Charles Malik and the Universal Declaration, 
ed. Habib, C. Malik (Charles Malik Foundation, 2007). The common ontological and existential background of 
both perspectives is profoundly evident.

70  For a general introduction to the concept of theosis as it is understood by the Eastern Orthodox tradition, see 
Norman Russell, The Doctrine of Dei� cation in the Greek Patristic Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2004) and id., Fellow Workers with God. Orthodox Thinking on Theosis (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary 
Press, 2009).

71  Cf. E. Padilla-P. Phan ed. Theology of Migration in the Abrahamic Religions (US: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014) and 
especially Ch. 4 dedicated to the Orthodox tradition. Despite the di� erences in many respects of the Christian 
migrant experience of being pilgrims on the way to the Kingdom of God in comparison to the present-day mi-
grants (di� erent causes, conditions, etc.), one should stress one of the core aspects of migration, which is the 
pilgrimage itself, whether voluntary or not, from a safe or secure condition to the unknown and unforeseen, 
by being based mainly on the faith in God and solidarity with fellows.

72  For the term, although in a di� erent direction, see: Naomi Koltun-Fromm, Hermeneutics of Holiness: Ancient 
Jewish and Christian Notions of Sexuality and Religious Community (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).
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the Lebanese, Christian philosopher, Charles Malik in the drafting and his impact on the adoption of the Dec-
laration of Human Rights. See: The Challenge of Human Rights. Charles Malik and the Universal Declaration, 
ed. Habib, C. Malik (Charles Malik Foundation, 2007). The common ontological and existential background of 
both perspectives is profoundly evident.

70  For a general introduction to the concept of theosis as it is understood by the Eastern Orthodox tradition, see 
Norman Russell, The Doctrine of Dei� cation in the Greek Patristic Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2004) and id., Fellow Workers with God. Orthodox Thinking on Theosis (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary 
Press, 2009).
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of the secular, towards an integral reception and transformation of the world itself beyond the 
various divides and rifts. In what follows I will briefl y refl ect on a few such premises that could 
account for a new understanding of holiness compatible with the current Zeitgeist:

1,  The self-revelation of God in history and the world in the person of Christ:73 Revelation 
is the very starting point of doing Christian theology, since it is the way in which God is 
made known in Christ in the realm of history, and creation, determining once and for 
all the method of theological discourse. In this perspective, the church and its theology 
have, as their basic task, first to grasp and then clearly to express and articulate the yet 
underdeveloped and hidden aspects of this revelation as preserved in the depositum fidei, 
so as to be able subsequently to address the modern challenges. If this is the case, con-
temporary Orthodox theology is called to point to the hidden “sophianity”74 of creation, its 
graced character, as the place where God chooses to meet humanity in Christ, calling it to 
holiness, by being joined in a constant relationship through a new community, the church, 
overcoming then any sort of Manichaean dichotomy between the sacred and the secular. 
Since, “in its original theological meaning, to secularize meant to ‘make worldly,’” in other 
words, since the “saeculum/secular... emerged first as a theological category of Western 
Christendom...,”75 and beyond any dualistic misconception of it, evidently the self-reve-
lation of God in history by mainly his incarnation means exactly this, that God became 
forever an immanent reality. By doing so holiness is then recognised as a universal call to 
humanity in its entirety and not just to a certain community of believers. Therefore, a new 
model of Orthodox theology, primarily based on a profound revelational-historical, and 
further horizontal axis, inevitably highlights the relevance of an anthropology of holiness 
for our secular setting. In this sense a theology of secularization accounts for a theology 
of incarnation, where the Church is secularized enabling it to assume that the whole of 
creation renders holiness possible for its entirety.

2,  Since the beginning of the 20th Century, eschatology76 seems to have re-gained its central 
place within the main body of Christian theology.77 Despite the variety of definitions of 
eschaton, it is evident that eschatology is destined to play a crucial role in this quest for 
a new model of both doing Orthodox theology in general, and understanding holiness in 

73  For the relevance of the concept of Revelation in theology cf. Nikolaos Asproulis, “The Bible as Heilsgeschicte. 
The Basic axis and scope of Georges Florovsky’s Neo-patristic Synthesis,” in What is the Bible? The Patristic Doc-
trine of Scripture, ed. Matthew Baker and Mark Mourachian (Fortress Press, 2016), 121-136, drawing on Georges 
Florovsky’s, “Revelation and Interpretation,” in Georges Florovsky, Bible, Church, Tradition: An Eastern Ortho-
dox View (Belmont, MA: Nordland Publishing Company, 1972), vol. 1: 17. Cf. also Id. “Revelation, Philosophy and 
Theology” in Georges Florovsky, Creation and Redemption (Belmont, MA: Nordland Publishing Company, 
1976), 3: 21-42, and “Révélation, Expérience, Tradition (Fragments théologiques),” in Constantin Andronikof 
ed. La Tradition: La Pensée Orthodoxe (Paris: Institute St. Serge, 1992), 54-72.

74  For this quite positive perception of the created order especially by Sergius Bulgakov, cf. A. Nichols, Wisdom 
from Above: A Primer in the Theology of Father Sergei Bulgakov (Gracewing Publishing, 2005).

75  See: Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms,” 56.
76  For my understanding of eschatology I mainly draw on John Zizioulas’ account as articulated among others 

in his “Eschatologie et Societe,” Irénikon 73, no. 3-4 (2000): 278-297; “Deplacement de la perspective escha-
tologique,” in La Chrétienté en débat, G. Alberigo et al.(eds.), (Paris: LesÉditions du Cerf, 1984), 89-100; “Escha-
tology and History,” in Cultures in Dialogue: Documents from a Symposium in Honour of Philip A. Potter, ed. T. 
Wieser (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1985), 62-71, 72-73. 

77  One should refer here to the various attempts within the major Christian traditions (Roman Catholic, Protes-
tant and Orthodox) during the 20th C. to bring again the eschatological dimension of the Gospel to the fore, 
after a long period of undervaluation: See for instance, The Oxford Handbook of Eschatology, ed. Jerry Walls 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).
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particular in the context of late modernity. To the extent that this “eschatological outlook” 
is determined by the fresh, and always innovative, Spirit of God, perceived not as a fixed 
reality but as an expectant hope (as liberation from every kind of historical, individual, 
or communal pathogen, or failure, like nationalism, self-referentiality, egocentricity, ec-
clesiastical culturalism, oppression, inequalities, etc.), it becomes quite obvious that the 
eschata, or rather the Eschatos—that is the coming Lord—will finally judge our way of 
individual and ecclesial being and doing theology, our understanding of holiness, or even 
the canonized forms of sainthood. In other words, Christ’s Kingdom is the very criterion 
that manifests the truth of every single human individual (Christian) or communal (church) 
enterprise, or even of the traditional patterns of holiness. The real dynamism of this es-
chatological outlook allows the church and its theology to search for new and necessary 
syntheses in the realm of the on-going history of salvation (late modernity and seculariza-
tion considered as the current phase of this history), insofar as the church has not yet fully 
brought to the fore the hidden elements of holiness in history. If it is true that, according 
to Maximus the Confessor, an eminent Christian thinker of the 7th C., the entire world will 
be churchified in the Kingdom (as the other side of the coin as described above), then 
one is obliged to ask the following critical and crucial question: will there be any aspect 
of human life (reality outside the Church, secular world, or migration status, etc.) that 
will be excluded from this eschatological perspective? A negative reply to this question 
will oblige us to realign our way of doing theology towards the eschatologically-coming 
Lord, who alone will judge and justify our Christian identity. If Jesus Christ is the “same 
yesterday, today, and forever” (Heb. 13:8), then the new challenges posed by modernity 
and secularization can be only understood as creative opportunities, and not mainly as 
obstacles, towards holiness, realised in the divine – human communion. 

3,  Searching for the one common Truth:78 It was widely recognised in the so-called forma-
tive patristic era of Christian theology that Truth had not only strictly theological but also 
cosmological and sociological implications. In other words, the Truth concerned not only 
some aspects of human life or separate parts of the creation (the current status quo, so 
to say), but the very being of the world in its entirety. Based on this assumption theology, 
for instance, was for a long time considered in a natural close relation with the various 
disciplines (a normal phenomenon of the early Church was that the Fathers had studied 
in almost all the scientific fields of their time), since they were somehow converged in the 
one and indivisible Truth. Despite the different developments throughout the centuries 
and the sometimes-radical specialization present in contemporary university curricula79 
or even an attitude of excluding theology at various seminaries in favour of religious 
studies, even the modern institution of the university is rooted initially in this early per-
ception of the indivisible nature of Truth. In this regard, all the different aspects of reality 
exist side-by-side, in close cooperation in view of searching for the one common Truth. 
In contrast, however, to the later developments of a Manichaean bipolarity, where theol-
ogy exclusively deals with a spiritual or even unworldly and escapist reality, while strict 
sciences and technology deal mainly with this side of the world and history, in the above 
more inclusive and holistic perception of Truth, theology as each other discipline does 

78  For this part, see especially John D. Zizioulas, “The Ecumenical Dimensions of Orthodox Theological Educa-
tion,”; Cf. also, John Meyendor� , “Theological Education in the Patristic and Byzantine Eras and Its Lessons for 
Today,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 31, no. 3 (1987): 197-213.

79  In this regard, see: P. Joseph Cahill, “Theological Education: Its Fragmentation and Unity,” Theological Studies 
45 (1984): 334-342; Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education (Philadel-
phia: Fortress, 1983).
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not claim access to a special part or aspect of the truth (so to say a spiritual one); it rather 
addresses the mystery of being itself in its entirety, that is the saeculum. In this light, 
holiness as a universal call to humanity par excellence cannot but be closely linked to the 
very truth of being as the core goal sought by theology in its effort to come to terms with 
the surrounding reality.

4,  The existential concern: In an understanding of the nature and scope of theology in terms 
of “Church and World Dogmatics,” or rather “World Dogmatics,” one must admit that 
the common ground between the secular and the religious is their common existential 
concern. By the latter we especially refer to those questions related to life-death issues, 
questions deeply set in the very existence of the human being throughout the centuries, 
despite their particular status. Can holiness as a universal call to humanity be considered 
as the core element of this existential concern? If that is the case then a theology of the 
secular should seek a broader and more inclusive understanding of holiness, beyond 
a sterile repetition of past patterns.

5,  World sainthood: In view of the above analysis, it seems that personhood in its (Orthodox) 
Christian conception can be, to a certain extent, together with the necessary constraints 
and adjustments, coupled with the concept of “world sainthood” suggesting in this regard 
a necessary re-definition of the latter in the light of the former. Although personhood 
as such constitutes the very locus, where communion and otherness are met, without 
“confusion” or “division,” (echoing the Definition of the Chalcedon Council, 451 AD) world 
sainthood can be suggested for the sake of our discussion as the secular equivalent of 
Christian personhood. Incorporating both communion and otherness at the same time, 
world sainthood represents a secular re-definition of (ecclesial) personhood where, with-
out giving up the otherness that is with all the national, cultural, and racial ties of a human 
being, it simultaneously strives towards its relational-communal ontological dimension. At 
the same time, without denouncing the relevance of the existential, for instance, interde-
pendence between human beings, especially in the context of the present globalization, 
personhood is opened within its framework, as freedom for the other and not from the 
other. In this case sainthood mediates the inherent continuity and mutual dependence, 
between communion and otherness. In more theological terms this accounts for the deep 
interdependence between communion and otherness, bearing in mind that communion 
does not exist by itself, unless it is grounded in the particular, in otherness. Or in the light 
of the present discussion, holiness should not be considered as an abstract concept but 
always as a call for, or a task of, a particular other, and especially the marginalized other, 
as is the case with immigrants. This close link between communion and otherness in 
“world sainthood” creates, especially in the framework of the discussion on the migrant 
crisis, moral commitments and obligations not only to the self, but even primarily to the 
other, despite one’s own ethnic, religious or cultural origin. By primarily being and defined 
as other, the human being itself is called to holiness, granted with irreducible dignity which 
is based on the basic assumption of the inherent existential interdependence between 
human beings. In that case, an “ethics of interdependence”80 in terms of world sainthood 
comes to the fore. Whereas a human being lives within a specific national, religious and 
political community, linked as such to particular natural ties, at the same time, thanks to 
the common existential concern and the universal call to holiness, a moral interdepend-
ence emerges that positively or negatively affects the lives of all people around the world. 

80  Cf. William Felice, The Ethics of Interdependence: Global Human Rights and Duties (London: Rowman & Little-
� eld Publishers, 2016).
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is based on the basic assumption of the inherent existential interdependence between 
human beings. In that case, an “ethics of interdependence”80 in terms of world sainthood 
comes to the fore. Whereas a human being lives within a specific national, religious and 
political community, linked as such to particular natural ties, at the same time, thanks to 
the common existential concern and the universal call to holiness, a moral interdepend-moral interdepend-moral
ence emerges that positively or negatively affects the lives of all people around the world. 

80  Cf. William Felice, The Ethics of Interdependence: Global Human Rights and Duties (London: Rowman & Little-
� eld Publishers, 2016).
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Even though moral commitments or duties might vary from society to society, the fact is 
that “these duties are owed to human beings qua human beings,”81 that is primarily as 
simply (personal) others, despite any accountability to natural qualities. In other words, 
this means that the common existential concern, presupposed in the above understand-
ing of personhood, namely life–and-death issues, which have informed the very history 
of humankind since its beginning, this existential concern along with the devotion to ho-
liness render humanity “no longer just a biological species but [primarily] a moral com-
munity.”82 In this light, holiness does not call for an escapist attitude towards a mystical 
contemplation of the divine, but accounts for the responsibility for one’s own life, respect 
for the universal human rights, concern for the very well-being of humanity, a dimension 
that points to a horizontal axis of holiness between human beings which overcomes the 
one-sidedness of the predominant, throughout the centuries, vertical one between God 
and human beings alone. 

6,  Learning how to love: In addition to the previous point that highlights the horizontal axis 
of holiness (in terms of solidarity), one should stress also the basic claim of the primitive 
Church which gave to God the name of love (John 4). Against any fear of not mattering in 
the world, that is a complete downgrading of human identity and dignity, the universal call 
for holiness should be primarily understood as a call for learning how to love. As Aristotle 
Papanikolaou aptly put it, “Christian tradition is a tradition of thinking on the practices that 
realize love in relation to those near and far from us.”83 In this light, the great ascetics of 
the past, and especially Maximus the Confessor, provided a relational understanding of 
virtues that build loving relationships (of trust, common concern, etc.) with the other and 
the surrounding reality.84 Without being trained in the acquisition of virtues, human beings 
cannot acquire the capacity to love the other. The horizontal axis of holiness appears then 
to be the core aspect of an ascetic life relevant to our secular and post-modern context 
and, without putting aside the vertical one, it must be given priority in terms of both theo-
logical discourse and experience.

These are only some premises that account for a new, more inclusive understanding of holi-
ness from an Eastern Orthodox point of view, where any a priori paternalistic (Christian or other) 
perspective is excluded outright for the sake of a shared anthropological ideal, where all people 
seek a personal (that is free and loving) way of being and acting.

Conclusion
As far as human beings have been created by God in His own image and likeness (Gen. 

1:26), holiness will remain a universal call to be embodied by going beyond or even in opposi-
tion to traditional patterns of sainthood. In the midst of a radically changing world and against 
the previously unforeseen challenges posed by post-modernity and secularism, the various 
Christian traditions (Eastern Orthodoxy included) must seek to fi nd the most appropriate way 
to re-defi ne and re-contextualize holiness, by following core premises of their faith, that one 
way or another always point to the divine roots and dignity of creation in its entirety. “Saints in 
the making”85 and not fi xed superheroes, but an anthropological ideal possible to be realized 

81  Bhikhu Parekh, “Cosmopolitanism and global citizenship,” Review of International Studies 29 (2013): 3-17, here 9.
82  Parekh, “Cosmopolitanism and global citizenship,” 11.
83  Papanikolaou, The Mystical as Political, 3.
84  Papanikolaou, “Learning How to Love: St. Maximus on Virtue,” 243� .
85  Michael Plekon, Saints As They Really Are. Voices of Holiness in Our Time (Notre Dame: Notre Dame University 

Press, 2012)
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by ordinary people who are open to learning how to love without any condition, so as to form 
a fi rm bridge towards God through a horizontal service to all the people in need, as is the case 
with the immigrants. Although religion can often become toxic and churches can work at cross 
purposes to their ideals, holiness can always remain a call to the very divine character of the 
whole of creation ready to come to the fore, throwing light and love on the dark side of the 
present aeon. This happens because everything bears an inherent mark of and possibility for 
holiness, either unveiled or “hidden” holiness, eventually rendering possible the divine-human 
communion, namely theosis. The understanding of holiness suggested in this article, although 
distinct from standard interpretations of the past, seeks, by being grounded in a more inclusive 
and open approach to the basic tenets of Christian doctrine, to pave the way towards a new 
synthesis, rendering possible an Orthodox theology of the secular and the modern. In doing so, 
contemporary theology will be able to meet the challenges posed by contemporary culture and 
the various developments, adopting a more positive attitude towards the saeculum, and culti-
vating its inherent dialogical ethos and mutually benefi cial relationship with regard to certain 
perspectives and disciplines: with the sociology of religion and anthropological disciplines that 
attempt to interpret various aspects or problems of individual or communal life and religiosity of 
the human being; with psychology or psychoanalysis which seek to explore the deepest quests 
and longings of the contemporary human being, as well as the role of religiosity in the formation 
of one’s own identity and psychological health; with current philosophical currents like Existen-
tialism and Phenomenology which, to some degree, try to interpret the human identity through 
the lens of a “hermeneutics of subject,”86 to which a specifi c theology of personhood would 
be able to fruitfully contribute; with political theology, which by combining being with praxis, 
attempts to translate or even contextualize the Gospel in concrete socio-political terms and 
actions (the case of the migrant and environmental crises is quite telling, as well as the soli-
darity of the wicked);87and with spirituality and various spiritual practices that seek to describe 
human identity in terms of manifestations, “based on the principle that the constitution of the 
human person is formed up in the experience of …the ‘anthropological unlocking’”88 where the 
encounter with the other takes place. 
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Abstract
Background: The members of the ecumenical Monastery of Bose (Italy) belong to different 
Christian Churches. Their liturgy commemorates saints and witnesses from different tradi-
tions. After having described this liturgical practice and commented on its outcomes in terms 
of unity, this paper refl ects on the signifi cance of the ecumenical celebration of witnesses of 
faith. A saint by essence bears a message of unity: there are therefore ecumenical reasons for 
commemorating also witnesses from other churches.
Conclusion: This commemoration brings Christians nearer to Christ and to one another. But 
there are also limits to such an ecumenical commemoration of saints. Therefore, the conclu-
sion of the paper discusses theses challenges and potential diffi cult issues that may give rise 
to further scholarly discussions or explorations in this fi eld. Inspiring ideas or the conclusions 
of these scholarly explorations and discussions can subsequently improve the quality of expe-
riencing the ecumenical commemoration of saints, thus enriching the liturgical life of the whole 
church community.

Keywords: Ecumenism – Saints – Liturgy – Monastery of Bose – Ecumenical martyrology.

Introduction
How do we remember saints of the past in our own Christian life? And how do we commem-

orate these witnesses of faith in our worship? Which saints or witnesses then are celebrated 
in the churches? In a time of divided Christianity, do we recall only believers who have given 
their testimony in the denomination to which we belong, or can we commonly recognise the 
“saints” of each tradition? And what does such an ecumenical celebration of holiness mean for 
Christians and the churches?
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their testimony in the denomination to which we belong, or can we commonly recognise the 
“saints” of each tradition? And what does such an ecumenical celebration of holiness mean for 
Christians and the churches?

*89  This article  This article   has been supported by Charles University Research Centre program No. 204052.
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These questions lie behind the refl ections in this paper. They are mainly based on the ex-
perience and practice of the Monastery of Bose (of which the author of these lines is a monk), 
a monastic community in Northern Italy that came into being on December 8, 1965, at the close 
of the Second Vatican Council, and whose members, by a gift of God, since the beginning of the 
common life, belong to different Christian churches90.

After having described the practice of the Community of Bose in the liturgical fi eld of the com-
memoration of saints, and commented on its outcomes, we will refl ect on the signifi cance of the 
ecumenical celebration of witnesses of faith: if a saint by essence bears a message of unity, the 
commemoration of witnesses from other churches will necessarily bring Christians from different 
denominations nearer to one another. We will then pay attention to the limits of the ecumenical 
commemoration of saints, and the challenges they convey.

Share our “saints” with one another
For the brothers and sisters of Bose the ecumenical composition of the monastery has been 

a stimulus for seeking to retrace their way to the common biblical patrimony, to the teaching and 
testimony of the undivided church of the fi rst centuries, in order to discover there the common 
ground on which is based the faith in Christ they share. From the beginning, they also felt the 
need to build up the community by placing in common all of the aspects of their respective 
traditions that could be combined. The monks and nuns of the Monastery of Bose have seen 
in particular how true it is that “the ecumenism of witnesses and saints is the most convincing 
ecumenism”91, because it is as one has learned to perceive the unfolding of the Spirit’s constant 
and mysterious action among persons that one has also learned to walk personally with growing 
confi dence in Christ’s footsteps.

Therefore, the need was felt to share among members of the community proceeding from dif-
ferent traditions their respective “saints” with one another. But the community also experienced it 
was necessary, as the years passed, to learn how to commemorate witnesses from the different 
Christian churches in its liturgy. This has required serious research, because it was important to 
the brothers and sisters to fi nd a format for such commemorations that would be faithful to the 
Gospel, fi rst and foremost, and that would also respect the deepest convictions of the churches 
to which the monks and nuns of Bose continue to belong once they have joined the community. 
After refl ecting on these issues, they began in the early 1970s to draft a brief ecumenical mar-
tyrology, that is: an anthology of the lives of Christian witnesses listed according to the days of 
the calendar on which they were remembered.

In fact, the community started quite early to recall in its liturgy not only the memory of 
saints of the biblical tradition (prophets or apostles), and witnesses of the undivided church 
(martyrs or church fathers), but also believers who gave their testimony to Christ (by offering 
their life for their faith, or less dramatically by living an exemplary Christian life) in the different 
denominations and in various historical periods, even in very recent times. Thus an ecumenical 
calendar of witnesses took shape, which was to be used for their commemoration in worship. 
In this way, the community began to remember, for example, Dietrich Bonhoeffer on April 9, the 
ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras on July 7 or Staretz Silouan of Mount Athos on September 

90  See: Mario Torcivia, Nel segno di Bose, Casale Monferrato, Piemme, 2003; Jenni, Alexis & Sarthou-Lajus, Nath-
alie, Une vie simple. Rencontre avec la communauté monastique d’Enzo Bianchi (Paris, Albin Michel, 2017).

91  See: John Paul II., Tertio millennio adveniente 37, accessed September, 17, 2018, https://w2.vatican.va/content/
john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/1994/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_19941110_tertio-millennio-adveniente.html
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24. But also Pope John XXIII was recalled each year on June 3, the date of his death in 1963, 
before the Roman Catholic canonization established an offi cial feast on October 11 (to which 
the community shifted).

In its liturgy, the community of Bose does not address its prayers to the witnesses, nor call for 
their intercession. But each commemoration includes suitable Bible readings that help “situate” 
each saint in God’s design contained in the Scriptures, and a prayer of praise or intercession 
addressed to God, recalling the peculiar testimony given by the remembered hero of faith.

The Bose Community felt encouraged to introduce in its prayer order such ecumenical 
commemorations of witnesses of the different churches by the decree on ecumenism of the 
Second Vatican Council: 

Catholics must gladly acknowledge and esteem the truly Christian endowments from our 
common heritage which are to be found among our separated brethren. It is right and sal-
utary to recognize the riches of Christ and virtuous works in the lives of others who bear 
witness to Christ, sometimes even to the shedding of their blood … Nor should we forget 
that anything wrought by the grace of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of our separated brethren 
can be a help to our own edifi cation92.

Some years later, a suggestion made at the meeting of the Faith and Order Commission of 
the World Council of Churches in Bangalore, India 1978 (whose theme was Giving Account of 
the Hope that is in Us) appeared to be an ecumenically authoritative confi rmation of the path 
followed by the brothers and sisters:

It is desirable that an ecumenical anthology of both early and modern accounts of mar-
tyrdom should be published for the use of the churches, since the recognition of martyrs 
already transcends confessional boundaries and brings us back to the centre of the faith, 
the source of hope, and the example of love for God and fellow human beings. The use of 
such a book would also strengthen the solidarity of all Christians in prayer and action with 
those who are in diffi cult or dangerous situations93.

In the 1990s, John Paul II forcefully returned to this hope when preparing the Jubilee by 
highlighting the ecumenism of martyrs94. He also evoked it in his encyclical letter on ecumenism: 

In a theocentric vision, we Christians already have a common martyrology … I have already 
remarked, and with deep joy, how an imperfect but real communion is preserved and is 
growing at many levels of ecclesial life. I now add that this communion is already perfect 
in what we all consider the highest point of the life of grace, martyria unto death, the truest 
communion possible with Christ who shed his blood, and by that sacrifi ce it brings near 
those who once were far off (cf. Eph 2:13)95.

92  Second Vatican Council, Unitatis redintegratio 4, accessed September, 17, 2018, http://www.vatican.va/ar-
chive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_en.html 

93  See: Witness unto Death, in Commission on Faith and Order, Sharing in one hope. Bangalore 1978. Reports and 
documents from the meeting of the Faith and Order Commission, 15-30 August, 1978, Ecumenical Christian 
Centre, Bangalore, India, Geneva, WCC, 1978 (Faith and Order Paper No. 92).

94  See: John Paul II., Tertio Millennio Adveniente 37.
95  Id., Ut unum sint 84, accessed September, 17, 2018, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/

documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25051995_ut-unum-sint.html 

34

© Acta Missiologica | No. 1 | Vol. 13 | 2019 |

24. But also Pope John XXIII was recalled each year on June 3, the date of his death in 1963, 
before the Roman Catholic canonization established an offi cial feast on October 11 (to which 
the community shifted).

In its liturgy, the community of Bose does not address its prayers to the witnesses, nor call for 
their intercession. But each commemoration includes suitable Bible readings that help “situate” 
each saint in God’s design contained in the Scriptures, and a prayer of praise or intercession 
addressed to God, recalling the peculiar testimony given by the remembered hero of faith.

The Bose Community felt encouraged to introduce in its prayer order such ecumenical 
commemorations of witnesses of the different churches by the decree on ecumenism of the 
Second Vatican Council: 

Catholics must gladly acknowledge and esteem the truly Christian endowments from our 
common heritage which are to be found among our separated brethren. It is right and sal-
utary to recognize the riches of Christ and virtuous works in the lives of others who bear 
witness to Christ, sometimes even to the shedding of their blood … Nor should we forget 
that anything wrought by the grace of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of our separated brethren 
can be a help to our own edifi cation92.

Some years later, a suggestion made at the meeting of the Faith and Order Commission of 
the World Council of Churches in Bangalore, India 1978 (whose theme was Giving Account of 
the Hope that is in Us) appeared to be an ecumenically authoritative confi rmation of the path 
followed by the brothers and sisters:

It is desirable that an ecumenical anthology of both early and modern accounts of mar-
tyrdom should be published for the use of the churches, since the recognition of martyrs 
already transcends confessional boundaries and brings us back to the centre of the faith, 
the source of hope, and the example of love for God and fellow human beings. The use of 
such a book would also strengthen the solidarity of all Christians in prayer and action with 
those who are in diffi cult or dangerous situations93.

In the 1990s, John Paul II forcefully returned to this hope when preparing the Jubilee by 
highlighting the ecumenism of martyrs94. He also evoked it in his encyclical letter on ecumenism: 

In a theocentric vision, we Christians already have a common martyrology … I have already 
remarked, and with deep joy, how an imperfect but real communion is preserved and is 
growing at many levels of ecclesial life. I now add that this communion is already perfect 
in what we all consider the highest point of the life of grace, martyria unto death, the truest 
communion possible with Christ who shed his blood, and by that sacrifi ce it brings near 
those who once were far off (cf. Eph 2:13)95.

92  Second Vatican Council, Unitatis redintegratio 4, accessed September, 17, 2018, http://www.vatican.va/ar-
chive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_en.html 

93  See: Witness unto Death, in Commission on Faith and Order, Sharing in one hope. Bangalore 1978. Reports and 
documents from the meeting of the Faith and Order Commission, 15-30 August, 1978, Ecumenical Christian 
Centre, Bangalore, India, Geneva, WCC, 1978 (Faith and Order Paper No. 92).

94  See: John Paul II., Tertio Millennio Adveniente 37.
95  Id., Ut unum sint 84, accessed September, 17, 2018, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/Ut unum sint 84, accessed September, 17, 2018, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/Ut unum sint

documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25051995_ut-unum-sint.html 



35

Expert articles

But it is not in martyrs’ lives alone that a fullness of communion already exists, lifting us above 
the boundaries of the Christian denominations. John Paul II continues:

While for all Christian communities the martyrs are the proof of the power of grace, they are 
not the only ones to bear witness to that power. Albeit in an invisible way, the communion 
between our communities, even if still incomplete, is truly and solidly grounded in the full 
communion of the saints – those who, at the end of a life faithful to grace, are in communion 
with Christ in glory. These saints come from all the churches and ecclesial communities 
which gave them entrance into the communion of salvation96.

