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Chapter 1. Preface 

I hope that this outline will prove useful. This is not an exhaustive encyclopedia of Orthodox topics, only what I 

consider to be fundamental issues; there is no attempt to discuss icons, history, worship or differences of 

monastic practices. This is an introductory guide, though the footnotes and bibliography should provide plenty 

of threads if you want to pursue the fabric of issues in detail. As I have written this, I have thought of it as a 

"Field Guide to Orthodox Theology" to be used in a similar manner as one use a field book on birds; it gives 

enough information for identification and some common characteristics, but is no substitute for an ornithology 

text book. The value of a handbook is good organization with clear, succinct descriptions - which aid in 

recognition; pointing out what characterizes a particular bird, and distinguishes it from other species. 

This book is written as an introduction to Orthodox theology. The intended audiences are Orthodox lay people 

who want a better understanding of their faith, and other people seeking an introduction to non-Western 

theological thinking. This book came out of my joyful, but long journey in understanding Orthodox theology. 

There are plenty of good books on Orthodox beliefs, but I have found few that offer an outline which organized 

the theology in a simple, clear framework, accessible to Western thinking. It has been this lack of an 

organizational 'framework', that I found slowed my understanding. This work is not an apologetic arguing for 

Eastern Orthodoxy; I am assuming the truth of Orthodox tradition. If you are interested in debating different 

theological positions, this may be a good start, as it is impossible to properly compare and contrast views until 

you have a clear understanding of the different positions. Hopefully, I can provide a clear framework for 

understanding the Orthodox position, but you will need to go somewhere else to find a comparative discussion. 

Instead, I am stating the Orthodox positions and providing some references to the Church Fathers and 

contemporary writers, from which you can expand the topics. 

To understand Orthodox theology properly, it is necessary to first understand the framework in which the parts 

exist. I came from a Calvinistic background, and like most western evangelicals, I at first tried to put Orthodox 

theology into my existing western framework. Since many concepts are the same (or similar) between East and 

West (which should be expected with 1000 years of common history), this is a natural process, and initially it 

seemed an easy task to place the theological pegs into the wholes of a new board. However, some pegs seemed 

rounder than the square holes, and some just didn't fit. It was only over time that I realized just how misplaced 

my categories had been. I had missed how many significant differences exist between Eastern and Western 

frameworks and assumptions. It has only been over time that I have been able to re-create the uniqueness of the 

Eastern paradigm as a system. I offer this paradigm to others, to aid them on the journey. 

The best compliment that someone can make on a book of Orthodox theology is that the writer is saying nothing 

new. As a general truth, God is unchanging, there is nothing new to discover about God; new ideas usually 

indicate a heresy, and few heresies are truly new. I hope you will find nothing new here. While I have not seen 

this outline succinctly stated before, all the bits and pieces (and relationships between the pieces) have been 

harvested from other sources. I hope that the only addition I have made is to assemble them in one place, and 

possibly to add a bit of clarification and connection. To that end, I have frequently gathered quotes from the 

Fathers, and let them speak for themselves, without added commentary. 
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Chapter 2. Introduction 

When I was first introduced to Orthodox theology, I thought it offered slightly different answers the questions I 

was already familiar with as a Reformed Evangelical. I would hear the work "trinity" or "incarnation", and I 

thought I knew its place in my systematic theology. Orthodoxy was a new source for enriching and expanding 

my already established theological system. Over time, however; it became harder and harder to make the pieces 

fit my existing reformed paradigm. Terms like "essence" and "energy" were connected to "God" and "trinity", 

but didn't fit an existing category. Ultimately, topics like "theosis" forced me to realize that my problem was not 

with the details, but that I needed to rethink my categories. 

1. Paradigms, Key Concepts and Frameworks 

Before dissecting the details, I would like to lay out what I have found to be the main Orthodox paradigms 

which help unify Orthodox thought. Hopefully, if you get lost in the details, you can come back to these 

paradigms and regain perspective. 

1.1. Paradigms 

To properly understand Orthodox theology, it is first necessary to understand the paradigms which structure the 

organization. All systems of thought have their paradigms1, the stories and images that are not precise 

definitions, but models which help us understand how things work - "The Kingdom of God is like a merchant 

who ...". 

Paradigms are not right or wrong, they are never complete or exhaustive; paradigms are more or less useful. It is 

often said that Orthodox theology is "organic" while Western theology (both Protestant and Catholic) is 

"legalistic". In a legal paradigm, the problem between God and humanity is: we have violated a juridical law 

and are found guilty, so how do we become justified so as to avoid punishment? Catholics and Protestants may 

(or may not) disagree about the answer to this problem, but they both tend to state the problem in a similar 

manner. 

Orthodoxy does not deny God's judgment or punishment; but it doesn't find the legal paradigm as useful for 

working through the daily life with Christ. Legal definitions of guilt, justification and forgiveness are found to 

be more cumbersome than organic ideas of death, life and love. Orthodoxy is uncomfortable with this legal 

paradigm, as it seems to imply a fundamental opposition between creation and God. The relationship is 

primarily contractual, where the details of the law become more important than the relationship with the judge. 

It is not that Orthodox disagree with Protestants and Catholics on the answers to the fundamental questions; 

Orthodox ask a fundamentally different set of question. Without understanding the question being asked, the 

answers by themselves seem out of place and confusing. That is why the East and West so often speak past each 

other. 

Orthodox prefer an organic paradigm, or more precisely a medical model. The fundamental problem is defined 

as a 'sickness unto death' and the solution is to enter a relationship with a physician who can cure our souls and 

restore us to health2. There are legal aspects of a medical relationship; but the legal issues of propitiation, 

atonement and redemption will be found quite thin (and deliberately so) by comparison to their handling in 

Western texts. Inversely, Orthodox can seem to agonize over seemingly obscure issues of how the nous 

becomes ill, and the specialized treatments for its cure. 

While reading this book, if an issues does not seem to make sense, ask yourself if you are thinking about this as 

a legal problem or a medical problem. To mix the questions and answers between pardigms usually leads to 

confusion or nonesense. My legal problems will not go away by taking two aspirin, any more than my cold will 

go away by a judge ordering it to cease and desist. 

Table 2.1.  
 

Issue/Paradigm Legal Organic (Medical) 

                                                             
1I am indebted to Thomas Kuhn and his book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions for my thinking on paradigms. 
2Hierotheos Vlachos, following on the works of John Romanedes has one of the best expositions of this paradigm. Unfortunately, his works 

tend to read like medical texts. 
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Nature of problem We violated a law, and stand 

condemned 

We have become sick unto death 

Nature of solution Our legal status needs to change The disease must be destroyed, 

and we need to be restored health 

Means of the Solution Christ appeases the Father's need for 

justice, through his suffering and 

death 

Christ defeats Death by his death 

and resurrection, and through 

theosis we partake of Christ's life 

Nature of Death Death is a punishment imposed by 

God 

Death is a consequence of sin, and 

the enemy of God 

Loci of the Solution External to us, a change of God's 

perception/attitude 

Internal to us, a restoration of life 

and health 

Role of God Impartial judge,  bound by the law - 

our opponent, we stand in opposition 

to the law and its judge. 

Compassionate physician - our 

advocate. The physician joins with 

us to fight the disease 

Who provides Salvation There is nothing we can do. We 

cannot change the law, we cannot pay 

the penalty.  God cannot forgive 

without satisfaction. We are helpless 

and completely dependent on the 

work of God 

Only Christ can destroy death, we 

can do nothing. After death is 

destroyed, we cooperate with the 

physician in our full healing 

Relationship to God (before 

salvation) 

We are guilty subjects, in fear of 

God's wrath 

We are ill, and need to see 

ourselves as patients of a loving 

physician God, who desires to heal 

us 

Goal Be justified before God Becoming one in Christ 

1.2. Key Concepts 

A person would not be considered knowledgeable about birds if they did know something about flight, 

migration and nesting. These are not the only topics on birds, but without understanding these, other things 

either don't make much sense, or are of minor importance. So too, with Orthodox theology there are several 

significant topics. There is not an official list, but points I have found to be critical. 

1.2.1. Energy and Essence 

It is likely that this is a new theological concept for most readers. It is generally unknown in Western theology, 

and when mentioned it is usually in a negative context (but not always). With the distinction between energy 

and essence, Orthodox can seem to painfully agonize over something which at first seems irrelevant. Please bear 

with us, and you will discover how this concept fundamentally changes our theological thinking. 

The distinction between energy and essence is at the heart of Orthodox salvation, how we can be united to God, 

yet not become pantheists. This concept also drives the understanding of the will, and the understanding of 

freedom; not just of humanity, but also of God. 

1.2.2. Trinity 

You cannot attend an Orthodox worship service without hearing a reference to the trinity (about every third 

sentence in Trinitarian fashion). East and West share the same theology here, but Westerners are likely to find 

some new implications. Orthodox theology is personal, there is no abstract concept of "god", but the personal 

knowledge of the persons of God. The Trinity is three persons in an eternal relationship of mutual love. When 

we know that (which is different from understanding), we have everything; we have achieved salvation. 

This is the paradigm of unity without confusion, and distinction without separation. Relationships are often 

hierarchial, but each person must be distinctly recognized and valued. The goal is a unity of thought and will, 

not by domination or power, but by love. Relationships for Christians are not primarly sociological or 

psychological, they are theological. Friendship, marriage, family, church or society should be conciliar and 

loving - icons of the trinity. 
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1.2.3. Incarnation 

The god/man Jesus Christ is the ultimate paradox and paradigm of history. Since we are to become like Christ, 

and the Church is the Body of Christ; we cannot work out these issues until we understand how the human and 

divine can co-exist as one. 

1.3. Framework 

Text books on ornithology or medicine have to have a structure to help them be readable. Attempts have been 

made to create web based hyper-linked documents which can be started anywhere and navigated in any 

direction; but most of us are more comfortable with a linear format. I have chosen time as the organizing linear 

format. Others frameworks would work just as well, but this is the one I found most convenient. We talk about 

'the history of salvation', and following that history provides a good organization. The first section is about God 

(who is outside of history), then I pick up on Creation, the Fall and the course of history through salvation and 

into the future. 

While I hope there is a continuity to the text, I have also tried to structure it as a reference handbook; where a 

topic can be looked up and understood, without having previously read the preceding sections. 
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Chapter 3. The Goal of Theological 
Knowledge 

 

“One day Abbot Lot came to Abbot Joseph and said, ‘Father, according as I am able, I keep my little fast, my 

little rule, my prayer, my meditation, my contemplative silence. And according as I am able, I strive to cleanse 

my heart of all unnecessary desires. But it's not enough. What more can I do?’ Abbot Joseph, the Elder, rose up 

in reply and stretched out his to hands to the heavens and his fingers became like ten burning candles and he 

said, ‘If you are truly holy, your whole self can become one flame’ ” 

In the Christian faith there is only one goal - Christ; to have the life of Christ so infuse us that we are 

transformed into His image. To know him personally, not sentimentally, or by externally copying His moral 

behavior, but metaphysically to be united with Him. Anything else is a false goal, a lesser goal that distracts us 

from the only goal; anything else is a 'religion' and not a relationship. Theology is an attempt by the Fathers to 

explain their experience of Christ, and to offer a guide to others in the pursuit of this saving relationship. While 

we will often talk about "Orthodoxy"1, or "Orthodox Theology", this should never be seen as the goal in itself, 

any more than a person taking a trip considers the map the destination. The destination is always Christ; 

theology (knowing facts about God) is only the map of describing the right ("Ortho") way of getting there. 

Orthodox theology provides guidance for this experience, telling us when we are on the right path, and when we 

are astray. Many of the seemingly (from a Western perspective) arcane and trivial issues (how many natures and 

wills does Christ have? Is grace created or uncreated?) are there as landmarks to identify specific dangers, or 

changes of direction which are critical to our salvific journey. The Fathers spare few words for 'color 

commentary' about the tourist attractions and landmarks along the way; they don't want to detract from the goal. 

The goal is to know God, not achieved by reason but by revelation, for the experience of God is beyond 

categories of reason. Theologians, in the Orthodox tradition, are those who have demonstrated by their lives that 

they know God, and have given us a good understanding of that experience. A theologian is one who prays, and 

one who prays is a theologian. The task of theology is to express the life of the Church, the source of theology, 

in all its unity and beauty. This knowledge is the Deposit of Faith. This knowledge is the path to Christ. 

                                                             
1I will generally use the term "Orthodox" to refer to the Eastern Orthodox Church, without distinction between Greek, Russian, Antiochian 

or other sub-groups. We all hold to the same theology and are one church. When comparing Orthodoxy to Western theology (whether 

Catholic, Evangelical, Protestant or another group), I may substitute the term "East" or "Eastern Church" for clarity of contrast. While there 

are significant differences between the Western churches, from an Eastern perspective, they all follow a common theological framework, 

which is different from Orthodoxy. 
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Chapter 4. Outside of Time 

Time is an island in eternity. 

In Orthodoxy, we never speak about God in the abstract. There is no 'unmoved mover', 'supreme being' or 

'divine architect' as a concept, there are only the persons of the Trinity. When we speak of God, we speak of that 

which has been experienced and revealed - or we acknowledge a silence before that of which we do not know 

and cannot speak. In the Orthodox experience of God there are three key paradoxes: the energy and essence of 

God, the trinity and the incarnation. God is both unknown in essence, and knowable in energy. God is unity (one 

God) in nature (hypostatic attributes), and three diverse persons. Christ is both fully divine, and fully human. 

While there have been attempts to find analogies1 to these mysteries, and they are key dogmas of ecumenical 

councils, there is little attempt by the Church to understand these beliefs - they are ultimately beyond reason and 

understanding. We freely worship God in Trinity, and speculate about God at our peril. 

1. The Nature of God - Essence and Energy 

He has made known His ways unto Moses, His doings unto the children of Israel [Palm 103:7] 

No man has seen God at any time; the only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has declared 

Him [John 1:18] 

“... the Divine nature must be called at the same time incommunicable and, in a sense, communicable; we must 

attain participation in the nature of God and yet He remains totally inaccessible. We must affirm both things at 

once and must preserve the antinomy as the criterion of piety.” [Saint Gregory the Great] 

“There is no natural essence without energy, nor energy without essence. Rather, we recognize the essence by 

virtue of the energy, this energy manifesting and testifying to the essence. For no one has ever seen God's 

essence; but we come to believe in the essence by virtue of the energy.” [St. Basil the Great, Philokalia Vol 4] 

To rephrase these Fathers in more technical words; these quotes are referring to the issue of essence and energy, 

and the issue of hypostatic attributes and person. God is both unknowable, and known. He is so totally "other" 

that we can know nothing about Him, yet He has made himself known to us. These two aspects of God, 

unknowable and knowable, are traditionally termed the essence of God, and the energy of God. 'Essence' is what 

God is, in and of Himself, how God knows Himself; and is unknown to us. The 'energy' of God is how God 

works and reveals Himself, how we experience Him. 

Various analogies have been attempted to explain this: fire as the essence, with light and heat being the energy; 

or the modern physics of relativity where mass and energy have distinct phenomena, but are one. Analogies are 

always based on what we know, and when we speak of God in analagy, we will always fail, for God in essence 

is beyond all categories we can experience or know. Ultimately energy and essence are little more than technical 

labels for what we cannot adequately explain. God is God, the essence is God, and the energy is God, both 

essence and energy are uncreated. They are the same, yet not the same. 

1.1. Essence - the Unknowable God 

“God is not only beyond knowledge, but is also beyond unknowing” [Gregory Palamas, Triads] 

“The supra-essential nature of God is not a subject for speech or thought or even contemplation, for it is far 

removed from all that exists and more than that unknowable, being founded upon uncircumscribed power of the 

celestial spirits - incomprehensible and ineffable forever. There is no name by which it can be named, neither in 

this age nor in the age to come, nor word found in the soul and uttered by the tongue, nor contact whether 

sensible or intellectual, nor yet any image which may afford any knowledge in denying all that can be named. 

None can properly name its essence or nature if he truly be seeking the truth that is above truth.” [Saint Gregory 

Palamas, George C. Pompademetriou, Into to Gregory Palamas] 

                                                             
1Such as St. Patrick's use of the Irish shamrock 
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“He is invisible, though He is seen; incomprehensible, though by grace revealed; beyond our conceiving, though 

conceived by human senses. . . . The infinite is known only to itself. Because this is so, it allows us to conceive 

of God -- though He is beyond our conceiving.” [Tertullian, Apol 1.17] 

“God has a simple, unknowable essence, inaccessible to all things and completely unexplainable, for He is 

beyond affirmation and negation” [St. Maximos the Confessor] 2 

“God dwells in the light which no man can approach unto; Whom no man hath seen nor can see” [ I Tim 6:1] 

Can you by searching find out God? Can you find the Almighty unto perfection? [Job 11:7] 

To whom then will you liken God? Or what likeness will you compare Him to? [Isa 40:18] 

Unlike many pagan religions, where the creation and god are closely united, the Christian God is outside of the 

creation, totally other than the Creation; he is the Creator. The creation is not a part of god, or a dream of god, it 

is totally separate in its essence. God, is beyond all created existence as we know it. The only existence we 

know is the existence of the Creation. We only know what has been created, and hence, we only know what is 

contingent upon God. God is beyond all categories of contingency, thought or being as we know them 

(including the category of Being and Essence). God is not contingent, and we have no first-hand knowledge of 

anything that is not contingent. Hence, we have nothing to which we can compare God. Lacking anything by 

which we can positively compare God, we are left to speak in negative terms, of what God is not rather than 

what God is. 

This inability to assert positive statements about God leaves God outside of the categories of speculative 

philosophy. We cannot relate to God through ideas or images (as Greek philosophers tried to do), hence we are 

ultimately left with mystery. Thus, Orthodox will often say, “there is no theology without mystery, and no 

mystery without theology”. At a certain point we cannot understand God, we can only fall down before Him in 

worship. It is not that God is difficult to understand, He is impossible to understand. We can experience God, 

but we cannot reason through the experience to understand the essence of Who is on the other side. 

1.2. Energy - the Knowable God 

“We say that we know our God from his energies (activities), but we do not profess to approach his essence, for 

his energies descend to us, but his essence remains inaccessible.” [St. Basil] 2 

“He is in everything by his love, but outside of everything by his own nature.” [Athanasius] 3 

“We know God only in His actions, and by His actions.” [St. Basil] 4 

The Fathers make a distinction between essence and energy, without placing a void between them. Thus they 

talk about God being known (revealed) through His energy. This is not a knowledge of God's created things, or 

a knowledge of facts about God, but a true, personal knowledge of the experience of God; without becoming a 

knowledge of the essence. The Old Testament theophanies (manifestations), and the monk's experiences of God 

through contemplative prayer are direct, immediate relationships with God. Along with St. John of Damascus, 

we understand this as a true revelation of God Himself, a real presence ([De Fide Orth. 1: 14])5. While "energy" 

has a well known technical meaning in Orthodox theology, at times it is appropriate to substitute the term 

"activity" or "working" of God. 

The relationship with God is as complex as God, and the persons who experience Him. As such, the experience 

cannot be reduced to simple description. While exceeding explanation, the experience is not a non-rational 

existential experience; aspects of it can be described. Paul describes an encounter with Jesus, and the 

propositional content of the experience6. Thus, while the Church Fathers vary in their description of the spiritual 

experience of God, there are common characteristics. For those who are just beginning the experience, it can be 

a sense of calm and comfort, to know that they are loved. For some, it is as simple as conversing with God as a 

friend, a re-experiencing of the relationship Adam and Eve had with God. The Apostle Paul describes the more 

                                                             
2Epist. 234, ad Amphilochium 
3De Decretis II 
4Adv. Eunomium 1:14 
5... a revelation is always something personal, and never something logical or intellectual. God revealed Himself to Abraham, to Moses, to 

Paul, to the Fathers, etc.. Consequently, it is never an issue of a "new" revelation, or an "addition" to a revelation, or even a case of John's 

Revelations being "incremented", ..John Zizioulas, [http://www.oodegr.com/english/dogmatiki1/A3.htm] 
6Acts 26:14 Jesus spoke to Paul in the Hebrew language 
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advanced state as "being lifted up in to heaven" 7and having an experience that exceeds rational explanation. 

John's book of the Revelation describes one of his mystical experiences. 

Because the experience can be described, it can be analyzed and studied. It is possible to identify the knowledge 

of God, and separate true experiences from false experiences: whether psychological delusion, hallucination or 

demonic encounters. 

1.3. The Importance of Essence and Energy 

The distinction of Energy and Essence has a direct impact on three critical areas: 

•  

The ability to know God 

•  

The nature of grace 

•  

Free will and determinism 

1.3.1. Knowing God 

Eastern and Western Christianity both agree that we cannot know God in essence. However, there is a 

significant difference in understanding the energy (or grace) of God. When first encountered, this relationship 

between essence and energy may seem obscure and theologically trivial. However, this is a critical (if not THE 

critical) theological distinction between Eastern and Western beliefs. Without an understanding of this belief, 

much of the rest of the Orthodox faith and practice cannot be understood. At stake is the issue of whether it is 

possible to truly know God, or only know about God. Can there ever be a direct experience of God, or are all 

experiences indirect and mediated through something created. 

The distinction between essence and energy is unique to Eastern theology, the concept is not found in Western 

theology; either Roman or Protestant. Augustine (4th Century bishop Carthage) championed the philosophical 

concept of the 'simplicity' of God; whatever is of God is His essence, and anything that is not of the essence is 

not God, but a creation of God. The West, therefore, understood the Eastern idea of 'energy' as either being of 

the essence of God, or something created. Theosis (partaking of the energy of God) thus was understood as 

either a heresy (partaking of the essence of God as found in pantheism), or an illusion (only encountering the 

created). 

In Orthodox history, the debate over this issue pivots around Gregory Palamas' (1296-1359) defense of the 

Athonite monks against Barlam of Calabria. Barlam claimed that since God could not be directly known (in 

essence), all Old Testament theophanies were creations of God, and not direct experiences of God. These 

theophanies were similar to Plato's archetypes (the shadows in the cave), these secondary creations of God could 

be experienced, but God could not be directly known. For Barlam, the illiterate monks on Mt. Athos who 

claimed to "know God" through contemplative prayer (hesychism) were confused. Their claims to experience 

the uncreated light of God, or to speak with God, were experiences of created theophanies at best (if not at 

worst, simply hallucinations and delusions). Barlam claimed that the highest form of knowledge was not 

experience, but reason. For Barlam, the philosophers of his day had a better understanding about God that the 

prophets of the past, for the scholars built on past knowledge, and through reasoning had increased that 

knowledge. Gregory Palamas, following the experience and teachings of the early Fathers, clarified the meaning 

of "energy", and affirmed that a direct experience of God's energy gives a true knowledge, superior to any 

reasoning or philosophy (for it exceeded the bounds of reason). While time may have added to the ability to 

articulate the knowledge of God, it has not added to our understanding. 

The Orthodox Church affirmed the position of Gregory Palamas, and commemorates him by naming the second 

Sunday of Lent the "Sunday of Gregory Palamas". He is one of the few people whom the Orthodox Church has 

given the title "Theologian". 

                                                             
7II Corinthians 12:2 
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Following Barlaam, some modern theology and existential philosophers go to the other extreme, and deny the 

possibility of knowing God. They conclude that He (she/they) is totally other and unknowable; thus the 

existence of God cannot add to our knowledge, and God has no practical effect on our lives. 

While the liberal, technical theologians in the West may deny a direct knowledge of God, there is still a 

common pietistic desire to "know God" and not just know "about God". The extensive and diverse books on 

spirituality (both Catholic and Protestant) that fill whole sections of Christian bookstores bear witness to this 

desire. However, this experience of God becomes an "existential experience" which is a non-rational, 

undefinable, emotional and/or sentimental - it is beyond categories of Western theology. It is possible to 

describe one's own feelings, or behavior at the time of the charismatic experience, but not to describe the 

experience itself in Western theological terms8. 

To the degree that this experience is cut off from tradition and theology, it is free to take on new expressions. 

Within traditional, conservative, Evangelical groups, this is expressed as the desire to know God through prayer, 

scripture and fellowship (means also pursued by Orthodox). In its extremes are found various manifestations of 

the charismatic movement which include fits of laughter and howling. 

1.3.2. The nature of Grace 

“Besides, we know from the whole teaching of the Church that God's uncreated grace takes different names 

according to the effect of its work. If it purifies a person it is called purifying, if it illuminates it is called 

illuminating, if it deifies it is called deifying. Likewise sometimes it is described as bestowing being, sometimes 

as life-giving and sometimes as making wise. So all creation partakes of the uncreated grace of God, but 

differently. And therefore the deifying grace of which the saints partake should not be confused with other 

energies. The same thing is true of the grace of God in the eternal life. The righteous will share the illuminative 

and deifying energy, while the sinners and unpurified will experience the caustic and punishing energy of God” 

[Zizioulas] 9 

The East understands grace as the energy of God, the light which shines forth from his essence. The energy is 

not the essence of God, nor something created by God, but is truly God. To receive the grace of God is to 

receive God Himself. If we confuse energy with essence (making them one and the same), then the Orthodox 

teaching of theosis (being united with God) becomes pantheism. Our identity (essence) is nothing more 

than"just a drop of water in the endless sea". The distinction between God and the creation is blurred and 

removed. Humanity is not elevated to God, but the unknowable God is lowered to the level of the knowable 

creation. 

East 

Grace is the energies of God, the light which shine forth from his essence. Receiving grace is the receiving 

of God himself. 

West 

An attitude of God toward us, through which he gives gifts we do not deserve or could not obtain (i.e. 

Salvation). 

As a turn of speech, it is appropriate to speak of different kinds of grace. Within Orthodoxy, this is appropriate 

from a phenomenological perspective, but not from a theological perspective. Theologically the grace of God is 

one, but it manifests itself differently in different people. The energy is always one and the same, though it is 

experienced in a diversity of ways. It is, no more and no less, the relationship to God. The difference is in our 

personal, unique experience - our ability to receive it. 

The analogy has been made to sunlight coming through a stained glass window. The sun's light is unchanging, 

but appears different and diverse from passing through the myriad of different pieces of colored glass. Another 

analogy (attributed to St Peter the Damascenes10) is the warmth of the sun, which melts wax, but hardens clay. 

This energy is God, and as with God's essence, the energy is constant and unchanging. This energy, or uncreated 

                                                             
8Theological terms like "baptism of the Holy Spirit" are used to label the experience, but these terms lack clear definition (other than 

referencing back to describing the experience). 
9Being as Communion, 90 
10We do not all receive blessings in the same way. Some on receiving the fire of the Lord, that is, His word, put it into practice and so 

become softer of heart, like wax, while others through laziness become harder than clay and altogether stone like. And no one compels us to 

receive these blessing s in different ways. It is as with the sun whose rays illumine all the world: the person who wants to see it can do so, so 

that he alone is to blame for his lightless condition. For God made both the sun and man's eyes, but how man uses them depends on himself. 

St Peter the Damascenes Philokalia, vol 3, p.8 
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light is what guided the Israelites while leaving Egypt, illuminated Moses when he came down from Mt. Tabor, 

or was manifest to the apostles on the Mount of Transfiguration. This light is always present, varying only by 

our ability to receive or see it. 

While always one and the same, this energy goes by different names as it is experienced in difference ways: 

•  

The love of God 

•  

The grace of God 

•  

The light of God 

•  

The fire of God 

•  

The wrath of God 

There has been a tendency at times (particularly in the Middle Ages) to think of grace as a 'thing', something 

created by God that comes in many forms. In the extreme, when this concrete physicality becomes the basis for 

theology, it leads to ideas like the 'storehouse of merit', where grace is a commodity which can be measured, 

accumulated and re-distributed (i.e. Luther's criticism of Tetzel's selling of indulgences). Even in its mildest 

form, if we know God through His created grace, we know Him through a mediated creation (thing), and do not 

directly know God. 

The more evangelical position, that grace is an attitude of God, is no better at overcoming the unknowability of 

God. If God's goodness can only be known though his gifts, we end up knowing the gifts, and have no direct 

experience of the giver. 

2. Attributes of God 

I am the Lord, I change not. [Mal 3:6] 

The gifts and calling of God are without repentance [change]. [Romans 11:29] 

With whom is no variableness neither shadow or turning. [James 1:17] [Mat 5:45] 

The hypostatic properties are incommunicable manners of existence. We are again encountering technical 

language "labels" used by the Fathers to distinguish and reference concepts that ultimately cannot be understood 

and defined. "Hypostatic" is what is shared in common by the persons of the Trinity (Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit). If we only knew the hypostatic attributes of God, it would be impossible to tell the persons apart, and we 

would not know a Trinity, but One God. These are the unchanging characteristics, held in common by all the 

persons of the godhead without distinction. 

2.1. Love 

“He that lives in hate is poor and wretched. He that lives in love is blessed and happy. He that lives in hate is 

loathed by God and man. God and man rejoice in him that lives in love. Hate is the seed of the devil. Love is the 

seed of God.” [Saint John of Zadonsk] 11 

He that loveth not knoweth not God; for God is love. [1Jo 4:8] 

... For he maketh his sun to rise on the evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust. [Matt 

5:45] 

                                                             
11Orthodox Calendar May 20, 2004 
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But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for 

them which despitefully use you, and persecute you [Mat 5:44] 

But love ye your enemies, and do good, and lend, hoping for nothing again; and your reward shall be great, and 

ye shall be the children of the Highest: for he is kind unto the unthankful and to the evil. [Luke 6:35] 

God is love. Love is the one attribute that is directly stated in scripture as belonging to God. 

Theologically, love is not an emotion. Emotions are a response to how others treat us; we are happy when 

praised, and sad or angry when criticized. Emotions fluctuate and change under different circumstances. 

Theologically, love is a way of choosing to relate to others, regardless of how they respond. Love requires other 

people, it cannot be done in isolation or in the abstract. God did not need us to express love, as God's love is 

already expressed between the persons of the Trinity. God did not need to create humanity in order to have an 

object to love, however God willed us into existence that this love might be shared. 

2.2. Justice 

“If you want justice - go to Hell.” 

“He is a good lion, not a tame lion.” [C.S. Lewis] 

“How can you call God just when you read the passage of the wage given to the workers? ‘Friend, I do thee no 

wrong: I will give unto this last even as unto thee who worked for me from the first hour. Is thine eye evil, being 

I am good.’ How can a man call God just when he comes across the passage on the prodigal son, who wasted his 

wealth in riotous living, and yet only for the contrition that he showed, the father ran and fell upon his neck, and 

gave him authority over his wealth? None other but His very Son said these things concerning Him lest we 

doubt it, and thus bare witness concerning Him. Where, then is God's justice, for while we were sinners, Christ 

died for us!” [Saint Isaac the Syrian, The Ascetical Homilies] 

It is hard to talk about justice in the abstract, and the best particular example of God's justice involves the Fall 

and salvation, when Adam disobeys God, and the ensuing consequences (which is addressed in another section). 

Besides stating that God is just, I also want to raise the distinction between the paradigms of juridical justice and 

personal justice. The significance of this distinction is elaborated in the section on the Fall. 

2.2.1. Juridical Justice 

Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot [Exodus 21:24] 

Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgment, in meteyard, in weight, or in measure. Just balances, just weights, a 

just ephah, and a just hin, shall ye have [Leviticus 19:35-36] 

We tend to think of justice in terms of right and wrong, or a set of laws giving behavioral guidelines, with 

consequences of reward or punishment. This is the blind Lady Justice with a pair of scales; this is the justice we 

think about when reading the Old Testament Law. Western theology tends to talk of justice as an abstract 

concept, (remember, John Calvin started his profession as a lawyer, before becoming a pastor and theologian), 

but this abstract idea of justice, apart from personal relationships, tends to be foreign to Orthodox thinking. 

Scriptures clearly talk about judgment and punishment ([2 Peter 2:4], [Psalm 96:13], [Eccl 12:14]), and use 

images familiar to our judicial system. However, I would argue that while this may be a good teaching tool, it is 

not ultimately a good theological description of God. 