It is essential, concludes the Pope, to treasure the memory of this heritage shared by the 
saints of all the churches. In fact: “Where there is a sincere desire to follow Christ, the Spirit 
is often able to pour out his grace in extraordinary ways. The experience of ecumenism has 
enabled us to understand this better.”97

The Book of Witnesses
By these words, the members of the Bose Community understood that the way they were 

going was not only ecumenically fruitful, but also encouraged by church authorities. They were 
thus reinforced in their idea that in one way alone will the churches be converted to the quest for 
full and visible communion: by contemplating the koinonia that already exists among the saints of 
every latitude and confession. They became more and more aware that contemporary witnesses 
to the faith do not belong only to individual confessional groups but concern all the churches, as 
in the fi rst centuries of the Christian era. This is also what Pope Francis reminds all Christians 
about when he insists, speaking of martyrs of our times, on the “ecumenism of blood”98. Similarly, 
signifi cant heroes of the faith from the past no longer belong exclusively to the confessional group 
in which they were formed but are the common heritage of the one Church catholic.

At the beginning of the new millennium Bose found therefore the courage to publish its vol-
ume of common witnesses: Il libro dei testimoni (The Book of Witnesses99). In it almost every 
calendar day features a brief account of the life and spiritual message of one or more witnesses 
from all Christian churches. Following the brief biographies, there are a few of the witness’ own 
words where available, or words written about him or her by someone else. In those cases in 
which evidence of an already existing tradition of commemorating a witness liturgically was 
found, a short prayer is included after the witness’ biography and reading, and biblical readings 
are indicated that are normally proclaimed during that day’s Eucharistic celebration.

96  Id., Ut unum sint 84, accessed September, 17, 2018, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/ 
documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25051995_ut-unum-sint.html 

97  Id., Ut unum sint 84, accessed September, 17, 2018, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/
documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25051995_ut-unum-sint.html 

98  Among other texts: Address to the Coptic Orthodox Patriarch Tawadros (Cairo, April 28, 2017); Address to the 
Ethiopian Orthodox Patriarch Tewahedo (Febbruary 29, 2016); Common declaration with Ecumenical Patri-
arch Bartholomew (Istanbul, November 30, 2014).

99  Il libro dei Testimoni. Martirologio ecumenico, ed. Comunità di Bose (Edizioni San Paolo, Cinisello Balsamo, 
2002); French translation: Témoins de Dieu. Martyrologe universel, ed. Communauté de Bose. (Paris: Bayard 
Jeunesse, 2005).
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Here, however, a clarifi cation is called for. We should remember that the Reformers spoke 
out strongly, in the name of the Gospel, against abuses in the cults of saints and martyrs. Yet 
according to both the Augsburg Confession (1530) and the Confessio Helvetica Posterior (1566), 
a certain commemoration of witnesses of the faith is legitimate. We read in the Augsburg Con-
fession, the main Lutheran doctrinal reference document:

The remembrance of saints can be proposed as a way of imitating their faith and good works 
… But Scripture does not teach us to invoke the saints or ask for their help, because it pre-
sents to us Christ alone as mediator, reconciler, high priest and intercessor100.

For this reason, The Book of Witnesses as well as the liturgy at the Community of Bose101, 
which is shared in all its parts by all members of the Monastery proceeding from different con-
fessions, does not invite to address prayers to saints, asking for their intercession, as it would 
be commonly practiced in the Roman Catholic tradition. Unity in common prayer is regarded as 
more important than peculiar devotional uses inherited by one particular church which would not 
be shared by a part of the ecumenical congregation. The prayer suggested for the commemora-
tion of saints expresses thus praise or intercession towards God the Father alone, highlighting 
the distinctive characteristics of the witness and asking God to grant similar gifts to the liturgical 
assembly through the unique mediation of Christ the Lord.

The Confessio Helvetica Posterior, a text which is fundamental for the churches of the Re-
formed tradition, comments also on the love Christians should have for the saints. After stating, 
as in the Augsburg Confession, that prayer should not be addressed to saints because Jesus 
Christ alone is mediator and intercessor between us and God, the text explains:

Yet we do not hold the saints in disregard … For we acknowledge them as living members 
of Christ, as friends of God, and as those who have won a glorious victory over the fl esh and 
the world. Therefore, we love them as brothers and honour them not by means of a divine 
cult, but through the honourable regard we have for them. We offer them the praise due to 
them and, fi nally, we imitate them. For we ardently long to imitate their faith and virtues, to 
take part with them in eternal salvation, and to dwell eternally with them in God’s presence; 
in short, to rejoice and exult with them in Christ102.

The true foundation for a commemoration of saints, celebrated liturgically or otherwise, is 
the desire of Christians to follow their example so that faith in Christ might be strengthened and 
so that we might gain entrance into the communion of saints that is the Church. This makes it 
possible to introduce the commemoration of saints into the public prayer of the church commu-
nity, under certain conditions. In fact, we can and should thank God for the saints, as they can 
and should also inspire our intercession. They open for us the path of Christian life and bring us 
closer to one another as they bring us closer to Christ103.

100  Augsburg Confession, art. XXI, accessed September, 17, 2018, https://www.ekd.de/Augsburger-Bekennt-
nis-Confessio-Augustana-13450.htm 

101  See: Preghiera dei giorni. U�  cio ecumenico per l’anno liturgico, ed. Comunità di Bose  (Magnano: Edizioni 
Qiqajon, 20177).

102  Confessio Helvetica Posterior, chap. V, in Confessions et catéchismes de la foi réformée, ed. Olivier Fatio (Genève : 
Labor et Fides, 1986), 214.

103  See: Pierre-Yves Emery, L’Unité des croyants au ciel et sur la terre, (Taizé : Presses de Taizé, 1962), (Verbum caro 
63), especially 85-111.
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100  Augsburg Confession  Augsburg Confession  , art. XXI, accessed September, 17, 2018, https://www.ekd.de/Augsburger-Bekennt-
nis-Confessio-Augustana-13450.htm 

101  See: Preghiera dei giorni. U�  cio ecumenico per l’anno liturgico, ed. Comunità di Bose  (Magnano: Edizioni 
Qiqajon, 20177).

102  Confessio Helvetica Posterior, chap. V, in Confessio Helvetica Posterior, chap. V, in Confessio Helvetica Posterior Confessions et catéchismes de la foi réformée, ed. Olivier Fatio (Genève : 
Labor et Fides, 1986), 214.

103  See: Pierre-Yves Emery, L’Unité des croyants au ciel et sur la terre, (Taizé : Presses de Taizé, 1962), (Verbum caro 
63), especially 85-111.
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In this context, the Commission on Faith and Order of the WCC took the occasion of the publi-
cation of our Libro dei testimoni to recall its proposal of 1978 for an offi cial ecumenical martyrolo-
gy. Together with the Bose Monastery, F&O developed a project aiming at a greater sharing of the 
memory of witnesses between the different traditions in order to foster unity among them. It led 
to an international conference on that topic that took place in Bose, October-November 2008104.

Holiness is never an individual matter
Celebrating together reminds us that “holiness is never an individual matter”, as Rowan 

Williams writes:

For a human person to become holy, so Christians believe, is for them to be taken into the 
Body of Christ, so that their life is informed, shaped, determined by the eternal life of God the 
Son as it was and is embodied in Jesus of Nazareth; it is for them to be ‘immersed’ by the gift of 
the Holy Spirit in the fl ow of the Son’s life towards the Father, the everlasting movement of total 
adoration and self-giving love. To be holy is to stand with Christ, and to stand with Christ is to 
be a member of his Body, living in and through the communion of renewed human persons that 
the Spirit creates105.

As this communion transcends confessional borders, such witnesses are therefore nec-
essarily also witnesses of our unity in Christ. The Bible already contains the stories of a great 
succession of witnesses; they are mainly those who witnessed to the faith, and the author of the 
Letter to the Hebrews suggests that we can fi nd consolation and support for our own faith by 
becoming conscious that we are surrounded by so great a cloud of them (Hebrews 12:1). The 
cloud of witnesses testifi es to the corporate nature of salvation. It helps Christians to feel and 
know that they are part of a wider movement through history and that they are led and supported 
in their discipleship of Christ, “the pioneer and perfecter of our faith” (Hebrews 12:2).

The cloud is not just an abstract concept, nor are its shape and visible boundaries forever 
unchangeable. Within the cloud individual names and faces are recognisable in every gener-
ation and we can hear their stories. This has given the churches courage over the centuries to 
name individuals whose example can offer us strength and comfort in all circumstances of life. 
In different eras, different names have emerged as relevant, partly because what is urgent and 
necessary may vary in different epochs and contexts, and partly because in all times and places 
God keeps giving new gifts to his children106.

Why is it important for Christians and for the churches to remember together such a cloud 
of witnesses?

First of all, both at an individual and at a corporate level, the witnesses of the past help us 
bear witness to Christ. They show us how to conform our personal and community lives to the 
life of the one “faithful witness” (Revelation 1:5), who asked his disciple to learn from him, the 

104  Grdzelidze, Tamara and Dotti, Guido, eds. A Cloud of Witnesses. Opportunities for Ecumenical Commemora-
tion (Geneva, WCC Publications, 2009), (Faith and Order Paper No. 92).

105  See: Rowan Williams, “On Witness and Holiness,” in A Cloud of Witnesses, 22-25.
106  On the theological questions linked with the recognition of saints by Christians and churches, see for exam-

ple: Lawrence Cunningham, A Brief History of Saints (Malden MA, Blackwell, 2005); Id, The Meaning of Saints 
(San Francisco, Harper & Row, 1980).
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“meek and humble of heart” (Matthew 11:29). By teaching this fundamental attitude and behav-
iour, Jesus sets an example for us, showing the way according to which our mutual relations as 
Christians should be oriented.

What is at stake, however, is not just our own enrichment as individual believers or as 
Christian communities, but the future of Christian witness itself to the world. Such witness 
depends on our corporate conformation to Christ. In fact, how can we be credible proclaimers 
of the good news without being able to envisage paths of peace and reconciliation fi rst of all 
among ourselves?

Then recognising together the cloud of witnesses which already encircles us is one of the 
most important steps to take in order to provide new and fresh energy for the ecumenical en-
deavour. This is because it helps us all to feel more strongly the invisible communion between 
heaven and earth, a fellowship which is a gift God bestowed on us, a gift we should therefore 
acknowledge and receive with deep thankfulness and thanksgiving. The witnesses of the past 
bring us closer to one another. We have not yet arrived at the goal of full koinonia, but the common 
memory of witnesses may help us to reduce our distance from one another, learning in particular 
from those among them who have been outstanding witnesses of reconciliation.

Who are the witnesses?
The basic meaning of the greek word martys (martyr) in the New Testament is “witness”. 

Christ himself is called the “faithful witness” (Revelation 1:4). But at the end of Luke’s Gospel 
Jesus tells his disciples they are called on to become witnesses to him: “The Messiah had to 
suffer and on the third day rise from the dead. Then repentance and forgiveness in his name 
would be proclaimed to all the nations, beginning from Jerusalem. Now you shall be witness 
to this” (Luke 24:46–48).

Beginning with the earliest account of Christian witness in Acts – Stephen’s martyrdom (Acts 
6,8-7,60) – the life of the martys is described as Christ-like. Such life shows how God’s strength 
is manifested in human weakness, and is ultimately the universal power of attraction and of rec-
onciliation of the Cross. The word martys came soon to designate in a stricter sense a person 
suffering violent death in odium fi dei, a death freely accepted for Christ’s sake.

Nonetheless, one can also refer to martyres (witnesses) in a more literal sense. Witnesses 
in this sense are signposts and models, sources of inspiration for the Christian life. They are 
people of all times in whom the Spirit makes Christ visible, showing to all men and women the 
way to full recovery of the divine image in them through a path of conversion and of assimi-
lation to the Son of Man.

It is signifi cant that some of the earliest martyrologies listed confessors, bishops, monks, and 
other groups of Christians among those who had given witness “to the end”. What mattered was 
that a man or woman had testifi ed great faithfulness to the Gospel, with the parable of his or her 
entire life. By exploring this idea of the kind of faithful testimony that makes witnesses closely 
resemble Christ, the one truly faithful witness, we can defi ne martyrs or witnesses as those who 
give their entire lives to make their brothers and sisters live. What makes a person a martys, 
a true witness to Christ, is his or her close resemblance to the Lord. Only someone who walks in 
Jesus’ footsteps, laying down his or her life day after day so that others might live, bears witness 
in a partial, yet eloquent, way to the power of the Resurrection already at work in this world. In 
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this sense true Christian witness is always “unto death”, whether this may lead to martyrdom or 
just, more simply, mean that witnesses are called to serve God and their brothers and sisters 
every day of their life, faithfully and tirelessly.

Such men and women of God constitute a tradition which is not confi ned to the past or con-
centrated in some local area. There still are and there will always be situations in the world which 
provide occasions for the Holy Spirit to inspire new Christ-like witnesses. For this reason, in each 
confessional family outstanding witnesses of all times are remembered, although in forms which 
may vary according to the confessional, cultural and historical sensitivities of each community.

Each church has her own “list” of witnesses. Ecumenical commemoration however does not 
mean offi cial “canonisation” of witnesses coming from other ecclesial groups: it rather recalls 
the need for all Christians to recognize the Holy Spirit’s sanctifying power at work outside, as 
well as within, the boundaries of their own denominations. The presence and action of the Spirit 
does not make the theological issues that divide the churches irrelevant, but it does mean that we 
have the possibility – in fact, the duty – to use discernment as we look at the world, with a view 
to recognizing the Spirit’s gifts at work in it107.

History shows that God’s people have been capable of exercising this discernment. If this 
were not the case, would the Seventh-Century Syriac Father Isaac of Nineveh, who belonged to 
a church then considered by both Catholics and Orthodox to be inadequate in its understanding 
of Christian dogma, be recognized and venerated by all Christians as one of the greatest spiritual 
teachers of all time? Even in the Orthodox churches, which often act with much greater caution 
than the churches of the West, there are signs of a remarkable openness to acknowledging the 
holiness of Christians who have lived outside the canonical boundaries of the Orthodox world. 
Can we forget that frescoes in several 14th and 15th-Century Byzantine churches on the island 
of Crete bear witness to Greek veneration of Saint Francis of Assisi108?

In 1966, Archimandrite Maximos Aghiorgoussis, the delegate of the Ecumenical Patriarch of 
Constantinople to the third and fourth sessions of the Second Vatican Council, said:

Great men have no homeland, but belong to all of humanity. The same is true of saints. 
They transcend confessional boundaries and belong to the entire Christian world. Saint 
Francis of Assisi and Saint Seraphim of Sarov, who was like him, are great saints. They 
cannot be confi ned within the limited context of the two sister churches of the East and the 
West. They are saints of the entire Church109.

Even more authoritative is the voice of Metropolitan Kirill of Smolensk and Kaliningrad. During 
an offi cial visit to Assisi in 1996, the head the Patriarchate of Moscow‘s Department of External 
Relations and the future Patriarch of Moscow, claimed:

107  For more fundamental theological re� ection on this point, see for example: Hugh Somerville Knapman, Ecu-
menism of blood. Heavenly hope for earthly communion (New York, Paulist Press, 2018).

108  See: Yannis Spiteris, Francesco e l’oriente cristiano: un confronto. (Roma: Istituto Storico dei Cappuccini, 1999).
109  Maximos Aghiorgoussis, “La spiritualità di San Francesco e l’Oriente cristiano,” in Giornata di studio in onore 

di Giovanni Jorgensen nel centenario della nascita (1866), nel decennale della morte (1956) (Roma: Scuola tipo-
gra� ca Don Orione, 1967) 54.
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Saint Francis, though he came after the division [between our churches] had taken place, 
shows how unity continues at a higher level where there is no division. Like Saint Seraphim 
of Sarov, Saint Francis is proof that there is unity which transcends division. And it is right 
that this should be so, that hope for the union of the churches may not fade110.

Diffi cult ecumenical issues
Today, after 2000 years, the cloud of witnesses has grown considerably in numbers yet the 

witnesses have become separated one from another only to surround this or that part of the 
Church. Is this not the moment in history when the Church should again allow herself to be sur-
rounded by one great ecumenical cloud of witnesses? The agenda to which the Church is called 
is stated with compelling clarity: “Pursue peace with everyone, and the holiness without which 
no one will see the Lord” (Hebrews 12:14).

But as we widen the range of witnesses commemorated by the whole Church we encoun-
ter a number of diffi culties. It has to be faced that the commemoration of those witnesses 
who gave up their lives has sometimes been used powerfully for ill in past times as a weapon 
against those with whom a confessional group has disagreed. A measure of the success of the 
ecumenical movement is the way in which the memory of such martyrs has been recovered 
corporately in a way that is charged with penitence, hope and reconciliation. The celebration 
of a Christian witness is a celebration of resurrection faith, so to use a witness as a cause 
of offence to others is to offend against our corporate faith. Similarly, to make a weapon of 
one’s own past suffering is no less an offence.

We have to acknowledge also the problem that some witnesses of one church are viewed 
as heretics by another church. Clearly, theological barriers to granting the title of “martyr” to 
individuals who are not completely “Orthodox” are still fi rmly in place in signifi cant parts of many 
confessional communities. Considerable theological energy has been invested in this area in 
recent years in bilateral dialogues, but much still remains to be done. Discernment regarding 
the sanctifying power of the Spirit is our absolute duty. Experience shows that the modern ecu-
menical movement provides a framework where these issues become theological and spiritual 
opportunities. A fresh strategy in Christian ecumenism, that has been developed in the last 
decade, referred to as Receptive Ecumenism, may possibly be able to open the way for new 
understanding, by suggesting a “programmatic shift from prioritizing the question ‘What do our 
various others fi rst need to learn from us?’ to asking instead, ‘What is that we need to learn 
and can learn, or receive, with integrity from our others?’”111. “The ethic in this process … is one 
wherein each tradition takes responsibility for its own potential learning from others and is, in turn, 
willing to facilitate the learning of others as requested but without dictating terms”112.

This requires much love, respect and study, but it will undoubtedly allow us to see many 
protagonists of disputes with new eyes. In particular, we cannot come to know others simply 
by seeking and fi nding in them what we already have in ourselves. If we do this, we run the 

110  Kirill, Metropolitan of Smolensk and Kaliningrad, “La delegazione del Patriarcato di Mosca nella basilica di San 
Francesco in Assisi”, in San Francesco Patrono d’Italia, 2 (1996), 58. See also: Hyacinthe Destivelle, “Ecumenis-
mo dei santi. Nelle relazioni con gli ortodossi russi,” L’Osservatore Romano, (January 20th 2018): 6.

111  Paul D. Murray, “Introducing Receptive Ecumenism,” The Ecumenist, 51/2 (2014): 1-8 (here 1); Id., “Receptive 
Ecumenism. Eine Einführung,” Theologische Quartalschrift, 196/3 (2016): 235-247.

112  Walter card. Kasper, “Foreword”, in Paul D. Murray, ed. Receptive Ecumenism and the Call to Catholic Learning: 
Exploring a Way for Contemporary Ecumenism, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2008), vii.

40

© Acta Missiologica | No. 1 | Vol. 13 | 2019 |

Saint Francis, though he came after the division [between our churches] had taken place, 
shows how unity continues at a higher level where there is no division. Like Saint Seraphim 
of Sarov, Saint Francis is proof that there is unity which transcends division. And it is right 
that this should be so, that hope for the union of the churches may not fade110.

Diffi cult ecumenical issues
Today, after 2000 years, the cloud of witnesses has grown considerably in numbers yet the 

witnesses have become separated one from another only to surround this or that part of the 
Church. Is this not the moment in history when the Church should again allow herself to be sur-
rounded by one great ecumenical cloud of witnesses? The agenda to which the Church is called 
is stated with compelling clarity: “Pursue peace with everyone, and the holiness without which 
no one will see the Lord” (Hebrews 12:14).

But as we widen the range of witnesses commemorated by the whole Church we encoun-
ter a number of diffi culties. It has to be faced that the commemoration of those witnesses 
who gave up their lives has sometimes been used powerfully for ill in past times as a weapon 
against those with whom a confessional group has disagreed. A measure of the success of the 
ecumenical movement is the way in which the memory of such martyrs has been recovered 
corporately in a way that is charged with penitence, hope and reconciliation. The celebration 
of a Christian witness is a celebration of resurrection faith, so to use a witness as a cause 
of offence to others is to offend against our corporate faith. Similarly, to make a weapon of 
one’s own past suffering is no less an offence.

We have to acknowledge also the problem that some witnesses of one church are viewed 
as heretics by another church. Clearly, theological barriers to granting the title of “martyr” to 
individuals who are not completely “Orthodox” are still fi rmly in place in signifi cant parts of many 
confessional communities. Considerable theological energy has been invested in this area in 
recent years in bilateral dialogues, but much still remains to be done. Discernment regarding 
the sanctifying power of the Spirit is our absolute duty. Experience shows that the modern ecu-
menical movement provides a framework where these issues become theological and spiritual 
opportunities. A fresh strategy in Christian ecumenism, that has been developed in the last 
decade, referred to as Receptive Ecumenism, may possibly be able to open the way for new 
understanding, by suggesting a “programmatic shift from prioritizing the question ‘What do our 
various others fi rst need to learn from us?’ to asking instead, ‘What is that we need to learn 
and can learn, or receive, with integrity from our others?’”111. “The ethic in this process … is one 
wherein each tradition takes responsibility for its own potential learning from others and is, in turn, 
willing to facilitate the learning of others as requested but without dictating terms”112.

This requires much love, respect and study, but it will undoubtedly allow us to see many 
protagonists of disputes with new eyes. In particular, we cannot come to know others simply 
by seeking and fi nding in them what we already have in ourselves. If we do this, we run the 

110  Kirill, Metropolitan of Smolensk and Kaliningrad, “La delegazione del Patriarcato di Mosca nella basilica di San 
Francesco in Assisi”, in San Francesco Patrono d’Italia, 2 (1996), 58. See also: Hyacinthe Destivelle, “Ecumenis-
mo dei santi. Nelle relazioni con gli ortodossi russi,” L’Osservatore Romano, (January 20th 2018): 6.

111  Paul D. Murray, “Introducing Receptive Ecumenism,” The Ecumenist, 51/2 (2014): 1-8 (here 1); Id., “Receptive The Ecumenist, 51/2 (2014): 1-8 (here 1); Id., “Receptive The Ecumenist
Ecumenism. Eine Einführung,” Theologische Quartalschrift, 196/3 (2016): 235-247.Theologische Quartalschrift, 196/3 (2016): 235-247.Theologische Quartalschrift

112  Walter card. Kasper, “Foreword”, in Paul D. Murray, ed. Receptive Ecumenism and the Call to Catholic Learning: 
Exploring a Way for Contemporary Ecumenism, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2008), vii.



41

Expert articles

risk of inventing new monologues and calling them dialogue. One must come to terms with this 
risk when thinking one can come to know another person in an authentic way by starting with 
a concept of truth that has no need of the other person113. We will come to know others as they 
truly are only if we make room for their difference. The issue at hand is profoundly christological: 
Christ encountered our humanity by making space in himself for our radical otherness, as Paul 
points out: “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5,8). This is how Christ opened 
the door to the Spirit-led event of reconciliation. By accepting our otherness, he made us partic-
ipants in the divine life and in the koinonia that is its most secret, inexpressible mystery, and, at 
the same time, the mystery that Christians who truly turn to the Gospel can be most sure they will 
experience. But the pathway to koinonia is the Cross. In practice, this means welcoming others’ 
differences freely and lovingly and allowing ourselves to be hurt, in the conviction that only in 
this way will we arrive together at a truth that is nothing else than communion with others and 
with God, made possible by Christ. This truth lies ahead of us, and it transcends both ourselves 
and our dialogue partners.

Perhaps even more crucially, we have to tackle the reality of acts of violence perpetrated 
by Christians against their brothers and sisters of other denominations. There are venerated 
saints whose martyrdom comes out of confl icts among the churches… But we need to have the 
courage to commemorate those Protestants who were massacred by Catholics on the “Night of 
St. Bartholomew”, those Orthodox Serbs who were massacred by Ustashi Croats because they 
would not convert to Catholicism, and those Byzantine Catholics who were persecuted, tortured 
and killed under Eastern European totalitarian regimes when they refused to convert to Ortho-
doxy, the only form of Christianity tolerated by those regimes. We need to remember the many 
Catholics who have been victims of oppression in offi cially Protestant states, and we should 
remember the so-called “Old Believers” who have been executed by the thousands in Orthodox 
Russia. Looking back further, we should remember all of the Nestorians and Monophysites who 
were persecuted by the “Great Church” in the fi rst millennium. Unfortunately, the list could go 
on… As we commemorate these martyrs, we can remember the ways in which Christians of all 
denominations have been unfaithful to the Gospel. We cannot thus compile a list of noteworthy 
witnesses who died at the hands of fellow Christians without sincere acts of repentance for the 
evils which have been committed in inter-confessional confl icts. These may have been com-
mitted in the name of faith, doctrine and church order but they are wholly incompatible with the 
example set for us by Jesus Christ. Too often Christians have made use of force to impose the 
faith, and this is in contradiction to the essential message of the Gospel. Confession of sin alone 
is not enough. It must be accompanied by a thorough process of conversion in the attitude of 
persecutor to the persecuted and of an oppressed group to their oppressor. We must always be 
open to the possibility that the death of a witness can become a “gift” to his or her persecutors; 
that the group he or she represents can become a “gift” to its enemies. This becomes a reality 
only if one church celebrates the other in such a way that the witness becomes a source of com-
mon grace and hope and an occasion of both penitence and thanksgiving.

The ecumenism of witnesses, by encouraging us to look back over the trials of history with 
eyes of faith, can play a decisive role in reviving the feeble fl ame of love that has never been 
completely extinguished.

113  See: Giuseppe Ruggieri, “Molteplicità delle culture: cambiamento di paradigma in teologia?” Vita Monastica 
198 (1994): 51-80.
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Conclusion
The ecumenical celebration of holiness teaches us two essential things:

First, it warns us of the various ways in which we may be complicit in Christ’s suffering at least 
as much as by sharing it. Remembering martyrs of other churches helps us not to only identify 
ourselves with the victims, but also with the victim’s torturers. In front of the testimony of a martyr, 
like in front of the Cross, as weak and fallible disciples, we are always also the crucifi ers. The 
acceptance of our solidarity with our ancestors who sinned (see Psalm 106:6), knowing that we 
have failed and will fail as they did, is the narrow path that will lead us to invoke God’s forgiveness. 
At the end of the journey, we will discover that we form – with all others – a communion of forgiven 
sinners. This will lead us to purifi cation of memories and authentic reconciliation.

Secondly, common commemoration of saints recalls us to gratitude for the astonishing ways 
of God’s grace, given to us constantly in the unexpected person, place or community. When we 
celebrate Christian witnesses in an ecumenical context, we are celebrating the church that will 
be, but is not yet. We celebrate the eschatological Body of Christ in which all those who have truly 
served Christ and embodied his way and his gospel are equally at home, even if they may have 
been separated from each other in history. And we also acknowledge with gratitude that our own 
life in Christ’s Body is nourished by many invisible sources which build this eschatological unity.

Refl ection on the ecumenical commemoration of witnesses of faith then is not just an 
aspect of liturgical life or a question of historical study, but implies – as Rowan Williams puts 
it – “the whole character of the Church as a penitent and maturing body, watered by hidden 
streams and living out of the timeless resource of the Holy Spirit in whom the end, when Christ 
is all in all, is already real”114.

In this way, ecumenical commemoration of saints may powerfully strengthen the pilgrimage 
of our churches towards unity of all disciples of Christ, and conform the lives of Christians to 
the existence of the One who vigorously calls all believers in him to “be one” for the sake of 
mission: in order that “the world may believe” (Jn 17,21).
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Abstract
Backround: David Bentley Hart presents his version of theological aesthetics emphasizing 
the role of beauty in our understanding of God and reality. His proposal emphasizes the impor-
tance of the peaceful rhetoric of Christianity and of the importance of martyrdom as a witness. 
On the other hand, in one of his latest fi lms, Martin Scorsese tells the story of two Portuguese 
priests that are on a quest to fi nd their mentor in medieval Japan. A large portion of this fi lm 
concentrates on persecution and mission. One of the priests dies and the other publicly de-
nounces his faith. What would be the image of holiness in this fi lm if taken from Hart’s perspec-
tive of beauty? This question is addressed through the concepts of epektasis, the perichoretic 
life of the Trinity and the importance of both God‘s apatheia and the particularity of being. 
Conclusion: This paper may broaden the view of theological studies in the contexts of 
contemporary religion and fi lm study. Most articles published on Silence from a theological 
perspective do not address the perspective of theological aesthetics. There are also almost 
no studies that apply Hart‘s theology to cultural and fi lm studies, and thus this article aims to 
fi ll this gap and invite others to apply the methodology of theological aesthetics to a broader 
understanding of fi lm and religion. So, there may be further studies in applying the concepts 
of apatheia, analogia entis, epektasis and perichoresis both in fi lm studies and theological 
refl ections on our experience as such. 

Keywords: David Bentley Hart – Scorsese‘s Silence – Aesthetic theology – Gregory of Nyssa 
– Film studies.