2.2.2. Personal Justice 

Shall mortal man be more just than God? Shall a man be more pure than his maker? [Job 4:17] 

Justice is not as a set of abstract rules, in Orthodox understanding; but is composed of relationship and 

goodness. God is good, but he is not strictly just in the sense of being equitable. The one comparison that Christ 

makes between a judge (in the context of a judicial system) and God is not an image of righteousness, but a 

comparison to an unjust judge ([Luke 18:2]). It is a theme of Orthodox thinking that ultimately God is not just 

or fair - he is loving and merciful. We do not get what we deserve, but are given an abundance of grace and love 

which is undeserved. He is the landowner who pays the workers all equally (regardless of how long they 
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worked), he is the prodigal's father, who had no proper social dignity, but runs down the dusty road to embrace 

his undeserving son ([Luke 15:11-32]). 

Christ teaches this sense of justice as a relationship to God. The Old Testament law of fairness (an eye for an 

eye ([Exodus 21:24])) was a teacher, to give understanding ([Galatians 3:24]). The legalistic sense of justice was 

given due to the "hardness of hearts", and not as the final understanding of God ([Mark 10:5]). The Fathers thus 

see God, not as being just, but as being loving. Not a juridical, punitive justice, but a personal justice. The 

judgment is the quality of our relationship to this loving God. There is no hint of retribution, vengeance or 

offense. The goal is the conversion of sinners, not their destruction. When the goal is conversion, then judgment 

is pedagogical (instructional). There are three purposes for judgment: 

•  

Restrain sin (Tower of Babel [Gen 11:1-6], Flood [Gen 6-9]) 

•  

Discipline (as of a son [Deu 8:5]; [Job 5:17]; [Pro 3:11]) 

•  

Example to others (Annanias and Saphira [Acts 5]) 

2.3. Wrath 

“God is good, dispassionate and immutable. Now someone who thinks it reasonable and true to affirm that God 

does not change, may well ask how in that case , it is possible to speak of God as rejoicing over those who are 

good and showing mercy to those who honor Him, while turning away from the wicked and being angry with 

sinners. To this it must be answered that God neither rejoices nor grows angry, for to rejoice and to be offended 

are passions; nor is He won over by the gifts of those who honor Him, for that would mean He is swayed by 

pleasure...He is good, and He only bestows blessings and never does harm, remaining always the same. We 

men, on the other hand, if we remain good through resembling God, are united to Him; but if we become evil 

through not resembling God, we are separated from Him. By living in holiness, we cleave to God; but by 

becoming wicked we make Him our enemy. It is not that He grows angry with us in an arbitrary way, but it is 

our own sins that prevent God from shining within us, and expose us to the demons who punish us. And if 

through prayer and acts of compassion we gain release from our sins, this does not mean that we have won God 

over and make Him change, but that through our actions and our turning to God we have cured our wickedness 

and so once more have enjoyment of God's goodness. Thus to say that God turns away from the wicked is like 

saying that the sun hides itself from the blind” [St Anthony] 12 

This distancing of God from anger is not a denial of the scriptural teachings; "wrath" occurs 45 times in the New 

Testament. Neither does this follow the idea that the Old Testament depicts a God of wrath, while New 

Testament God (Jesus) is the loving God. "Wrath" and "God" are paired in the same verse more frequently in 

the New Testament than the Old Testament. The theological distancing of wrath from God is to avoid 

associating human emotions with God ([James 1:20]). Fr Maximos13 identifies anger and wrath as characteristics 

of God, but in such a way that they are quite different from Western understandings. The anger of God, and the 

anger we are to emulate, is an anger devoid of all earthly passions and egotism. Anger can only be directed in 

resisting temptation, and the struggle against evil. Our fighting must only be in the context of the Spirit of God, 

with the welfare and love of others as our central motive. Apart from a very few saints who could "be angry and 

sin not" ([Eph 4:26]); we, lacking spiritual discernment, must assume that our own motives are not pure. For 

most of us, the safe course is to assume our anger comes from the wrong motives, and we should fight against it 

(in reality, fighting against our passions and egotism). 

2.3.1. Wrath as Perception 

Now hear me therefore, and deliver the captives again, which ye have taken captive of your brethren: for the 

fierce wrath of the LORD is upon you. [2Ch 28:11] 

Be ye afraid of the sword: for wrath bringeth the punishments of the sword, that ye may know there is a 

judgment. [Job 19:29] 

                                                             
12Philokalia Vol 1, Text 150 
13Kyriacos C. Markides Gifts of the Desert, Doubleday, 2005, p. 
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We are hostile toward God , but not He toward us. [Romans 8:7] 

The Psalms sung daily in Orthodox Matins ([37; 87; 102]) contain wrath as a theme. While I strongly oppose 

talking about the wrath and anger of God in theological terms, the Church does not avoid the words liturgically. 

The writers of Scripture frequently describe things from the perspective of human perception; the sun rises and 

sets, God extends his right hand. If I feel a fear of God, I conclude that it is because He is angry with me. I think 

it is because we are so familiar with anger (either within ourselves, or experienced from others) that we 

'naturally' respond to it in fear. I also suspect that God, knowing our fallen nature, is not beyond using this 

perception to motivate us. While anger is not the best motivator, children frequently respond with good behavior 

when they think their parents are angry. Following the Lutheran concept of preaching "Law" before "Gospel", a 

little fear may help motivate an understanding of the Law. 

Scripture frequently employs anthropomorphic language, or expresses God as he appears from the human 

perspective. Just as a small child in a hospital may think that the painful shots and surgery are punishments from 

angry doctors and nurses, similar projections of human emotion are attributed to God. But God, like a good 

physician, is applying the therapy for compassionate reasons. Correction, for our own good, can appear as 

wrath, God's judgment to restrain evil can resemble the behavior of an angry person. This type of language does 

not necessarily imply that God is in actuality (in essence) angry, subject to volatile emotions. 

2.3.2. Wrath as an Emotion - Anthroposizing the essence 

In human psychology, anger is a response to a feeling of loss; whether of physical possessions or health, or of 

emotional well being. 

God in essence is not swayed and moved by passions, he does not suffer if we curse him, or benefit by our 

praise. 

The problem of wrath is a particular case of the larger problem of ascribing emotions (what the Fathers 

traditionally call 'passions') to God. Psychologically, human emotions are a response to a feeling of change in 

our self worth in response to how others treat us. When we feel threatened, we withdraw in fear or attack in 

anger as self defense - protecting our sense of value. Happiness, confidence and pride come as a response to 

feeling affirmed and having our sense of self worth increased. Emotions are tied to our not being self-sufficient, 

and feeling a lack. We rely on others to fill up what we sense we are missing. 

If we theologically ascribe passions to God, whether wrath or pleasure or happiness, then we are saying that 

God is psychologically like us. We are projecting a human personality onto God, and reducing Him to the level 

of pagan gods (such as Zeus or Oden). We are saying that God is dependent upon the creation, He needs us to 

affirm his sense of value. God is pleased when I worship or praise him, and suffers and becomes angry when 

cursed or disobeyed. Because St Anthony rejected this diminished view of God, he also denied that wrath or 

anger can be an attribute of God. 

Ultimately, God in His essences, is above emotion, He is unmoved and unchanging ([Malachi 3:6], [James 

1:17]). 

2.3.2.1. The Danger to Theology 

Equating the emotional concept of anger to God becomes dangerous when we move into theology. There appear 

to be several key points of Western thinking that are based upon this anthropomorphic understanding of the 

wrath of God. It is a key element in Anselm's theology of redemption (God has been offended by our sin), and 

by extension, has a large part in Reformed and Puritan theology (e.g. Whitfield's "Sinner in the hands of an 

angry God"). God has been offended; He feels diminished by a human action (Adam's disobedience), and 

responds in anger. This concept of anger is foreign to the Orthodox understanding of the nature of God, for it 

reduces God's justice and love to the level of a personal vendetta. Because of the ease of misunderstanding the 

theological concept of anger, many of the early church Fathers prefer to simply say that God cannot be angry (as 

we understand anger). St Anthony, along with the other Fathers, is arguing that since God is beyond wants and 

needs, He is therefore unchanging in His emotions. He cannot be swayed either to anger or pride as we 

understand them. 

The consequence of anthropomorphizing God with passions is that it opens up theology to a God who can be 

emotionally manipulated. From an Orthodox perspective, this is a key problem with the Western theology 

regarding the Fall and Salvation (coming out of Augustine and Anselm). As I will elaborate later, it means that 
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God develops, in modern parlance, an 'anger management problem' in response to Adam's disobedience. The 

West radically worries that we will attempt salvation by trying to sway God's favor by means of our good moral 

behavior. 

2.3.2.2. The Danger to Us 

It is dangerous to try to emulate an angry God. While it is not appropriate to expect God to follow our examples 

of behavior, we are expected to model our behavior on God. If we say that God is angry and wrathful, then 

anger becomes an appropriate human emotion and behavior. With an 'angry God' theology, it is very easy to 

justify passions and egotism in the name of 'righteous indignation', whether personal, patriotic or religious. 

There are far too many church pulpits used to berate and belittle congregations (even in Orthodox churches) to 

encourage this development of anger that stems from a bruised ego and pride. We see this in Peter's outrage at 

Jesus's suggestion that he will go to Jerusalem to die. Peter is not seeking the will of God, but his own desire: to 

stay close to Christ, or to see the kingdom made manifest. As a human emotion, wrath is to be avoided 

([Matthew 5:22], [Romans 12:19], [Galatians 5:20], [Ephesians 4:31; 6:4], [Colosians 3:8]) . 

Scripture is quite clear that wrath and anger are dangerous ([Psalm 37:8], [Prov 16:32; 27:4], [Amos 1:11, ] 

[Matt 5:22], [Galatians 5:19-21], [Eph 4:26], [Col 3:8], [James 1:20]). It is hard (if not humanly impossible - 

since the Fall) to express anger via compassion for others rather than in pride. If scripture does not ask us to 

totally remove anger from our personality, it should be minimized and controlled - totally separated from our 

pride (([Eph 4:26)] Be ye angry, and sin not: let not the sun go down upon your wrath) 

2.3.2.3. False attempts at reconciling wrath and love 

Because of this confusion between attribute and emotion, or perception with reality; historically there have been 

various attempts to reconcile God's wrath with God's love. Usually this involves trying to ascribe wrath as an 

attribute to one part or person of God, and not another. 

A common image is that of God the Father being angry, while Jesus 'meek and mild' expresses the love. 

Scripture however does not give us this option. It is Christ who drives the money changers out of the temple, 

and pronounces 'woe' upon those who turn from God ([Matthew 23]). Scripture portrays Christ as the judge 

([Revelation 19:11]). 

In the Middle Ages, compassion is removed from the persons of the Trinity, and it is Mary, Christ's mother (or 

another saint), who is the loving intercessor on our behalf, protecting us from God's anger. 

2.4. Providence and Foreknowledge 

[1Peter 1:2] Elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through sanctification of the Spirit, unto 

obedience and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ: Grace unto you, and peace, be multiplied. 

The providence of God is beyond our reason and comprehension, while our reasonings and actions and the 

future are revealed to His eyes alone. And by "all" I mean those that are not in our hands: for those that are in 

our power are outside the sphere of Providence and within that of our free-will. Now the works of Providence 

are partly according to the good-will(of God) and partly according to permission. [John Damascus] 14We ought 

to understand that while God knows all things beforehand, yet He does not predetermine all things. For He 

knows beforehand those things that are in our power, but He does not predetermine them. For it is not His will 

that there should be wickedness nor does He choose to compel virtue. So that predetermination is the work of 

the divine command based on fore-knowledge. But on the other hand God predetermines those things which are 

not within our power in accordance with His prescience. For already God in His prescience has prejudged all 

things in accordance with His goodness and justice. [John Damascus] 15Him, being delivered by [1] the 

determined purpose and [2] foreknowledge of God, you have taken by lawless hands , have crucified, and put to 

death. ([Romans 8:29]) 

For whom He Foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son, that he might be the 

firstborn of many brethren. Moreover whom He predestined, these He also called; whom He called, these He 

also justified; and whom He justified, these He also Glorified. [1 Peter 1:2] 

                                                             
14Orthodox Faith, Book II Chapter 25 
15Orthodox Faith Book II Chapter 25 
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Augustin and Calvin were concerned with defending the Sovereignty of God (that He is in control of all things), 

and so concluded that we (and everything) are predestined by God's will. Orthodoxy doesn't try for logical 

consistency. The Orthodox position is that we have free will - hence election is all in the foreknowledge of God. 

Sovereignty and free will are a paradox and not reasoned as logical opposites; God is sufficiently sovereign to 

permit us free will. 

2.5. Free Will and Determinism 

The issue of free-will and determinism generates a lot of debate (and ink). It is not my intent to give the final 

response, but it is assumed to be such a significant issue (in Western theology) that it cannot be totally ignored 

here. When the topic is approached philosophically, there is a tendency to polarize into extremes. Such has been 

the case in the West. In the defense of the sovereignty of God, Augustine (or his followers) end up denying the 

free will of humanity (and possibly God). The other extreme was Pelagius, who in defending free will, ends up 

with God no longer participating in our salvation (other than being an example). Generally free-will is 

associated with two topics: the Fall and salvation. How can evil exist, and whether salvation (yet to be defined) 

is solely the work of God. These aspects are significant enough that I have addressed free-will in several 

sections of this book, from several different perspectives. 

In this section, I want to associate free-will with a different set of more fundamental issues. 

•  

Free-will is a problem in Western theology (and not Orthodoxy) because of the lack of distinction between 

essence and energy. 

•  

For the West, free-will is ultimately a problem associated with God, not just man. 

While we tend to think of predestination and the lack of free will as a human issue, for Origen, free-will was a 

problem with God in his nature. Because God's will was a part of his essence (eternal and unchangeable), 

Origen taught that God must act according to his nature. Since God was the creator, He had to create – he had 

no choice. For Origen (and Augustine) God is related to the creation by His nature (essence). 

For Augustine (and all Western theology that builds upon his assumptions), the ultimate problem was not free-

will, but trying to understand the essence of an omnipotent God. Without a distinction of essence and energy, 

the omnipotence (and will) of God must reside in His essence. If God is omnipotent (the acting power) in 

essence, then it is determined that God must act. If God is Creator, it is determined that He must create. 

Ultimately, to protect the omnipotence of God, Augustine had to deny that even God has free-will. This line of 

argument was also applied to the Fall and salvation. 

By this line of argument, if God Himself is not free, we as His creation certainly don't stand a chance at free-

will. 

On the other hand, Orthodox theology understands that God has two wills (or aspects of will): one in His 

essence and one in His energy. Consistent with Augustine, Orthodoxy holds that what is in the essence of God 

must be done. However, part of God's will is understood to be outside of His essence. In His energy, God is free 

to will and act. God's will to create is in his energy (rather than essence). Thus he is related to the creation 

through his creative will, and not by His nature (essence). God does all that he wills (in his essence), but he does 

not will all that he can do; inversely, not everything that God wills (in his energy) necessarily comes to pass. 

3. Person of God16
 

“If according to the delirious opponents and those who agree with them, the Divine energy in no way differs 

from the Divine essence, then the act of creating, which belongs to the will, will in no way differ from 

generation (gennan) and procession (ekporeuein), which belong to the essence. If to create is no different from 

generation and procession, then the creatures will in no way differ from the Begotten (gennematos) and the 

                                                             
16Orthodoxy is clearly a "Trinitarian Theology". I will not elaborate on it here, as much has already been written on this subject. The main 

tenet of this theology is that the Church Fathers do not talk about God as a subject (abstract deity) to be discussed and analysed, but God 

must first be understood as "Person", particularly as Jesus revealed himself and the other persons of the Trinity. It is from what we 

experience of the person of God that we gain insight into God's nature. We do not speculate about God's nature in order to know the person. 

This is another point where Augustine started a divergence that led the West away from traditional Christianity. 
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Projected (problematos). If such is the case according to them, then both the Son of God and the Holy Spirit will 

be no different from creatures, and the creatures will all be both the begotten (gennemata) and the projected 

(problemata) of God the Father, and creation will be deified and God will be arrayed with the creatures. For this 

reason the venerable Cyril, showing the difference between God's essence and energy, says that to generate 

belongs to the Divine nature, whereas to create belongs to His Divine energy. This he shows clearly saying, 

'nature and energy are not the same.' If the Divine essence in no way differs from the Divine energy, then to 

beget (gennan) and to project (ekporeuein) will in no way differ from creating (poiein). God the Father creates 

by the Son and in the Holy Spirit. Thus He also begets and projects by the Son and in the Holy Spirit, according 

to the opinion of the opponents and those who agree with them.” [Palamas] 17 

3.1. God as Trinity 

“Using riddles, as it were, we envisage a strange and paradoxical diversity-in-unity and unity-in-diversity” - [St. 