Introduction 
In recent years there has been some growing interest in incorporating fi lm studies into 

theological and religious studies. There have been some works published on applying the-
ological aesthetics to arts and culture (mainly these were done in the tradition of Hans Urs 
von Balthasar). Richard Viladesau also presented a thorough study of theological aesthetics 
applied to art in general.116 In addition, there is a growing number of studies analysing fi lms 
from a religious and theological perspective. Some authors approach the fi lm experience by 
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✉ 115Contact on author: Assoc. Prof. Denys Kondyuk, M. Th. – email: dean@uets.net
116  Richard Viladesau, Theological Aesthetics: God in Imagination, Beauty, and Art (NewYork: Oxford Universi-

ty Press, 1999).
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combining sociology, religious studies and philosophy: for example, Melanie J. Wright.117 In her 
approach, Wright sees fi lms through a fi lter of „narrative, style, cultural and religious context, 
and reception“, with great emphasis placed on response as an important interpretive tool.118 
John Lyden proposes another sociology of religion approach that emphasizes the importance 
of the fi lm watching experience itself, as the one that creates the religious experience.119 Chris-
topher Deacy approaches fi lms rather thematically, but he is also interested in the infl uence 
that fi lms have on us and agrees with John Lyden‘s idea of a certain sacredness to the fi lm ex-
perience.120 Some authors, like Robert K. Johnston, concentrate on topical engagement with 
a fi lm‘s analysis and the fi lm form itself, seeing also the importance of the viewer‘s response 
that creates a part of the fi lm‘s meaning in viewing.121 It seems that current theological fi lm 
studies tend to view the fi lm experience and viewer response as the main areas of analysis. 
There are not many studies of David Bentley Hart‘s theological aesthetics and no works on 
using his version of aesthetic theology and Beauty as a methodological tool. The work of 
Viladesau addressed some possibilities of seeing art as a sphere of experience of God on an 
ontological level and asked questions about the comprehension of God through human-made 
art objects and artefacts. Developing this trend may help us to see theological aesthetics as 
an alternative tool for philosophical/theological fi lm analysis, correlating fi lm experience with 
ontological questions and questions of gnoseology and divine revelation in fi lm. It also may 
introduce the importance of the question of violence and peace, not only as a topic for fi lm 
analysis, but as a fundamental concept of life experience and being. 

Hart‘s concept of beauty in the light of violence
David Bentley Hart suggested an aesthetic theology that was called to oppose the chal-

lenges of many contemporary philosophers, who, from his perspective, present a violent view 
of reality.122 Hart‘s project was an improvisation on some of Hans Urs von Balthasar‘s points 
through the prism of Gregory of Nyssa. So, the concepts of epektasis, the perichoretic life of 
the Trinity, and the importance of God‘s apatheia are important in Nyssa‘s writings and Hart 
re-applies them to his vision of Beauty as being transcendental (one of the transcendentals 
introduced in Western philosophy and theology by Plato and Aristotle). Hart‘s major idea con-
cerning the concept of Beauty as a representation of the infi nite divinity is related to analogia 
entis and the importance of particularity of being. Hart‘s own defi nition of analogia entis is: „the 
actual movement of analogization – of our likeness to God within an always greater unlikeness 
– is the event of our existence as endless becoming“.123 In Hart‘s view of apatheia there is an 
abundance of God‘s trinitarian life and analogical sharing of the dynamic experience of being 
with all of creation (God being radically different but involved in the life of everything as its cause 
and condition). Hart defi nes apatheia as the true dynamic love of/in the Trinity: 
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love is not primordially a reaction, but the possibility of every action, the transcendent act 
that makes all else actual; it is purely positive, suffi cient in itself.... when it is seen in its 
truly divine depth it is called apatheia.124 

The life of the Trinity is a continuous gifting, and creation is fi rst a gift of God to God and only 
afterwards a gift given to creatures as their being.125 Therefore, a gift could also be perceived 
as a dynamic quality of being that stands on trinitarian perichoresis. Moreover, creation‘s par-
ticipation in the process of gifting is always joined to the gift that has already been given and 
accepted within the Trinity.126 So, Hart presents true desire as „a simultaneous power of giving 
and receiving,“127 and it is also a representation of our experience of God‘s apatheia: 

In God desire both evokes and is evoked; it is one act that for us can be grasped only by 
analogy to that constant dynamism within our being that comprises the distinct but insep-
arable moments of inferior energy and exterior splendour.128 

Epektasis represents the being in an act as a „state“ of creation that is not suffi cient in being 
like God (in whom being and becoming are one) but always becoming in reaching out to the 
Beauty of God.129 In Hart‘s view, creation’s desire for Beauty and God Himself is directly related 
to epektasis and creation‘s own being:

The relationship, then, of our desire for beauty to the eternal source of beauty is not 
grounded in a prior identity, even though it subsists upon creation‘s participation in God; 
our desire does not subserve a return to the stillness of our proper being: it is our being.130 

Apatheia is seen by Hart as the dynamic and positive category describing God‘s trinitarian 
love.131 Finally, perichoresis becomes a space of being, a space of creation‘s participation in 
the trinitarian movement, in creation’s particular and collective epektasis. God expresses him-
self in the act of love as God, and because he does not need to refer to himself, he is always 
performing the act of essence and disclosure simultaneously as the Trinity.132 Likewise, we 
express ourselves and exist in the event of expression. There is no essence we refer to, but we 
are an essence performed, an act as an analogous variation of God‘s perichoresis. So, Beauty 
should be also perceived as an expressive event. Thus, being and revelation are interwoven in 
Hart‘s perspective in the nature of reality. But, of course, there is no mixture of God‘s being and 
creation‘s being, as they are related in analogy and being is always given as a longing and as 
a gift (which is shared analogically with the inner trinitarian movement in apatheia). Therefore, 
Hart sets the three main conditions for perceiving the transcendental in Beauty: 1) apatheia as 
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a key concept for the possibility of analogia entis (as the otherness of God in his provision of 
being for everything which is not God); 2) epektasis as „being-in-act“ that defi nes everything 
created (and actually being-in-act can be applied to God, but with the view of apatheia); 3) per-
ichoresis as a continuous experience of receiving and giving away the gift of being analogous 
to the trinitarian life (and as a description of the trinitarian life). These reformulated ideas of 
Gregory of Nyssa and von Balthasar can form a methodological framework for the analysis of 
Silence (2016) that is presented later.

Speaking of violence, Hart suggests that true peace is possible only in the possibility of 
otherness as a gift, and the Gospel can be presented only at a distance that makes particular-
ity and mystery of being available (which is love).133 Any conversion to peace through violence 
would be a confi rmation of violence, that is why those who try to eliminate violence are faced 
with the danger of supporting it. There is only one way to overcome violence, which is also 
Christ‘s way, and it is of the way of the suffering witness (martyrdom). This witness is only pos-
sible when the one witnessing is creating a space for the experience of epektasis, thus inviting 
others to participate in the peaceful movement of God‘s love (which is possible only in the 
perichoretic apatheia of the Trinity) by both keeping the witness‘ faith and creating a space for 
freedom/a non-violent distance. Also, the otherness is discovered in the admiring participation 
of both oneself and the other in God‘s infi nite love, thus always exceeding one’s intentionality 
towards the other and always preceding it.134 In this way, there is always a distance of difference 
and mystery in the other (and actually in oneself). This is also important for preserving the par-
ticularity of being and the otherness of the other as the other is seen as an icon of the infi nite 
to discover (but not disappearing into the infi nite) — and not as just my intentional projection. 
Based on this, Hart comes to a vision of Christian ethics:

Christian morality is a labour of vision — to see the form of Christ, to see all creation as 
having been recapitulated in him, and to see in all other persons the possibility of discern-
ing and adoring Christ‘s form in a new fashion... Ethics is an aesthetic: an optic, that is, in 
an unequivocal sense, an order of seeing that obeys a story for being according to which 
the other is delineated with the radiant proportions of the other, who elicits the infi nite 
regard of God and compels an infi nite awe and even love from the one who looks on.135 

Thus, to confront the violence of one‘s intentionality one must see the other in „the form of 
Christ“. In this movement of ethical optics, the other is freed of the totality of the ethical obliga-
tion, but is seen in the context of a beautiful transformation of desire through Christ:

an order of vision that thematizes the infi nite according to the gaze of recognition and de-
light, which fi nds in every other the glory of the transcendent other, and which cannot turn 
away from the other because it has learned to see in the other the beauty of the crucifi ed. 
Because the God who goes to his death in the form of a slave breaks open hearts, every 
face becomes an icon: a beauty that is infi nite. If the knowledge of the light of the glory of 
God is given in the face of Jesus (1 Cor. 4:6), it is a knowledge that allows every other face 
to be seen in the light of that glory.136 
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It is with lenses of apatheia, analogia entis, epektasis as „being-in-act“, and perichoresis 
that we approach Scorsese‘s fi lm, and it is with ethics of vision and the glory of God as a prism 
of approaching our experience that we turn to further analysis. 

Silence (2016), saints and violence
In Silence (2016), Martin Scorsese tells the story of two Portuguese priests (Father Rodri-

gues and Father Garupe) that are on a quest to fi nd their mentor (Father Ferreira), who is ru-
moured to have renounced his faith, in medieval Japan. The major part of this fi lm concentrates 
on the persecution of Japanese Christians and the Portuguese Catholic mission. Garupe dies 
willingly with other Christians as they are executed by offi cials by drowning, but Rodrigues, 
seeking to deliver his fellow Christians from their suffering, publicly renounces his faith (just 
as Father Ferreira had before him). There is also a Japanese convert Kichijiro, who repeatedly 
renounces his faith, but also constantly asks Rodrigues for forgiveness for his sins. The plot of 
the story spins around the relationships between Rodrigues, Kichijiro and Ferreira.

Many Christian viewers considered this fi lm to be questionable and even promoting aposta-
sy as a normal Christian practice.137 Some viewers were more positive and perceived the story 
as a depiction of radical martyrdom.138 What can Hart‘s approach provide for an analysis of this 
fi lm, and does it support the practice of apostasy? To answer this question, we have to see how 
the difference of the other is cultivated and preserved, and how the rhetoric of Christian procla-
mation is kept peaceful. In this context, and according to Hart, holiness would be one‘s trans-
parency to God‘s Beauty with preservation of one‘s particularity (so joining God‘s perichoresis 
in the act of epektasis). It is also important to see Christ‘s form in the other as a means of 
Beauty‘s discovery and presence. 

There are four key characters in the fi lm that had to be addressed, and these are: Father 
Rodrigues, Father Ferreira, Father Garupe and Kichijiro (Grand Inquisitor Inoue is also an 
important character, but he is no candidate for sainthood). There is obviously physical and 
ideological violence from Inoue‘s side, but is it only his violence that is present in the story? It 
seems that Rodrigues is faced with a different perspective on his ministry in Japan and that 
the mission he is a part of is more ambiguous (and not so free of violence) than he originally 
thought. Rodrigues realizes that his quest to fi nd Father Ferreira may not be the wisest idea, 
and his presence and service becomes a threat to the local Christian community. Part of Rod-
rigues’ self-realization is understanding that his quest was not completely inspired out of love 
for the people of Japan, but out of his own personal faith quest and his attachment to Father 
Ferreira. It is only in the context of being among local believers and witnessing their suffering 
does he discover that his view of faith may be incomplete and he realizes that God‘s calling 
to ministry may be different. Probably the only person that keeps his wholeness as the story 
develops is Father Garupe, as he never rejects his convictions and, while he is not executed 
by Japanese authorities, he willingly joins those who are executed. He also seems to realize 
that their quest may be a threat for the local Christian community and that there is more to 
their ministry than fi nding answers that are paid for at a high price by the local believers. His 
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sacrifi ce is also quite symbolic as he is not executed himself, but he chooses to stay with the 
executed Christians in their death. Father Garupe partakes in martyrdom, witnessed by an act, 
and enters into the perichoretic movement of those he served. In contrast to Garupe, Father 
Rodrigues is obsessed with fi nding his mentor Father Ferreira, as if fi nding him will prove his 
faith solid or remove the new local persecution that was caused by their arrival. For quite some 
time he is absolutely sure of his vision of reality and the properness of his actions. It is his 
„vision“ of himself and others that is not yet combined with the vision of Christ that he has to 
experience. He is also to discover peace through the violence that he has not yet experienced.

Kichijiro is the character that embodies the continuous search for God (though strange and 
not stable), and that is why Rodrigues fi nally sees himself as being very similar to him. It is not 
clear whether Kichijiro was truly looking for God or he was trying to overcome his feeling of 
guilt because of his family‘s martyrdom and his personal apostasy. Yet, he is almost the only 
one who continuously experiences the need to reach out to the Lord and, in his simplicity, he 
does so. He is almost the only one who gets over his internal struggles just to be touched by the 
experience of God‘s Beauty and to seek the restoration of his relationship with God (as a return 
to perichoretic participation in God‘s life). Kichijiro is the one continuously embarrassed by the 
presence of God, as he is trying to run away from his identity and country in the beginning of 
their common journey, and, similarly, in the later part of the fi lm he risks his life by trying to reach 
God in his weakness and instability. He is a kind of „wrong“ martyr that is running away from his 
martyrdom but carries it all the way up to his death (which ironically proves his faith). Kichijiro 
is not only practising epektasis but he also invites Father Rodrigues to perichoretic movement. 

Grand Inquisitor Inoue is right when he points out the fact that the way the Gospel is 
preached excludes any possibility of otherness. And though missionaries were dying for their 
faith, it seems their view of the locals was not so positive in comparison to their view of the 
Church at home. Ferreira also casts doubt on Rodrigues as he challenges the intellectual 
acceptance of the Gospel by local people. Yet, from the viewpoint of epektasis and pericho-
resis, they can discover the Beauty of God without fully understanding it and participate in 
his being-in-act without fully comprehending Him (which is actually impossible). Both Garupe 
and Rodrigues have the experience of awe before the simple-practised faith of local Chris-
tians that they meet upon their arrival. But it looks as if Rodrigues is so focused on his own 
expectation of what should happen and how he should suffer that in his questions about the 
silence of God he misses all the encounters he may have had with God along the way. And 
it may look as if the vision of Christ in his refl ection in the stream is related to Kichijiro‘s be-
trayal, but it is more probable that it is related to the forgiveness he has to share with Christ 
later in the story (as he is the one to represent God‘s forgiveness and the one to experience 
it). It is also a visual reminder of the other in „the form of Christ“, but in this case „the other“ 
is Rodrigues himself. Yet all of that is pushed into the movement by a weak person, a traitor, 
an apostate, but one looking for forgiveness, Kichijiro. 

Both Ferreira and Rodrigues seem to accept their public apostasy as being fi nal (they 
almost neglect any possibility of experiencing Beauty), although there is a hint that Ferreira 
discovered some hope behind that point during their little chat over the Dutch item that they 
needed to examine. As Alissa Wilkinson points out: „The agony of Rodrigues’s choice to tram-
ple the fumie, then, is the agony of letting go of his self-image of faith for another one, an igno-
minious one in which he will always be the priest who apostatized, no longer the agent of grace 
and the sacraments to the Japanese,“ that Rodrigues is misinterpreting the image of Christ in 
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him with his own self-image.139 It is Kichijiro that presents to Father Rodrigues the reality that it 
is in accepting his repentance that Rodrigues becomes transparent for Christ to be „seen“ and 
becomes „beautiful“. In the end, it is Kichijiro who invites Rodrigues into the perichoresis of love 
that he refused to accept for himself: in re-enacting the act of forgiveness, one discovers it. 

Peace is presented in the fi lm against the violence of both Rodrigues (and Ferreira) and 
Inoue in an act of co-suffering and co-forgiveness. Inoue practices physical and ideological 
violence and the Portuguese priests represent cultural violence and a violence of their personal 
faith quest against the service to and care for local believers. Peace can be seen in the sac-
rifi ce of Father Garupe (in the practised faith of Japanese believers) and in Kichijiro’s hunger 
for forgiveness that breaks through Rodrigues’ deafness (and, actually, blindness) towards 
God. The saints are those that become transparent for God’s Beauty, they create a space of 
awe before God (just like singing Mokichi does at the cross in the performance of his longing 
for God and in the faithful protection of his fellow believers). It can also be that a sinner in his 
reaching out in epektasis of wonder and desire becomes a saint (by participating in God’s per-
ichoretic movement of both receiving and giving life) and that he discovers something of true 
love and apatheia. And, it shows that those who know little but love much may be participating 
in an act-of-being to a higher degree than ordained priests who cannot hear God’s call for for-
giveness and practice meekness towards one another. This brings us to the point that, if taken 
seriously enough, Hart’s theology suggests that holiness is actually an interpersonal, or, more 
accurately, a perichoretic event (or an act of participation) and not a personal quality that one 
can reach or obtain. In this perichoretic relationship of love, God’s Beauty can be seen, and, 
thus, these relationships invite those that encounter them into the perichoretic movement of the 
Trinity. Moreover, these relationships present a witness of a non-violent way of being-in-act that 
everybody can reject (so, the peace is protected by the vulnerability of the one witnessing, and 
by the mutual interdependence of perichoretic relationships). In a way, it also shows that it is in 
the direction of our being-in-act that Beauty may be experienced and can be seen both in the 
faithful suffering of a martyr and in an apostate’s insatiable hunger for forgiveness. 

Conclusion
This short analysis of Scorsese’s Silence shows that aesthetic theology and the concept of 

Beauty as presented by Hart may uncover the point of perceiving the reality of fi lm and our daily 
life that may be missing if we approach only our experience or only topics related to fi lm form. 
As can be seen from this analysis, reapplied concepts of apatheia, epektasis and perichoresis 
uncover a deeper understanding of the ministry and practical Christianity presented in the fi lm. 
The concepts of apatheia, analogia entis, epektasis and perichoresis as they are seen by Hart 
may be further studied and applied not only to fi lm studies, but to art analysis in general. Hart 
also suggests that the concept of beauty presupposes visual ethics that may be applied to not 
just fi lm analysis. These are at least some points that may be developed and the scale of the 
possible research may be enlarged in comparison with the presented study. 

It is in the vision of Beauty that one encounters God, and in this experience one is able to 
see the other as other and re-evaluate one’s own perspectives and values. Though not deeply 
exploring the form and structure of the fi lm, it is still important to note that, to see Beauty’s pres-
ence it is not enough to follow its characters’ conversations or evaluate topics presented in 

139  Alissa Wilkinson, “Silence is beautiful, unsettling, and one of the � nest religious movies ever made: Mar-
tin Scorsese’s � lm keenly understands Shūsaku Endō’s novel and challenges believer and nonbeliever 
alike.” January 14, 2017, accessed March 10, 2018, https://www.vox.com/culture/2016/12/21/14005760/
silence-review-spoilers-martin-scorsese-andrew-gar� eld-adam-driver
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such moments as the face of Christ on the water, or the presence of a fumie as a literal face to 
be trampled. It is also true that in the current studies of fi lms and theology, we sometimes miss 
a theological approach that may be broader than the topics presented by the fi lm and incorpo-
rate (both topically, but not only) the body of fi lm into the Christian vision of reality, and even see 
the challenges it may present to a viewer. And Hart’s theology may suggest such an approach.

On a practical level, the concept of Beauty helps one to see fi lms in a dynamic manner 
of “seeing” God and being called into being-in-act as a response. It may also help us to see 
that it is exactly in participating in God’s act that we experience God and may introduce him 
to others. It also gives hope to those like Kichijiro that are weak, but have the passion of 
longing for God, beyond weakness and fear. And this movement may be the epektasis of our 
partaking in Christ. It is also in this particularity of others, by letting them be themselves, that 
surprisingly we may discover true union and similarity and peace of the Gospel. And it may 
be that in this we truly experience “our likeness to God within an always greater unlikeness... 
our existence as endless becoming.”

So, there may be further studies in applying the concepts of apatheia, analogia entis, 
epektasis and perichoresis both in fi lm studies and theological refl ections on our experience 
as such. The idea of visual ethics gives some space for further development too, and may 
provide some new perspectives on our experience and evaluation of different art forms 
(including cinematography). The idea of our existence as “essence performed” or “being-
in-act” may be applied to how our experience of time and our projected image defi nes our 
being. It may be studied in the context of fi lm as form, but also these are broad anthropo-
logical and hermeneutic questions.
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Abstract
Backround: This paper uses a brief analysis to examine the presence of the portrayal of ho-
liness in modern-day poetry. Examples of portrayals of holiness stem from elements that can 
be considered kenosis. The paper focuses on the works of two contemporary renowned poets, 
essayists and writers – Christian Wiman and Willem Jan Otten. Wiman’s work My Bright Abyss 
(2013) and Otten’s work Coup de Grace (2018) describe the authors’ personal experience with 
the Christian perspective of holiness by using a new and fi tting language whose aim is to be un-
derstandable for modern people living in a secular era. Furthermore, the contribution focuses 
on metaphors and symbols contemporizing the portrayal of holiness in both works of art, where 
one can fi nd a link to the contemporary modern era as well as to mystical tradition. 
Conclusion: The fi nal part of the paper strives to propose potential implications for further 
theoretical research of holiness in the works of Christian Wiman and Willem Jan Otten that can 
be applied in practice, e.g. in missionary work or supporting sciences that can be directly or 
indirectly linked to missionary work. 

Keywords: Christian Wiman – Willem Jan Otten – My bright Abyss – Coup de Grace – “abyss”.

Introduction
Holiness and its depictions constitute an unlikely combination. Creating depictions of the 

Most Holy One is not humanly possible. We are also warned in certain instances in the Bible 
not to create idols or any other images (depictions) in order to worship them. It is opportune to 
mention, for example, the books of the Old Testament, specifi cally the book of Exodus 20:4. 
Similar warnings against creating depictions of holiness have had critical and prophetic infl u-
ence in the Christian tradition. Christians, however, have for centuries carried within them a de-
sire to depict holiness. A deeper look into the depictions, symbols and metaphors that nurture 
and guide Christian faith in the right direction in depictions of holiness enables us to fi nd the 
starting points of central importance. The fi rst is the Gospel of John: And the Word was made 
fl esh and dwelt among us (John 1:14). The second is the Epistles of Paul the Apostle, namely 
the Letter to the Philippians 2:8: [...] taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 
likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient 
to death — even death on a cross! This is called kenosis in Greek. To this day, Christians view 
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the Christian perspective of holiness by using a new and fi tting language whose aim is to be un-
derstandable for modern people living in a secular era. Furthermore, the contribution focuses 
on metaphors and symbols contemporizing the portrayal of holiness in both works of art, where 
one can fi nd a link to the contemporary modern era as well as to mystical tradition. 
Conclusion: The fi nal part of the paper strives to propose potential implications for further 
theoretical research of holiness in the works of Christian Wiman and Willem Jan Otten that can 
be applied in practice, e.g. in missionary work or supporting sciences that can be directly or 
indirectly linked to missionary work. 

Keywords: Christian Wiman – Willem Jan Otten – My bright Abyss – Coup de Grace – “abyss”.

Introduction
Holiness and its depictions constitute an unlikely combination. Creating depictions of the 

Most Holy One is not humanly possible. We are also warned in certain instances in the Bible 
not to create idols or any other images (depictions) in order to worship them. It is opportune to 
mention, for example, the books of the Old Testament, specifi cally the book of Exodus 20:4.mention, for example, the books of the Old Testament, specifi cally the book of Exodus 20:4.mention, for example, the books of the Old Testament, specifi cally the book of
Similar warnings against creating depictions of holiness have had critical and prophetic infl u-
ence in the Christian tradition. Christians, however, have for centuries carried within them a de-
sire to depict holiness. A deeper look into the depictions, symbols and metaphors that nurture 
and guide Christian faith in the right direction in depictions of holiness enables us to fi nd the 
starting points of central importance. The fi rst is the Gospel of John: And the Word was made 
fl esh and dwelt among us (John 1:14). The second is the Epistles of Paul the Apostle, namely 
the Letter to the Philippians 2:8: [...] taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 
likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient 
to death — even death on a cross! This is called kenosis in Greek. To this day, Christians view 

* This article has been supported by Charles University Research Centre program No. 204052.
✉ 140 Contact on author: Drs. Marieke Maes – email: m.maes@fontys.nl
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Jesus Christ’s incarnation as an inspiration and biblical legitimisation for creating depictions 
of holiness – because the person of Jesus Christ himself has always represented a signifi cant 
depiction or likeness and an experience with holiness at the same time. The key question that 
needs to be answered nowadays – before we delve into a more detailed investigation into 
depictions of holiness – is where can these experiences with holiness refl ected in its depic-
tions be found? Experiences with holiness refl ected in its depictions can be found primarily in 
connections with people who represent personal refl ections of Jesus Christ – as the Word was 
made fl esh – and in whose behaviour can be found elements of what we may consider to be 
kenosis. Such people can be found among artists who incorporate depictions of holiness in their 
creations, whether they be paintings, sculptures, poetry or prose. This article shall deal with the 
modern poetry of two contemporary and prestigious poets, essayists and writers – Christian 
Wiman and Willem Jan Otten. It shall focus on a brief analysis of two of their literary works, in 
which we will look for contemporary depictions of holiness resulting from elements of what we 
may consider to be kenosis. 

Contemporary depictions of holiness: in the literary works of Christian Wiman and 
Willem Jan Otten

The expansion of secularism is a characteristic trait of the current period. Even during this 
period, we can fi nd artists in modern poetry and prose who are looking for language, words, and 
depictions that they can use to bear witness to God, Jesus Christ, and their Christian faith. Their 
poems, prose, reviews, and critiques often appear in daily newspapers such as The Atlantic 
Monthly, Harper’s, the New York Times Book Review, or the New Yorker.141 The writers often face 
strong criticisms for the chosen language, words and depictions they use. These criticisms are 
not only included in the aforementioned newspapers, they also come from other colleagues as 
well. In spite of this, it is possible to experience via their literary works and personal encounters 
with them the language and perspectives that enrich people’s lives in a positive way. These 
artists’ works convey their personal experience with holiness through its depictions, the aim of 
which is to be understandable also in the current secularised period. I can confi rm their claims 
via personal experience in reading these artists’ works and personal encounters with them. A dis-
tinctive element, if we may call it thus, that appears in these works is the revival of meaning. What 
does the revival of meaning mean? We could describe it as bridging modernism and Christian 
tradition. It is about searching for a new and appropriate language that would be understandable 
for people living in a secularised period and could serve as a contemporary testimony of God. 
It is a language that opens up the prospect of the Kingdom of Heaven. In the Netherlands and 
several other countries, poets, writers, and essayists Christian Wiman and Willem Jan Otten fulfi l 
this role. It is these two writers that the remaining part of the article will pay closer attention to.

Christian Wiman and his literary work My bright Abyss
Christian Wiman is an American poet, essayist, editor, and translator. His literary works 

often examine the subject of spiritual belief and doubts associated with it. His poetry can be 
summarised as poetry concealing a purifying trait, which is very unique in contemporary, 
primarily secularised, society.142 This trait helps Wiman to be “at the very source of theology 

141   “Biography of Christian Wiman”, accessed June 4, 2018, https://www.poemhunter.com/christian-wiman/bi-
ography/

142   “Christian Wiman”, POETRY FOUNDATION, accessed June 4, 2018, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/
christian-wiman
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and speak about new things in a language that knows no time,”143 which oft-times affects the 
readers. In his own words, his work does not focus solely on “strengthening the sophisticat-
ed theological thinking”144. On the contrary, he wants his work to “say something useful to the 
thousands of people who can be called “unbelievers”145 – whose consciousness is modern 
and who are hungry for spiritual life”.146

These attributes are present also in his literary work My bright Abyss (2013). Its form 
is similar to a mosaic and is at least partially infl uenced by the circumstances in which it 
was written. It is also very well structured. It consists of meditations about God, love, and 
disease. After long and diffi cult years, barren years as a poet, Wiman fell in love and, on 
his thirty-ninth birthday, he was diagnosed with an incurable disease. As a result, he began 
to feel an even greater urge to describe his experiences and feelings of hopelessness, to 
profess his source of life and poetry and to look for a language he could use in bearing 
witness to his faith in God and Jesus Christ. The religious faith in which he was raised in 
West Texas did not provide him with either the language or the words with which he could 
express his faith or his feelings towards God and his own situation. In my opinion, this was 
due to the fact that the fundamental hermeneutic experience of distance within his religious 
community in Texas was completely absent. “To claim that is was predominantly Christian is 
like saying the Sahara is comprised predominantly of sand...” His wanders, encounters with 
other worlds, his efforts to earn his daily bread through poetry – all of this was the reason to 
look for new words and a new language in his literary works which could allow him to bear 
witness to his faith and, at the same time, open up an undisturbed space for expressing 
doubts and asking questions. This is why, as a result of all these consequences, his literary 
work My bright Abyss cannot be classifi ed within a single genre. 

After the introduction, the literary work continues as follows:

My God my bright abyss 
into which all my longing will not go 
once more I come to the edge of all I know 
and believing nothing believe in this:147

According to Wiman’s own words, this is where the poem has failed because this was not 
expressed in words. Wiman did not want to say more than he could have – and he cannot 
say more either. As we can see, at the beginning of his work there is the statement “My Bright 
Abyss” that Wiman uses to rely on God. This “reliance on God” is very strongly refl ected also 
at the end of the fi rst chapter, where its conclusion resembles a prayer:

143   “Christian Wiman”, POETRY FOUNDATION, accessed June 4, 2018, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/
christian-wiman

144   “Christian Wiman”, POETRY FOUNDATION, accessed June 4, 2018, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/
christian-wiman

145   “Christian Wiman”, POETRY FOUNDATION, accessed June 4, 2018, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/
christian-wiman

146   “Christian Wiman”, POETRY FOUNDATION, accessed June 4, 2018, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/
christian-wiman

147   See: Christian Wiman, My Bright Abyss: Meditation of a Modern Believer (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2013) trans. Jan Willem Otten Mijn heldere afgrond (Barneveld: Brandaan, 2016).
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Lord, I can approach you only by means of my consciousness, but consciousness can 
only approach you as an object, which you are not... I seem to see you in the black fl ower 
mourners make beside a grave I do not know, in the ember’s innards like a shining hive, 
in the bare abundance of a winter tree whose every limb is lit and fraught with snow. 
Lord, Lord, how bright the abyss inside that ‘seem’.