Gregory of Nyssa, On the Difference between Essence and Hypostasis] 

According to [John of Damascus, Orthodox Faith Chpt 3 no2] "We recognize the difference of the Persons in 

three properties only; of being uncaused and Father, of being caused and Son, and of being caused and 

proceeding [Spirit]." 

The Trinity is not three things, but three persons. In the formal language of the Church Fathers, a person is 

different from an individual. An individual exists alone and in isolation; personhood implies relationship, and 

the trinitarian persons imply an eternal relationship of love. The Trinity is distinction without separation, and 

union without confusion. 

Fr. Thomas Hopko, in light of our understanding of the Trinity, gives a very formal definition to what we mean 

by God: 

“... the one true and living God, the only God there is, is the Father of Jesus Christ. In this sense Jesus is not 

himself the one God. He is, as confessed at Nicea, God's only Son who is "true God from true God." Neither is 

the Holy Trinity, strictly speaking, the one God. There is no God who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, as the 

document and confessional theology, including that of the Orthodox, so often declare. There are rather three 

persons or hypostases in a very particular relationship of union and communion. Two of the hypostases derive 

eternally from the first who is the one God; and each of the hypostases is "God" in the sense of being equally 

and identically divine-as we would say that. ” [Fr. Thomas Hopko, Speaking the Truth in Love, p. 136] 

This paradigm of the Trinity has implications for all relationships (as we are in the image of God). It is not 

enought to mouth Trinitarian theology, we must live it. Families and Churches are hierarchial, yet conciliar. 

They need to recognize the distinction of each individual (as separate persons and wills), without separation (a 

democratic right to individuality); and a union of one mind ([I Peter 3:8], [Phil 2:5]), without leadership 

assuming they think and speak for all. This will be expanded under the topic of the Church. 

3.1.1. Unity in Nature (Essence) 

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD: [Deuteronomy 6:4] 

And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness... [Genesis 1:26] 

Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble. [James 2:19] 

The trinity is a paradox, we can talk about it, but we ultimately cannot explain it. The paradox is between unity 

and diversity. There is unity in one God, but diversity in three persons. 

3.1.2. Distinction in Hypostasis 

When talking about the persons of the Trinity, we speak of fatherhood, begotten and procession to distinguish 

them, but we do not know what these terms mean. We know these terms do not describe the essence of God, for 

then there would be a difference in the essence, and not a unity. If the Son is begotten of the essence of the 

Father, then the Son is not a part of the godhead, but is a creation (the Nestorian view). Whatever is common 

among the persons of the Trinity belongs to the essence. Whatever is distinct belongs to the person. Those 

                                                             
17Capita 96 and97 
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attributes which uniquely belong to one person, cannot be shared with another, or the person would loose their 

distinction.18 

This is the Orthodox concern about the Filioque clause being added to the Nicene Creed. If the Father and Son 

share the procession of the Spirit, then the hypostasis (uniqueness) of the Father is confused with that of the 

Son. Either the true distinction of the hypostasis of the Father from Son is blurred (semi-Sebalianism) so there 

becomes a melting of the Father and Son into a compound hypostasis; or, there are two distinct principles in the 

essence of the Godhead (processor and processed). 

The Orthodox position is that Christ is begotten of the hypostasis (personhood) of the Father and the Holy Spirit 

proceeds from the hypostasis of the Father. Neither Christ nor the Holy Spirit come from the essence of the 

Father, for they all share the essence in common. Basil the Great, in his polemical work [Against Eunomius], 

writes: "All that is common to the Father and to the Son is common to the Spirit." 

Basil explains, "Above all, the Son is from God and the Spirit is from God, for the Son came out from the Father 

and the Spirit proceeds from the Father. The first, however, by generation from the Father and the second 

inexpressibly from God." 

According to [Photius19], the procession of the Holy Spirit comes not from the common nature (essence) but 

from the hypostasis (personhood) of the Father, and is therefore unique to the Father alone. 

3.2. Father 

The Father is the source of unity of the godhead, in that all things proceed from him. [Athanasius] says: "Who is 

God? He is the origin of every thing according to the Apostle, who said: ‘There is one God, the Father, from 

whom are all things,' because from him is the Word by generation and from him the Spirit by procession." 

3.3. Son 

The Son is begotten of the Father. The meaning of begotten (how it happens) is undefined. It is not a creation or 

birth, something that occurred in time, but an eternal mode of relationship. 

Jesus said unto them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Before Abraham was, I am. [John 8:58, ][Exodus 3:14] 

And without controversy great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifest in the flesh, justified in the Spirit, 

seen of angels, preached unto the Gentiles, believed on in the world, received up into glory.[ I Tim 3:16] 

Looking for that blessed hope, and the glorious appearing of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ;[ Titus 

2:13] 

3.4. Holy Spirit 

You ask me what is the procession of the Holy Spirit? Do you tell me first what is the unbegottenness of the 

Father, and I will explain to you the physiology of the generation of the Son, and the procession of the Spirit, 

and we shall both be stricken with madness for prying into the mystery of God. - [St. Gregory of Nyssa] 

We have learned that there is a difference between begetting and procession, but the nature of the difference we 

in no wise understand. [Saint John of Damascus] 

The Eastern church distinguishes between the eternal relationship of the godhead, and the temporal economy, 

the working of God. Thus, while eternally the Holy Spirit proceeds only from the Father, in the temporal 

working the Holy Spirit is sent from the Father through the Son. In the West, there is not this distinction 

between the ontological and temporal procession, the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son in both 

contexts. Augustine's concept of the Spirit as the love which ontologically unites Father and Son is the basis for 

much of this theology. All Eastern Fathers reject the idea that the Holy Spirit can be equated with a common 

energy (love) of the Father and the Son. The Holy Spirit is an hypostasis, not an energy. The Fathers of the 

                                                             
18Damascus, John of. An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, Chapter XIII, (p.9 in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 9, edited by 

Philip Schaff). 
19his classic work on this is the Mystagogy of the Holy Spirit http://www.myriobiblos.gr/texts/english/photios_mystagogy.html. For a good 

read on the politics behind this issue - http://energeticprocession.com/2007/12/11/the-9th-century-crisis-political-theological-social-and-

prophetic/ 
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Second Ecumenical Council specified that the Holy Spirit is not to be identified with any common energy of the 

Father and the Son. The Holy Spirit is an individuality who is not what is common between the Father and Son, 

but has in common everything the Father and Son have in common. Augustine was concerned that the Eastern 

emphasis on the three persons of the Trinity might lead to tritheism - three distinct deities. This might be true 

but for one condition, that the unity of the Trinity was dependent upon the personhood of the Father being the 

unifying principle of the Godhead. Since Augustine denied this personal unity, he hoped to maintain the unity 

by moving in a different direction. 
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Chapter 5. Past 

1. Creation 

Creator of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible - [Nicene Creed] 

To bring from non-existence into being [Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom] 

For those who believe in an invisible reality, there seems to be a common perception that the cosmos is divided 

into two parts, the natural and the supernatural. There is the physical earth, and there are the angels and God 

(and ghosts). Traditional Christianity (both East and West) makes a different distinction, between the created 

world (both angels and man) and uncreated (God). 

1.1. From Nothing 

[Gen 1:1] In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. 

[John 1:3] All things were made by him; and without him was not any thing made that was made. 

East and West agree that God created the universe from nothing. The creation is not an emanation from God 

(part of his essence), or something that eternally co-existed with God. The East however, places extreme 

emphasis on this issue. God is so radically different from the Creation that he is unknown, He is a mystery to us. 

1.2. Continuing 

Of those who believe that God is the cause of the creation, there are several views as to how God currently 

relates to His creation: 

•  

God created the world, and now leaves it to run on its own (God as the divine clock maker). 

•  

God created the world, it exists on its own, but He occasionally, supernaturally, intervenes. 

•  

The world's existence depends on God's continued activity, if He stopped working, the world would cease to 

exist. 

Orthodoxy clearly does not believe the first of these options. We do not have an existence independent of God. 

There is some debate between the last two, though I personally believe the continuous working of God is the 

preferred position. 

1.3. Time 

"Time began in a garden" quote often found on sundials 

Time is a category of the creation, it did not exist before the Creation, and will not exist after it ends. While 

there is a concept of sequence with God (before the incarnation is different than after the incarnation), this is 

outside of time. I have yet to see the Fathers try to explain this, but then, other than Steven Hawkings, not many 

other people have tried to explain the concept of time. 

Sometimes the Fathers refer to: 

•  

Eternity - before creation 

•  

Ages - after the creation of the angels, but before the creation of the world 
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•  

Time - from the creation of the world, till the new creation 

1.4. Cosmos 

The classic shamanistic and pagan worlds are made up of three realms: the spirit world above, the physical 

world, and the world of the dead below. It is not uncommon to find people trying to fit the Christian creation 

into this same framework (Heaven, Earth and Hell), though it is not appropriate. 

Within Orthodoxy, at this time, there exist the eternal Kingdom of God and the (temporal) Kingdom of Satan. 

This is the only significant division of the cosmos. 

1.4.1. The Unseen Creation - Angels 

“Compared to us, the angels are said to be incorporeal and immaterial, although in comparison with God, Who 

alone is incorporeal, everything proves to be gross and material - for only the Divinity is truly immaterial and 

incorporeal...[the angels] do not appear exactly as they are to the just and to them that God wills them to appear 

to. On the contrary, they appear under such a different form as can be seen by those who behold them.” St. John 

of Damascene1 

Thou, even thou, art LORD alone; thou hast made heaven, the heaven of heavens, with all their host, the earth, 

and all things that are therein, the seas, and all that is therein, and thou preservest them all; and the host of 

heaven worshippeth thee. [Nehemiah 9:6] 

Yet Michael the archangel, when contending with the devil he disputed about the body of Moses, durst not bring 

against him a railing accusation, but said, The Lord rebuke thee. [Jude 1:9] 

And in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God unto a city of Galilee, named Nazareth [Luke 1:26] 

Properly, we should not use the term angel when referring to the creatures of the invisible, bodiless creation; 

angels are but one rank of these beings. 

These creatures are not all the same, there are different ranks (groupings or types): 

•  

Archangels - For the Lord himself shall descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel ... 

[1Thessalonians 4:16] 

•  

Angels - And the smoke of the incense, which came with the prayers of the saints, ascended up before God 

out of the angel's hand. [Rev 8:4] 

•  

Seraphim - Above it stood the seraphims: each one had six wings; with twain he covered his face, and with 

twain he covered his feet, and with twain he did fly. [Isa 6:2] 

•  

Cherubim - So he drove out the man; and he placed at the east of the garden of Eden Cherubims, and a 

flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the way of the tree of life. [Genesis 3:24] 

•  

Principalities - To the intent that now unto the principalities and powers in heavenly places might be known 

by the church the manifold wisdom of God [Eph 3:10] 

•  

Authorities and Powers - Who is gone into heaven, and is on the right hand of God; angels and authorities and 

powers being made subject unto him. [1Peter 3:22] 

                                                             
1Exact Exposition. II:3 
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•  

Virtues, Dominions and Thrones 

The angels are not forces, but persons, distinct and with names; though we only know the names of a few. 

Angels were the first creation of God, before the earth and man, and were created more glorious than Man ([Heb 

2:9]). They are in the presence of God ([Isaiah 6:1-3]), continuously worshiping him, and serving as his 

messengers ([Luke 1:26, 2:10])(the word angel means messenger) . 

Angels are the messengers (the definition of the Greek word angelos). 

Angels are sent to individuals as their protectors, hence the concept of a guardian angels ([Acts 12:15]). 

These heavenly beings are divided into two groups, not according to their creation or type, but grouped 

according to those who have remained obedient to God, and those who rebel against God and do evil. 

Demons (meaning to "pull apart" or destroy) is the name given to any of the spiritual beings which rebelled 

against God. 

How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! How art thou cut down to the ground, which 

didst weaken the nations! For thou hast said in thine heart, I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne 

above the stars of God: I will sit also upon the mount of the congregation, in the sides of the north: I will ascend 

above the heights of the clouds; I will be like the most High. Yet thou shalt be brought down to hell, to the sides 

of the pit. [Isa 14:12-15] 

Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may 

devour: [1Peter 5:8] 

Put on the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil. For we wrestle not 

against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this 

world, against spiritual wickedness in high places. Wherefore take unto you the whole armour of God, that ye 

may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand. [Eph 6:11-13] 

And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole 

world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him. [Rev 12:9] 

Satan is the leader of the demons, who's goal is to lead man and all of creation into death and corruption - to 

destroy the works of God. He is identified as the serpent (Genesis 3), and the person who tempted both Job and 

Jesus ([Job 1:6], [Mark 1:33]). Satan it the true enemy of God, and though he will ultimately be defeated 

([Revelation 20:10]), he has a real, but limited power in this time. The theme that unifies the gospels is the 

purpose of Christ's coming, to defeat Satan, who has the power of death ([Hebrews 2:14]). Evil is not an absence 

of good, or even a negative power; it (he) is personal, with a will, thoughts and methods of deception 

([Revelation 12:9]). It is because of Satan that ultimately there is no neutrality in the universe, one is either for 

God, or knowingly or unknowingly a part of the rebellion against God. While Satan and the demons cannot 

control or influence us without our consent, they are actively and dynamically deceiving us, and perverting our 

intentions. Satan can transform himself into an angel of light ([II Corinthians 11:14]), display supernatural 

powers, and has a whole army of invisible powers at his disposal. Thus, salvation of man and creation requires 

the destruction of Satan and his power. 

Like the angels, there is no end of diversity to the demons. St. John Cassian says, "Their variety is such that it 

would take a long time if we wanted to search all the Scriptures and to go through them individually, seeing 

which ones are designated by the prophet as onocentaurs, which as satyrs, which as sirens, which as 

enchantresses, which as screechers, which as ostriches, and which as urchins, which is the asp and which the 

adder in the psalm; which is called a lion, which a dragon, and which a scorpion in the Gospel; which is the 

prince of this world, and which are referred to by the Apostle as the rulers of this darkness, and which as the 

spirits of evil" ([Conferences 7.32.4]). 

1.4.2. The Seen Creation 

When we think of the Creation, we usually think of the seven days spoken of in Genesis, the creation that can be 

seen, and primarily the creation of the planet earth. Whether these seven days were literal 24 hours, or whether 

creation was over a long period of time is not a dogmatic issue in Orthodoxy; there are respected writers who 
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take both positions. All the Fathers agree that the world is not produced by chance and the impersonal - God 

made it good, and made it with purpose. 

1.4.2.1. World 

For God so loved the world [John 3:16] 

Yet not altogether with the fornicators of this world, or with the covetous, or extortioners, or with idolaters; for 

then must ye needs go out of the world. [1Co 5:10] 

When scripture speaks of the world, several things can be referenced: 

The entire created cosmos 

The world can refer to the whole creation (cosmos) or the planet earth. In this meaning, the "world" is 

morally neutral; it is created good, but subject to corruption. This is the creation that is also the object of 

God's salvation. 

[Matt 13:35; 26:13 John 1:9; 1:29; 3:16; Romans 1:20] 

The political domain (Rome) 

The world can refer to a geographic region, such as the Roman empire, "civilized world" or known 

countries. 

[Luke 2:1; Romans 1:8] 

The fallen system 

The world can also refer to the fallen system, the values and organizations that oppose God. In this sense 

the world is something to be opposed as under the control of evil. There is no room for compromise or 

conciliation with this system. 

[John 12:31;14:17; 14:27; 16:20; 17:14; Romans 12:2; I Cor 2:12; Eph 2:2; Col 2:8] 

Without understanding which context is being referenced, it is easy to fall into numerous problems; primarily 

equating the fallen system with the cosmos or a political domain. It is a common error to reject the physical 

world (cosmos), on the assumption that it is opposed to the 'spirituality' of God. This false, Platonic spirituality 

fails to recognize that the cosmos is a subject of salvation over which we have responsibility and stewardship. 

Another difficulty is to equate the fallen system with a particular political domain. Paul's relationship with the 

Roman state is quite complex, on the one hand rejecting Caesar's claim to be the ultimate divine authority, yet 

appealing to his rights as a Roman citizen. The same can be said of Jesus' relationship to Israel and the Temple; 

and how he both pays the temple tax, and also drives the money changers out of the temple. The effects of the 

fall penetrate all of the creation and human activity, yet it does not completely destroy and render all things and 

behavior evil. As [Alexander Solzenitzen] says, "Wouldn't it be wonderful to take all the evil people and put 

them over there, then we wouldn't have to deal with them. And all of us good people would stay right here. The 

problem is that the line separating good and evil cuts right through the human heart." 

This complexity is reflected in the canons of the Orthodox Church. Clergy are to serve the Kingdom of God, and 

cannot serve in political office. Most monastics do not vote in elections. Yet priests and bishops are to speak out 

on moral issues (which underly political issues), and lay people are encouraged to engage in the political 

process. Just as clergy are icons of Christ's priestly role, so too kings and emperors have at times been 

considered icons of Christ's kingship; and patriotism (but not nationalism) can be considered a spiritual 

responsibility.2 

1.4.2.2. Nature 

There is a distinct difference between animals and man. Animals have a spirit but not a soul, they have no 

eternal existence, but cease to exist at death. We, as human beings, are more than animals, but not less. The 

animals are not in the image of God, but they are his creation, and deserve respect and care as his gift to us. 

There is a difference between using a gift for food, work or enjoyment, and abusing it as if we were not 

                                                             
2For a good example of this complexity, see the document by the Moscow Patriarch http://www.mospat.ru/index.php?mid=93 
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accountable to anyone for its care. Adam was given the task of tending the garden; he was its steward, not its 

owner. 

1.4.2.3. Man 

1.4.2.3.1. Person3 

The distinction between person and individual is subtle (and has grown over time). This was a concept I had not 

encountered till I went to Mount Athos. At that time the European Union was just starting, and there was a 

movement to create an EU identity card. This effort was strongly opposed by some monastics, who argued that 

it made everyone an individual (i.e. via a unique identity number), and took away their personhood. While I 

could comprehend the strength of their attitude, at the time I could not comprehend the issue. Only later did I 

realize that they were opposing the modern tendency to see people as unique, atomic, isolated beings: 

individuals. To them, there was no such being. We were created to be 'persons' in community, and our 

fundamental identity can only be defined through relationship. With the Godhead, it is impossible to understand 

the Son apart from the Father and Spirit (or Spirit apart from the Son and Father, or Father apart from the Son 

and Spirit). So to; no human being can be understood apart from their relationship with God, and relationship 

with other persons. The only time a person can truly exist without sharing communion and relationship, and be 

an individual, is in Hell (and even then it is questionable). 

We were created to be in relationship to God, and created to be in relationship to other beings like us. It is only 

in relationship that we can love and fulfill our purpose. We cannot be full persons outside of our proper 

relationship with God. 

1.4.2.3.2. Body 

God made creation, and declared it good. In Christianity there is no Platonic dualism, with a good spirit (or soul) 

trapped in a lesser physical body. We are not fully ourselves without our bodies. As we shall see, this is affirmed 

in the incarnation and resurrection. For Christ to be fully human, he assumed a physical body, and after his 

death that body was also brought back from the dead. While we talk about 'spirituality', it is really something 

quite physical. I am reminded of this every time I visit an Orthodox monastery, I end up physically aching from 

trying to keep up with only a portion of their prostrations (repeatedly kneeling down and touching your head to 

the floor) during prayers, or the manual work they regularly perform (splitting and hauling wood). Spirituality is 

a disciplining of the whole person: body, soul and spirit. 

1.4.2.3.3. Soul 

And the LORD God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and 

man became a living soul. [Genesis 2:7] 

And it came to pass, as her soul was in departing, (for she died) that she called his name Benoni: but his father 

called him Benjamin. [Genesis 35:18] 

He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake. [Psalms 23:3] 

But God will redeem my soul from the power of the grave: for he shall receive me. [Psalms 49:15] 

And fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear him which is able to 

destroy both soul and body in hell. [Matthew 10:28] 

And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all 

thy strength: this is the first commandment. [Mark 12:30] 

Yea, a sword shall pierce through thy own soul also, that the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed. [Luke 

2:35] 

God wishes that the soul might live [Justin Martyr] 

"The soul is immortal by the grace of God Who makes it immortal" - [St Cyril of Jerusalem] 

                                                             
3It is not an easy read, but Metropolitan of Nafpaktos Hierotheos is an excellent source on the meaning of personhood: [The Person in the 

Orthodox Tradition] 
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Who only has immortality [I Timothy 6:16] 

The Old Testament teaches the immortality of the soul ([Psalms 3:2, 5:15; 15:9-10; 48:16]). There is some 

debate in the Fathers as to whether the soul is immortal by nature (how it was created) or only immortal by the 

continuing grace of God. This latter view is the majority position of the Fathers. They desire to emphasize that 

we have no existence apart from God. God is not an 'extra' to our independent existence. Apart from God, we 

would not exist in isolation, but we would cease to exist. There is a strong distinction from the Platonic notion 

of the eternal soul, which has a self-exsitence, independent of God and a physical body. 

In general, the term soul is usually used when referring to either the totality of our being, or the 'essence' of our 

being. 

1.4.2.3.4. Spirit 

With my soul have I desired thee in the night; yea, with my spirit within me will I seek thee early: for when thy 

judgments are in the earth, the inhabitants of the world will learn righteousness. [Isaiah 26:9] 

Behold my servant, whom I uphold; mine elect, in whom my soul delighteth; I have put my spirit upon him: he 

shall bring forth judgment to the Gentiles. [Isaiah 42:1] 

And the very God of peace sanctify you wholly; and I pray God your whole spirit and soul and body be 

preserved blameless unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. [1 Thessalonians 5:23] 

For the word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two edged sword, piercing even to the 

dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of 

the heart. [Hebrews 4:12] 

We do not have a spirit as God is spirit, for by comparison, even our spirit is material, but we refer to it as spirit 

in comparison to the body. 

There is some debate in the Fathers whether we are two parts (body and soul) or three (body, soul and spirit). 

Some of the early Fathers (e.g. St. Justin Martyr, Tatian, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, Gregory 

of Nyssa, Ephriam the Syrian) talk of three parts, while the majority considered us to have only two parts (e.g. 

Sts. Cyril of Jerusalem, Basil the Great, Gregory the Theologian, John Chrysostom, St. John Damascene, 

Blessed Theodoret) (cited by [Fr. Michael Pomazansky Orthodox Dogmatic Theology, p. 135, 136]) In all cases 

there is agreement that we are both material and spiritual in our being; and different from the existence of the 

animals, who have a body and are made alive, but lack an eternal existence. It may be the case that "body and 

soul" imply our created condition, while "body, soul and spirit" refer to our baptized state, after the indwelling 

of the Spirit. I do not find the Fathers making this an issue of contention, but rather they find these different 

paradigms useful in explaining different aspects of our life and development. 

1.4.2.3.5. Likeness and Image of God 

“The image was given to us in our nature, and it is unchangeable; from the beginning until the end it remains. 

The likeness, on the other hand, we gain and achieve through our cooperation and volition; [it] exists potentially 

in us, and is energized through the good life and excellent behavior.”[ Basil] 

The Fathers differ in what they consider to be the image of God, as to free will, rationality, morality, noetic 

capability or lordship over creation. These differences of theologomena (theological opinion) are ultimately an 

agreement. Because the nature (personhood) of God is unknowable, the image of God (our personhood) is 

ultimately impossible to definitively define. Only God is fully a person, we are but an image; and then only 

when restored and united with God. 

1.4.2.3.6. Other Body Parts 

Just as doctors will subcategorize the body into systems (respiratory, circulatory, etc), and the systems into 

organs (heart, lungs, brain) and these into even smaller units; so too, the fathers have paradigms for describing 

more specialized aspects of our nature. You will frequently come across other terms like: nous, mind, reason, 

heart, will (both nepsic and gnomic), etc. Don't get lost in the terms and language (usually Greek), as they often 

have over-lapping meanings and are not always used consistently. These are paradigms to help define and direct 

spiritual development. If they help, use them; if they don't work for you, try another paradigm. 
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1.4.2.3.7. Free Will 

Depart from evil, and do good; and dwell for evermore. [Psalms 37:27] 

Let him eschew evil, and do good; let him seek peace, and ensue it. [1 Peter 3:11] 

"Oh Lord, grant that I may meet all that this coming day brings to me with a calm soul and a firm conviction 

that all is subject to your holy will." [Matins Prayers]. 

Human freedom is not a power or state of being autonomous of divine initiative. Human freedom is a divinely 

bestowed ability to cooperate with God to his glory and purpose. [Viegan Gurion [Incarnate Love] P. 60] 

Only God truly has free will; however, when we unite our will to God's, then it partakes of the freedom of God's 

will. Paradoxically, when we choose to depart from God's will and follow our own, then we cease to be free and 

become slaves to our passions. The primary issue is that we are free to respond to God's love, or free to reject it. 

In another sense, we are free moral agents, we can choose to do good or to do evil. 

We are responsible (and significant). While Eve was the first to partake of the Tree of Knowledge, it is Adam 

who is assigned most of the blame. Eve was deceived, but Adam chose to partake of the fruit fully of his own 

free will. 

The significance of free will: 

•  

Adam 

The strong Orthodox emphases on the free will of Adam is an insistence that God is not the author of evil, 

either by predestining Adam to choose disobedience, or by making Adam with an inherit weakness or 

inclination toward evil. Sin was freely chosen, both by Adam and by us in our own condition. Adam cannot 

blame anyone else (either Eve or Satan), and neither can we. 

•  

Mary 

Orthodox have a high veneration of Mary precisely because we see a high significance in the exercising of 

her free will. Mary was not just a convenient womb, randomly chosen by God, but is considered the most 

spiritually exalted individual in history. It was due to this purity of will that she was capable of receiving 

Christ into herself.4 

Freedom of the will carries with it the burden of responsibility. We are significant, and our actions carry 

consequences. The seemingly trivial eating of a piece of fruit brought about the ruin of all creation. 

At the risk of confusing the issue, I have heard the debate of free will and determinism considered as an aspect 

of perspective, from whose viewpoint events are seen. Consider the case of highway traffic: From the 

perspective of the driver, he considers himself free (within constraints) to use the accelerator and brake of the 

car. From the perspective of a traffic copter flying over a highway system, it can appear that an accident at a 

critical juncture will deterministically and inevitably lead to a traffic jam of stopped cars. 

1.4.2.3.7.1. Nature of the Will 

We are influenced by three wills: the first is God's all-perfect and all-saving will: the second is our own human 

will which, if not destructive, yet neither is it saving; and the third is the devil's will—wholly destructive.' 

“And this third will of the enemy teaches man either not to do any good deeds, or to do them out of vanity, or to 

do them merely for virtue's sake and not for Christ's sake. The second, our own will, teaches us to do everything 

to flatter our passions, or else it teaches us like the enemy to do good for the sake of good and not care for the 

grace which is acquired by it. But the first, God's all-saving will, consists in doing good solely to acquire the 

                                                             
4I consider the church's teaching about Mary to be a side issue, little of the teaching is dogmatic, and to address it here risks controversy 

without benefit. I will suffice it to say that Mary is dogmatically the "Theotokos" (God bearer), and considered to be the 'great example' and 

not the 'great exception'. She is fully human (Orthodoxy does not believe in the immaculate conception of Mary), suffered death, and is in 

need of salvation as are we. 
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Holy Spirit, as an eternal, inexhaustible treasure which cannot be rightly valued.” [Seraphim of Sarov quoting 

Anthony the Great] 

“My most merciful and all-merciful God, O Lord Jesus Christ! In Thy great love, Thou didst come down and 

become flesh in order to save all. Again I pray Thee, save me by Grace! If Thou shouldest save me because of 

my deeds, it would not be a gift, but merely a duty. Truly, Thou aboundest in graciousness and art inexpressibly 

merciful! Thou hast said, O my Christ: “He who believes in me shall live and never see death”. If faith in Thee 

saves the desperate, behold: I believe! Save me, for Thou art my God and my Maker. May my faith replace my 

deeds, O my God, for Thou wilt find no deeds to justify me. May my faith be sufficient for all. May it answer 

for me; may it justify me; may it make me a partaker of Thine eternal glory; and may Satan not seize me, O 

Word, and boast that He has torn me from Thy hand and fold. O Christ my Savior: save me whether I want it or 

not! Come quickly, hurry for I perish! Thou art my God from my mother’s womb. Grant, O Lord, that I may 

now love Thee as once I loved sin, and that I may labor for Thee without laziness as once I labored for Satan the 

deceiver. Even more, I will labor for Thee, my Lord and God Jesus Christ, all the days of my life, now and ever 

and unto ages of ages. Amen.”[ Orthodox Morning Prayers] 

St. Maximum defines a natural will and a gnomic will. The gnomic will is an opinionated will. Jesus has two 

natural wills (human and divine) but not a gnomic will. Jesus didn't have private opinions (a gnomic will), he 

simply chose to follow the will of the Father. Jesus didn't deliberate his actions. We fall back on having to make 

difficult choices because we simply don't know what is our highest good. Ignorance begets Vacillation, and 

Vacillation is the father of Deliberation. Ironically, our inability to choose, the very process of deliberation -- 

Should I choose A or B? Or maybe C? -- shows us just how un-free we really are. [John Stamp on the Ann Rice 

web site (http://www.annerice.com/bs_b_ChristTheLord.htm 2008)] 

The goal of spiritual maturity is to 'cease having' an independent gnomic will, to conform our will to God's will 

without question or doubt. The extreme obedience that some monks showed to their elder5 indicates how far 

some would go to achieving this selflessness. 

2. The Beginning 

2.1. The Garden 

“For Orthodoxy, man's fall, the lapsus, was like a wayfarer departing from the path, indeed the only path, that 

led to his rightful home. The Fall was not a departure from an originally static and perfect nature: it was the 

interruption-cessation of a priceless process.” [Bishop Auxentios of Photiki] 

“For it was no profit to man to obtain incorruption while still untried and unproved, lest he should fall into pride 

and under the judgment of the devil…. It was necessary, therefore, that man should first be put to the test (for 

man untried and unproved would be worth nothing), and being made perfect by the trial through the observance 

of the command should thus receive incorruption as the prize of his virtue. For being intermediate between God 

and matter he was destined, if he kept the command, to be delivered from his natural relation to existing things 

and to be made one with God’s estate, and to be immovably established in goodness, but, if he transgressed and 

inclined rather to what was material, and tore his mind from the Author of his being, I mean God, his fate was to 

be corruption, and he was to become subject to passion instead of passionless, and mortal instead of immortal, 

and dependent on connection and unsettled generation. And in his desire for life he would cling to pleasures as 

though they were necessary to maintain it, and would fearlessly abhor those who sought to deprive him of these, 

and transfer his desire from God to matter, and his anger from the real enemy of his salvation to his own 

brethren.” [John Damascus] 6 

“The commandment of God was a law of life, promising immortality. Therefore mortality, derived from the 

nature of beings lacking intelligence, was by God's dispensation imposed on a nature created for immortality”. - 

[Gregory of Nyssa, On the Song of Songs, Homily 12 PG 44, 1020C] 

                                                             
5They said of John, the disciple of Paul, that he was full of the virtue of obedience. There was a tomb in which lived a dangerous lioness. 

Paul saw the dung of the lioness lying around and said to John, "Go and fetch that dung." John said to him, "What shall I do, abba, about the 

lioness?" Paul said, as a joke, "If she comes at you, tie her up and bring her here." So, John went there in the evening, and the lioness rushed 
at him. John obeyed Paul, and ran to catch her, so the lioness turned and fled. John chased her, shouting, "Wait! My abba told me to tie you 

up." He eventually caught her and tied her up. Paul sat a long time waiting for him, and was getting very anxious because he was late. But at 

last John came, and brought the lioness with him, tied up. Paul marveled at the sight, but wanting to humble him, he beat him and said, "You 

fool, have you brought me that silly dog?" And he immediately untied the lioness and drove her away.[ Helen Waddell, The Desert Fathers] 
6Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith Book II Chapter 30 
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Adam and Eve were not created spiritually complete and finished, they were more like spiritual children, who 

needed to grow into maturity. They were perfect (as we often consider a new baby as perfect), but perfection 

does not imply maturity or completeness. God's intention for Adam and Eve was to remain in a complete 

fellowship with God, not simply to remain in a perfect, static creation. They were to pursue a vocation; while 

created perfect in the image of God, they were incomplete and still to fulfill the likeness of God. 