Willem Jan Otten and his literary work Coup de Grace
Willem Jan Otten is a Dutch poet, essayist, novelist and an author of theatre plays. His lit-

erary works deal primarily with moral values and life’s challenges that include the subject of life 
and death, origin and purpose of life as well as topics arising from his own private experiences 
in which he deals with guilt, desire, lust, and jealousy. Otten’s poetry can be described as pure 
and clear in its meaning with an essay-like content.148 His poetry is poetry of searching “that 
circles around something intangible and absent, around that which is not here and what causes 
this absence.”149 In his literary works, there is a precise image that has evolved into mythological 
heights. As already indicated, Otten and Wiman both use a new language. In Otten’s works, this 
language has a symbolic meaning and metaphysical content. During the course of Otten’s liter-
ary creation, the language he used gradually changed, was simplifi ed, became more intimate 
and its form became more realistic.150

Remarkably, it was Otten himself who introduced the American poet, essayist and writer Chris-
tian Wiman and his literary works to the Dutch public. He translated Wiman’s work My bright Abyss 
into Dutch. During translation, he was inspired to write many of his own poems, which later resulted 
in the collection of poems Coup de Grace, Genadeklap (2018). This collection starts with a poem 
about a dream. The poem bears no title but is located in a section entitled After Closing Time. 

I will introduce it in more detail later on. The presented poem was translated by me since 
its original version is in Dutch.151

I dreamed 
the lake where I was swimming
closed its shores. 

There I was fl oating towards 
the irrevocable edge 
of fl owing glass
behind which everything 
becomes Niagara. 

148   Mark Kohn, “Willem Jan Otten,” Poetry International web, accessed June 4, 2018, https://www.poetryinterna-
tionalweb.net/pi/site/poet/item/4040/6/Willem-Jan-Otten

149   Mark Kohn, “Willem Jan Otten,” Poetry International web, accessed June 4, 2018, https://www.poetryinterna-
tionalweb.net/pi/site/poet/item/4040/6/Willem-Jan-Otten

150   Mark Kohn, “Willem Jan Otten,” Poetry International web, accessed June 4, 2018, https://www.poetryinterna-
tionalweb.net/pi/site/poet/item/4040/6/Willem-Jan-Otten

151   The origin title of the section entitled After Closing Time is: Na sluitingstijd.
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Someone was fl oating there before me. 
He turned splashing with his feet 
I recognized him 
but from when or where 

He signaled speech 
language I cached 
but could not understand. 

I knew: this water bears us 
to the irrevocable edge. 

His sign concerned me, 
this I saw,
not begging me 
help me, come 
not screaming 
turn around. 

He raised his hands – 
did I dream this right, 
did he put up his thumbs? 

He was where fl oating I will come,
a stone’s throw before 
the irrevocable edge 
of fl owing glass 

and put up his thumbs. 
I also turned. 
Upstream were fl oating 
Vonne, sons, nieces, brother Michiel. 
And before I knew what I did 
I put up my thumbs. 
And turned again – 

and saw, one empty 
stone’s throw before me 
the edge of fl owing glass. 152

As we can see, the “I” that appears in the poem has an important position within the 
poem’s meaning as well as with regard to the depiction of holiness. That is why I consider it 
relevant to give a brief analysis of this “I”. The imaginary “I” is fl oating in the lake and ends up 
in what can be called a “bright Abyss”. There is no escaping from there. Moreover, someone fa-
miliar is swimming in front of “I”. This person turns towards “I” and, gesticulating, holds up both 
of his thumbs. It expresses the following message: “don’t worry, it’s alright”. We can recognise 

152   See: Jan Willem Otten, Genadeklap (Amsterdam: Van Oorschot, 2018). 

56

© Acta Missiologica | No. 1 | Vol. 13 | 2019 |

Someone was fl oating there before me. 
He turned splashing with his feet 
I recognized him 
but from when or where

He signaled speech
language I cached
but could not understand. 

I knew: this water bears us 
to the irrevocable edge. 

His sign concerned me,
this I saw,
not begging me
help me, come
not screaming 
turn around. 

He raised his hands – 
did I dream this right,
did he put up his thumbs?

He was where fl oating I will come,
a stone’s throw before 
the irrevocable edge
of fl owing glass

and put up his thumbs. 
I also turned. 
Upstream were fl oating 
Vonne, sons, nieces, brother Michiel. 
And before I knew what I did 
I put up my thumbs. 
And turned again – 

and saw, one empty
stone’s throw before me
the edge of fl owing glass. 152

As we can see, the “I” that appears in the poem has an important position within the “I” that appears in the poem has an important position within the “I”
poem’s meaning as well as with regard to the depiction of holiness. That is why I consider it 
relevant to give a brief analysis of this “I”. The imaginary “I” is fl oating in the lake and ends up 
in what can be called a “bright Abyss”. There is no escaping from there. Moreover, someone fa-
miliar is swimming in front of “I”. This person turns towards “I” and, gesticulating, holds up both 
of his thumbs. It expresses the following message: “don’t worry, it’s alright”. We can recognise 

152   See: Jan Willem Otten, Genadeklap (Amsterdam: Van Oorschot, 2018). 



57

Expert articles

Jesus Christ in this someone that “I” knows and is fl oating in front of him – the one who cures 
the deaf and removes fear from the irrevocable edge. Afterwards, “I” that is thus cured turns 
around and holds up his thumbs to his relatives, his wife, sons, nieces, and brother Michiel, who 
all follow him, so that “I” can bear witness to his belief in a happy ending. It seems that Willem 
Jan Otten reworked Christian Wiman’s metaphor in this poem and used it to depict holiness.

Metaphor as a depiction of holiness
Wiman used the metaphor of a bright abyss in his literary work My Bright Abyss (2013) to de-

pict holiness. Otten reworked this metaphor into the edge of fl owing glass in his poem in the sec-
tion entitled After Closing Time (2018). The edge of fl owing glass is, therefore, the bright abyss. 
It is clear from the metaphors present in both literary works that what seems to be threatening at 
fi rst glance is in fact appealing. What do these metaphors depicting holiness (bright abyss and 
the edge of fl owing glass) imply? Seeing as they are both written in a new language, what do they 
evoke? In his depictions of holiness, Wiman may be was inspired by the artist Lee Bontecou, of 
whom he is very fond. He experiences a certain epiphany in the Museum of Modern Art, where 
he went to see the retrospection of her exhibited works. During her youthful life, Lee Bontecou 
has built huge installations that all contain a black hole (an abyss). Later on, these black holes 
“sublimated into” mobile phones and became bright, clear, fl oating angelic abysses. (Last year, 
this retrospective exhibition of her works took place in the Hague, The Netherlands.) If we look 
at an abyss from the point of view of Lee Bontecou’s works (as a bright, clear, fl oating angelic 
abyss), which Wiman expressed by the word bright, we can see what he tried to convey or evoke 
in his readers. For people, an abyss symbolises experiencing a situation where, as a result of 
unfavourable circumstances, a person comes to the edge of his limits (an abyss) and right there 
a space opens up to acquire his experience with aspects of holiness: experience with the Most 
Holy One (a bright, clear, fl oating angelic abyss). 

The metaphor of a bright abyss reworked by Otten into the edge of fl owing glass suggests 
and evokes something threatening – to live and dwell at the edge of an abyss and at the same 
time something fascinating – something that lures us to experience holiness while still main-
taining an aura of respect (experience with the Divine). This fascinating trait may, however, also 
trigger a certain fear and uncertainty. This can be illustrated by the following: to live at the edge 
is incompatible with searching for solid ground beneath our feet, within ourselves and with the 
desire for knowledge in modern times. 153 

Both metaphors depicting holiness, Wiman’s original bright abyss and Otten’s reworked 
one of the edge of fl owing glass, instigate a deeper refl ection and, to an extent, provoke (in 
a positive sense) contemplation on their meaning. In addition, they inspire believers to meditate 
upon various associations and aspects of holiness and in people who – according to Wiman 
himself – have modern consciousness and are hungry for spiritual life154 evoke interest to better 
understand the symbolism present in the bright abyss or at the edge of fl owing glass, precisely 
because of the new language on which the metaphors are based. 

153   We can see here the contrast between the desire to search for solid ground – that is hidden deep inside us 
as far as our knowledge goes – and the intention to head in the direction of a bright abyss. This desire to 
search for solid ground is also manifested in Descartes’s proposition: Cogito, ergo sum. It is likewise present in 
Kant’s ideas: it represents the “I” in his philosophy.

154   “Christian Wiman”, POETRY FOUNDATION, accessed June 4, 2018, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/
christian-wiman 

DEPICTIONS OF HOLINESS IN THE MODERN POETRY IN THE LITERARY WORKS OF CHRISTIAN WIMAN AND WILLEM JAN OTTEN | MARIEKE MAES

57

Expert articles

Jesus Christ in this someone that “I” knows and is fl oating in front of him – the one who cures 
the deaf and removes fear from the irrevocable edge. Afterwards, “I” that is thus cured turns thus cured turns thus cured
around and holds up his thumbs to his relatives, his wife, sons, nieces, and brother Michiel, who 
all follow him, so that “I” can bear witness to his belief in a happy ending. It seems that Willem “I” can bear witness to his belief in a happy ending. It seems that Willem “I”
Jan Otten reworked Christian Wiman’s metaphor in this poem and used it to depict holiness.

Metaphor as a depiction of holiness
Wiman used the metaphor of a bright abyss in his literary work bright abyss in his literary work bright abyss My Bright Abyss (2013) to de-

pict holiness. Otten reworked this metaphor into the edge of fl owing glass in his poem in the sec-edge of fl owing glass in his poem in the sec-edge of fl owing glass
tion entitled After Closing Time (2018). The edge of fl owing glass is, therefore, the edge of fl owing glass is, therefore, the edge of fl owing glass bright abyss. 
It is clear from the metaphors present in both literary works that what seems to be threatening at 
fi rst glance is in fact appealing. What do these metaphors depicting holiness (bright abyss and bright abyss and bright abyss
the edge of fl owing glass) imply? Seeing as they are both written in a new language, what do they 
evoke? In his depictions of holiness, Wiman may be was inspired by the artist Lee Bontecou, of 
whom he is very fond. He experiences a certain epiphany in the Museum of Modern Art, where 
he went to see the retrospection of her exhibited works. During her youthful life, Lee Bontecou 
has built huge installations that all contain a black hole (an abyss). Later on, these black holes 
“sublimated into” mobile phones and became bright, clear, fl oating angelic abysses. (Last year, 
this retrospective exhibition of her works took place in the Hague, The Netherlands.) If we look 
at an abyss from the point of view of Lee Bontecou’s works (as a bright, clear, fl oating angelic 
abyss), which Wiman expressed by the word bright, we can see what he tried to convey or evoke 
in his readers. For people, an abyss symbolises experiencing a situation where, as a result of 
unfavourable circumstances, a person comes to the edge of his limits (an abyss) and right there 
a space opens up to acquire his experience with aspects of holiness: experience with the Most 
Holy One (a bright, clear, fl oating angelic abyss). 

The metaphor of a bright abyss reworked by Otten into the bright abyss reworked by Otten into the bright abyss edge of fl owing glass suggests edge of fl owing glass suggests edge of fl owing glass
and evokes something threatening – to live and dwell at the something threatening – to live and dwell at the something threatening edge of an abyss and edge of an abyss and edge of an abyss at the same 
time something fascinating – something that lures us to experience holiness while still main-time something fascinating – something that lures us to experience holiness while still main-time something fascinating
taining an aura of respect (experience with the Divine). This fascinating trait may, however, also 
trigger a certain fear and uncertainty. This can be illustrated by the following: to live at the edge
is incompatible with searching for solid ground beneath our feet, within ourselves and with the 
desire for knowledge in modern times. 153

Both metaphors depicting holiness, Wiman’s original bright abyss and Otten’s reworked bright abyss and Otten’s reworked bright abyss
one of the edge of fl owing glass, instigate a deeper refl ection and, to an extent, provoke (in 
a positive sense) contemplation on their meaning. In addition, they inspire believers to meditate 
upon various associations and aspects of holiness and in people who – according to Wiman 
himself – have modern consciousness and are hungry for spiritual life154 evoke interest to better 
understand the symbolism present in the bright abyss or at the bright abyss or at the bright abyss edge of fl owing glass, precisely 
because of the new language on which the metaphors are based. 

153   We can see here the contrast between the desire to search for solid ground – that is hidden deep inside us 
as far as our knowledge goes – and the intention to head in the direction of a bright abyss. This desire to 
search for solid ground is also manifested in Descartes’s proposition: Cogito, ergo sum. It is likewise present in 
Kant’s ideas: it represents the “I” in his philosophy.

154   “Christian Wiman”, POETRY FOUNDATION, accessed June 4, 2018, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/
christian-wiman 

DEPICTIONS OF HOLINESS IN THE MODERN POETRY IN THE LITERARY WORKS OF CHRISTIAN WIMAN AND WILLEM JAN OTTEN | MARIEKE MAES



58

© Acta Missiologica | No. 1 | Vol. 13 | 2019 |

In the previous section of the article, I tried to briefl y outline one of the modern depictions of 
holiness and God that are present in poetry. The “abyss” as a depiction of holiness can be also 
found in mystical tradition, for example in the works of Meister Eckhart and Dutch and Flemish 
poet Hadewijch. I will focus on Hadewijch and her depictions of the abyss as a symbol of God 
and her experiences with God. Hadewijch lived in the Middle Ages. Everything we know about 
her comes from her literary works. Nothing about her personal life or her circumstances can be 
stated with certainty. In her poems155, visions, and letters she uses words of courtly tradition to 
describe her way of life, and her desire and search for God. She views herself and her life in the 
framework of courtly love. She is a servant of the courtly love, or minne as this phenomenon 
was called in medieval Dutch. Her demonstrations of faith and love towards God and Jesus fall 
within the idea of courtly love with all the heights and abysses of love. 

I will now give a few examples from her works where she uses the word abyss as a means 
of depicting holiness and her experiences with holiness.

Hadewijch states in her twelfth vision and forty-seventh verse: everyone who stands right 
in front of this vision shall have the opportunity to acquire the abyss. The Holy Trinity resides in 
this abyss. (verse 110).156

You need the Abyss, you have to fi nd the abyss to be able to fi nd God.
We can see another dramatic example from her strophic poems in her poem 7: 

And where is love now 
With her new blessing?
My desolation brings me 
too much pain, … 
The abyss wherein she sends me 
Is deeper than the sea 
Her new deep abyss 
Renews my wound... 157

In this place in Poem 7 we can once again see the symbolism of the abyss: You have to 
endure it, to persevere in the abyss. It seems to be the only way for the conscious lovers.

In Poem 13, 2 Hadewijch summarised the paradoxes of the abyss:

The sweetest of love is her disturbance 
Her most deep abyss is her most beautiful form 
Be lost in her coming near. 158

155   “The poems are divided into two groups: forty-� ve Poems in Stanzas (Stro� sche Gedichten) and sixteen 
Poems in Couplets, which are often rhymed letters (Mengeldichten).” (Theresia de Vroom, “HADEWIJCH 
VAN ANTWERPEN (c. 1250),” accessed June 4, 2018, https://caans-acaen.ca/Journal/issues_online/Issue_XI_
ii_1990/deVroom-HadewijchVanAntwerpen.pdf)

156   See: Hadewijch, Visioenen (Amsterdam: Prometheus/Bert Bakker, 1996).
157   See also: Hadewijch, Liederen (Groningen: Historische Uitgeverij, 2009).
158   Poem in Couplets 13; 2 (Mengeldichten) see: Hadewijch, Mengeldichten, ed. J. van Mierlo, SJ (Leuven: 

Standaardboekhandel, 1952); see also: Hadewijch, Liederen (Groningen: Historische Uitgeverij, 2009).
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It seems there is continuity in the literary works of Wiman and Otten. The courtly tradition 
has disappeared. Wiman and Otten use depictions from the contemporary world. Otten writes 
about Niagara. Wiman wrote: God is life. Yet the abyss keeps returning in their poems. Being 
conscious of this abyss is a way of life. It seems it is also the way of Christian faith. This 
abyss, however, is a bright abyss. Wiman and Otten see it as a testimony of hope. The end of 
Wiman’s work My Bright Abyss is a good example of this symbolism since the poem ends with 
the same words that it starts with, although one fundamental change has been made:

My God my bright abyss 
into which all my longing will not go 
once more I come to the edge of all I know 
and believing nothing believe in this.159

Conclusion
This paper analysed the portrayal of holiness in the works of Christian Wiman and Willem 

Jan Otten. A brief analysis has shown that the portrayal of holiness is contemporized by means 
of metaphors. In Wiman’s work My Bright Abyss (2013), “bright abyss” was used as a metaphor. 
This metaphor was later reworked by Otten in his poem After Closing Time (2018) into “edge 
of fl owing glass”. For the authors, this metaphor represents a way of life, a perspective on the 
Christian faith projected in a testimony of hope. Both these works of art have the potential to 
attract believers and non-believers thanks to the new language used by the authors to express 
a metaphor and whose aim is to be understandable even for modern people living in a secular 
era. Therefore, the potential of metaphors can be used for further theoretical research of holiness 
in modern poetry and on an applicable level, e.g. for evangelization in missionary work or in other 
supporting sciences that might be directly or indirectly linked to missionary work. This can be 
achieved thanks to unique ways in which metaphors can surprise and affect readers and make 
them restless, as they become aware of a certain space that needs to be fi lled – the awareness 
of hunger for a spiritual life. In the area of missionary work and other supporting sciences, the 
potential found in Wiman’s and Otten’s works can effi ciently cooperate with a specifi c element, 
namely giving the gift of presence and human proximity to others, which is not present automat-
ically in missionary work or supporting sciences, including helping professions, although one 
might think otherwise.160 

This dimension is oriented at giving another person the gift of one’s presence. This means 
that one does not offer solutions or advice applicable to the other person’s situation; instead, 
one simply stays with the other person in silence and under all circumstances. It means being 
present just like God is present and believing in his help in that specifi c situation. This gift of 
presence can be applied by (…) a professional involved in missionary work or other supporting 
sciences (...), for example in situations when it is diffi cult to express words of consolation or to 
talk about God’s love towards people. In such cases, any words lose their meaning and the mere 
presence of another human being can be helpful.161

159   See: Christian Wiman, My Bright Abyss: Meditation of a Modern Believer (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2013) trans. Jan Willem Otten Mijn heldere afgrond (Barneveld: Brandaan, 2016).

160   Peter Čieško, “Analysis of selected social elements relevant for current mission activities from the perspective 
of a social study of the Church,” Acta Missiologica 10, no. 2, (2016): 44, https://www.actamissiologica.com

161   Čieško, “Analysis of selected social elements relevant for current mission activities from the perspective of 
a social study of the Church,” 45.
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Another relevant link between the literary works of Christian Wiman and Willem Jan 
Otten and missionary work is refl ected in the contrast between the desire to search for 
solid ground – that is hidden deep inside us, as far as we know – and the intention to head 
in the direction of a bright abyss. Sometimes, even a missionary worker feels like he is 
losing himself in his missionary work/missionary activities due to this contrast. However, 
elements of what can be considered kenosis that are present in the works of Wiman and 
Otten motivate him to open up his heart towards such a perception that is directed precisely 
towards the bright abyss. Their works in this area can help him share his personal experience 
with holiness, which will then be refl ected in his everyday life and will be comprehensible to 
people who are hungry for a spiritual life.

To summarize, this brief introductory analysis of the examination of the literary works of 
Christian Wiman and Willem Jan Otten paves the way for further theological and literary studies 
on the contribution of the aforementioned authors’ works at various levels with an emphasis on 
the philological and theological levels and their supporting sciences.
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Abstract
Backround: Despite the importance of experiencing divine holiness for the Christian faith and 
the capacity of young people‘s welcoming it, the term holiness does not seem to be very at-
tractive to young Christians today. The vagueness in the understanding of holiness in the fi eld 
of youth ministries can be a reason for that. In Christian communities or ministries, the term 
holiness appears to be used with different connotations. It is not a problem that holiness encom-
passes various dimensions; rather, it can be recognized as benefi cial to relating young people 
to God. However, this positive expectation will be realized only when the multi-dimensional term 
‘holiness’ can be described more clearly and distinctively. In this setting, the aim of this paper is 
to describe diverse dimensions of holiness distinctively and to examine their connectivity with 
particular types of youth ministry, on the assumption that the difference in the understandings 
of ‘holiness’ can be followed by the difference in youth ministries. The research will be carried 
out in three key sections, divided by three English propositions: ‘from,’ ‘toward,’ and ‘with,’ which 
appears to express distinctively three different dimensions or perspectives of holiness. Despite 
the complexity of this topic, this paper attempts to focus in a specifi c way on the relationship 
between the theology of holiness and the ministry of youth, particularly in the context of Presby-
terian churches and, more broadly, their ecumenical relations. 
Conclusion: In conclusion, the article will also attempt to outline additional theoretical explorations 
in this fi eld, together with possible practical applications. 

Keywords: Holiness – Youth Ministry – From – Toward – With.
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Introduction 
Generally, ‘holy’ means ‘being separated.’ Holiness is a quality separating God from all other 

creatures.163 The relationship with this holy God is the core of the Christian faith,164 which is not 
exceptional for young people.165 From a theological perspective, being young is not related to 
a precisely defi ned category of age, but rather to the special way a human being relates to God: 
namely, their openness and devotion to God and His salvation.166 That is to say, theologically 
speaking, ‘being young’ means the capacity to respond with a more open heart to God as the 
unfamiliar and extraordinary other.

Despite the importance of experiencing divine holiness for the Christian faith and young peo-
ple‘s capacity for welcoming it, the term holiness, however, does not seem to be very attractive 
to young Christians today. In a European context, secularization may be referred to as a crucial 
reason for that, but is that the only reason?

From my perspective, the vagueness in the understanding of holiness in the fi eld of youth 
ministries can be another reason for that. When the term holiness is referred to in regards to 
religious practices, in many cases, it is not very clear what is meant by it. An obscure theological 
concept can be recognized by young people as something not related to their lives. 

In Christian communities or ministries, the term holiness appears to be used with different 
connotations. From my experience, I have found at least three different cases: Someone alludes 
to divine holiness being a remote source, focusing on its otherness;167 another see it as a fi nal 
destination, focusing on its perfection;168 while another deems it a salvifi c relationship, focusing 
on its distinctiveness.169

It is not a problem that holiness encompasses various dimensions. It can rather be regarded as 
being benefi cial in relating young people to God. However, this positive expectation will be realized 
only when the multi-dimensional term ‘holiness’ can be described more clearly and distinctively.

163  David P. Wright, “Holiness,” quoted in The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary, H-J Volume 3, ed. David Noel Freeman 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), 237-49.

164  On the theology of holiness, see: Donna Orsuto, Holiness (New Century Theology) (New York: Continuum, 
2007); John Saward, The beauty of holiness and the holiness of beauty: art, sanctity, and the truth of Catholi-
cism (San Francisco : Ignatius Press, 1997); James Alfred Martin, Jr., Beauty and holiness : the dialogue between 
aesthetics and religion (Princeton (NJ): Princeton University Press, 1990); Paul Josef Cordes, Call to holiness : 
re� ections on the Catholic charismatic renewal (Collegeville (MN) : The Liturgical Press, 1997); John Webster, 
Holiness (Grand Rapids (MI); Eerdmans, 2003); Kent E. Brower & Johnson Andy, Holiness and Ecclesiology in the 
New Testament (London; New York: Burns & Oates, 2007); Stephen C. Barton, Holiness past and present (Lon-
don ; New York : T & T Clark, 2003); David Willis, Notes on the holiness of God (Grand Rapids (MI); Cambridge 
(UK): Eerdmans, 2002).

165  On youth ministry, see: Mark DeVries, Sustainable Youth Ministry: Why Most Youth Ministry Doesn’t Last and 
What Your Church Can Do about It (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Books, 2008); Doug Fields, Your First Two 
Years in Youth Ministry: A Personal and Practical Guide to Starting Right (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan/Youth 
Specialties, 2009); Chap Clark, Youth Ministry in the 21st Century: Five Views (Youth, Family, and Culture) (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2015); Everett Fritz, The Art of Forming Young Disciples: Why Youth Ministries 
Aren’t Working and What to Do About It (Manchester, MH: Sophia Institute Press, 2018).

166  František Štěch, “Who are the Youth in a Theological Perspective?” Journal of Youth and Theology 15, no. 2 
(2016) 129-130.

167  Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy: An inquiry into the non-rational factor in the idea of the divine and its relation 
to the rational, trans. John W. Harvey, (Humphrey Milford: Oxford University Press, 1926).

168  Friedrich Schleiermacher, The Christian Faith Vol.1, ed. H.R. Mackintosh and J.S. Stewart (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1963).

169  Rowan Williams, Being disciples: Essentials of the Christian life (London: SPCK, 2016).
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With this backdrop, the aim of this paper is to describe diverse dimensions of holiness distinc-
tively and to examine their connectivity with particular types of youth ministry, on the assumption 
that the difference in the understandings of ‘holiness’ can be followed by the difference in youth 
ministries. This assumption has a double meaning: First, a particular understanding of holiness is 
followed by a particular type of youth ministry; second, a more inclusive understanding of holiness 
can be followed by a more inclusive type of youth ministry.

The research will be carried out in three key sections, divided by three English propositions: 
‘from,’ ‘toward,’ and ‘with.’ These are three selected words for the purpose of describing three dimen-
sions or perspectives of holiness, maybe among more, as described immediately above: Holiness 
as a remote source (“Whence holiness comes?”); holiness as a fi nal destination (“Towards where 
does holiness go?”); and holiness as a salvifi c relationship (“With whom does holiness exist?”).

Despite the complexity of this topic, this paper attempts to focus in a specifi c way on the rela-
tionship between the theology of holiness and the ministry of youth, particularly in the context of 
Presbyterian churches and, more broadly, their ecumenical relations. In the fi nal section, the paper 
also tries to outline further theoretical examination aimed at allowing young people to experience 
and encounter holiness in a specifi c context, together with its application in practice.

The ‘from’ perspective on holiness and ‘attractional’ youth ministry
There is a perspective on holiness that focuses on its source; that is, whence holiness comes. In 

the Bible, this view is related to charismatic holiness and a separationist stance vis-à-vis the world. 
And the youth ministries drawing from this paradigm are likely to have the character of an attractional 
ministry focusing on keeping or winning.

Charismatic Holiness and a Separationist Stance
God is the source of all holiness. Ontologically, only God is holy. Rudolph Otto expressed this 

holy attribute of God with the term „mysterium tremendum.“170 This divine holiness causes humans 
to have a “creature-feeling,” including awe and fascination.171

However, holiness is transmitted to humans by the active action of God. According to Thomas 
Dozeman, a Methodist Old Testament scholar, Deuteronomy describes the transfer of holiness 
as direct and immediate.172 God speaks directly to all Israelites (Dt. 4: 12), and as the result of the 
successful transfer, they become a holy nation separated from all other peoples on earth (Dt. 7: 6). 
The identity of God’s holy people is endowed immediately as such, and “God is the active subject 
in the transfer of cultic holiness; humans can only receive it as a gift.”173 Through this charismatic 
transference of holiness, the separation between God and man is overcome at once without any 
other mediation.174 This view can be named a ‘from perspective,’ in that it emphasizes that holiness 
can only come from God. Divine grace precedes the human role. 

In the same way, Christians are called the ‘holy people’ on the basis of what God did once 
and for all through His Son. On this basis, in a radical theology of justifi cation, the moment of 
charismatic encounter is emphasized. 

170  Otto, The Idea of the Holy, 8-41.
171  Otto, The idea of the Holy, 8.
172  Thomas B. Dozeman, “Holiness and Ethics,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 49, no.1 (2014): 27-29.
173  Dozeman, “Holiness and Ethics,” 27.
174  Dozeman, “Holiness and Ethics,” 29.
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However, the cultic holiness vis-à-vis God gets its clear content through social holiness vis-à-
vis humans; that is, ethical action in a profane world.175 According to Dozeman, in Deuteronomy, 
human ethics is not dealt with in terms of achieving the goal of transferring holiness; rather, it is 
aimed at protecting the achieved cultic holiness from the profane world.176 Specifi c commands 
given by God; such as, restricted marital practices, isolation from other cultures, the ban on cov-
eting silver or gold, and so on (Dt. 7: 3, 5, 25), were intended to maintain the purifi ed identity by 
avoiding contact with various forms of impurity in the world.177 

As such, charismatic holiness is followed by a separationist stance vis-à-vis the world, which 
shares some similarity with the Essene sect in the times of Jesus. In this ‘from’ perspective, 
Christian holiness is not about something better than the world, but about something different 
from it. This view can cause a dualism dividing the world into ‘sacred’ and the ‘secular’ realms. 
Here, the important question is “To which world should we belong?” 

Youth ministry focusing on keeping or winning
Youth ministry drawing from the paradigm of charismatic holiness and a separationist stance 

tends to be ‘attractional’ in nature. Its purpose is to attract young people to a ‘holy’ realm with the 
expectation of their charismatic encounter with Holy God. On the one hand, this approach can be 
taken on by a ministry for keeping Christian youth within the church. Some churches concentrate 
on Bible study or confi rmation class in order to provide their youth with chances to encounter God 
and to awaken their distinctive Christian identity. 

In the same vein, other churches attempt to adapt liturgy to their youth’s language and 
customs, or to prepare ‘cool’ programs attractive to the young generation and invite them to 
those events. More actively, this attractional approach can be taken on by a ministry for winning 
non-Christian youth from the ‘secular’ world. For that, some well-meaning youth minsters go to 
the real world of young people and provide them with an opportunity for conversion through direct 
evangelism or a Christian event. As Bert Roebben alludes, these ministries commonly perceive 
the relationship between church and youth in terms of “inside” and “outside.”178 

To be successful in these efforts, it is important that the ‘holy insiders’ be really attractive. If 
not, it may be diffi cult for young people to recognize Christianity as realistic and meaningful for 
their lives, even though they still remain in the church. In this frame, the outcome of youth min-
istry might be equated with the number of young people within the church. Also, the objective 
of youth ministry might be conceived as socializing them into the present ecclesiastical modes 
for “the church of tomorrow.”179 

175  Dozeman, “Holiness and Ethics,” 29.
176  Dozeman, “Holiness and Ethics,” 29.
177  Jason E. Vickers, “Holiness and Mediation: Pneumatology in Priest Perspective,” International Journal of Sys-

tematic Theology 16, no. 2 (April 2014): 196.
178  Bert Roebben, “Shaping a Playground for Transcendence: Postmodern Youth Ministry as a Radical Challenge,” 

Religious Education 92, no. 3 (Summer 1997): 342.
179  Kenda Creasy Dean, “Proclaiming Salvation: The Ministry of Youth for the Twenty-First-Century Church,” in 

The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry ed. Andrew Root and Kenda Creasy Dean (Illinois: IVP, 2011), 64.
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The ‘toward’ perspective on holiness and ‘educational’ youth ministry
There is another perspective on holiness that focuses on its goal; that is, toward where holi-

ness goes. In the Bible, this view is related to sacramental holiness and a perfectionist stance. 
And youth ministries drawing from this paradigm are characterized by an educational ministry 
focusing on nurturing or infl uencing.

Sacramental Holiness and a Perfectionist Stance
Divine holiness is not only related to the origin and source of Christian identity, but also 

to the destination and ideal of Christian formation. As Friedrich Schleiermacher says, human 
self-consciousness before God causes the feeling of absolute dependence upon God.180 The 
more we experience God, the more we recognize Him as the perfect goodness. This knowledge 
of God inspires in us the intention of imitating God, and on this journey, we increasingly become 
a ‘holy being’. 

In the Priestly literature (Exo. 24; Lev. 9), contrasting with Deuteronomy, the transfer of cultic 
holiness is described as a non-charismatic process. “The Glory of Yahweh descends into sacra-
mental objects within the tabernacle cult through carefully orchestrated rituals.”181 In other words, 
“God’s holiness is mediated in a particular place (the temple), through particular objects (the altar), 
and through particular ritualistic actions, including touching, by a special class of people set aside 
for this work.”182 It means that the successful transfer of divine holiness is only guaranteed by ‘sacra-
mental holiness,’ and therefore, it is important that the sacramental holiness must be safeguarded 
for its mediating role. 

The sacrifi cial system, however, has a temporary effect on the transfer of holiness to the people. 
So, in the Priestly literature, the separation between God and humans is not overcome completely 
in worship.183 Instead, the role of human action is more emphasized here. Specifi c commands writ-
ten in Leviticus focus on achieving transformed social relations in the profane world.184 These are 
of the perfectionist stance vis-à-vis the world, seeking to complete holiness in the people of God. 
“You shall be holy for I am holy (Lev. 11: 45)” is a command for Israelites to be a ‘sacrament’ that 
extends the holiness experienced partially in worship toward the world through their lives.

This view can be named a ‘toward’ perspective, in that it emphasizes that holiness moves 
toward its perfection. God’s holiness extends toward us. And, conversely, our holiness leads us 
toward God. In this reciprocal movement, Jesus Christ is not only the crucial mediator but also the 
perfect goal. Being holy is being like the Lord.185 To be holy means to be conformed to Christ, and 
thus to share in the perfection of his holiness. In that sense, “without holiness no one will see the 
Lord” (Heb. 12: 14). All Christians are called by God to this holiness; namely, sanctifi cation. What is 
emphasized here is not so much a moment of charismatic encounter with God as a spiritual journey 
toward Christ. Seen from this ‘toward’ perspective, Christians cannot reveal God’s holiness by their 
existence alone, but can witness it in their ongoing efforts toward likeness to Christ. Through this 
life imitating Jesus, we become mediators of holiness for other people in the world. 

180  Schleiermacher, “The Christian Faith,” 17. 
181  Dozeman,“Holiness and Ethics,” 28.
182  Vickers, “Holiness and Mediation,” 195.
183  Dozeman,“Holiness and Ethics,” 30.
184  Dozeman, “Holiness and Ethics,” 31.
185  Bruce D. Marshall, “A Brief Anatomy of Holiness,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 49, no. 1 (2014). 
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Youth ministry focusing on nurturing or infl uencing
Youth ministry drawing from the paradigm of sacramental holiness and a perfectionist stance 

is likely to take the form of an ‘educational’ ministry. For more than a century, the church has 
conceived youth ministry as a department of Christian education.186 On the one hand, this educa-
tional youth ministry focuses on nurturing Christian youth toward Jesus Christ. In some churches, 
Bible study or confi rmation class is an important nurturing course for teaching young people the 
distinctiveness of Christian life and for encouraging them toward perfection of it. Other churches 
or Christian organizations provide a step-by-step faith nurturing program, which may be called 
a ‘discipleship training course.’ 

On the other hand, educational youth ministry can be pursued in terms of infl uencing rather 
than nurturing. In this case, a youth minister is recognized as an example, not as a teacher. The 
holiness appearing in the minister’s personality and life can have an infl uence on a youth’s spiritual 
journey. Just as Jesus is a mediator who leads us toward the Holy God, so the infl uential youth 
minister can be a mediator who leads their youth toward the Holy Christ. 

In this educational approach, however, there are two traps. The fi rst is legalism. Where holiness 
exists only as a goal without being experienced, an educational youth ministry may be recognized 
by the youth as a restricting shackle. The second trap is moralism. According to Kenda Dean, 
while many Christian youth claim to be Christians, what many of them believe, in fact, is “moralistic 
therapeutic deism,” believing in a twisted God who wants them to be just good and happy people.187 

The ‘with’ perspective on holiness and ‘incarnational’ youth ministry
There is another viewpoint on understanding ‘holiness,’ focusing on its presence; that is, with 

whom holiness exists. In the Bible, this view is related to participatory holiness and a place-shar-
er stance. Youth ministries drawing from this paradigm move toward an incarnational ministry 
focusing on staying and seeking together.

Participatory Holiness and a Place-sharer Stance
Divine holiness is not only related to the source or destination, but also to the relationship. This 

perspective derives from the distinctive way in which Jesus had a relationship with the world and 
man. Jesus sanctifi ed himself by moving toward death and the cross that was before him, so that 
his disciples in the world might also be truly sanctifi ed (John 17: 17-19). According to Rowan Wil-
liams, “For Him being holy is being absolutely involved, not being absolutely separated.”188 Here, 
holiness is related to the penetration of the noble being into the midst of dirty and painful human 
nature in order to be with us; namely, Immanuel. Jesus wishes that we Christians could also be 
‘holy’ in this sense. Christian pursuit of this participatory holiness means to go to the most diffi cult 
place for others in the name of Jesus.189 By this practice, in fact, we move to the Lord outside the 
camp where He suffered to make the people holy through His own blood (Heb. 13: 12-13).

186  Kenda Creasy Dean, “The New Rhetoric of Youth Ministry,” in The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry ed. An-
drew Root and Kenda Creasy Dean (Illinois: IVP, 2011), 31.

187  Kenda Creasy Dean, OMG: A Youth Ministry Handbook (Nashville: Abingdon, 2010), 11.
188  See: Rowan Williams, Being disciples: Essentials of the Christian life (London: SPCK, 2016).
189  See: Rowan Williams, Being disciples: Essentials of the Christian life (London: SPCK, 2016).
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This view can be named a ‘with’ perspective, in that it emphasizes that holiness exists with 
people in need of salvation. Then how can this participatory holiness be concretely expressed 
in Christian life? Christians cannot be ‘holy’ by themselves. They are ‘holy’ on the way to be with 
those who are in the crisis of reality. Jesus Christ encountered all humanity as the incarnated, cru-
cifi ed and resurrected Lord. From this, Dietrich Bonhoeffer deduces a distinctive Christian ethic: 
human persons encounter other human persons in the mystery of the incarnated, crucifi ed and 
resurrected human God.190 According to Bonhoeffer, Jesus’ incarnation is not about infl uencing 
humanity, but about sharing our place in fullness.191 

In other words, Jesus was a “Stellvertreter (place-sharer),”192 and this place-sharing practice 
by His followers can happen when one places oneself fully in the reality of the other, refusing to 
turn away even from its horror.193 This is a ‘compassionate’ way of life that in love binds oneself to 
the pain and crisis of the other and then yearns for salvation together there. Furthermore, this is 
a ‘paradoxical’ way of life that in faith embraces a contradiction to the end and then fi nally reaches 
a new paradoxical truth; that is, a deeper encounter with God.194 

Youth ministry focusing on staying and seeking together 
Youth ministry drawing from the paradigm of participatory holiness and a place-sharer stance 

can take the form of an ‚incarnational‘ ministry. In the early Twenty-First Century, a new trend, 
expressed as a ‘theological turn,’ began to appear in the fi eld of youth ministry.195 This trend em-
phasizes that youth ministry is primarily a ministry.196 It means that what is more important in youth 
ministry is not its form, but its fl ock.197 God is a (the!) Minister.198 Our youth ministry should be the 
youth participating in God’s own Ministry. Then, in which way does God minister? Regarding this, 
the advocates of the new trend take note of Jesus’ incarnational way of life. Jesus ministered as 
our representative or place-sharer. Following this model, an incarnational youth ministry can take 
on the form of a ministry of staying and seeking together. 

It begins with moving into the concrete reality of each young person and staying there with 
him/her. The starting point is the crisis of reality in which each young person is situated. Theology 
should be the refl ection and articulation of God’s ministry there. Here, the youth can be regarded 
as practical theologians, and the role of the youth minister is to put words to their intuition and to 
name what their hopes are.199 An incarnational minister stays there with the questions, rather than 
trying to give him/her an easy answer, and seeks to experience God together in questions raised.200 

190  See: Dietrich Bonhoe� er, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church (Minneap-
olis: Fortress, 1988).
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193  Andrew Root, “Reexamining Relational Youth Ministry: Implications from the Theology of Bonhoe� er,” Word 

& World 26, no. 3 (Summer 2006): 274. 
194  See: Parker J. Palmer, The Promise of Paradox: A Celebration of Contradictions in the Christian Life (San Francis-

co: Wiley, 2008).
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This process should be practised in conversation and discernment. A wise incarnational youth 
minister will not try to assimilate the youth into the Christian tradition, but to place the tradition in 
conversation with the crisis of reality.201 Such a minister also attempts to help youth look at how the 
contemporary context engages in the crisis of reality and discern how it is relevant.202 As such, the 
incarnational youth ministry unfolds toward confronting the reality of each youth according to the 
holy way of Jesus and helps them to encounter Holy God vividly in their real lives. 

 
Conclusion
This paper started from the assumption that the difference in theological understandings 

on holiness could be followed by the difference in youth ministries. The content covered so far 
supports the validity of this assumption. According to where we place emphasis among the 
attributes of God distinct from His creatures, the orientation of Christian life and ministry can be 
different. In this paper, the different perspectives on holiness were expressed by three English 
prepositions: ‘from,’ ‘toward,’ and ‘with.’ 

The ‘from’ perspective focuses on the source of holiness; namely, whence holiness comes. In 
the Bible, this view is related to ‘charismatic’ holiness and a ‘separationist’ stance vis-à-vis the world. 
And the youth ministries drawing from this paradigm are likely to have the character of an ‘attraction-
al’ ministry, the purpose of which is to attract young people to the ‘holy’ realm with the expectation of 
their charismatic encounter with Holy God. This approach can be taken on by a ministry for keeping 
Christian youth in the church, or a ministry for winning non-Christian youth from the ‘secular’ world. 

The ‘toward’ perspective focuses on the goal of holiness; namely, toward where holiness 
goes. In the Bible, this view is related to ‘sacramental’ holiness and a ‘perfectionist’ stance. And 
the youth ministries drawing from this paradigm are characterized by an ‘educational’ ministry. 
This approach can be taken on by a ministry for nurturing Christian youth toward Jesus Christ, 
or a ministry for infl uencing a youth’s spiritual journey. 

The ‘with’ perspective focuses on the presence of holiness; that is, with whom holiness exists. 
In the Bible, this view is related to ‘participatory’ holiness and a ‘place-sharer’ stance. And the 
youth ministries drawing from this paradigm have the character of an ‘incarnational’ ministry. This 
approach can be take on by a ministry for staying and seeking together. It begins with moving into 
the concrete reality of each youth and accompanying him/her. And, one step further, it seeks to 
experience God together in questions raised through conversation and discernment. All these per-
spectives reveal the valid and abundant signifi cance that Christian holiness encompasses. 

However, depending on the context, emphasis can be differently placed. In the situation that 
holiness is perceived only as a past event, it needs to be emphasized again to where holiness ul-
timately goes. Conversely, in the context that holiness is perceived only as a goal to be reached, it 
needs to be emphasized again whence holiness essentially comes. And in circumstances where 
holiness is perceived as something remote from people in the real world, it needs to be empha-
sized again where and how holiness paradoxically reveals its presence. In this vein, a theological 
perspective on holiness can make a difference in youth ministry. 

201  Root, “Walking into the crisis of reality,” 87.
202  Root, “Walking into the crisis of reality,” 91-92.
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This diverse understanding of holiness can also provide inspirations for Christian unity and 
ecumenical youth ministries initiated by Taizé, World Youth Days, Conference of European 
Churches (CEC), and so on. In this comprehensive theology of holiness, such ecumenical youth 
ministries can be more benefi cial opportunities for young people to help them to pursue and 
experience God in a broader sense.

This paper analysed the relationship between the theology of holiness and a community of 
young people at a theoretical level. The possibilities of further theoretical examination in this area 
with the possibility of its application in practice can be found by focusing on relevant and specifi c 
communities which allow young people to experience and encounter holiness in a specifi c con-
text. This deeper examination may create space for expert theological refl ections and challenging 
debates in the mentioned fi eld. The results of these expert refl ections and discussions can subse-
quently generate specifi c responses benefi cial for evangelizing practice – not only in the Presbyte-
rian Church but also in the wider religious community, or rather the wider ecumenical community.

Bibliography
Bonhoe� er, Dietrich. “Christ, Reality, and Good,” in Ethics, edited by. Cli� ord J. Green, trans. Reinhard Krauss 
et al., 47-75. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005.

Bonhoe� er, Dietrich. Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church. Minneapolis: For-
tress, 1988.

Bonhoe� er, Dietrich. Christ the Center. New York: Harper & Row, 1966.

Dean, Kenda Creasy. “The New Rhetoric of Youth Ministry,” in The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry edited by An-
drew Root and Kenda Creasy Dean, 31. Illinois: IVP, 2011.

Dean, Kenda Creasy. “Proclaiming Salvation: The Ministry of Youth for the Twenty-First-Century Church,” in The 
Theological Turn in Youth Ministry edited by Andrew Root and Kenda Creasy Dean, 64. Illinois: IVP, 2011.

Dean, Kenda Creasy. OMG: A Youth Ministry Handbook. Nashville: Abingdon, 2010.

Dozeman, Thomas B. “Holiness and Ethics,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 49, no.1 (2014): 27-29.

Marshall, Bruce D. “A Brief Anatomy of Holiness,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 49, no. 1 (2014). 

Otto, Rudolf. The Idea of the Holy: An inquiry into the non-rational factor in the idea of the divine and its relation to the 
rational. trans. John W. Harvey Humphrey Milford: Oxford University Press, 1926.

Palmer, Parker J. The Promise of Paradox: A Celebration of Contradictions in the Christian Life. San Francisco: Wiley, 
2008.
Roebben, Bert. “Shaping a Playground for Transcendence: Postmodern Youth Ministry as a Radical Challenge,” 
Religious Education 92, no. 3 (Summer 1997): 342.

Root, Andrew, Dean, Kenda Creasy. The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry. Illinois: IVP, 2011.

Andrew Root, “Reexamining Relational Youth Ministry: Implications from the Theology of Bonhoe� er,” Word & 
World 26, no. 3 (Summer 2006): 274. 

Schleiermacher, Friedrich. The Christian Faith Vol.1 edited by H.R. Mackintosh and J.S. Stewart. New York: Harper 
and Row, 1963.

Štěch, František. “Who are the Youth in a Theological Perspective?” Journal of Youth and Theology 15, no. 2 (2016) 
129-130.

The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary, H-J Volume 3. edited by David Noel Freeman. New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1992.

Jason E. Vickers, “Holiness and Mediation: Pneumatology in Priest Perspective,“ International Journal of System-
atic Theology, 16, no. 2 (April 2014): 196.

HOW DOES A THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE ON HOLINESS MAKE A DIFFERENCE IN YOUTH MINISTRY? | KWANGHYUN RYU

69

Expert articles

This diverse understanding of holiness can also provide inspirations for Christian unity and 
ecumenical youth ministries initiated by Taizé, World Youth Days, Conference of European 
Churches (CEC), and so on. In this comprehensive theology of holiness, such ecumenical youth 
ministries can be more benefi cial opportunities for young people to help them to pursue and 
experience God in a broader sense.

This paper analysed the relationship between the theology of holiness and a community of 
young people at a theoretical level. The possibilities of further theoretical examination in this area 
with the possibility of its application in practice can be found by focusing on relevant and specifi c 
communities which allow young people to experience and encounter holiness in a specifi c con-
text. This deeper examination may create space for expert theological refl ections and challenging 
debates in the mentioned fi eld. The results of these expert refl ections and discussions can subse-
quently generate specifi c responses benefi cial for evangelizing practice – not only in the Presbyte-
rian Church but also in the wider religious community, or rather the wider ecumenical community.

Bibliography
Bonhoe� er, Dietrich. “Christ, Reality, and Good,” in Ethics, edited by. Cli� ord J. Green, trans. Reinhard Krauss 
et al., 47-75. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005.

Bonhoe� er, Dietrich. Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church. Minneapolis: For-
tress, 1988.

Bonhoe� er, Dietrich. Christ the Center. New York: Harper & Row, 1966.

Dean, Kenda Creasy. “The New Rhetoric of Youth Ministry,” in The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry edited by An-The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry edited by An-The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry
drew Root and Kenda Creasy Dean, 31. Illinois: IVP, 2011.

Dean, Kenda Creasy. “Proclaiming Salvation: The Ministry of Youth for the Twenty-First-Century Church,” in The 
Theological Turn in Youth Ministry edited by Andrew Root and Kenda Creasy Dean, 64. Illinois: IVP, 2011.Theological Turn in Youth Ministry edited by Andrew Root and Kenda Creasy Dean, 64. Illinois: IVP, 2011.Theological Turn in Youth Ministry

Dean, Kenda Creasy. OMG: A Youth Ministry Handbook. Nashville: Abingdon, 2010.

Dozeman, Thomas B. “Holiness and Ethics,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 49, no.1 (2014): 27-29.Wesleyan Theological Journal 49, no.1 (2014): 27-29.Wesleyan Theological Journal

Marshall, Bruce D. “A Brief Anatomy of Holiness,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 49, no. 1 (2014). 

Otto, Rudolf. The Idea of the Holy: An inquiry into the non-rational factor in the idea of the divine and its relation to the 
rational. trans. John W. Harvey Humphrey Milford: Oxford University Press, 1926.

Palmer, Parker J. The Promise of Paradox: A Celebration of Contradictions in the Christian Life. San Francisco: Wiley, 
2008.
Roebben, Bert. “Shaping a Playground for Transcendence: Postmodern Youth Ministry as a Radical Challenge,” 
Religious Education 92, no. 3 (Summer 1997): 342.

Root, Andrew, Dean, Kenda Creasy. The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry. Illinois: IVP, 2011.

Andrew Root, “Reexamining Relational Youth Ministry: Implications from the Theology of Bonhoe� er,” Word & 
World 26, no. 3 (Summer 2006): 274. World 26, no. 3 (Summer 2006): 274. World

Schleiermacher, Friedrich. The Christian Faith Vol.1 edited by H.R. Mackintosh and J.S. Stewart. New York: Harper 
and Row, 1963.

Štěch, František. “Who are the Youth in a Theological Perspective?” Journal of Youth and Theology 15, no. 2 (2016) Journal of Youth and Theology 15, no. 2 (2016) Journal of Youth and Theology
129-130.

The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary, H-J Volume 3. edited by David Noel Freeman. New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1992.

Jason E. Vickers, “Holiness and Mediation: Pneumatology in Priest Perspective,“ International Journal of System-
atic Theology, 16, no. 2 (April 2014): 196.

HOW DOES A THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE ON HOLINESS MAKE A DIFFERENCE IN YOUTH MINISTRY? | KWANGHYUN RYU



70

© Acta Missiologica | No. 1 | Vol. 13 | 2019 |

DESTRUCTIVE PURSUITS OF HOLINESS IN DARREN ARONOFSKY’S MOTHER! *

Pavol Bargár ✉ 

Protestant Theological Faculty of Charles University in Prague (CZ)

Submitted: 5 June 2018  Accepted for publication: 9 April 2019

First published: 15 April 2019 © Acta Missiologica |No. 1|Vol. 13|2019|

Abstract
Background: Darren Aronofsky’s fi lm Mother! is a cinematographically unique and, at the same 
time, very disturbing work of art. As such, it provokes many contradictory reactions. The present 
article explores, from an ecumenical theological perspective, the destructive ways of pursuing 
holiness as portrayed in this fi lm. Understanding holiness as an authentic relationship with a dia-
logical God who takes the initiative in inviting God’s creatures to become actively involved in the 
process of becoming like God towards eschatological fullness of life. The article shows, using 
specifi c images and themes from the fi lm, how such a relationship is disabled by Man‘s destruc-
tive pursuits of holiness, such as the cult of holiness, and cheap grace.
Conclusion: The fi nal part of the present article suggests potential implications for further the-
ological examination in the area of fostering dialogue between theology and fi lm by providing 
more ways to specify and embody theological constructions that may seem too abstract for the 
purposes of theological refl ection.

Keywords: Darren Aronofsky – Mother! (fi lm) – Holiness – Efforts to achieve holiness – 
Theology and fi lm.

Introduction
Mother! (2017) is the seventh feature fi lm by acclaimed director and writer Darren Aronof-

sky.203 Like all his previous work, Mother! is also at the cutting edge of contemporary cinematog-
raphy. And, perhaps even more than his other fi lms, it evokes a spectrum of divergent reactions, 
ranging from standing ovations to the rushing out of cinema halls in repulsion. For all its divisive 
nimbus, however, Mother! is undoubtedly a piece of art work that invites manifold interpretations.

The aim of this article is to use select images from Mother! to argue, from an ecumenical 
theological perspective, that certain pursuits by human beings of holiness actually disable 
achieving holiness as an authentic relationship with a dialogical God.204 The article will bring 
together a refl ection on a theological interpretation of the fi lm, a Christian understanding of 
holiness, specifi c examples expressing destructive pursuits of holiness that are displayed in 
Mother!, and potential implications for further theoretical research in the area of fostering dia-
logue between theology and fi lm.

*203 This article has been supported by Charles University Research Centre program No. 204052.
✉  Contact on author: Mgr. Pavol Bargár, M.St., Th.D – email: bargarp@yahoo.com
204  To enable a clearer focus on this speci� c aim and a sharper argument, certain aspects of holiness that feature 

in the � lm, for example, those related to the character of Mother, are not discussed in this article.
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Plot summary
Mother! tells the story of a middle-aged, formerly famous poet, Him, and his young bride, 

Mother, who live in a mansion amidst beautiful countryside, far from any civilization.205 While Him 
spends his days struggling for inspiration to write his next opus magnum, Mother is fully engaged 
in renovating their house. The idyll is disturbed by an unexpected appearance of a stranger, Man. 
Though Mother is less than happy about his arrival and stay, Man is excitingly welcomed by the 
poet as the latter sees Man as somebody who can appreciate his work. Man is soon joined by 
his wife, Woman, apparently to stay in the house for good – to the obvious displeasure of Mother. 
The tension gradually escalates only to climax in a tragic fi ght between two brothers, the sons 
of Woman and Man, who suddenly arrive at the house, with the elder fatally injuring the younger 
brother. A great number of various people show up for the wake, making themselves feel at home 
in the house, again to Mother’s dismay. Their invasion ends with water splashing from a torn-
apart sink and a frenzied Mother chasing everybody out of the house. Following these events, 
Him and Mother make love passionately to appease – and to beget a child. 

A new chapter of their life begins – and so does, effectively, a new part of the fi lm. On that 
very same morning when Mother announces to Him that she is pregnant, he manages to write 
a new poem that will soon become a major success, selling out all copies in one day. To cel-
ebrate, Mother prepares a great dinner for the two of them, but a growing crowd of fans starts 
appearing at the house, not hesitant to enter, either. The pattern known from the fi rst part of the 
fi lm is evident again, with Him accepting the people benevolently and with a certain degree of 
self-complacency, and Mother disapprovingly and powerlessly standing by and watching the 
unruly behavior of their “guests.” This time, however, the inconvenient house invasion turns 
into a violent, indeed infernal mayhem. The zealous fans of the poet tearing the house apart 
in a hunt for relics is only the fi rst step, soon followed by the hard-core followers incarcerating 
and executing those who differ from them, and the police troops fi ghting against the fanatics. 
Amidst this chaos, Mother goes into labor and gives birth to a son. The message about the 
birth calms the crowds down for a while. However, they demand to see the baby, and the 
request is met with a decisive rejection from Mother. Nevertheless, Him steals the boy while 
she is asleep to present it to his followers. This ends terribly with the people tearing the baby 
apart and eating parts of its body. Mother is furious; fi rst hurting the people around herself 
with a shard of glass, then ultimately setting the whole house on fi re. With everything burned 
to ashes, Mother’s gem-stone heart is the only thing left for Him to keep. The fi lm ends with 
a view of a new mansion and a new Mother calling out to her husband.

A theological reading?
It is hard to overlook Scriptural references in Mother!. Therefore, many tend to interpret 

this fi lm as “an impressionistic, biblically-inspired allegory for the drama of creation,”206 albeit, 
admittedly, with Gnostic and Hindu elements to it. After all, both the writer-director Aronofsky 

205  For more background information on the � lm, see, for instance, “Mother! (2017),” https://www.imdb.com/
title/tt5109784/?ref_=nv_sr_2, accessed April 2, 2019. In addition to directing the � lm, Darren Aronofsky also 
wrote the screenplay. While cinematography is by Matthew Libatique, the main protagonists of Him and 
Mother feature Javier Bardem and Jennifer Lawrence, respectively. It is interesting to note that the � lm has no 
original score.

206  Travis LaCouter, “A Biblical Bloodbath: Darren Aronofsky’s ‘Mother!’,” Commonweal (January 5, 2018): 20-22, 
here 20. 
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and the main actress Jennifer Lawrence explicitly support such a reading.207 Such a reading, 
in turn, invites a theological consideration of the fi lm. Travis LaCouter, for example, argues 
that Aronofsky’s take on the biblical material makes the rhythm of sin and forgiveness, upon 
which Christian faith is based, look like a sadomasochistic farce.208 LaCouter maintains that 
Aronofsky reinterprets the central biblical narrative subversively, turning it effectively on its 
head; as such, “God’s generosity becomes God’s callous self-obsession, the forbearance of 
the ‘good woman’ becomes the source of her self-harm, and the son’s sacrifi ce leads not to 
redemption but to ruin.”209

One must say, however, that a straight-forward, allegorical interpretation as proposed by 
Aronofsky himself is not without its problems. LaCouter is aware of that, thus he hastens to add 
his theological critique, consisting of two convincing points. First, the superabundant economy 
of gift in which God operates would never force God into “the position of Hamlet-like indecision” 
in which the poet is trapped in the fi lm. Second, the distance between Creation and creatures, 
or, more precisely, between the Earth and human creatures, as represented by the antagonism 
between Mother and the house-guests, is too wide.210 To this critique I would add yet another 
point, namely, that the image of God as embodied by the poet is hardly recognizable with the 
image of God known from Christian tradition as a God being with the whole of creation in its 
pain and not hesitant to get involved in its suffering. Drawing from these arguments, I would 
like to suggest reading Him as a human being, though his poetic creativity undoubtedly bring 
him close to resemble God. After all, Aronofsky himself highlights Him’s human nature when 
he says that he [i.e., Aronofsky] is “every character in every [of his] movies,” including “Javier 
Bardem’s character,” that is, Him.211 

This article, therefore, seeks to argue for yet another reading when it suggests interpreting 
Mother! as a dramatic rendering of what it means to be human. From a theological perspective, 
the quest for holiness as a relationship to the transcendent reality is part of this being human. In 
my view, Mother! is intriguing and relevant because it depicts how this quest can go wrong. As 
such, the present article explores the destructive pursuits of holiness as portrayed in the fi lm. 
First, however, the theme of holiness will be considered from a Christian perspective.