3. The Fall 

[Genesis 3:1-19] 

"For Orthodoxy, man's fall, the lapsus, was like a wayfarer departing from the path, indeed, the only path, that 

led to his rightful home. The fall was not a departure from an originally static and perfect nature; it was the 

interruption-the cessation of a priceless process. Thus the consequences of the fall were not products of what 

man had lost but of what he had chosen. Man did not lose his free will; he chose to exercise his will outside and 

even against that of his Creator, which necessarily weakened his own will and restricted its scope. Man did not 

'fall' into a state where his nature became sinful. He chose to remain and indulge in his own undeified nature, 

refusing the grace (and concomitant deification) that God offered. .. Man became a 'slave to sin', a state wherein 

he could not bridge the separation, or rather reopen the bridge he had denied between himself and God. Note 

that sin is not here (or anywhere else in Orthodoxy) a succumbing to something that is intrinsically evil; instead, 

sin is a willful participation in any activity in such a manner as to separate oneself from God" 7 

“Fallen through the transgression, man became like the irrational creatures. That is, he became darkened and 

was deprived of perfection and dispassion. But he was not deprived of the nature and power which he had 

received from the All-good God. For had he been so deprived, he would have become irrational, and thus not a 

man. But he preserved that nature with which he had been created, and the free, living and active natural power, 

so that, according to nature, he might choose and do the good, and flee and turn away from evil. On account of 

this rule of faith even infants, who could have committed as yet no sin themselves, therefore are baptized for the 

remission of sins, in order that what in them is the result of generation may be cleansed by regeneration” 8 

“Not to forbid (the baptism) of an infant who, scarcely born, has sinned in nothing apart from that which 

proceeds from the flesh of Adam. He has received the contagion of the ancient death through his very birth, and 

he comes, therefore, the more easily to the reception of the remission of sins in that it is not his own but the sins 

of another that are remitted.” 9 

“Why did God allow the fall of man, his beloved creation and the crown of all the earthly creatures? To this 

question one must reply thus: If man is not to be allowed to fall, then he cannot be created in the image and 

likeness of God, he cannot be granted free will, which is an inseparable feature of the image of God; but he 

would have to be subject to the law of necessity, like the soulless creation - the sky, the sun, stars, the circle of 

the earth, and all the elements - or like the irrational animals. But then there would have been no king over the 

creatures of the earth, no rational hymnsinger of God's goodness, wisdom, creative almightiness and Providence. 

Then man would have had no way to show his faithfulness and devotion to the Creator, his self-sacrificing love. 

Then there would have been no exploits in battle, no merits and no incorruptible crowns for victory; there would 

have been no eternal blessedness, which is the reward for faithfulness and devotion to God, and no eternal 

repose after the labors and struggles of our earthly pilgrimage.” [St. John of Kronstadt, 1907] 

Adam sought that which was offered to him by God, to become the image of God. However, Adam chose to 

achieve this goal in his own time by his own means, apart from God. Instead of maturity, he achieved 

selfishness and pride which brought ruin. The potential for true personhood, the possibility of a hypostatic union 

between Adam and Christ, was destroyed. Rather than being clothed in deification, Adam became clothed in the 

skins of animals. The Fall deformed the nature of Adam, making him incapable of union with God. 

3.1. God's Response 

I want to pick back up for a moment on the theme of justice, which was introduced earlier under the attributes of 

God. Our view of justice has major significance in how we understand what God did in establishing the Garden, 

                                                             
7Hieromonk Auxentios, "Notes on the Nature of God, the Cosmos and Novus Homo: An Eastern Orthodox Perspective," chap. in 

Conemporary Eastern Orthodox Thought, ed. Archimandrite [Bishop] Chrysostomos (Belmont, MA: Norland Publishers, 1982), 8-9 
8Canon 110 of the African Code, approved by 217 bishops at Carthage in 419 and ratified by the Council of Trullo (692) and the 7th 

Eccumenical Council (787) 
9252 Council of Carthage under the presidency of Cyprian 
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and His reaction to Adam's disobedience. Augustine (or at least his followers), tend to see God setting up a legal 

framework in the Garden. Adam and Eve are given a set of rules ("thou shall not eat of the fruit ..." [Gen 1: ]), 

with a set of consequences. When the rule is broken, God is then required to follow through with the 

consequences (casting Adam and Eve out of the Garden, sending death as a punishment). Once the rules and 

consequences are defined, all are constrained by the systems (even God, if he is to remain just). With a juridical 

justice, it is almost as if God was constrained by a principle of justice 'behind' Him (as the Greek gods were 

controlled by the Fates). This sense is expressed when talking about God being unable to simply forgive sin, 

because it would violate His sense of justice. There is a sense here that God is not free, but is bound by a higher 

force or rule. 

Scripture has examples of people being bound by oaths to undesirable and unexpected consequences ([Judges 

11:30] where Jephthath's vow leads him to sacrifice his daughter). But I am not sure that this framework applies 

to God. This framework assumes that the human participants are bound by something bigger than themselves, 

but what is true for humanity is not necessary true for God. God is bound by his nature and what He wills, but 

he is not bound by an abstract system of justice outside of himself. When God swears an oath to Abraham, he 

swears by Himself, because there is nothing higher ([Heb 6:13]). 

The Eastern view of the Fall is that God is describing the conditions of a relationship; as long as there is 

obedience, the relationship will continue, but altering the relationship through disobedience will alter and 

change many things, both unintended and undesired. God in his mercy is trying to give Adam and Eve insight 

into their significance, and the significance of their choices. This altering of the relationship is seen immediately 

after the disobedience of Adam and Eve, they feel guilty before God says or does anything. Their guilt is not in 

response to God pronouncing a judgment, it is a response to the alteration of the relationship. 

The response of God is seen by Orthodoxy as consistent with His mercy. The 'protoevangelicon ([Gen 3:15 ])', 

the first prophecy of the coming salvation in Christ is the response. The expulsion from the Garden is a mercy to 

prevent access to the Tree of Life, for to eat of the tree of life, after the fall, would make the state of sin eternal. 

Even death is ultimately seen as a mercy. 

As we will see, the ultimate response of God is not to change the goal (man's union with God), but the means by 

which this is achieved; if man can no longer raise himself up to God, then God will descend and unite himself 

with man. The incarnation remakes and transforms human nature. 

3.2. Sin and Death 

“By one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, for that all have 

sinned” [ Romans 5: 12] 

We all like Adam have sinned, therefore we all die ([Romans 5:14] translation of Bishop Mark) 

Sin and death have a complex inter-relationship. While not a: "'Which came first, the chicken or the egg?" type 

of problem (as sin clearly came before death), there is a cycle in which they feed upon, and engender each other. 

3.2.1. Sin 

I am the image of Thine inexpressible glory, even thought I bear the wounds of sin - [Orthodox funeral service] 

Everyone agrees that sin means to 'miss the mark'. But what is the mark that was missed? The West tends to 

define this as missing the moral mark of obedience. The East gives this a broader understanding, as a failure to 

achieve a life of union with God, to go in an aberrant direction. He failed in the Godly vocation, and instead 

sought to be 'like God' ([Gen 3:5]) by his own will and effort. 

The origin of sin was not Adam in the garden, but Satan. It was the pride of Satan, desiring to be like God, that 

was the first sin. This prideful desire for self-existence, apart from God, is the root cause behind all sinful 

behavior. It is Adam and Eve, in the garden, who are seduced into following the pride and goal of Satan. Sin is 

essentially a misplaced, excessive self-love; a desire for individuality and self-sufficient autonomy (apart from 

God). 

This transgression brought death and ruin to both man and all creation. In Orthodox tradition, these elements 

(sin, death, Satan, evil and corruption) always go together. They are united in both the problem and the solution. 

There cannot be a solution to sin without the solution also including death, Satan and the corruption of the entire 
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creation. The problem is not just sin, but the problem that the whole world lies in wickedness, and under the 

sway of Satan [I John 5:18-19], [Romans 5:12] 

There are several different paradigms used to describe the effects of sin. 

•  

Sin as a legal issue 

If sin is considered primarily the transgression of a moral law, the problem and solution is also framed in 

legal terms. 

•  

Sin as a sickness 

Orthodoxy uses the paradigm of illness as the primary model for understanding sin and its effects. In turn, the 

cure is seen in terms of healing and medicine. 

•  

Sin as pride and vanity 

This is really an extension of the second. Pride and vanity are particular illnesses of the nous (our true self), 

that cause it to stray from God and be 'married to sin'. 

3.2.2. Death 

3.2.2.1. As the Enemy 

"For God created man to be immortal and made him to be an image of His own eternity. Nevertheless, through 

envy of the devil came death into the world." [Wisdom of Solomon 2:23-24] 

“Sin is an act of metaphysical suicide” [Thomas Hopko] 10 

“God did not make death, He takes no pleasure in destroying the living. For He created all things to live; the 

creatures of the world are salutary, there is no fatal poison in them, and hades has no power over the world...for 

righteousness is immortal” [Wisdom of Solomon 1, 13-25] 

“For the origin of all things is from God, but their destruction has been introduced by our wickedness for our 

punishment or benefit. For God did not create death, neither does He take delight in the destruction of living 

things. But death is the work rather of man, that is, its origin is in Adam’s transgression, in like manner as all 

other punishments.”[John of Damascus]11 “ ...Through one man sin entered the world, and through sin came 

death, and thus death spread to all men...” [Romans 5: 12-14]. 

“To the extent that [man] stood apart from life, in like amount he also drew closer to death. For life is God, and 

the deprivation of life is death. Thus, Adam prepared death for himself through his withdrawal from God, as it is 

written, 'Those who separate themselves from You are lost.' Therefore, God did not create death, but we brought 

it upon ourselves by our wicked purpose. Neither did He prevent the dissolution, for the reasons already stated: 

so that the illness would not be preserved immortal in us”. [St. Basil Homily on Why God is not the cause of 

evil.] 

“When by the council of the devil, men turned away from things eternal, they returned to things of corruptibility 

and became themselves the cause of dissolution unto death”. [Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the Logos] 

“If God had made him immortal from the beginning, He would have made him God. On the other hand, if He 

had made him mortal, God would seem to be the cause of death. Rather, He made him neither immortal nor 

mortal, as we said above, but capable of being either one in order that , should he incline toward things of 

immortality and keep the commandment of God, he would be rewarded by Him with immortality and become 

god. If, however, he should turn to things of death by disobeying God, he would be the cause of death to 

himself. For God made man free and sovereign.” [St. Theophilus of Antioch, To Autolycus] 

                                                             
10Again June 1987 
11Exposition of the Orthodox Faith Book II Chapter 25 
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I believe there is a major difference between how the East and West view death. For Orthodox, sin and death are 

closely connected, death came into the world through sin, and sin is the power of death, and both together are 

opposed by God. We do not inherit either the guilt or sin of Adam, but are subject to the corruption and death 

that was brought into the world through Adam's sin. God is Life, and our withdrawal from God is our choosing 

death; this was true for Adam, and is true for us today. 

For the West, coming from Augustine, death is a part of the guilty verdict and punishment decreed by God, 

resulting from his just nature. Death is sent by God as a punishment for sin - there is an intrinsic divide between 

sin and death. This is a critical issue. If God is the source/cause of Death, then death becomes separated from the 

issue of sin (the source of which is the will of man). Death is not the enemy, nor something that needs a cure. 

The following quotes exemplify this Western position: 

“If any man does not confess that the first man, Adam...through his transgression suffered the wrath and 

indignation of God and, because of this, death, let him be anathema.” [Council of Trent ([1546, First Canon, 

Fifth Session])] 

“The punishments of sin in this world are either inward, as blindness of mind, a reprobate sense, strong 

delusions, hardness of heart, horror of conscience, and vile affections; or outward, as the curse of God upon the 

creatures for our sakes, and all other evils that befall us in our bodies, names, estates, relations, and 

employments; together with death itself.” [Westminster Confession, answer to question 29] 

Also alien to Orthodoxy is the idea that death is "natural", a part of the normal working of the universe since its 

inception. This also makes God the author of death, not as punishment, but as a part of the creation. It also 

means that death is not an essential element of either the fall or salvation. 

3.2.2.2. Power of Death 

Death is a consequence of sin. 

Death is a motivation for sin. 

The fear of death is the fear of loss (physical existence, emotional existence, social existence). 

Death motivates the desire to protect one's physical/emotional identity at the expense of others = sin. 

The power of death and corruption, according to Paul, is not the absence of good, but the perversion of the good. 

Sin and evil are a parasite on creation, or more properly a cancer, the creation turning upon itself. "The sting of 

death is sin," [I Corinthians 15:56] which in turn reigns in death. [Romans 5:21] Not only man, but all creation 

has been yoked under its tyrannizing power [Galatians 5:1] and is now awaiting redemption. Creation itself shall 

also be delivered from the slavery of corruption.[Romans 8:21] Along with the final destruction of all the 

enemies of God, death--the last and probably the greatest enemy--will be destroyed. [I Corinthinas 15:26] Then 

death will be swallowed up in victory.[I Corinthinas 15:54] For St. Paul, the destruction of death is parallel to 

the destruction of the devil and his forces. Salvation from the one is salvation from the other. - **[Romanedes] 

Much of sin is motivated by our desire to avoid death, in finding means of prolonging our life, and partly in 

discovering the means by which we can neutralize or liquidate those who (so we believe) threaten our existence. 

Mortality is thus the real cause of our sinful situation. Self-defence, self-affirmation --at the expense of others-- 

is that which determines the existence of our present illogical world. The presence of death and the fear of it 

impair our ability to choose. So when Maximus calls us to abandon our pre-occupation with science, with 

concupiscence, with greed, it is because he wants to free us from our utilitarian dependence upon that which 

should not be our real tools of survival. He is opposing how technology is used, not technology in and of itself. 

He is certainly in favor of a free, conscious and creative control of the universe by man, who bears the creator's 

image and therefore a co-responsibility for creation, but against our enslavement to the world produced by 

death. 

3.2.2.3. Consequences 

Death is the natural consequences of sin. Sin is a turning away from God, which is the source of life; therefore 

to depart from God is to depart from life. We were created to be in fellowship with God, not to be apart from 

him. Therefore, death is an abnormality, a separation from where and what we were intended to be. 
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Death affects us physically, spiritually and cosmically. 

Death has damaged, but not destroyed the image of God in us. 

The capacity to attain the likeness of God is lost. Subject to futility and corruption [Romans 8:20, 21] 

St. Maximus' description of human beings in the fallen world presents the picture of a harmony destroyed. 

Originally God the Logos created all things in harmony. There was, for instance, harmony between: 

•  

Things created and the uncreated God 

•  

Things intelligible and things tangible 

•  

Heaven and earth 

•  

Paradise and universe 

•  

Male and female 

These natural dualities were to be preserved in harmony, but were in fact transformed into tension, contradiction 

and incompatibility. The fall was a disruption of creation, a turning of its "logical" nature towards tragic 

illogicality, which in turn leads to corruption and death. 

3.3. The Problem of Evil 

What is significant about Christianity is that we have a problem of evil. We believe that the current state of the 

cosmos is abnormal; there is a difference between what we experience, and what it should be. This is 

monumentally significant, and the crux of Christian salvation: how to restore the creation to what it should be, 

rather than remaining in corruption. The problem of evil, why it exists, cannot be ignored, but neither does it 

lend itself to easy answers. However, it is a good problem to have. If we do not say that evil exists, we have no 

basis for saying that the world should be anything other than it is; we cannot say that it ought to be different. 

From a Christian perspective (not just an Orthodox perspective), we believe there is a real evil which is wrong, 

we are not caught up in a relativism where evil is no more than my subjective, relativistic, personal dislike. It 

may be difficult at times to defend a historical Fall, but it is the Fall that allows us to say there is a disunity 

between how the world was created and intended, and how we currently find it: we live in an abnormal world, it 

ought to be different (and will be). If there is no disunity, there can be no difference between what is, and what 

should be; and ultimately there would be no need for salvation. 

From the Orthodox perspective, evil is not a positive force with its own existence. Evil is a parasite, it can only 

exist as a perversion of God's good creation. 