Holiness: a Christian understanding
Though there certainly are several ways to approach the issue of holiness from a Christian 

perspective, a solid way to start theological exploration on this matter is to refl ect on the verse 
“You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy” (Lev 19:2b, NRSV). This biblical verse sug-
gests that people are called to be holy, thus, effectively, becoming like God. With regard to the 
focus of this article, I will now develop this argument in fi ve successive steps. First, as the Vatican 

207  For references see, for instance, Samantha Maine, “Darren Aronofsky Has Finally Explained His Thinking Be-
hind ‘Mother!’,” NME, March 11, 2018, accessed April 2, 2019, https://www.nme.com/news/� lm/darren-aronof-
sky-mother-sxsw-2260134 

208  LaCouter, “A Biblical Bloodbath,” 22.
209  LaCouter, “A Biblical Bloodbath,” 22.
210  For this critique see: LaCouter, “A Biblical Bloodbath,” 22.
211  See: Maine, “Darren Aronofsky Has Finally Explained.” In the same breath, it is fair to say that Aronofsky men-

tions in the same interview that Him was meant to represent God. He deliberates: “I looked at the Bible and 
how the Old Testament God is painted. When you think about that God, if you don’t pray to him, he kills 
you. What type of character does that?” This seems to be a very super� uous understanding of Christian (and 
Jewish) theology, though. To the contrary, the character of Him is rather all too human, and therefore I opt for 
reading him that way – as a human being, not di� erent from his admirers.
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II document Lumen Gentium reminds us, each and every member of God’s people is called to 
be holy. The dogmatic constitution on the church then goes on to elaborate that the core of this 
holiness is the fullness of (Christian) life and the perfection of love (Cf. LG 40). .212

Second, Bruce Marshall, with reference to Hebrews 12:14,213 says that the aim of holiness is 
seeing God. Seeing God, however, is intrinsic to likeness to God, as 1 John 3:2 has it.214 Drawing 
from these two scriptural passages, Marshall concludes: “Seeing God necessarily involves holi-
ness, and seeing God necessarily involves likeness to God. Taken together, these two conditions 
for seeing God suggest, obviously enough, what holiness is. Being holy is being like God.”215 
Holiness therefore refers to the process of being, or becoming, like God. 

Third, holiness is a gift engendered by God’s grace. Karth Barth argues that “sinful man 
becomes holy in virtue of the holiness of the God who graciously takes action on his be-
half.”216 Interpreting Barth’s understanding of holiness, Andrew Butcher sheds further light 
on this point when he explains that 

[t]he holiness of God asserts and maintains the Lordship of God. The holiness of 
God’s people, therefore, is never – and cannot be – self-ascribed or in any way attained 
through merit or effort. God’s people are holy because God is holy and graciously inter-
venes on our behalf to make us holy as God is holy.217

The next point, fourth, is closely related to the previous one. Holiness is, one can assert, 
a necessarily relational matter; that is, it has a relationship between God and creation/humankind 
at its heart. Karl Barth is of much help here again when he says in his academic lectures on 
Ephesians that “holiness is a relationship with God [...] established by God. [...] To call a person 
holy means that God eternally disturbs him and fi lls him with joy, that He has laid His hand upon 
the creature.”218 This relationship, and, in turn, holiness, presupposes dialogue with God. Walter 
Brueggemann speaks of “a dialogic exchange that is potentially transformative for all parties. [...] 
From God’s side, the talk may be promise and command. From the side of the partners, it may be 

212  quoted in Walter M. Abbott, S.J. ed. The Documents of Vatican II (New York: Guild Press, America Press and 
Association Press, 1966), 66-67. 

213  “Pursue peace with everyone, and the holiness without which no-one will see the Lord” (NRSV).
214  “Beloved, we are God’s children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed. What we do know is this: 

when he is revealed, we will be like Him, for we will see Him as He is” (NRSV).
215  Bruce D. Marshall, “A Brief Anatomy of Holiness,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 49, no. 1 (Spring 2014): 7-18, 

here 9. 
216  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics II/1, The Doctrine of God § 28-30, trans. G.W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance (London: 

T & T Clark, 2010), 111. Here, I do not mean to suggest that Barth would necessarily agree with my overall thesis 
that holiness has to do with becoming like God. Nevertheless, I � nd his emphasis on the importance of grace 
for becoming (or, more precisely, being pronounced) holy and on holiness as a relationship (see step 4 below) 
to be crucial for developing my argument, without having to fear, I believe, that I misuse Barth’s intentions. 

217  Andrew Butcher, “On Holiness,” Colloquium 44, no. 2 (2012): 194-207, here 203. 
218  Quoted from Ross McGowan Wright, “Karl Barth’s Academic Lectures on Ephesians (Gottingen, 1921-22): An 

Original Translation, Annotation and Analysis, PhD thesis in Systematic Theology (University of St Andrews, 
Scotland, 2006), 16-17, http:// research-repository. st-andrews.ac.uk/bitstream/10023/399/3/RossMWrightPh-
DThesis.pdf (accessed April 2, 2019).
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that holiness has to do with becoming like God. Nevertheless, I � nd his emphasis on the importance of grace 
for becoming (or, more precisely, being pronounced) holy and on holiness as a relationship (see step 4 below) 
to be crucial for developing my argument, without having to fear, I believe, that I misuse Barth’s intentions. 

217  Andrew Butcher, “On Holiness,” Colloquium 44, no. 2 (2012): 194-207, here 203. 
218  Quoted from Ross McGowan Wright, “Karl Barth’s Academic Lectures on Ephesians (Gottingen, 1921-22): An 
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praise and prayer!”219 Butcher concurs with Brueggemann and relates this “dialogical exchange” 
to holiness explicitly when he claims that “our holiness thus stems from this cyclical dialogue: 
God’s command and promise leads to our obedience and praise.”220

The fi fth, and fi nal, point follows from the nature of this “dialogical exchange.” Holiness should 
be understood not only in terms of gift, promise, and grace but also in terms of command. In other 
words, holiness is not only an indicative but also an imperative. It is, to use the phrase by John 
Webster, an “election to activity.”221 A proper response lies in divesting one’s “former way of life” 
and embracing one’s “new self.”222

To sum up for the purpose of this article, holiness refers to an authentic relationship with 
a dialogical God who takes the initiative in inviting God’s creatures to become actively involved in 
the process of becoming like God towards the eschatological fullness of life. In what follows, I will 
try to show how Mother! portrays some doomed-to-failure and destructive pursuits of holiness 
as understood above. Three particular images will be considered.

Holiness that does harm: exploring destructive pursuits of holiness through images 
from Mother!

1 The cult of holiness
The fi rst image I would like to introduce is the cult of holiness which represents, I argue, 

a root cause of egoism, vanity, and hubris, both on the part of those who worship the cult of 
holiness and those who are engaged in fostering their own cult of holiness. Though it certainly 
is problematic to view Him as an allegory for (biblical God), one should not downplay the fact 
that he undoubtedly serves a function of effectively being like a god to his fans and followers. 
Following the pattern for how people pursue holiness, as suggested by Marshall and discussed 
above, they want to be in his presence, they want to see him and, ultimately, one can say that 
they want to become like him.223 As for Him, he appears to accept this status willingly and 
without any hesitations. Indulging in his cult of holiness, he is, however, led to increasingly 
deepened estrangement from Mother. The previously harmonious relationship between the 
two of them is severely disrupted to the point of destruction. In the end, this whole process 
results in the poet’s complete insularity as he is no longer able to pursue and maintain authen-
tic relationships. The fi lm shows that the pursuit of holiness cannot be reconciled with ersatz 
relationships, as exercised, for instance, between a celebrity and his or her fans. 

These types of relationship lead to alienation, on the one hand, and hubris, on the other. It is 
important to note that the two consequences apply to both those who adore and those who are 
adored. With regard to alienation, the former are estranged from their destiny as human beings 
since they give undue honor to something/someone that does not deserve it, while the latter are 
separated from their peers due to their pseudo-status. With regard to hubris, the adorers are 
guilty on the grounds of their desire and effort to become like their idol, whereas the hubris of the 
adored ones lies in embracing for themselves an inadequate ontological status. 

219  Walter Brueggemann, An Unsettling God: The Heart of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Press, 
2009), xii. 

220  Butcher, “On Holiness,” 202. 
221  See: John Webster, Holiness (London: SCM Press, 2003), 87. 
222  Cf. Butcher, “On Holiness,” 202. 
223  See: Marshall, “A Brief Anatomy of Holiness,” 9. 
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Due to alienation and/or hubris, people are incapable of relating to the other authentically. 
The cult of holiness thus separates people from both other human beings and God. Holiness, to 
the contrary, requires a relationship of unconditional openness towards the other.

2 Religiously objectifi ed holiness
My second thesis is that religiously objectifi ed holiness, as depicted in Mother!, triggers 

the darkest human instincts. This thesis follows from the theological distinction between “icon” 
and “idol.”224 The term “icon” is understood as referring to an entity that is endowed with the 
power to reveal the transcendent dimension of the reality. For example, as Colossians 1:15 has 
it, Jesus Christ is interpreted as an icon/image (είκών) of God.225 To the contrary, “idol” refers 
to something that distorts the human vision of transcendence, thus rendering the pursuit of 
authentic relationships and holiness impossible. 

In the fi lm, the poem and the child stand for holy objects par excellence. The poet’s follow-
ers regard them as worthy of pursuit. The central problem with the followers’ perspective, to 
my mind, is that they perceive the child and the poem as nothing more than that – that is, as 
mere objects, albeit special in a certain sense. Such objectifi cation of the other, symbolically 
portrayed by the followers’ tragic adoration of the child and the poem, is detrimental both for 
oneself and others. If the other is turned into an object, a thing at one’s disposal, an authentic 
relationship cannot be established and/or maintained. As a result, the pursuit of holiness is 
disabled. In other words, religiously objectifi ed holiness does not lead towards the fullness of 
life, but rather suffocates any prospects for life. 

3 Cheap grace
With the third example I would like to suggest that the Bonhoefferian term of cheap grace 

can be helpfully employed to refer to a pendant counterpart of authentic holiness. It was 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer who famously warned against taking grace for granted; viewing it as 
something disassociated from any price or cost.226 Such “grace” makes discipleship impossi-
ble, thus severely disrupting the quest for authentic relationship with the other. This also has 
implications for the pursuit of holiness.

Several times throughout the fi lm, Him proclaims that “we all must share freely with what we 
have,” forgive others unlimitedly and open houses to accept others. So far so good; however, 
this stance comes across as an inauthentic and cheap posturing as it costs him very little to 
make these big promises. After all, it is Mother who bears all the burden of house-building and 
house-keeping. Similarly, such a position of cheap grace is readily adopted by the poet’s follow-
ers in their own approach to life, when they evidently want to receive abundantly without giving 
in or giving up anything. This pursuit of holiness, as depicted in the fi lm, is in stark contrast to 
what I earlier said about the “election to activity,” about the dialectic of indicative/promise and 
imperative.227 As a result, people become incurvated in themselves, authentic relationships are 
disabled, and the fullness of life cannot be effectively pursued and fostered. 

224  See for example: Antony Eastmond, “Between Icon and Idol: The Uncertainty of Imperial Images,” In Icon and 
Word: The Power of Images in Byzantium. Studies Presented to Robin Cormack, ed. Antony Eastmond and Liz 
James (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2003), 73-85. 

225  “He is the image of the invisible God, the � rstborn of all creation” (NRSV). 
226  See: Dietrich Bonhoe� er, The Cost of Discipleship, 2nd ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1959), especially the part on 

“Costly Grace.”
227  See: Webster, Holiness, 87.
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Conclusion
Discussing several examples from Aronofsky’s Mother!, this article has demonstrated the 

destructive and dehumanizing potential of certain pursuits of holiness. Key to all these examples 
was inability to sustain an authentic relationship with the other, thus devastating the fullness of 
life for all which is at the heart of the Christian understanding of holiness. In particular, cultic 
misappropriation of holiness leads to alienation and hubris; religious objectifi cation of holiness 
results in stifl ing any prospects of life in fullness; and relying on “cheap grace” makes one forget 
that holiness consists of not only promise but also imperative as one is elected to activity. 

In addition, this article has tried to explore ways of pursuing dialogue between theology and 
fi lm. Potential implications for further theoretical research aimed at fostering such dialogue may 
be created on the level of theological refl ection. Theologians can use cinematography as material 
for their refl ections, and thus give specifi c and solid grounding to theological constructions that 
might seem too abstract. At the same time, these refl ections give them an opportunity to provide 
valid interpretation from their own distinct perspective and become one of the voices that try to 
create a more varied mosaic of interpretations of specifi c works of art and our shared humanity. 
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Introduction: The background of the project focusing on theological anthropology 
in an ecumenical and interdepartmental context
Given the dynamic development and problems of today’s world, a question that is being 

asked more and more urgently is the one of human identity. Matters that used to seem crystal 
clear – complex bioethical and medical questions or matters related to artifi cial intelligence, 
weapons of mass destruction, violence of all sorts, religious or political and economic con-
fl icts, migration, etc. – no longer seem as clear. It is obvious that grasping this complex sub-
ject in a comprehensive way is not possible and it certainly cannot be done once and for all. 
Questions of man’s nature, freedom, boundaries, his relationship towards the world’s affairs 
and towards himself have always been urgent. They may be more urgent now than ever 
before, as man has great power.

Each historical period and each society and its individual segments need to look for ade-
quate answers to questions of human identity. One of the ways how to look for an answer to 
the question Who is man? is to look at human identity from a theological, or rather a Christian 
perspective in an ecumenical context. Many matters that have been disputed between indi-
vidual groups with different rational, cultural, political and religious traditions could gradually 
be solved if the individual groups of today’s population could openly refl ect on their identity, 
needs and vision of the world and thus accept different opinions. Those who are suffi ciently 
sure of themselves do not need to threaten others or be afraid of them. They are acceptant 
of differences without losing their own identity.

Theologians and philosophers of various specializations at the Faculty of Evangelic 
Theology and the Faculty of Catholic Theology at Charles University led by Professor Iva-
na Noble have decided to join forces and participate in a project focusing on theological 
anthropology in an ecumenical and interdepartmental context. The research team is an 
international one with broad international cooperation. The project was accepted by Charles 
University and included in its science program within the University Centres of Excellence. 
It is planned to last 6 years from 2018 until 2023. The aim of the research is not to draw up 
universally true and universally applicable knowledge on man as such, rather to use refl ec-
tion and self-refl ection of our own backgrounds to offer a Christian and theological concept 
of man with its consequences on practical life. 

✉  Contact on author: Asoc. Prof. PhDr. Mireia Ryšková Th.D. – email: mireia.ryskova@ktf.cuni.cz
✉ Contact on author: Asoc. Prof. PhDr. Libor Ovečka Th.D. – email: ovecka@ktf.cuni.cz
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The background for this research is the Christian perspective of the fundamental defi ni-
tion of man as God’s image and partner created to be similar to God, gifted with freedom and 
responsibility, who, since the very beginning of time, tends to cross the limits of a safe human 
life guaranteed by God and thus expose himself and the entire world to chaos and danger 
of collapse. In traditional theological language, this is a sin with all its social and ecological 
consequences, but also a judgement during which man is called to identify his deeds (good 
and bad ones), failures, as well as brave and responsible actions. Within Christianity, the 
team will study various theological and practical „solutions“ offered by various traditions. The 
project researchers will study the rich theological heritage in the light of today’s problems, 
seeking wholeness and, to a certain extent, holiness.

The project is divided into three stages:

I. Ecumenical and interdepartmental methodology (2018-19)

II.  Traditional topics of theological anthropology with an ecumenical and interdepartmental 
interpretation (2020-21)

III.  The relationship concept of man in intercultural and inter-religious dialogue (2022-23)

The entire team meets at least twice a year at joint colloquia dedicated to methodologi-
cal, content and organizational matters and especially to the presentation of work of young 
researchers (PhD students and post-PhD students). At each stage, two international con-
ferences are planned, as well as the publication of results achieved in professional journals 
and monographs. Apart from professional sessions and conferences, the common result 
of the entire team’s work should be two collective monographs. Cooperation with various 
international institutions is part of the entire project. 

The fi rst stage (2018–2019)
The fi rst stage of the project is dedicated to clarifi cation of opinions and views given the dif-

ferent backgrounds of individual team members as well as their different professional theologi-
cal orientation. This will facilitate mutual dialogue and a more complex view of the studied topic.

At this point, the team has already concluded the fi rst year of cooperation that has brought 
fi rst fruits. Two meetings were dedicated to methodological matters, work on a joint mon-
ograph and presentation of the on-going work of three young researchers. In May 2018 
(24 – 27 May), an international conference was organized in Prague entitled Contemporary 
Images of Holiness, the results of which were published in Czech, Slovak and English in 
three different periodicals (Teologická refl exe, Communio viatorum and Acta Missiologica). 
In today’s world, holiness might seem like an out-dated concept of this defi nitive state towards 
which man is called as God’s creature and image. However, individual conference contribu-
tions show that there are many more aspects to this concept, as this is not purely a concept 
of the spiritual dimension of human existence. It appears that holiness is not a concept of 
human existence belonging to the past, it is a meeting between man and God in various 
forms, which gradually leads to completion in the form of man’s deifi cation.

Another international conference is planned for 2019 (22 – 28 May). This international 
conference entitled How Discernment between God and Evil Shapes the Dynamics of the 
Human Journey will take place in Italy (Monastero di Bose, Magnano, Biella). The con-
ference will be dedicated to an important topic of human decision-making from a morally 
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theological, spiritual, dogmatic and socially ethical perspective in the ecumenical context. 
In today’s social situation, it is necessary to stress that this distinction is meaningful, as it is 
constantly questioned in practice and in theory. Distinction is a traditional notion of Ignatian 
spirituality that is not widely used in other humanistic and social studies. These studies tend 
to talk about choice or decision-making. However, responsible decision-making or choice 
without distinction, i.e. without the process of analysis of the right path for the particular 
individual or society at that particular moment, is not possible. This does not apply only to 
the distinction between good and evil, right and wrong, appropriate and inappropriate – it is 
also about distinction between two or several options which are all good in their own way, so 
that the individual, or an entire society, achieves a desired goal, i.e. fulfi lment of a mission 
and life as such. Theological analysis of man from this point of view might help people in 
their search for the right direction in everyday practice.

The team has also been working on the joint monograph Člověk jako hermeneutická 
bytost (Man as a Hermeneutical Being) to be published in 2020. The authors’ aim is to fi nd 
and describe various positions of existence in which man fi nds himself, while respecting fun-
damental theological and anthropological perspectives. The monograph will contain approx. 
15 chapters distributed into two basic blocks: the fi rst part will focus on matters related to 
relationships, understanding and communication as basic defi ning factors of human exist-
ence, the second part will refl ect on man’s mission as God’s image going through human 
sin until his fulfi lment in eternity, i.e. deifi cation. 

The aim of the project’s fi rst stage is to create a common methodological basis for further 
research, as well as to enrich today’s anthropological discourse with the fact that man cannot 
be reduced to his psychological, physical and biological essence. 

The second stage of the project (2020–2021)
The second stage will be dedicated to research of traditional anthropological topics from 

an ecumenical perspective with the aim of showing how confessional and cultural specifi ci-
ties contribute to the concept of man and offer a more complex view of Christian identity in 
relation to today’s secular society and its new religious questions.

The third stage of the project (2022–23)
In the third stage of the project, the team will follow up on results achieved during coop-

eration on the joint monograph, as research will be based on man as a relationship creature 
defi ned by a fundamental triangle of relationships: God – man – world, in the sense of cos-
mos/nature. This fundamental relationship network will be refl ected in wider inter-cultural and 
inter-religious contexts. If, in the previous two stages, an identity of man from a Christian 
and ecumenical perspective is successfully defi ned, it will be benefi cial, if not essential, to 
confront it with other cultural and religious concepts. The aim will then be to show what the 
consequences of various concepts of man might be and how they can be used positively for 
the benefi t of man as an individual and as a society.

Apart from conferences and the active participation of individual team members in the 
on-going discourse through colloquia, seminars, lectures, conferences and individual pub-
lications, the result of joint research in the fi nal stage will be a new collective monograph.
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Conclusion
It is obvious that no project has the power to change the social situation in which man 

realizes himself; however, results of joint research might have a benefi cial corrective impact 
on today’s discussion about the position of man in the world, his freedom and responsibility 
in the context of the crisis in so-called western society and the possibilities of adequate 
response to the thorny questions of today. They might become an inspiration for the cross-
ing of borders of one’s own horizons of knowledge by means of fruitful cooperation with 
others, while not losing one’s own identity. Revival of some slightly forgotten categories and 
their use in the discourse on the concept of man, e.g. holiness, morality or the distinction 
between the two and spirituality as such, the spiritual dimension of human beings, can 
direct today’s man (regardless of his religion) towards the principal roots of his own culture 
and search for the meaning of life.
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Introduction: The historical background
Theology and theological education in today’s Greece is the result of a long and com-

plex historical process of shaping theology, including encounters of many different, even 
confl icting trends and theological teachings that have converged and diverged over time, 
thus, fi nally, defi ning its current form and program.3 Therefore, it is important to provide 
both a description and a critical refl ection on theological discourse and its perspectives in 
contemporary Greece.

Theological education in Greece is closely linked to the role played by the Eastern Or-
thodox Church in relation both to the re-construction of the Greek state and the building of 
the Greek national identity, in the wake of the Greek revolution (1821) against the Ottoman 
occupation. Despite the different interpretations or perspectives one may give, the Greek 
intelligentsia (e.g. the historians S. Zambelios, K. Paparigopoulos) during the second half of 
the 19th century sought to formulate a comprehensive narrative that would support ideologi-
cally the newly born Greek state and its inhabitants. One of the basic factors of this narrative 
was the predominant place of the Byzantine-Christian legacy, which was used as a neces-
sary building block of the “tripartite synthesis of the ancient (Hellenic), medieval (Byzantine) 
and modern (the resurrected nation) periods.”4 Notwithstanding the new challenges raised 
by modernity at the dawn of the 20th century, the radical changes provoked by the Bolshevik 
Revolution (1918), the two world wars, and other new problems and needs, this sort of syn-
thesis continued more or less to be the basic axis of the general Greek education system in 
all its levels until now. As it is well known, due to the Ottoman occupation that lasted more 
than 400 years in the wider landscape of Eastern Europe, the so-called Orthodox world 
did not go through the various historical landmarks that marked Western history and its 
mentality in different ways, such as the Reformation, Counter-Reformation, Renaissance, 
or modernity to name only few. A serious discussion recently emerged among progressive 
Orthodox theologians about whether this reality was exclusively due to historical reasons 
or whether deeper reasons were also responsible for the reluctance of the Orthodox world 

✉ 2 Contact on author: Dr. Nikolaos Asproulis – email: asprou@acadimia.org
3  Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “New trends in Greek Orthodox theology: challenges in the movement towards 

a genuine renewal and Christian unity,” Scottish Journal of Theology 67 no. 2, (2014): 127-164.
4  Trine Willert, New Voices in Greek Orthodox Thought. Untying the Bond between Nation and Religion (Ash-

gate, 2014), 46.
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to dialogue with the intellectual, social, political trends of the West or to consider ways to 
receive the positive achievements of modernity.5 Despite the positive or negative answers 
one may give, the fact is that, particularly in Greece, the Orthodox Church and culture is 
still considered by most of its people as closely related to Greek identity as one of its con-
stitutive aspects, which once played and should more or less still play an important role 
in public sphere. In this context, the Church has always sought to practice its infl uence in 
some way on, for instance, the primary and secondary level education programs, while the 
university professors (at least the majority of them) of theology intended to follow and indeed 
did follow the polity of the offi cial Church, which was supposed to be the guardian of a pure 
Greek and Orthodox culture. On the other hand, after the promising and fruitful renewal of 
Orthodox theology in the early decades of the 20th century,6 modern Orthodox theologians 
began to encounter a variety of new (and not only secular) challenges and problems that 
urgently required—and still require—their attention. The inevitable paradigm shift from the 
byzantine worldview to the modern or post-modern one provides Orthodox theology and the 
Church with its new context, within which it must witness to its apostolic faith and articulate 
its theological discourse. 

Although it seems that modern Orthodox theology has fi nally overcome the so-called 
“Babylonian”7 or scholastic captivity, it seems to have fallen prey to a new form of captivity, 
which I would call a “pre-modern captivity.” This means that the glorious patristic and Byzan-
tine past continues to be its basic point of reference, in a more or less triumphalistic and re-
petitive manner, determining the method but also the content of contemporary theology. Even 
in the work of many contemporary eminent representatives of Orthodox theology, one will 
fi nd a theological discourse that deals repeatedly with issues such as the history of dogma, 
interpretation of patristic texts, and so on, which were under discussion in the patristic era. 

If this is the case, the distinction between “Church Dogmatics” and “Church and World 
Dogmatics”—proposed by Paul Valliere in his groundbreaking book Modern Russian Theol-
ogy: Bucharev, Soloviev, Bulgakov, Orthodox theology in a new key8 in order to describe the 
two dominant theological currents in contemporary Orthodox theology, that is, “Neo-patristic 
theology” (represented mainly by Florovsky, Meyendorff, Schmemann, Zizioulas, etc.) and 
the “Russian Religious Renaissance” (including particularly Solovev, Bulgakov, Florenski, 
etc.)9—could be used here to describe the current situation in contemporary Orthodox the-

5  Cf. Aristotle Papanikolaou, The Mystical as Political. Democracy and non Radical Orthodoxy (Notre Dame 
Unuiversity Press, 2012); Pantelis Kalaitzidis, Orthodoxy and Political theology, Doxa and Praxis, (Geneva: 
WCC Publications, 2012), id., Orthodoxy and Modernity. An Introduction (Athens: Indiktos, 2007) (in Greek).

6  For a comprehensive and detailed overview of the renaissance of Orthodox theology during the 20th 
century one could consult the following recent publications: Georges Florovsky, The Russian Religious 
Renaissance, ed. Paul L. Gavrilyuk (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); Antoine Arjakovsky, The Way. 
Religious Thinkers of the Russian Emigration in Paris and their Journal, 1925-1940, trans. Jerry Ryan (Notre 
Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press: 2013).

7  See for instance, Georges Florovsky, The Ways of Russian Theology, vol. I (Belmont, MA: Nordland, 1979), 
121.

8  Paul Valliere, Modern Russian Theology: Bucharev, Soloviev, Bulgakov, Orthodox theology in a new key (Ed-
inburg: T&T Clark, 2000), 306-309.

9  For a critical overview of the 20th c. Orthodox theology, see: Georges Florovsky, The Russian Religious Re-
naissance, ed. Paul L. Gavrilyuk (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); Paul Ladouceur, Modern Orthodox 
Theology: Behold I Make All Things New (London: T & T Clark, 2019).
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ology. Although more or less a schematic, this typology provides a useful hermeneutical 
tool for exploring the methodology, content, and perspective of contemporary theological 
education and curricula, and possibly the means of articulating an alternative perspective. 

Before, however, going to this direction, it is necessary to clarify our methodological point 
of view, that is the way that this sort of typology should be understood for the purpose of 
this paper. In my view,10 the concept of “Church Dogmatics” is primarily related to a theology 
proper, in other words to a theology ad intra, in terms of classic dogmatics, while the sec-
ond one—that of “Church and World Dogmatics”— is intended to express an open-ended 
theological refl ection on secular issues, or, in other words, a kind of systematic theology in 
the current sense of the term. In this two-fold typology, one could add, as I have recently 
argued,11 a third type, that of “World Dogmatics,” meaning that the focus in that case is on 
the common space (secular-political-public sphere) where the political could meet the theo-
logical (e.g. theological education) in a mutually inclusive affi rmation and reception.

Having briefl y described the historical background, one can clearly assume that theology 
in today’s Greece is in urgent need of addressing a new, dynamic, and very challenging 
global context, thus continuing in its refl ection and action for the sake of Christian unity 
as well as supporting the process of reconciliation between the Christian East and West, 
and between eastern and western Europe.12 With this purpose in mind, I will seek to briefl y 
introduce an alternative theological model, proposed by the Volos Academy for Theological 
Studies, a rapidly developing theological institute in Greece and to describe the challenges 
and perspectives relevant for this context.