Just as God choose to do something to make this condition different, so we have a right (if not a responsibility) 

to oppose evil and work for the salvation of the entire creation. As we shall see, this is precisely the task God 

has given to us, as His Church. 

Classically there are several different ways to approach the problem of evil: 

•  

The problem as duality: evil and good are flip sides of the same coin. 

•  

God is good, but doesn't have the power to stop evil 

•  

God is good, and capable of stopping evil, but chooses not to (at this time). 
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•  

The problem as respect of free choice; God does not violate man's free choice to choose evil 

3.4. Free Will and Evil 

Can the Ethiopian change his skin, or the leopard his spots? Then may ye also do good, that are accustomed to 

do evil. [Jeremiah 13:23] 

For that which I do I allow not: for what I would, that do I not; but what I hate, that do I. If then I do that which 

I would not, I consent unto the law that it is good. Now then it is no more I that do it, but sin that dwelleth in 

me. For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good thing: for to will is present with me; but how 

to perform that which is good I find not. For the good that I would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I 

do. Now if I do that I would not, it is no more I that do it, but sin that dwelleth in me. I find then a law, that, 

when I would do good, evil is present with me. For I delight in the law of God after the inward man: But I see 

another law in my members, warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me into captivity to the law of 

sin which is in my members. O wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me from the body of this death? 

[Romans 7:15-24] 

Evil is via free will, else God is the creator of evil. [Justin 2nd Apology, 7; Irenaeus, Refutation, 5, XXVI, 2 II 

Tim 2:26] 

He Himself made man from the beginning and left him in the hand of his (man's own) will ([Ecclesiastes 

15:14]) 

“Perfection was not offered to him [Adam] from the beginning, which in fact, would constitute coercion. But; 

rather, perfection was set before him as an objective to be attained”.[Panayitos Cristou, Partakers of God 

http://www.myriobiblos.gr/texts/english/christou_partakers_forw.html, 2009] 

As with God being essence and energy, some Fathers talk of humanity as having two wills; one of essence, and 

the other (gnomic) of energy. The natural will (essence) is connected with nature and movement, while the 

gnomic will is connected with person and energy. The gnomic will is a self-determining impulse, a capacity of a 

person to choose either perfection or evil. 

3.4.1. The Fall and Predestination 

God can do all that he wills, even though He does not will all things that He can do - for He can destroy 

creation, but He does not will to do so [St. John of Damascene Exposition of the Orthodox Faith 1.8] 

To deny freedom as the source of evil, one must either deny the very existence of evil, or assume its source is 

someplace else other than in freedom. This latter option is found in some strands of Calvinism, and has its root 

in the theology of Augustine. For Augustin, God has only one will, and it is located within His essence; thus 

what he wills must come to pass. Supposedly to protect the omnipotence of God from Adam's freedom to 

choose evil, Augustine believed that God willed Adam to fall - hence Adam was predestined to fall. Because 

Augustine denied this distinction of the energy from essence, he denied that God could will something that did 

not come to pass. 

3.4.2. Total Depravity 

The LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his 

heart was only evil continually. [Genesis 6:5] 

No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him. [John 6:44a] 

None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for God. [Romans 3:10-11] 

For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God's law; indeed, it cannot. 

Those who are in the flesh cannot please God. You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the 

Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. [Romans 

8:7-9] 

[We] were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. [Ephesians 2:3b] 
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The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to 

understand them because they are spiritually discerned. [1 Corinthians 2:14] 

Most Orthodox will say they deny total depravity; but depending on how the term is defined, the implications 

can be quite varied. At one time I was Calvinistic (Reformed), and believed in total depravity 

12. While I no longer hold to that view, I think the conflicts (at one level) are frequently more of 

misunderstanding than substance. Orthodoxy would not say that human nature has totally fallen (with no free 

will remaining), but neither would it agree with the classical Latin concept that only a supernatural grace was 

lost, and nothing has changed in our fundamental nature. 

First, I think the doctrine of total depravity is more of logical necessity (demands of defending the sovereignty 

of God and "sola gracia") than anything else. If (following the Western line of argument) salvation is totally the 

work of a sovereign God, then man can have nothing to do with the effort. Hence, to deny man any capability of 

participating in his salvation (justification), he must be not just morally crippled, but morally incapacitated. 

In Orthodoxy, the problem of the Fall and salvation is not judicial and moral, but more metaphysical; thus the 

ultimate problem is not so much sin, but death. If death is the ultimate problem, man does not need to be 

morally incapacitated to still be in need of a salvation which is completely a gift of grace from God. 

Orthodoxy is concerned that total depravity places an undue emphasis on the destruction brought about by the 

Fall, that in the extreme it ends up making man less than man - if the destruction is total, then it becomes 

questionable if there is anything left worth saving. Orthodoxy wants to question how the incarnate Christ can 

still be considered to be the representative of humanity, when what is left of the similarity is just a shell, little 

more than a physical human body. Orthodoxy, with the strong emphasis on theosis (man becoming the image of 

God) requires that all the 'parts' are still there in a perfectible condition. In particular, this creates a demand for 

the continued existence of free will (which is one aspect of the image of God). 

On this point (free will and moral capability) there is a clear division, and two different (and irreconcilable) 

paradigms about the problem space, and the solution. However, I think from another perspective, there is some 

room for compromise and some mutual agreement. I would like for a moment to look at the effects of the Fall 

from three other perspectives: 

•  

The vector (direction) of our desires 

There are three options here. I can choose to follow: 

•  

God's will 

•  

Satan (evil) 

•  

One's own pride (selfish self interest) 

We are suppose to be following God's will, but this is where Adam failed, choosing to follow his own will. At 

debate is our current state. Can we follow God's will, or do we seek something else. This ability to follow 

God's will - to be able to offer anything pleasing to God, is the question on which the Reformation focused, 

                                                             
12Westminster Confession of Faith: Chapter VI Of the Fall of Man, of Sin, and the Punishment thereof I. Our first parents, being seduced by 

the subtlety and temptations of Satan, sinned, in eating the forbidden fruit. This their sin, God was pleased, according to His wise and holy 

counsel, to permit, having purposed to order it to His own glory. II. By this sin they fell from their original righteousness and communion, 
with God, and so became dead in sin, and wholly defiled in all the parts and faculties of soul and body. III. They being the root of all 

mankind, the guilt of this sin was imputed; and the same death in sin, and corrupted nature, conveyed to all their posterity descending from 

them by ordinary generation. IV. From this original corruption, whereby we are utterly indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, 
and wholly inclined to all evil, do proceed all actual transgressions. V. This corruption of nature, during this life, does remain in those that 

are regenerated; and although it be, through Christ, pardoned, and mortified; yet both itself, and all the motions thereof, are truly and 

properly sin. VI. Every sin, both original and actual, being a transgression of the righteous law of God, and contrary thereunto, does in its 

own nature, bring guilt upon the sinner, whereby he is bound over to the wrath of God, and curse of the law, and so made subject to death, 

with all miseries spiritual, temporal, and eternal. 
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and answered that we are “utterly indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and wholly inclined to 

all evil”. As an Orthodox Christian, I totally agree that our fallen nature does not seek God's will. 

At question is whether there is only one alternate choice, the vector of evil (maximum pursuit of a single 

directed vector diametrically opposed to God); or two, the added option of human pride (which can be any 

direction and effort other than God's will). This may be a distinction more of words than substance. I don't 

think that anyone (or very few people) would consider themselves totally dedicated to serving Satan; 

however, there is a point at which we must consider ourselves (before baptism) to be enslaved to sin and 

serving his kingdom ([Romans 6:16-20]). 

I suspect the Reformed language tends to speak of our pride in the context of Satan; while Orthodoxy is more 

comfortable speaking of Satan in the context of serving one's own pride (self willed). At issue is whether 

being self-willed is an opposition to God, or an ignoring of God (if that is possible). While Orthodox and 

Reformed might debate which vector fallen humanity is pursuing (or the language of that vector), I think we 

agree that it is not the vector of seeking God's will. 

•  

The magnitude of our rebellion 

There are two ways to approach this: does magnitude mean the intensity or force with which I pursue evil; or 

the degree to which the fall has penetrated all of creation? 

I think there are problems with the first approach, saying that we are as evil as we can possibly be ("opposite 

of good, and wholly inclined to all evil"), and we are moving 180 degrees opposite of God's will (vector) with 

100% of our effort (intensity). 

At issue is whether we can say a behavior is good, if it is motivated by anything other than the pursuit of 

God's will. The existence of government illustrates this problem: if people were 'that good', they would not 

need to be governed, and if they were 'that bad' they would be ungovernable. The dilemma is that we live in 

this conflicting mix of good and bad behavior. 

Being Orthodox, I want to affirm good behavior - that healing the sick and feeding the poor is good, in and of 

itself; entirely apart from motivation. It is good, and I thank God for these efforts. I want to affirm that this 

care pleases God, and such people are "near" the Kingdom of God. 

I think people holding to total depravity are afraid that in saying, "this behavior pleases God", will lead to the 

conclusion that this behavior therefore can merit salvation; making a person just before God apart from 

Christ. I have yet to see a person holding to total depravity, who says that everyone is as evil as they can 

possibly be, also concluding that every non-Christian is a sadistic, ax wielding mass murderer (ie. 

ungovernable). If (as I will attempt to do later), we can separate the issue of good behavior from justification, 

I think there is room for some agreement, and an acknowledgement that "good behavior" can exist. 

Another option is to redefine "magnitude" as the "degree of penetration". The theology of the Reformation 

states that the effects of the Fall reach everything. This can mean that everything is twisted and distorted, 

without concluding that it is destroyed and unrecognizable. Orthodoxy has no disagreement here. If "totally 

penetrated" is understood as the Reformed view of total depravity, then I think most of traditional Orthodox 

theology is in agreement (though there are still issues with Original Sin). Every particle of the creation is 

subject to corruption and death, and our will (before baptism) is enslaved to sin. 

•  

Theological verses Pastoral approaches 

The theology of total depravity requires an objective judgment of the heart, which cannot be seen or measured 

in any practical way. Total depravity requires preaching a sure knowledge with an absolute assurance that the 

heart is evil. Theologically, this is necessary, or God becomes the cause of evil. Our humanist culture tends to 

see people as trying to choose good, but limited by their conditions (culture, poverty, genetics, family 

background). People do not choose to do wrong, but are 'challenged' by their circumstances into sub-optimal 

behavior. In the context of God, everyone is understood as striving to find God, but somehow God is 'hidden' 

from them (through no fault of their own). God is at fault, either He chooses to frustrate their seeking, or He 

is too weak to make Himself present. 
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Only rarely do we have insight into why people behave as they do, to know the motivations that direct their 

actions. Normally we only see external behavior, which is frequently not a reliable indicator of a person's will 

([I Samuel 16:7, Matthew 21:28-31]). Scripture struggles with this difficulty, affirming that it is the heart 

where the battle of good and evil takes place, but we have difficulty, or an inability, to see into this arena 

(other than possibly in one's own heart). Again, I think there is agreement here, though a difference of 

emphasis: Reformed theology works out from theology, while Orthodoxy begins with practice (pastoral 

application). 

While theologically we both affirm that humanity's desire for God is misdirected (twisted), we can (and must) 

still affirm the effort (however small and misdirected) of the people to whom we minister. This tension can be 

seen in Paul, where he has a clear theological position ([Romans 8]), yet he does not always work from that 

position13. When speaking to the Athenians on Mars Hill, Paul does not berate them for their depravity, but 

credits them with striving to find (the unknown) God ([Acts 17:22]). Thus, Orthodoxy maintains almost a fear 

of judging the motives of others14, and are even cautious with our own motives ([I Corinthians 4:3]). 

3.4.3. The Fall and Imputed Guilt - Original Sin 

Orthodoxy is at complete odds with one aspect of total depravity: the theology of imputed guilt - that the guilt of 

Adam's sin is inherited by his descendants, even if they have not personally sinned. Augustine struggled to 

explain how infants died, before they were morally culpable. If death was a punishment for sin, why were 

infants punished? His conclusion was that they were guilty of sin; not their own, but that of Adam. Adam's guilt 

is imputed to all his descendants. 

Orthodox do not have a different answer to this question, Orthodox see the question as wrong. Death is not a 

punishment for sin, but a result of sin. Adam's fall brought about a corruption of the human nature, one that is 

incapable of union with God. Being separated from the source of life, it is subject to death and corruption; and 

all of humanity (with one noteable exception) are born into this inescapable condition. The whole creation 

became subject to futility, and we inherit the corrupted human nature of Adam. Thus, an infant can be subject to 

death and corruption, without either personally sinning, or inheriting the guilt of sin. 

Another side note on Mary: This is the theological basis for saying that Mary could be both sinless, yet is like us 

in dying and needing a savior. 

3.5. Different Understandings of the World and Flesh 

. and it was good... [Genesis 1:12, 18, 21, 25, 31 ..] 

for God so loved the world [John 3:16] 

The world cannot hate you; but me it hateth, because I testify of it, that the works thereof are evil. [John 7:7] 

If the world hate you, ye know that it hated me before it hated you. If ye were of the world, the world would 

love his own: but because ye are not of the world, but I have chosen you out of the world, therefore the world 

hateth you. [John 15:18, 19] 

And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed... [Rom 12:2] 

Ye adulterers and adulteresses, know ye not that the friendship of the world is enmity with God? Whosoever 

therefore will be a friend of the world is the enemy of God. [Jam 4:4] 

Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world. If any man love the world, the love of the Father is 

not in him. [1Jo 2:15] 

Watch and pray, that ye enter not into temptation: the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak. [Mat 26:41] 

And all flesh shall see the salvation of God. [Luke 3:6] 

                                                             
13Note Paul in Romans 2?**, he is making a general statement about humanity, but each of these behaviors does not apply to every human 

person. 
14I remember being told by a monk on Mt. Athos, “Do not judge anyone, for you never know when they may repent, and you have not 

repented of your judgment”. 
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And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten 

of the Father,) full of grace and truth. [John 1:14] 

I am the living bread which came down from heaven: if any man eat of this bread, he shall live for ever: and the 

bread that I will give is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world. [John 6:51] 

Whoso eateth my flesh, and drinketh my blood, hath eternal life; and I will raise him up at the last day. [John 

6:54] 

It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing: the words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and 

they are life. [John 6:63] 

Therefore by the deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified in his sight: for by the law is the knowledge of 

sin. [Rom 3:20] 

For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good thing [Rom 7:18] 

So then they that are in the flesh cannot please God. [Rom 8:8] 

For if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die: but if ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall 

live. [Rom 8:13] 

But put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof. [Rom 13:14] 

For the flesh lusteth against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh: and these are contrary the one to the 

other: so that ye cannot do the things that ye would. [Gal 5:17] 

Now the works of the flesh are manifest, which are these; Adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, 

[Gal 5:19] 

We do not fall to being animals, we fall to less than animals 

By nature the soul is without sinful passion. Passions are something added to the soul by its fault... The natural 

state of the soul is luminous and pure through absorbing the divine light... The state contrary to nature...is found 

in passionate men who serve passions. When you hear that it is necessary to withdraw from the world...to purify 

yourselves from what is of the world, you must understand the term world. "World" is a collective name 

embracing what are called passions. When we speak of passions collectively, we call them the world...the world 

is carnal life and demanding of the flesh [St. Isaac of Syria, Spiritual Training] 

The world and the flesh both have double meanings in scripture, and without a careful understanding of these 

two meanings, it is easy to have a confused faith. When talking about the creation and our physical existence, 

there is always the understanding that it is fundamentally good. In Orthodox theology (and Evangelical 

theology) there is never a Platonic dualism, where the spirit is good, and the physical is of less worth, or evil. 

Humanity is a bipartite being of spirit and flesh, Christ was incarnate in the flesh. All the sacraments of the 

Church are the receiving of God's grace and love through the physical creation: the water of baptism, the bread 

and wine of the Eucharist, etc. The physical existence is good by nature, and will be redeemed and resurrected. 

This dualism, which sees the physical as evil was a common assumption by many in the early centuries, and 

condemned as a heresy (i.e. Manacheaism). 