The Volos Academy for Theological Studies: history and scope
The Volos Academy for Theological Studies (Volos, Greece) functions as an open forum 

of thought and dialogue between the Orthodox Church and the broader scholarly community 
of intellectuals worldwide. In its effort to foster interdisciplinary and inter-religious under-
standing, the Academy has been organizing a series of studies, international seminars, 
conferences, roundtables and publications. In order to meet this objective, the Academy for 
Theological Studies has collaborated with numerous other institutions, jointly addressing 
problems and challenges of our time, in a spirit of respect for each other‘s differences. Thus, 
the Academy has collaborated with institutions such as the Roman Catholic Theological 
Faculty in Florence, the Boston Theological Institute, the French Institute in Athens, Drury 
University (USA), the School of Theology at the University of Thessaloniki, the Department 
of Orthodox Theology at the University of Munich, the Faculty of Theology at Heidelberg 
University, the Bossey Ecumenical Institute and the World Council of Churches, the Con-
ference of European Churches (CEC),the Society of Oriental Liturgy (SOL), the Orthodox 
Theological Faculty at the University Babes-Bolyai (Cluj-Napoca, Romania) and the Univer-
sity‘s Center on Bioethics, the Department of History-Archeology and Social Anthropology 
at the University of Thessaly, the Chair of Orthodox Theology at the University of Munster 

10  For more on this two-fold typology and its relevance, see: Nikolaos Asproulis, “Is a dialogue between 
Orthodox theology and (post) modernity possible? The case of the Russian and Neo-patristic ‘Schools,’” 
Communio LIV no. 2, (2012): 203-222; Nikolaos Asproulis, “’Church and World Dogmatics’. The ecumenical 
need of a paradigm – shift in the modern orthodox theology and education,” Review of Ecumenical Stud-
ies 5 no. 2 (2013): 154-161; Nikolaos Asproulis, “Ostliche Orthodoxie und (Post)Moderne: Eine unbehagli-
che Beziehung,” Una Sancta 74 no. 1 (2019): 13-37.

11  Cf. Asproulis, “Pneumatology and Politics,” 184-197.
12  Kalaitzidis, “New Trends in Greek Orthodox Theology,” 127-164.
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(Germany), the Center for Orthodox Studies at Fordham University (New York), the Roma-
nian Institute for Inter-Orthodox, Inter-Confessional and Inter-Religious Studies (INTER, 
Cluj-Napoca), Saint Sergius Theological Institute (Paris), the Journal and the Ecumenical 
Center Istina, French Orthodox Journal Contacts, the Christian Cultural Center of Belgrade 
(Serbia), St. Andrew‘s Biblical Theological Institute (Moscow, Russia), the Orthodox Acad-
emy of Valamo (Finland), the European Forum of Orthodox Schools of Theology (EFOST, 
Brussels), the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF), the Forum of European Muslim 
Youth Student Organizations (FEMYSO), the Association of Religious Teachers of Imathia 
(Greece), the Academic Association for Adult Education, the Mental Health Organization 
“Health Progress,” the “Second Chance” Schools of Volos and Larissa, the Alternative 
School of the Therapeutic Community “Exodus,” the Municipal Center of History in Volos, 
the Youth Association of the Holy Metropolis of Demetrias, the School of Iconography Dia 
Heiros of the Holy Metropolis of Demetrias in Volos, the French website on Orthodox news 
www.orthodoxie.com, the Volos newspaper “I Thessalia,” the leading journal of the study of 
literature “Nea Hestia,” the theological journal Synaxis, the journals Analogion, Leimonari-
on, of the Holy Metropolis of Kozani, the Publication Houses, Kastaniotis, Indiktos, Harmos 
and Hestia. As a result of this scholarly activity, the Metropolis of Demetrias and the city of 
Volos have become an international meeting place for encounter and dialogue. Since 2017, 
the Volos Academy for Theological Studies, as an offi cially recognized Research Centre is 
a subscribed member of the European Academy for Religion (Euare).13

As far as the Volos Academy for Theological Studies is concerned, the new challenges 
and perspectives also lie in the fact that this institution has recently gained the status of 
a Research Centre,14 which means,15 in its turn, a real novelty in the overall theological reality 
of especially the Greek-speaking Orthodox theology. Without being an educational institute 
in itself, it functions as an open forum of thought and dialogue between the Orthodox Church 
and the broader scholarly community of intellectuals worldwide. Its affi liation to the local di-
ocese of Demetrias does not at all restrict “the Academy to follow any particular offi cial line 
of the Church,” since the local bishop “does not interfere with the academic programmes or 
activities ... even if he does not always agree with the line chosen...”16 It is clear then, that 
the theological method used by this Institute is a “Church and World Dogmatics” model, or 
in other words a kind of ecumenism in space, expressed in constant ad extra dialogue with 
the modern worldview. 

A brief overview of the Volos Academy’s agenda should demonstrate that its basic thrust 
is to interpret—but also to correlate the Gospel and the “living Tradition” of the Church to 
the modern existential needs of humanity, as has been previously described in the diverse 
issues that dominate the theological agenda of this institute. Without the dogmatic or patris-
tic tradition being sacrifi ced for, or compromised to, various modern ideologies or Church 
consciousness and experience being exchanged for politics, or secular ideologies, the Vo-
los Academy seeks to articulate the proper methodology but also to provide contemporary 

13  The cited text on the Volos Academy for Theological Studies as a forum for re� ection and dialogue be-
tween the Eastern Orthodox church and the broader academic community of intellectuals around the 
world stems from the annual booklets published by the Volos Academy, available at its o�  cial website 
www.acadimia.org.

14  Cf. the o�  cial website of the Volos Academy for Theological Studies: http://www.acadimia.org/index.
php/en/research-center/general (accessed October 4, 2018).

15  http://www.acadimia.org/index.php/home/history-and-purpose-of-the-volos-academy (accessed Oc-
tober 4, 2018).

16  Willert, New Voices in Greek Orthodox Thought, 58.
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Orthodoxy with the adequate tools and resources for the revitalization of the message of 
Christ in our modern era. By doing so it follows the patristic way of doing theology which 
was characterised by its deep engagement in the social, political, and intellectual life of their 
era, addressing in this way the urgent and ever new existential needs and challenges that 
modernity poses to humanity and Orthodoxy, particularly today.

Subsequently, I will briefl y outline the theological program of the Research Centre of the 
Volos Academy. 

The Volos Academy for Theological Studies: The Research Centre and its departments
Due to the manifold contribution of the Volos Academy for Theological Studies to theology 

and widely to the scholarly research and culture, the Volos Academy is included among the 
recognized Greek research centres by the Law 4310/2014 (“Research, Technological Devel-
opment and Innovation and other provisions”) of the Greek Ministry of Education and Reli-
gious Affairs passed by the Greek Parliament. This is a very important development for the 
Volos Academy and an offi cial recognition of its work by the Greek state. This is a milestone 
in the course of its academic development, at the local, national and international levels. 
This recognition entrusts the Volos Academy with more responsibilities and new tasks for the 
development and international promotion of the scientifi c theological research being done in 
our country, and for the vibrant and creative witness of Orthodoxy in the modern world. The 
Research Centre of the Volos Academy for Theological Studies includes fi ve specialized 
scientifi c and research departments as follows:

Department of Chanting Art and Musicology
The goals of the Department of Chanting Art and Musicology are the research, study, 

recording, preservation and promotion of Byzantine and post-Byzantine musical culture, 
particularly of the Ecclesiastical Chanting Art, as preserved in the living oral tradition of the 
clerics and cantors, and as it also extends till today through its direct and indirect sources 
(musical manuscripts, theoretical writings and studies, historical evidence, patristic and sec-
ular literature, etc). At the same time, the main concern of this Department is the recording 
and study of the local chanting tradition of Magnesia and the Holy Metropolis of Demetrias, 
through the collection, classifi cation and study of the relevant sources and evidences. In ad-
dition, the Department is willing to bring together, if possible, all the researchers, scientists 
and scientifi c institutions throughout the world, whose discipline or research interests are 
directly or indirectly related to the Chanting art, and create a global network of partnerships 
and interactions between them. Therefore, the Department seeks to cooperate and interact 
with the Institute of Byzantine Musicology of the Holy Synod of the Church of Greece, with 
the Chanting Art Programs of the University Ecclesiastical Academies, with the relevant 
Departments of the University Schools of Greece and abroad, with cultural organizations 
(Chanters Associations, Schools of Byzantine Music), etc. In this perspective, the organiza-
tion of conferences, symposia, workshops, training and educational seminars and all kinds 
of artistic events on the Chanting Art, as well as the participation of members of the Depart-
ment in international scientifi c fora, is self-evident. The Department‘s objectives also include 
training the staff to strengthen itself and the most complete realization of its objectives, as 
well as the publication of studies, doctoral theses, collective volumes, music collections, 
magazines, discs and other media, the construction and update of web sites and fi elds of 
communication and the dissemination of information or the results of these actions to any 
person or entity who may be interested.
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Department for the study of the manuscript tradition of the New Testament
Its main purpose is the creation of a critical edition of the Byzantine text, used by the Eastern 

Orthodox Church as its liturgical text. Among its objectives are the fi nding, collecting, photo-
graphing, transcription and study of manuscripts (continuous text or eklogadia) that preserve 
the Byzantine text type; the education and training of specialists in the criticism of the text; the 
organization of conferences and seminars; the critical editions of the New Testament text; and 
especially the re-publication of the Patriarchal edition of 1904 with improvements, corrections 
and the application in general of modern scientifi c methodology; the study and promotion of any 
form of interpretative commentary of the text of the New Testament in Byzantine manuscripts 
(liturgical manuscripts, catenae etc.); the participation in international fora; cooperation with re-
lated research institutions abroad; the publication of an electronic journal for the dissemination 
of the results of the research project; the construction and maintenance of a web page for the in-
formation of the international academic community; and cooperation with the Eastern Orthodox 
Churches for the re-publication and critical correction of the New Testament text in use (espe-
cially in modern eklogadia) by virtue of a research of the manuscript tradition. This Department 
intends to a) fi ll a signifi cant gap in research, since the related international research centers 
engage in other forms of textual tradition of the ancient Church (e.g. the Alexandrian text, scrolls, 
ancient Latin translations, etc.), having as its objective the closest approximation of the original 
text of the New Testament, and not the restoration of „living text“ in the Byzantine tradition; b) 
investigate and highlight an important part of the tradition the ancient Church, which until now 
has not been suffi ciently exploited; c) provide substantial services mainly to Greek-speaking 
Orthodox Churches by contributing to re-publication of the text of the New Testament used 
in their daily liturgical practice; and d) promote at an international scientifi c level the culturally 
invaluable and important heritage of the Greek manuscripts of the New Testament.

Department of Canonical Theology
The Department aims to investigate, study and highlight issues such as the genesis and 

origins of the Canons, the Canonical tradition, and the Canonical Hermeneutic.

Specifi cally, this three-fold research project will cover the following areas from the perspec-
tive of the study, research and life of the Church:

a)  the wide range of the two millennia, with a clear focus on the Canonical Sources which 
emerged in the first millennium, the millennium of the Canons‘ genesis, with introductory 
and historical prolegomena, as well as textual issues and critical issues of the canonical 
texts, in order then to study the canonical extensions and its implications contained in 
the following two general research aspects.

b) Issues of Canonical Tradition of the Church as (for instance):
  1. The history of the printed editions of the Holy Canons (16th-20th centuries)
  2.  The Canonical Collections: The Rudder and the Rallis-Potlis Constitution (19th 

century) of the Orthodox Church and the post-Byzantine Hermeneutic
  3. The ecclesiology and administrative nature of the Holy Canons

c) Issues of Canonical Hermeneutic in modern times such as (for instance):
  1.  Modern Church-canonical issues
  2.  State, Orthodox Church and Religious Affairs in Greece / Europe / Ecumene
  3.  Canon Law and International Politics
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Department of Interreligious Studies
This Department studies the multifaceted religious phenomena in its modern diverse 

manifestations (focusing on the most familiar to the Greek area monotheistic religions of Ju-
daism and Islam) by using the fi ndings of the religious studies research as it has developed 
internationally. The importance of the study of the religious phenomenon is evident because 
religion constitutes a fundamental aspect of the human existence itself, interwoven with its 
very identity, and because religion has been diachronically exploited by various sides, so 
that the commonly so-called “return of religion” to the public space is often painted in dark 
colours. At a time which seems more or less dominated by intolerance and violence, the 
dialogue between the different religious traditions in the context of a serious scientifi c inves-
tigation into the place of religion in the public space can foster not only mutual knowledge 
but also contribute to the harmonious and peaceful coexistence of different people and tradi-
tions in the modern pluralistic world. Besides the above, the purpose of this Department will 
be to build on the long experience of cohabitation of the three monotheistic religions in the 
Mediterranean region and to initiate actions and tables of dialogue towards the promotion 
of reconciliation in contexts of religious otherness.

Department of Research, Management and Conservation of Byzantine and post-Byzan-
tine Monuments and Relics

This Department engages in the systematic study, recording, maintenance and exploita-
tion of ecclesiastical monuments and relics (icons, wood carvings, manuscripts, miniature 
objects) both in the national as well as mainly in the local level. The basic objectives of the 
current Department are the establishment of a specialized library for the promotion of re-
search, the organization of a digital archive of recording of monuments-objects and digital 
photos, the museographical study and promotion of local collections of images-relics, the 
planning of cultural routes in the context of development of the religious tourism in the region, 
aiming to familiarize the local people with the Byzantine and post-Byzantine monuments of 
Magnesia, the undertaking of research and educational programs and the organization of 
scientifi c conferences in cooperation with the Ministry of Culture, the university community 
and local municipal and regional authorities.

The Volos Academy for Theological Studies examines the further expansion of its re-
search areas and departments (Department of Philosophy and Patristic Theology, Ecu-
menical Theology, Theology and Psychological Sciences, Catechetical and Teaching of 
the Religious Subject etc.) in the future. Bearing in mind this brief overview of the scope 
and theological agenda of the Volos Academy, one could easily realise the challenges 
and perspectives that this institute, which does not itself provide education programmes or 
academic degrees yet, poses to the theological education in particular and the theology in 
general in both the Greek and the Pan-Orthodox milieu. The challenges and perspectives 
under consideration could be summarised as follows: 

87

Interesting activities
ORTHODOX THEOLOGY MEETS THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD: THE DIALOGICAL ORIENTATION AND THE CHALLENGES 

POSED BY THE VOLOS ACADEMY FOR THEOLOGICAL STUDIES | NIKOLAOS ASPROULIS

Department of Interreligious Studies
This Department studies the multifaceted religious phenomena in its modern diverse 

manifestations (focusing on the most familiar to the Greek area monotheistic religions of Ju-
daism and Islam) by using the fi ndings of the religious studies research as it has developed 
internationally. The importance of the study of the religious phenomenon is evident because 
religion constitutes a fundamental aspect of the human existence itself, interwoven with its 
very identity, and because religion has been diachronically exploited by various sides, so 
that the commonly so-called “return of religion” to the public space is often painted in dark 
colours. At a time which seems more or less dominated by intolerance and violence, the 
dialogue between the different religious traditions in the context of a serious scientifi c inves-
tigation into the place of religion in the public space can foster not only mutual knowledge 
but also contribute to the harmonious and peaceful coexistence of different people and tradi-
tions in the modern pluralistic world. Besides the above, the purpose of this Department will 
be to build on the long experience of cohabitation of the three monotheistic religions in the 
Mediterranean region and to initiate actions and tables of dialogue towards the promotion 
of reconciliation in contexts of religious otherness.

Department of Research, Management and Conservation of Byzantine and post-Byzan-
tine Monuments and Relics

This Department engages in the systematic study, recording, maintenance and exploita-
tion of ecclesiastical monuments and relics (icons, wood carvings, manuscripts, miniature 
objects) both in the national as well as mainly in the local level. The basic objectives of the 
current Department are the establishment of a specialized library for the promotion of re-
search, the organization of a digital archive of recording of monuments-objects and digital 
photos, the museographical study and promotion of local collections of images-relics, the 
planning of cultural routes in the context of development of the religious tourism in the region, 
aiming to familiarize the local people with the Byzantine and post-Byzantine monuments of 
Magnesia, the undertaking of research and educational programs and the organization of 
scientifi c conferences in cooperation with the Ministry of Culture, the university community 
and local municipal and regional authorities.

The Volos Academy for Theological Studies examines the further expansion of its re-
search areas and departments (Department of Philosophy and Patristic Theology, Ecu-
menical Theology, Theology and Psychological Sciences, Catechetical and Teaching of 
the Religious Subject etc.) in the future. Bearing in mind this brief overview of the scope 
and theological agenda of the Volos Academy, one could easily realise the challenges 
and perspectives that this institute, which does not itself provide education programmes or 
academic degrees yet, poses to the theological education in particular and the theology in 
general in both the Greek and the Pan-Orthodox milieu. The challenges and perspectives 
under consideration could be summarised as follows: 



88

© Acta Missiologica | No. 1 | Vol. 13 | 2019 |

The Agenda and the Critical Challenges posed by the Volos Academy for Theological 
Studies to Eastern Orthodoxy17

The dialogue with (post)modernity in the light of the work of the Holy Spirit
As it has been made clear from the brief presentation of the Volos Academy, one of its basic 

tasks is to bring Orthodoxy into dialogue with the various challenges of (post)modernity. Some 
years ago, Pantelis Kalaitzidis, the Director of the Volos Academy, raised the crucial question 
“whether Orthodoxy came to a halt before modernity.”18 Despite the various ways one could 
address this question,19 it is inevitable that Orthodoxy faces with deep reluctance and fear the 
diverse achievements of the modern world, such as the language of human rights, liberal de-
mocracy, etc. By dealing with such issues, the Volos Academy aims to reconsider the position 
of Orthodoxy within the multicultural modern world, to critically approach different ideological 
reasons that preserve it from becoming incarnate in the world and engaging deeply in history, 
to re-interpret in the light of the Spirit’s refreshing breeze its own rich tradition in order to meet 
the contemporary anthropological concerns and urgent questions raised by the rapid develop-
ments in humanities and technology (e.g. bioethics), to examine the role of the Church in the 
emerging religiously-neutral and anthropocentric culture, providing the Church then with the 
most adequate means for the successful fulfi lment of its mission.

Focus on political theology issues
Another important initiative undertaken by the Volos Academy is that it raises issues 

related to political theology. It was common place until recent times20 that Orthodox the-
ology especially has nothing to do at all with politics or social issues, due to its supposed 
meta-historical and liturgical dimension,21 while this political attitude was outright attributed 
to various trends of Western theology (i.e. liberation theology, theology of hope, etc)22 which 
were characterized by a more profound historical commitment. Orthodoxy, due mainly but 
not exclusively to historical reasons, faced with reluctance or often suspicion this opening 
of Western theologies to the modern challenges, making it impossible for itself to develop 
a comprehensive political theology despite the sporadic elements of political thought that 
one could trace within the patristic tradition such as Eusebius of Caesarea or Augustine.23 
Therefore by attempting to explore the reasons of this undervaluation of the social-political 
dimension of human life, the endeavor of the Volos Academy was to bring to the fore the 
relevant aspects of the Orthodox tradition that would be useful for a creative articulation of 
an Orthodox political theology that would “translate” (J. Habermas) the Gospel into modern 
language and life more successfully, thus addressing the various current existential needs of 

17  For this section I mainly draw from: Kalaitzidis, “New Trends in Greek Orthodox Theology,” 127-164; id., 
Kalaitzidis, Orthodoxy and Political theology, Doxa and Praxis, (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2012). Ortho-
doxy and Modernity. An Introduction (Athens: Indiktos, 2007); Asproulis, “Pneumatology and Politics,” 184-
197.

18  Cf. Kalaitzidis, Orthodoxy and Modernity. An Introduction, (Indiktos: Athens, 2007) (in Greek).
19  For an appreciation and � rst discussion of this question cf. Asproulis, “Is a dialogue between Orthodox 

theology and (post) modernity possible?” 203-222.
20  Cf. the relative discussion about the “why has orthodoxy not developed a political or liberation theology,” 

in Kalaitzidis, Orthodoxy and Political theology, 65-80.
21  On this distinction between the meta-historical attitude of the East and the historical commitment of the 

West see among others John Zizioulas “Eschatology and History,” in Cultures in Dialogue: Documents from 
a Symposium in Honor of Philip A. Potter, ed. T. Wieser (Geneva: WCC, 1985), 30-39.

22  Cf. The various trends in political theology and in general see in: Rosini Gibellini, La teologia del XX secolo 
(Editrice Queriniana: Brescia, 41999).

23  See on this among others Papanikolaou, The Mystical as Political,13-54. 
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humanity. Towards this direction, the recent English publication of Pantelis Kalaitzidis’ book 
on political theology as well as the on-going Greek translation of another book on political 
theology written by the well known Greek-American, Orthodox theologian Aristotle Papan-
ikolaou, and various others seminars, conferences, and contributions inevitably constitute 
an important challenge for the theological education and reasoning in Greece and abroad, 
as it is practiced, which seems to still ignore these topics more or less.

Commitment to ecumenical theological education
Although the position of (Orthodox) theology was secured quite early (since the estab-

lishment of the University of Athens in Greece, 1837), its ecumenical character and com-
mitment was not, and is still not, considered as self-evident. Notwithstanding the fact that 
the theological faculty of the Athens University for instance was structured according to the 
German Protestant model, closely following its curricula, and that its professors had usually 
studied in Roman Catholic or Protestant Universities, theological education more or less 
followed an isolationist methodology both towards other Christian traditions and the secular 
life. One could argue that theology in Greece until even our time is mostly characterised by 
a conservative and confessional perspective, focusing mainly on an interpretation of patris-
tic texts and doctrine as a way of securing the purity of Orthodoxy against other Christians. 
It is hard to fi nd, despite considerable exceptions, a publication or a conference organised 
by the theological faculties in Greece which would deal with theological education in its 
ecumenical perspective (an intra-Christian, not mainly an intra-Orthodox dimension). The 
recent publication by the Volos Academy, in cooperation with the World Council of Church-
es (WCC) and the Conference of European Churches (CEC), of the massive collective 
volume entitled Orthodox Handbook on Ecumenism,24 was considered a real landmark for 
theological education in Orthodoxy worldwide, since, as it is argued in the editorial preface, 
“different voices indicated the need to have a proper reference book for teaching ecumen-
ism in Orthodox theological faculties, seminaries, and academies, as there is still a serious 
lack of resources for proper and sound teaching of the history and life of the ecumenical 
movement.”25 The institutions that have undertaken the responsibility of this promising pub-
lication “shared among others the following core convictions: a) that there is a serious need 
for a common resource book for teaching ecumenism in Orthodox theological faculties and 
academies; …c) that the Orthodox Churches had inspired, contributed to, and profoundly 
benefi ted from the ecumenical movement — and this allowed them to meet other Christians 
and to overcome temptations of isolationism; d) that there is still some need to improve the 
level of inter-Christian studies and dialogue in Orthodox theological schools in order to pro-
mote mutual understanding and to eradicate prejudices; e) that the study of other Christian 
churches and ecumenism needs to move beyond the framework of comparative or even 
polemical apologetics.”26 These initial promises of the editors seem to describe the very 
modern context within which Orthodox theology is situated in its effort to address current 
challenges. In other words, this is the context of its inherent ecumenicity and necessary 
dialogue with the other Christian traditions and certainly the entire world. The result was 

24  Pantelis Kalaitzidis, and Hovorun, Cyril et. al. eds. Orthodox Handbook for Ecumenism. Recourses for theo-
logical education (Volos Academy Publications in cooperation with WCC Publications and Regnum Books 
International: Volos, Greece, 2014). 

25  “Editor’s Preface” in Pantelis Kalaitzidis and Hovorun, Cyril et. al. (eds). Orthodox Handbook for Ecumenism, 
xxiv. 

26  “Editor’s Preface” xxv.
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a very sound and promising volume that intends to facilitate theological learning in its ec-
umenical perspective and become a reference book that will nurture the in-culturation and 
in-ecumenication27 of Orthodoxy in the present pluralistic, secularized, and globalised world.

One could add several more challenges and perspectives that the Volos Academy by 
making use of modest tools, has succeeded to raise in relation to theology and theological 
education, such as: a) the eschatological and contextual reading of Tradition,28 that is the 
perception of eschatology as a general outlook that would inform not only the church life but 
the theological perspective and education in particular as well, since it liberates Orthodoxy 
from the dominance of the past, opening new ways and opportunities of a re-incarnation of 
the Word of God in the future, b) a theological appraisal of secularization, in terms of a “World 
Dogmatics”29 (following Valliere’s typology), a theological methodology that would take seri-
ously into consideration the divine character and dignity of creation (sophianity), c) a critical 
assessment of the history of the contemporary Orthodox theology, etc.

Conclusion
For the Volos Academy for Theological Studies, the new challenges and perspectives fol-

low from the task this institution has been commissioned with, since its foundation until today: 
namely, to provide the church, its theology and education with the necessary tools to express 
the most adequate model of theological discourse and teaching, while also supporting the 
dialogue between Orthodoxy and (post)modernity, the dialogue with and among other Chris-
tian traditions, and the efforts to seek unity and reconciliation in Christ, as always embodied 
in celebrated liturgy. To consider this presupposition, the Volos Academy for Theological 
Studies is to be both a mediator and a space for dialogue in the way once formulated by the 
President of the Board of Members of the Volos Academy, Metropolitan Ignatius of Demetrias 
in Thessaly, Greece, when he said: “The Church is called to dialogue with whatever is not 
yet the Church, since it does not exist for itself but for the sake of the world.” Bearing in mind 
this basic assumption, one can thus conclude that this new model of doing theology and 
theological education should be understood in terms of the “Church and World Dogmatic,” 
model. This new way of understanding theological reasoning and education deeply chal-
lenges the still dominant model used by the Orthodox theological faculties in Greece and in 
so-called traditional Orthodox countries (e.g. “Church Dogmatics”), and, while not abrogating 
it, it demands a general reconsideration and re-orientation of the scope and perspective of 
theological education, which is, in my view at least, aiming at the formation of people who 
will fi nally seek divine-human communion by being deeply engaged in dialogue and practices 
that make it possible for the world and other people to imagine the divine more fully.30

27  This is a  neologism attempting to describe the development and process of contemporary Orthodox 
theology within the context of its inherent ecumenical character.

28  Towards this perspective cf. Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “The eschatological understanding of Tradition in con-
temporary Orthodox theology and its relevance for today’s issues,” in The shaping of Tradition. Context 
and Normativity, ed. Colby Dickinson (Peeters: Leuven-Paris-Walpole, 2013), 297-312.

29  Cf. Asproulis, “Pneumatology and Politics,” 184-197.
30  Papanikolaou, The Mystical as Political,13-54. 
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Mr. Matej Kováčik ✉31and Mr. Pavel Pola ✉ of the Protestant Theological Faculty of 
Charles University in Prague provide Acta Missiologica with an interview on a monastic 
community in Bose and its specifi c mission that they undertook with Brother Matthias 
Wirz who has been a long-standing member of this attractive and unique mixed commu-
nity. It is a community that was established in response to Vatican II. Since its very begin-
ning, its members have included people from various churches. Like Taize, the community 
integrated its mission with prayer and work towards the unity of Christians. Much emphasis 
is laced on hospitality. Today, the monastery has its male and female branches, thus striv-
ing to give space to various initiatives that build bridges between the Christian East and 
West, between Catholicism and Protestantism. Furthermore, it co-organizes a number of 
conferences together with different institutions (one example includes an international con-
ference entitled How Discernment between Good and Evil Shapes the Dynamics of the 
Human Journey that will take place on May 22-28, 2019 and is organized in cooperation 
with the Protestant Theological Faculty of Charles University and under the leadership of 
Prof. Ivana Noble). The ecumenical focus of the Bose community runs through all spheres 
of life, including liturgy. The guests who visit this community can experience during prayers 
together that saints from manifold traditions are part of the liturgical calendar. The monks 
and nuns here see it as their mission to accompany the guests on this journey of unity. 32 

Dear Brother Matthias, please could you give us some basic information on your com-
munity? What would you say makes your community remarkable?

Bose is a monastic community of both men and women belonging to different Christian 
churches. These two dimensions – the fact that the community is both mixed (unmarried 
men and women are part of it) and ecumenical – indicate surely its originality. Besides that, 
it is a community seeking God in prayer, poverty, celibacy, and obedience to the Gospel. 
The brothers and sisters want to be present in the world, and try to make of the monastery 
a meeting place and a place of freedom.

The Community of Bose33 (situated in Northern Italy, between Turin and Milan) began in 1965, 
at the closing of the Second Vatican Council and in continuation of the movement of renewal 
initiated by this event in the Roman Catholic Church. For this, the fi rst members of the community 
around Brother Enzo Bianchi were willing to open the ancient monastic tradition, which is part of 

✉  Contact on author of interview: Mgr. Matej Kováčik – email: matokovacik@outlook.com
✉ 31 Contact on author of interview: Mgr. Pavel Pola OCD – email: polapa@post.cz
32  Based on an interview the editors of Acta Missiologica had on the community in Bose with Prof. Ivana 

Noble of the Protestant Theological Faculty of Charles University.
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the treasure of the fi rst Christian centuries they inherited, in order to make it be understandable 
for persons of our time. The monastic life in Bose is therefore grounded in the tradition of monas-
tic life, but listens at the same time to the contemporary world and its aspirations34.

The rhythm of the common life in Bose is given by the three daily prayers, for which 
the community developed a liturgical language that expresses the desire of the monks and 
nuns of Bose to pray in the present-day context35. This more contemporary expression of 
liturgy – made of sobriety, meditative prayer, simple melodies for the chant of the Psalms, 
but fi lled with the content of the traditional morning, midday and evening hours – makes our 
worship accessible to present-day God-seekers who are maybe more reluctant to partake 
in conventional formulations of prayer.

The brothers and sisters of Bose want to live their monastic life in the company of pres-
ent-day men and women, and be at their service. Monastic life as they understand it does not 
mean escaping from the world, but sharing its preoccupations from another standpoint. For 
this, they live economically on the basis of what they earn through their own work, as everyone 
else does. The work they do, for some of them outside the monastery, but most inside (agricul-
ture, production of jam and honey, carpentry, ceramics, icon painting, printing and publishing 
for the community’s publishing house36, theological and biblical study, translation) is the way 
through which the community lives fi rst and foremost in poverty: this means complete sharing 
of both material and spiritual benefi ts, the reduction of each person’s needs to the essential, 
and simplifying one’s existence in order to make possible a greater interior unity.

This allows the monks and nuns to share also their research with a wider circle of per-
sons: this happens mainly through hospitality, which is a ministry that can be practised with 
particular dedication by those who live in celibacy. The many guests who visit Bose (now 
more than 25,000 each year) come for different reasons – some are Christian and some 
are not, some work in the church and some have little contact with the church, some live 
even at a certain distance from society – but everyone is welcomed with the same attitude: 
“You will welcome every guest as you would welcome Christ.” Practising hospitality means 
welcoming and listening to all, seeking to understand the other in his or her “otherness” 
and presenting him or her to God in prayer, consoling those who are in situations of trial, 
and expressing solidarity with those who are marginalized.

Prayer, work and hospitality as they are experienced among us make of Bose a community 
in which the treasure of silence and the possibility of listening to the Word are shared among 
the brothers and sisters, but also a community that seeks to be open, to welcome and listen 
to all, to share the joy and hope, or the sorrow and distress, of all people.

34  See: Mario Torcivia, Nel segno di Bose (Casale Monferrato: Piemme, 2003); Jenni, Alexis & Sarthou-Lajus, Nath-
alie, Une vie simple. Rencontre avec la communauté monastique d’Enzo Bianchi (Paris: Albin Michel, 2017).

35  See: the prayer book of the monastery: Preghiera dei giorni. U�  cio ecumenico per l’anno liturgico, ed. Comu-
nità monastica di Bose (Magnano: Edizioni Qiqajon, 20177).

36  See: https://www.qiqajon.it/
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Could you please describe to us the main projects and activities your community is 
involved in?

As a monastic community, the only goal pursued by the brothers and sisters of Bose is to 
try to live a life according to the Gospel. As such, the project of the community is to lead 
a radically Christian life, made of prayer and work. Insofar as we do not think we have 
a particular ministry or charism, there are no specifi c projects for our community, except 
those given by circumstances and by the desire for solidarity with other persons.

Bose likes to call itself a community on the edge of the desert: from that perspective, the 
monks look toward the city and the church and remain in contact with them, never separat-
ing themselves but expressing their complete solidarity through their prayer and interces-
sion. They sometimes address a word or gesture to the city and church, or address them 
through their silence; but much of the time, in order to protect what has been entrusted to 
them, they fi nd it necessary to turn toward the desert, giving the impression that they have 
turned their back on the city and the church. But this turning away is in no way a gesture of 
disrespect: it is simply a sign of their thirst to return to God, in silence and attention.

This helps you to understand that the activities and projects of our monastery are not 
intended to be effi cient pastoral work, but represent much more a way of sharing with 
others what we experience for ourselves in our spiritual and inner lives. For this, day by 
day, one brother or one sister of the community shares the daily meditation on the Gospel 
(lectio divina) with the guests who are at Bose. It helps the visitors to understand what is 
at the centre of our life, in a maybe very simple way, but with a great continuity through 
time. In this way we hope to offer others the possibility of discovering they can also build 
their life by constant listening to the Word of God, and understand through it that the Lord 
always calls each person to live a fully human life. For this also, the community frequently 
offers guidance on how to practice personally lectio divina, a medieval monastic “method” 
of meditative reading of the Holy Scriptures which Bose rediscovered in the ‘70s and made 
popular again37.

In addition to that, we organize throughout the year frequent meetings during week-
ends or week-long sessions in summer: most themes developed there are thought to help 
persons live a more balanced spiritual and human life, or refl ect on social questions they 
have to face in their daily life with others.

Once a year, since 1992, in September, we also organize an international ecumenical 
conference on Orthodox spirituality, in which we are pleased to see representatives of all 
different Orthodox churches take part. It is not only a scientifi c symposium but much more 
a place where persons can meet, get to know one another and create contacts. On these 
occasions, the community tries to play the role of a bridge, thanks to which East and West 
get to encounter one another38. Once a year another conference takes place among us on 

37  See: Enzo Bianchi, Praying the Word : an Introduction to Lectio Divina (Kalamazoo : Cistercian, 1998); Id., Lectio 
Divina. From God’s word to our lives (London: SPCK, 2015).

38  The Acts of each year’s Conference are published by the community’s publishing house. See for example 
the last publication: Il dono dell’ospitalità. Atti del XXV Convegno ecumenico internazionale di spiritualità 
ortodossa, Bose, 6-9 settembre 2017, ed. D’Ayala Valva, Luigi, Cremaschi, Lisa and Mainardi, Adalberto 
(Magnano: Edizioni Qiqajon, 2018).
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liturgy and architecture. These two moments, which represent the major projects under-
taken by Bose each year, express the main fi elds of the community‘s interest, linked with 
its own life: ecumenism and liturgy.

Do you cooperate with other institutions in these activities?

We do not have any systematic collaboration with institutions, except for the two conferences 
I just mentioned: the different Orthodox churches – all of them, and we are very grateful for 
that! –are always ready to help for the organization of the September conferences; with them 
there is a regular partnership. In the same way, the conference on liturgy is prepared in col-
laboration with the national offi ces responsible for these topics at the Italian Bishops Confer-
ence. Otherwise, we cooperate rather rarely in a systematic way with structured institutions.

But there are sometimes more specifi c collaborations, linked with individual projects or 
meetings, in particular with academic institutions like the John XXIII Foundation for Religious 
Studies in Bologna, with Prof. Alberto Melloni, or the Protestant Theological Faculty of Charles 
University in Prague, with Prof. Ivana Noble and Katerina Bauerova, or St. Andrew’s Biblical 
Theological Institute in Moscow, with Prof. Alexei Bodrov. But we also collaborated recently 
with the Italian Catholic Association of Cinema Operators (Acec) to prepare and hold at Bose 
a meeting with young people on movies and spirituality…

Since its beginning your community has been ecumenical. In what way is this aspect 
important and formative for the community? What are the pros and cons?

It has been for the community a grace, a gift from the Holy Spirit, to welcome as a member 
among the very fi rst brothers, in the second part of the Sixties, a young Reformed theolo-
gian. We must insist: it was not the primary intention of the community to become ecumen-
ical; but as the fi rst Protestant brother arrived, the few members of the early community 
decided that there was no other way than to shape an inter-confessional monastery. Later, 
other non-Catholic brothers and sisters entered the community. This gift was immediately 
understood as a responsibility and a challenge for the monks and nuns of Bose: “How is it 
possible to live and celebrate together, if we belong to churches which are separated?” This 
brought the community to a special awareness on this delicate question, and drove us to 
invest quite a lot of energy in order to structure an ecumenical life, and refl ect on that theo-
logical and spiritual topic for which we felt we had to involve ourselves. Our Rule describes 
the attitude we want to adopt:

Brother, sister, you belong to a particular Christian church. You have not come to the 
community with the intention of re-designing a church according to your own ideas: you 
belong to Christ through the church which generated you as a Christian in baptism. For 
this reason, you will recognize and appreciate its ministers and leaders in their diversity, 
and you will always seek to be a sign of unity39.

Ecumenism is said some lines lower to be “a daily task, carried out in a continuous way” 
for each member of the community. The common experience shared day after day at Bose by 
the brothers and sisters coming from different churches shows, or intends to show, that it is 

39  “Rule of Bose”, 43, in: Enzo Bianchi, Scritti fondatori di Bose (Magnano: Edizioni Qiqajon, 2017), 170-171.
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in fact possible for the churches to fi nd ways in order to live unifi ed in diversity. In our liturgy, 
for example, we decided to adapt all the elements so that we could celebrate every offi ce to-
gether, and not have times reserved to one confession only, and others for another part of the 
community. In this sense, the ecumenism performed at Bose is mainly a “practical” ecumen-
ism, made of respect and love, in which we discover that what we cannot share as Christians 
if our prayer is not fundamental for our spiritual life. This return to the essentials of the Gospel 
helps to fi nd solutions to overcome the problems imposed by the division of the churches40.

The ecumenism our community lives is, in this way, a “spiritual ecumenism”, which pursues 
the goal of Christian unity by searching God fi rst of all. To be “one heart and one soul” (Acts 
4:32) for us is not a possibility among others, but a requisite of Christian faith. For this, the 
ecumenical endeavour does not need to follow one idea, or a specifi c person or option, but 
has to renounce to every human tendency in order to conform to the one God. This ecumen-
ism fi nds its means and goals always in the light of the Gospel, which will constantly criticize 
its false steps. Spiritual ecumenism is not a coalition of some churches against others, or of 
Christians against other realities in the world, but it desires unity in God. At the same time, 
it does not dream a fantasy church beyond confessions, but takes into account the existing 
churches and searches for unity among these.

For the brothers and sisters, what matters is the heart of the Christian message: that all 
return to the one Lord and recognize that, according to his will, “they may all be one” (John 
17:21). Our ecumenical position is thus not an optional decision or a strategic specifi city of the 
community, which could be replaced by another element or activity, but it obeys the require-
ment of the Christian faith itself for all believers. As monks and nuns, we think we can play in 
this fi eld a specifi c role, through our own research for inner unity41.

In this sense, to be ecumenically orientated is not just like a piece of clothing one can 
put on or take off, depending on the moment or the theological position. It is part of the 
Christian calling and should permeate each authentic spirituality. Faith must necessarily 
defend itself against separations, divisions and hard oppositions. Only a spirituality which 
expresses itself in a dialogical way and grows through mutual listening to one another will be 
able to recognize the “the wisdom of God in its rich variety” (Ephesians 3:10) in the different 
Christian communities and churches. For this also, the community of Bose never thought to 
create its own spirituality, but always intended to live from the spirituality of the whole church, 
to which its members are aware they belong.

40  See: Matthias Wirz, “Das ‚tägliche Werk’ der Ökumene. Zeichen der Einheit in Bose,” Geist und Leben 91 (2018): 
390-396.

41  See: Enzo Bianchi, Monastic Life and the Ecumenical Dialogue (Magnano: Edizioni Qiqajon, 2001); Id., Nonsia-
mo migliori. La vita religiosa nella chiesa, tra gli uomini (Magnano: Edizioni Qiqajon, 2002), 239-256.
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What are the goals of the ecumenical dialogue to which your community aspires? Do 
you already see some results from it?

As I tried to show, more than a dialogue, our ecumenism is fi rst of all a practice. It means to 
put in common all that can be shared among us. This practice is also supported by the quest 
of the brothers and sisters to build, as a community in itself, one body in the Lord. In that at-
tempt, some “non-essential” treasures must be put aside for the sake of unanimity. This does 
not mean implementing a general uniformity among us, nor among the church practices or 
the liturgical agendas, but recognizing that not all devotions have the same foundation in the 
Gospel. As a Christian community, we share in common what stays at the heart of our faith; 
the different peculiar elements, which may be divisive, are to be recognized as secondary. 
Even though every believer keeps his or her confessional identity – given by education or 
by personal choice –, these identities can be seen as no longer being separational if we are 
able to determine priorities and to recognize that common ground is more important than the 
different denominational options.

Such a position will certainly mean a conversion for everybody: one must renounce 
looking at one’s own tradition (or elements of it) as being all-important, one will have to be 
ready, as a sign of openness to others, to renounce a certain number of features which may 
be contentious. And it will also mean for every Christian believer recognizing in other for-
mulations of faith the same content expressed with other words. Ecumenism as a practical 
task is not dissimilar to learning another language: all words do not necessarily correspond 
exactly to one another. And a translation contains always a part of betrayal (Traduttore tra-
ditore, the Italians say). But the common ground of experience is the same, if it is rooted in 
the Scriptures: there, every believer will have to go back, discovering that his or her brothers 
and sisters from other churches also share the same foundation. This is the conversion that 
love for other Christian traditions implies: listening together to the same Lord, who calls 
everybody to his presence through conversion.

That is mainly the message our community would like to communicate to the churches by 
its practice: do not think as though the others did not exist, but take all decisions keeping in 
mind the other’s point of view. This will lead to collaborations, to opportunities for common 
work and celebration. And, if we look at the churches’ lives, at a local and regional level, we 
observe how much this already happens, through partnerships, common activities, shared 
ministries, even if the theological dialogue between the churches to which such congrega-
tions belong often seems to be blocked.

But our community, conscious of its own sinfulness, refrains from criticizing in a petty or 
narrow-minded way the problems of the churches. It seeks fi rst and foremost to correct the 
tendencies contrary to the Gospel that it sees in its own life. Relying on the strength of the 
Gospel which is the power of God, it also offers, to those who ask for a word of commentary, 
a humble but fi rm reminder of the need to be on guard against the tendencies contrary to the 
Gospel that the community perceives in the church and in history.

But as you were asking about dialogues, I must just add that some brothers of Bose are al-
so participating in the work of different (offi cial or non-offi cial) theological commissions. Pres-
ently our Br. Guido Dotti (who is also member of the Committee for Ecumenism and Dialogue 
of the Italian Bishops Conference) is part of the Theological study group for the Pilgrimage 
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of Justice and Peace of the World Council of Churches42; Br. Adalberto Mainardi participates 
in the dialogue of the Catholic-Orthodox Saint Irenaeus Group43, while I am a member of the 
Groupe des Dombes, a gathering of forty French-speaking Protestant and Catholic theologi-
ans working on Christian unity44.

Are you involved also in the inter-religious dialogue or in the questions of mutual co-
existence of Christians and Muslims, which may be one of the most important topics 
in current Europe?

Here again, as monks and nuns, we prefer to situate ourselves on the fi eld of experience 
rather than on the one of abstract refl ection. We have quite few direct links with non-Christian 
believers: thus far our involvement in the questions of inter-faith dialogue is rather weak com-
pared to the work we do for inter-Christian exchanges.

But, in addition to welcoming people of different religious traditions at our guest house 
(as well as our hosting for a longer period in recent years some Muslim refugees from Africa, 
who had arrived in Italy), the main involvement of our community in inter-religious dialogue is 
through the support of the activities of Dialogue Interreligieux Monastique. Monastic Interreli-
gious Dialogue (DIMMID)45. DIMMID is an international monastic organization that promotes 
and supports dialogue, especially dialogue at the level of religious experience and prac-
tice, between Christian monastic men and women and followers of other religions. While the 
natural dialogue partners of Christian monastics are monastics of other religious traditions, 
DIMMID also engages in spiritual dialogue with adherents of religions that do not have an 
institutionalized form of monasticism, for example – and in particular – with Muslims. DIMMID 
includes continental commissions and regional sub-commissions. One of the brothers of our 
community, Br. Matteo Nicolini-Zani, is the coordinator of the Italian commission46.

In 2011, Br. Matteo took part in the Twelfth East-West Spiritual Exchange, which was 
held in Japan. Sponsored by the the Institute for Zen Studies in Kyoto in collaboration with 
DIMMID, it proposed monastic stays in different Zen Buddhist monasteries, followed by 
a symposium at which the participants spoke of their experiences and impressions47. In 
2011 and 2014, our Br. Guido participated in a dialogue between Christian monastics and 
Shi’a Muslims, respectively held in Rome and Assisi (at our Fraternity of Bose), which was 
organized by DIMMID48. More recently, one of our sisters, Sr. Alice Reuter, participated in 

42  See: Walking together. Theological Re� ections on the Ecumenical Pilgrimage of Justice and Peace, ed. Susan, 
Durber and Fernando Enns (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2018)

43  See: http://www.moehlerinstitut.de/projekte/irenaeus-arbeitskreis/; https://www.monasterodibose.it/
comunita/� nestra-ecumenica/12680-servire-la-comunione/

44  http://www.groupedesdombes.org/ See: the collection of all texts published by the group during its 
� rst 50 years: Groupe des Dombes, Communion et conversion des Églises. Édition intégrale des documents 
publiés de 1956 à 2005 (Montrouge, Bayard, 2014).

45  See:https://dimmid.org/
46  See:http://www.dimitalia.com/
47  See: Matteo Nicolini-Zani, “On the Tatami of Zen-Christian Monastic Fraternity”, at https://dimmid.org/

index.asp?Type=B_BASIC&SEC={7F099577-D85B-4584-BC07-C21E49ABDEF2}.
48  See the proceedings of the dialogues: Monks and Muslims: Monastic and Shi’a Spirituality in Dialogue, ed. 

Mohammad Ali Shomali and William Skudlarek, (Collegeville MN: Liturgical Press, 2012); Monks and Muslims 
III: Towards a Global Abrahamic Community, ed. Mohammad Ali Shomali and William Skudlarek, (London: 
Institute of Islamic Studies, 2015).
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the First International Buddhist-Christian Dialogue for Nuns, which took place at Fo Guang 
Shan, a Buddhist monastery in Taiwan and was sponsored by the Pontifi cal Council for 
Interreligious Dialogue in collaboration with, among others, DIMMID49.

We can say that monastic inter-religious dialogue is a “dialogue of contemplative immer-
sion”. And this is possible on the base of the long tradition of monastic hospitality, which 
offers a setting wherein a meeting of mind and heart can take place. Mutual hospitality in 
the physical space of a monastery engages both guests and hosts in a process of mutual 
hospitality in the spiritual space of their monastic life, and this often provokes a deep, some-
times shocking, inner transformation50.

By means of approaching, listening to, and immersing ourselves into the spiritual world of 
the other religious believer, we can answer the “calling of God” that comes from it. This is the 
great legacy of the blessed Trappist monks of Tibhirine, Algeria, which our community has 
always felt very precious for its monastic life and has always “sponsored” in many different 
ways as a model for a Muslim-Christian dialogue of friendship and mutual hospitality51.

How do you understand the missionary work in general? What is its goal? What models 
of missiology does your community use to develop and support its ecumenical mission?

One fi rst point that must be stressed is that our ecumenical effort – as described above 
– does not fi nd its goal in itself: as brothers and sisters we do not aim at Christian unity 
because we think we will have a more relaxed situation and we will feel more comforta-
ble once our churches have been reconciled. We remember much more that ecumenism 
among Jesus’ disciples has to be pursued “so that the world may believe” (John 17:21). 
Thus the research for unity among believers in Christ is a way to do mission! Or, better: 
the unity among Christians will be a testimony to the truth of the message they convey. We 
can say it with the words of Br. Roger, the founder of the Taizé community: what kind of 
witnesses can we think to be as Christians if we all proclaim a God of love, and “confess so 
easily the love of our neighbour, but remain divided”52, without being able love one another? 
Good will does not suffi ce for mission and evangelization, but missionary work will become 
credible only if some preliminary conditions are present. Among them, the witness of an 
authentic Christian life, a witness that also implies unity among believers.

In Bose, we have always been aware that the specifi c witness that the monastic com-
munity gives is of a radical Christian life naturally radiating outward, and thus it is implicitly 
missionary. Our Rule expresses that intuition:

49  See a   report at: https://dimmid.org/index.asp?Type=B_BASIC&SEC={13F17725-6652-4ED0-A431-CB9353E-
F9F85}. More particularly: Alice Reuter, “Recognizing in the Other a Visit of God”, at https://dimmid.org/index.
asp?Type=B_BASIC&SEC={43B16F99-F0E9-4AD1-A385-EC817F52CBB1}&DE=

50  See: Matteo Nicolini-Zani, “Inter-Monastic Transmutatio: Monastic Identity Moulded by Inter-Religious Di-
alogue,” Historia Religionum 7 (2015): 97-106; Béthune, Pierre-François de, Interreligious Hospitality: The 
Ful� llment of Dialogue (Collegeville MN: Liturgical Press, 2010).

51  See: Frère Christian de Chergé and the other monks of Tibhirine, Più forti dell’odio (Magnano: Edizioni Qiqajon, 
2010).

52  La Règle de Taizé (Taizé: Presses de Taizé, 1965), 15.
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Brother, sister, it is not for yourself that you have come to this community, but for your broth-
ers and sisters in the church and in the world. The element of mission belongs to every func-
tion of the church, and you will express this element of your vocation in your relationships 
with those who do not believe in Christ. The community is not an end in itself: it is called to 
go forth into the world to proclaim the good news of the Gospel53.

Although the monastic communities in most cases have never been intentionally mission-
ary (in other words, created for the purpose of mission), they have always been permeated by 
a missionary dimension. Rowan Williams, former Archbishop of Canterbury, put it remarkably: 
“What makes a [monastic] community effective in terms of mission and witness is [its] apostol-
ic life … The mission witness of the dedicated worshipping community exists because people 
fall in love with God, not because they are told that it is part of a strategy for evangelization. 
… In all that we say about monasticism and mission, we have to keep fi rst in mind the root of 
the monastic life in the plain sense is a calling into intimacy with God through life lived with 
brothers and sisters, nothing more, nothing less”54. In other words, the monastery itself is the 
“word” of evangelization, the monastic style of mission. In this sense, “monastic missiology” 
could not be other than based on what is the source of monastic life, namely, the Word of God, 
and its style could not be other than personal and dialogical.

What is the contribution of your community in relation to missiology in general and, 
furthermore, are there any examples of specifi c cooperation, in research or education?

Even if not directly promoting it, our community, simply because of its composition and lifestyle, 
could be inspiring for a dialogical and ecumenical missiology: there cannot be any true, protes-
tant mission if not together with other Christians and in dialogue with other religious believers!

Among the members of our community, Br. Matteo is the one more specifi cally in-
volved in the fi eld of missiology, mainly through his scholarly research on the history of 
the Christian, and particularly monastic, mission to China55. His interest in discovering how 
Christianity met and was enriched by the Chinese culture is a particular contribution to the 
mission of the Church in that country.

Is your community interested in missionary work in the fi elds of evangelism? Do any 
of your activities contribute to it?

What we share with our guests, in the ordinary life of our daily rhythm, is for us the most 
important part of our contribution to evangelism. For visitors, we think that the witness of 
a community of men and women worshipping three times a day, listening together to the 
Word of God, and sharing a life of simplicity and silence, through work and hospitality, in the 
name of Christ, is the major sign which can be given to help others believe in the veracity 
of the Word according to which we try to conform our lives.

53  “Rule of Bose”, 41, in: Enzo Bianchi, Scritti fondatori di Bose (see footnote 39), 169.
54  Rowan Williams, “Monks and Mission. A Perspective from England”, at http://aoc2013.brix.fatbeehive. com/

articles.php/2391/monks-and-mission-a-perspective-from-england.
55  See in particular two of his books: Matteo Nicolini-Zani, La via radiosa per l’oriente. I testi e la storia del primo 

incontro del cristianesimo con il mondo culturale e religioso cinese (secoli VII-IX) (Magnano: Edizioni Qiqajon, 
2006); Id., Christian Monks on Chinese Soil. A History of Monastic Missions to China, trans. Sophia Senyk and 
William Skudlarek, (Collegeville MN: Liturgical Press, 2016).
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Of course, we also invite guests at Bose for spiritual retreats, or biblical and spiritual med-
itations, organized in the community. There are, for example, summer weeks on the Bible, or 
week-ends for groups during the year. Several of our brothers and sisters also sometimes go 
outside of Bose, for meetings or gatherings, to preach in some congregation or group, or to lead 
discussions on questions of faith. In these activities, there is maybe more direct evangelization, 
in the traditional understanding of the word; but this is only a part of our interest in this fi eld, 
in which most is done – according to us – through the testimony of our ordinary common life.

By living together a life according to the Gospel, we illustrate in a tangible way the pos-
sibility and the good of Christian life. As the Methodist theologian Stanley Hauerwas puts it: 
“The truth of Christian convictions cannot be divorced from the kind of community the church 
is and should be”56. An authentic Christian community, in fact, represents the most truthful 
testimony to Christ: altogether, its members tell by their own lives – to the extent of their human 
possibilities – the narrative God entrusted to the church, for all humankind. And “indeed, we 
only learn what that story entails as it is lived and lives through the lives of others”57.

The most convincing way of evangelization is the daily witness of a truly Christian life, a life 
which is loyal to the Lord Christ, a life marked by freedom, gratuity, justice, sharing, peace, 
because of the hope it bears… Such a life, inspired by Jesus’ life, will be able to provoke 
questions and interrogations among those who see it. In this way, Christians will be asked 
to “give an answer to anyone who demands from them an accounting for the hope that is in 
them” (see 1Peter 3:15) and to reveal the reason for their behaviour. But, for this, men and 
women are needed who tell Jesus’ story through their whole life and live in order to show, by 
their own existence, that Christian life is good58. What a monastic community like ours tries to 
live (in an always imperfect and inadequate way!) has to do with this conviction.

Could we ask you how you perceive your personal role in the community? What is the 
most meaningful part of your work and life, from your point of view?

As you will understand through what I just said, the life of each member of the community is 
important in order that the witness of all the group can be genuine. But, at the same time, in 
a community, a person is only one among several others...

Like me, most of the members of Bose are lay people. In this way, the community remains 
faithful to the early monastic tradition and expresses the simplicity and lack of visibility that 
Bose would like to maintain in its relationship with the church. The community wants to serve 
within the church in the poverty and simplicity that belong to every Christian who, in baptism, 
commits him- or herself to serve the Gospel, and nothing more.

Beyond certain exceptional events accorded to the community through a gift of grace, the 
meaning and “purpose” of Bose continue to be centred solely in its radical commitment to live 
according to the Gospel. For each member of the community, living this radical commitment 
means internalizing the demands of the Gospel and living one’s poverty, obedience and celi-
bacy in the depths of one’s being. For each person, this search for inner unity becomes a way 

56  Stanley Hauerwas, A Community of Character (Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press 1981), 1.
57  Stanley Hauerwas, A Community of Character, 92.
58  See: Enzo Bianchi, Nuovi stili di evangelizzazione (Cinisello Balsamo, San Paolo, 2012).
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Interesting activities
“MISSION ON THE EDGE OF THE DESERT” – AN INTERVIEW

of giving oneself in undivided attention to God, and also a way of letting one’s life become 
a credible and authoritative sign of unity and peace for one’s brothers and sisters and for the 
people one meets. In monastic life it is the Holy Spirit who calls the brother or sister, through 
the ministry of others, and not the church by means of its episcopal ministry, as is the case 
for ordained ministers. For this reason, the sign offered by monastic life to the church and 
the world requires a creative and constantly renewed faithfulness to the call of the Lord in 
order to continue to communicate its message. A monastic community may carry out various 
services and ministries in response to a demand of the Gospel or a request from the church, 
but none of these services constitutes the fundamental identity of monastic life as it is lived 
by the members of the community.

What are your hopes and expectations for the contemporary world?

My expectation could perhaps be summarized in these verses of the Apostle: “That the 
Word of the Lord may spread rapidly and be glorifi ed everywhere, just as it is among you, 
and that we may be rescued from wicked and evil people” (2Thessalonians 3:1-2). The Word 
of God has many ways to spread in the world, and it can use a lot of expressions, which are 
not necessarily spoken nor known to us... And most of them of course do not depend on our 
actions, but on the Lord himself. So, it is mainly through our prayer and intercession that 
we will be able to take part in this Spirit’s work in the world, and maybe modestly witness it 
through our lives, there where we are placed.

As for the hope for liberation from evil people expressed by the Apostle, it concerns all 
humankind, and not only (as in the Letter’s intention) the missionaries or the church. Each 
human person deserves to be free from the power of other persons, so that he or she can truly 
learn to become a fully human person. Perhaps we could add, as Christians: every person 
should learn to become fully human in the image of Jesus, who is for us the truest human of 
humanity. He shows us the example of what it means to be human.

But the fundamental hope in this context is given by the conviction expressed by the verse 
which follows immediately: “The Lord is faithful; he will strengthen you and guard you from 
evil” (2Thessalonians 3:3). Of course this belief does not regard only the believers who read 
the letter but has to be extended to all persons throughout the whole world! This is our faith, 
and the reason why we are able not to despair...

Is the community currently preparing activities that could potentially interest theolo-
gians and missionaries, as well as professionals from supporting fi elds?

There are some theological appointments at Bose during the coming months: the fi rst will 
be the Seminar organized by the Protestant Theological Faculty of Prague in May on Dis-
cernment (“How Discernment between Good and Evil shapes the Dynamics of the Human 
Journey”, May, 22nd-25th). Then we will have our International Liturgical Conference from May, 
30th to June, 1st. After the summer there will also be our annual International Ecumenical Con-
ference on Orthodox Spirituality, which will deal this year with the hope and the possibility of 
a life full of meaning for all at the heart of humanity and creation: “Called to life in Christ, in 
the Church, in the world, in the present time” (September, 4th-6th 2019).
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More generally, as a community, we are aware that many Christians today – and that con-
cerns undoubtedly also theologians, missionaries and professionals active in the church – are 
looking for alternatives to their local parish communities. For them, Bose offers at any time 
a place to come, pray, rest, discuss, and share in the life of the brothers and sisters. But, at 
the same time, the community of Bose does not want to lead guests and friends of the com-
munity away from the churches to which they belong or from their daily work environments, 
in which each person is called to live his or her faithfulness to the Gospel... For those who 
wish to travel, in their daily life, in the direction of the kingdom of God, Bose would like to be 
nothing more than a small oasis along the path.

For mor information about the community in Bose see: 
https://www.monasterodibose.it/en/community/presentation 

Or, alternatively, see: ospiti@monasterodibose.it

We express our heartfelt thanks to Brother Matthias Wirz for his kind cooperation 
and time that made this interview possible.
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