While there is no dualism of the creation, there is often a dualistic symbolism (language); where the spirit is 

identified with the striving toward God, while the world and the flesh are used as metaphors for the fallen 

passions. The world, as a system, refers to the misplaced focus of our desires, seeking things as an end in 

themselves, for our satisfaction. It is the misdirected passions, which attach themselves to earthly things, which 

are being condemned; not the things in their own right. Food, as nutrition for the body and understood as a gift 

of God is good; but gluttony is the misplaced desire of seeing food as a means of satisfying my desire for 

pleasure. Marriage before God can be a beautiful (as shown of the icon of Joachim and Anna embracing in the 

bed chamber), and is considered an icon of Christ's love for the Church; but self-seeking sexual indulgence (lust, 

adultery, fornication) are a sin ([Matt 5:28]). 

Contrasting the world and the spirit is a valid metaphor of the apparent dualism which we see this time. We do 

not live in a tri-state condition (for God, neutral, against God), but we ultimately live in one of two conditions: 

striving to be like God, or seeking a goal other than God. 
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Chapter 6. Present 

1. Salvation - Defining the Scope 

He was God before the ages, yet He appeared on earth and lived among men, becoming incarnate of a holy 

Virgin; He emptied Himself, taking the form of a servant, being likened to the body of our lowliness, that He 

might liken us to the image of His Glory. For as by man sin entered into the world, and death by sin, so it 

pleased Thine Only-begotten Son who was in the bosom of Thee, the God and Father, who was born of a 

woman, the holy Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary, who was born under the law to condemn sin in His flesh, so 

that those who were dead in Adam might be made alive in Thy Christ Himself. He lived in this world and gave 

commandments of salvation; releasing us from the delusion of idolatry, He brought us to knowledge of Thee, 

the true God and Father. He obtained us for His own chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation. Having 

cleansed us in water,and sanctified us with the Holy Spirit, He gave Himself as a ransom to death, in which we 

were held, sold under sin. Descending through the cross into Sheol - that He might fill all things with Himself - 

He loosed the pangs of death. He arose on the third day, having made for all flesh a path to the resurrection from 

the dead, since it was not possible for the Author of Life to be a victim of corruption. So He became the first-

fruits of those who have fallen asleep, the first-born of the dead, that He might be Himself truly the first in all 

things... [Eucharistic Prayer of the Liturgy of St. Basil] 

1.1. The Big Picture 

From my Reformed Presbyterian background, I am used to neat, tidy definitions and categories. Salvation was 

clearly defined as being composed of three things: 

•  

Justification 

•  

Sanctification 

•  

Glorification 

While Orthodoxy is not opposed to classifications, it is nowhere as neat and tidy as my past. Salvation can mean 

many things within the context of improving our relationship with God. Salvation applies to (but is not limited 

to) the following contexts: 

•  

Saving us from death (Hebrews 5:7, James 5:20) 

•  

Saving us from the consequences of sin (Matthew 1:21) 

•  

Saving us from our propensity to sin (Romans 7:24, 25) 

•  

Assisting us through our prayer 

•  

To be healed and made whole (Luke 7:50) 

•  

Bring us to the joy of eternity 

•  

Perfecting our nature (Philippians 2:12) 
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•  

Delivering us from temporal problems (Acts 27:31) 

•  

Restoring society 

•  

Restoring the whole creation (Romans 8:22, ..) 

Salvation (sozos) primarily means a healing, or restoration to health, not a juridical standing. Thus, the 

Orthodox have an organic view of salvation as a healing of relationship, where the Church is metaphorically a 

hospital for the healing of souls. Salvation, in its entirety, will not be achieved until the resurrection of the dead 

and the restoration of all creation. Until this time, salvation is a hope, not a full reality. 

Because of these diverse definitions, we need to be careful of the context and meaning of the word salvation. To 

the consternation of our conservative evangelical friends, when they worship with us at a Vesper service, they 

will hear us sing (from some of the poorer translations) "Most Holy Theotokos save us". This is a request for 

intercessory prayer, which we also ask of all those living in Christ, both on earth and already in heaven. 

However, it easily sounds like we have raised Mary to the level of co-medeatrix with Christ (something we 

clearly do not believe). With such loose wording (and poor translations) it is no wonder that many people, 

Orthodox and non-Orthodox, are perplexed about what we mean by salvation. 

To further confuse the issue, in so far as salvation means a growth in relationship with God, I would risk saying 

that the word salvation can even be extended to the activities of Adam and Eve before the Fall (before the 

presence of sin and death). They were called to grow in their relationship to God, to reach a fullness and 

completion. In the same way, our salvation requires our working for the restoration of creation to its proper 

place before God. Literally everything, from the right perspective, can be considered an aspect of our salvation: 

even the Fall, sin and death. "All things work for good ..." ([Romans 8:28]). 

Another confusion is the scope of salvation, what is saved? Western fundamentalism has focused on the 

'salvation of our souls', almost to the point of a Platonic denial of the body. Orthodoxy pushes the scope to 

include not just the body, but society and all creation. The Church is required for our salvation, because it is the 

place where we initially and primarily restore the social relations between persons. Extending outward from the 

Church, as individuals and a society we are called upon to bring salvation to all creation. 

Orthodoxy does not seek to be deliberately confusing or to avoid being understood. It is the problem of a 

complex God and the complex reality in which we live. This is why those who have matured in spirituality, who 

have significantly realized their salvation, understand that all language (whether of theology or prayer) 

ultimately fails them. Finally they are left with only silence before God, not the silence of a vacuum or content-

less emptiness, but the silence of overwhelming awe and true worship that cannot be constrained by categories. 

The following visual image may help illustrate the context in which our salvation is accomplished. 

The left edge of the box is the beginning of time, the Creation. The left bracket "(" is the Fall. The right bracket 

")" represents the point in time of Christ's death and resurrection. The right bracket can also refer to the time of 

our personal baptism, the time when we personally identify with and choose to participate in Christ's death and 

resurrection, and start to apply Christ's work to ourselves. The right edge of the box also has a dual meaning, the 

time of our personal physical death (when we depart from the world and time), or the end of time and beginning 

of eternity. 

Figure 6.1. The Context of Salvation 
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The context of this box is the time of our salvation. Though having said this, I have already made an error, for in 

reality our salvation continues outside the box (on the right) into all eternity, we will never stop growing in our 

relationship with God. However, the main point of this illustration is to show two primary contexts (from an 

Eastern view) of salvation: 

1.  

The primary context is our relationship to God (the whole box), which started with Creation and extends into 

Eternity. 

2.  

The secondary context, (the space between the brackets) is "The Problem" which was introduced by the Fall, 

and generally (but not exclusively) ends at Christ's death and resurrection. 

The main point of this illustration is to show that Eastern and Western theology (Protestant theology in 

particular) assume different contexts for discussions about salvation. 

Western discussions of salvation are almost exclusively limited to the secondary context (between the brackets). 

Technically, there is formal Western theology that sees a larger context, that has a rich theology of 

sanctification, but in practice this has faded into the background. For example, John Calvin spoke of the 

Eucharist as being a 'sacrifice of thanksgiving', which is quite in line with the Orthodox liturgy. But the primary 

teaching in the West is that there is only one sacrifice, the sacrifice of Christ on the cross, and the Eucharist is a 

remembrance of this sacrifice, not a sacrifice in itself. Thus, for most people 'in the pew', salvation means fixing 

"The Problem", correcting the separation between God and man. While salvation may mean justification, 

sanctification and glorification, the almost exclusive focus is justification. 

Most discussions in the East consider the secondary context "The Problem" as a minor1 Interruption to the 

primary context. "The Problem" is but an annoyance or speed bump that must be negotiated before continuing 

the original journey. Nothing can set aside the original plan of God for man (not even sin and death). Unlike the 

West, which tends to think of the time of Adam, and the future eternity as a static perfected relationship with 

God, the Orthodox understand this relationship as a highly dynamic process - there are monumental things yet 

needing to be done. Thus, for Orthodox, the important focus is the now, the "working out our salvation with fear 

and trembling". We have inherited the task given to Adam, and must set to work completing it. While those in 

the West may refer to this time and activity as "sanctification" (and the term is appropriately applied), it takes on 

a richer and larger significance in the East. Sanctification (and glorification) is not just a moral 'cleaning up' of 

the remnants of the Fall, but is the task of Adam transformed into the eternal salvation journey of becoming the 

incarnate likeness of Christ. 

For one reason or another, Eastern theology often tends to assume (and sometimes forgets) about 'justification'; 

the process of salvation leading up to, and including baptism. The Ladder, Philokalea and much of the Fathers 

were written with the Church as the intended reader, it is assumed they are "members of Christ", and having 

been baptized, the primary effects of the Fall (the secondary context) is behind them. For Orthodox, the focus of 

salvation is post-baptismal "sanctification", the life of faith here and now;not how one enters into this life in the 

first place. Recognizing this difference of contextual focus, most of the disagreements between East and West 

are ones of emphasis. Pre-baptismal terms such as justification, redemption, propitiation, sacrifice and 

atonement are commonly shared, with similar meaning; though there are differences in how they are applied 

(free will or predestination) and their effect. 

Going back to the movie analogy: The West(ern) script has a dramatic stagecoach rescue. The driver has been 

lost and the horses are stampeding off toward the cliff. At the last moment the hero rides up and dramatically 

jumps onboard, and stops the horses at the last moment. Now is the point where the dust is settling, everyone 

has gotten out of the stage, and are now standing around in congratulatory relaxation. The stage has still not 

gotten into town, but everyone knows it will eventually arrive in calm safety. 

My version of the Orthodox movie is more like Harrison Ford in “AirForce One”. We are at the point where the 

terrorists (sin and death) have been defeated; but there is no time for celebration. The plane is badly damaged 

                                                             
1When I say "minor" I do not mean to be pejorative or to minimize the effects of the Fall. The Fall, and what follows from it, changed 
everything - absolutely everything: every atom of creation, every aspect of our behavior and the very nature of God. Un-incarnate humanity 

was/is powerless to alter the state of sin and death. It is only the work of Christ, and Christ alone, that can overcome the gulf between God 

and man produced by the Fall. The biggest celebration of the Church Year is Pascha (Easter), the celebration of Christ's victory over Death 

(the result of the Fall). However, our focus is not looking to the past as an event, but looking to the now and the future. The past, as the past 

is irrelevant. The past is relevant only in so far as it affects my current behavior. 
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and going down. There is a narrowing window of opportunity to get off the doomed plane and reach safely. 

Now is not the time to relax, but to focus on the current problem2.Until we agree about the context of our 

discussions, those from Orthodox backgrounds, and those from Western backgrounds (whether Evangelical, 

Catholic or other) will spend more time talking past each other than coming to common understandings. We will 

never agree on plot structure until we understand which movie (or part of the movie) we are reviewing. 

1.1.1. Salvation of Humanity and Person 

To illustrate the different perspective of East and West, I used the terms “primary” and “secondary context.” 

While “context” is an appropriate term, neutral to both cultures, it is not the terminology of the Fathers. In 

Orthodox terminology, the proper distinction would be to refer to the salvation of our humanity, and the 

salvation of our person. 

As essence refers to that which is shared in common among all the persons of the Trinity, so humanity refers to 

that which is shared in common by Adam and all his descendants. The salvation of humanity is a salvation given 

to and shared by all human persons; the defeat of sin and death by Christ. This is the salvation of the "secondary 

context", or the correction to "The Problem". 

As stated earlier, there is a distinction between our existence as a "person" and as an "individual". So, the 

Fathers refer to the salvation of our person as that which applies to us uniquely, but not individually. We much 

each be uniquely saved, in relationship to Christ, and through relationship to others. This is the salvation of the 

"primary context", or salvation as the completion of the task given to Adam. 

1.1.2. Orthodox Salvation in a Western outline 

While I have never read of Orthodox salvation expressed as "unity" and "distinction", I find these paradigms 

helpful when speaking across cultures. I think there are two primary paradigms used by Orthodox to express our 

views on salvation. The paradigm of unity stresses the full history of our salvation: from the purpose of Adam, 

through the work of Christ and into our theosis. This paradigm of unity causes the most confusion to westerners; 

hearing about our effort to strive to be like God (especially if there is little mention of the grace given by God). 

This paradigm is not wrong, and those who use it will not argue with my second paradigm, but it does a poor job 

of communicating to Western listeners. This paradigm can mistakenly sound like Pelagian self-righteousness by 

works (and unfortunately, you will find some Orthodox with little understanding of the Fathers, who do think 

this way). 

The second paradigm stresses the distinctions between the separate stages of salvation: justification, 

sanctification and glorification. It is this paradigm (separating the salvation of our humanity from the salvation 

of our person) which I choose to stress in these writings, as I think it has a more familiar feel for most Western 

evangelicals. This is not a different theology from the first paradigm, but a difference of emphasis, expression 

and communication. To be honest, this paradigm is less well known, and not recognized by many Orthodox. 

However, both paradigms agree on the facts and events of our salvation. 

In short: 

•  

Justification has been achieved by Christ on the cross, and is personally and mystically appropriated through 

baptism. 

•  

Sanctification is the primary focus of Orthodox activity, how we work out our theosis (salvation). 

•  

Glorification will begin at the Final Resurrection, and progress into eternity. 

While there is the need to recognize the differences between East and West; with over 1000 years of our 

existence as one church, there is still much in common. The main Western distinction between justification and 

sanctification is also found in Orthodoxy. The lack of understanding this bifurcated view of salvation is behind 

much of the misunderstanding. Confusing the activities of sanctification with justification (and whose activities 

                                                             
2Please don't push my movie analogy too far. I am not implying that humanity saves itself (as does Harrison Ford), or that we are not 

concerned about the salvation of the entire creation (we don't escape into heaven as we watch the earth crash into the sea of chaos). 
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these are) leads to the common charge that Orthodoxy teaches (at the least) a semi-pelagian works-based 

salvation. On the other hand, many people from a reformation background think of salvation almost exclusively 

in terms of justification, and have a minimal or almost nonexistent theology of sanctification. Many Orthodox 

think of theosis as the primary meaning of salvation, forgetting all that was complete and finished on the cross. 

Because of the frequency of infant baptism, and the strong existential focus of my relationship with God at this 

moment, and the connection of theosis to Adam before the Fall, Orthodox are often forgetful in regards to 

expressing the rich theology of justification that takes place at baptism. Orthodoxy has a rich "theology of the 

cross", though it is rarely heard outside of the baptismal service or Holy Week.3. Unfortunately, adult baptisms 

(which are the proper "model" for baptismal theology) are too infrequent in Orthodox Churches, the adult 

coming to faith, being united to Christ, and only then capable of resuming Adam's journey of perfecting the 

likeness of God. 

2. Salvation of Creation and Humanity - Correcting the 
Problem 

Who will have all men to be saved, and to come unto the knowledge of the truth. [1Timothy 2:4] 

For there is one God, and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, Who gave Himself as 

ransom for all [I Tim. 2:5] 

For the love of Christ constraineth us; because we thus judge, that if one died for all, then were all dead: [2Co 

5:14] 

Even so it is not the will of your Father which is in heaven, that one of these little ones should perish [Matt. 

18:14]. 

And he is the propitiation for our sins: and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole world. [1Jo 2:2] 

While Orthodox will talk about the salvation of humanity, this is essentially the parallel of Western justification. 

Hopefully we will see that Evangelicals and Orthodox share many similar views about our salvation from the 

effects of the Fall. 

•  

Christ is the 'second Adam' who comes to reverse the disobedience of the first Adam. 

•  

This salvation is entirely the work of Christ, toward which we have no contribution. 

•  

This is the context for issues like redemption, atonement, propitiation, etc. 

There are also areas of divergence (even within the Evangelical community). 

•  

The role of free-will and predestination 

There are some points of wide divergence between East and West 

•  

Universal salvation vs. particular salvation 

•  

Death vs. Sin is the fundamental problem being corrected 

•  

How much we can understand about God's work of redemption (Gregory -vs- Anselm) 

•  

                                                             
3For a good exception to this rule, listen to Fr. Thomas Hopko's CD lectures "The Word of the Cross" 
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What is achieved as our final state (the nature of heaven, our glorification) 

2.1. The Means 

Yesterday I was crucified with Him; today I am glorified with Him. Yesterday I was buried with Him; today I 

am raised up with Him. Let us offer to Him Who suffered and rose again for us... ourselves, the possession most 

precious to God and most proper. Let us become like Christ, since Christ became like us. Let us become Divine 

for His sake, since for us He became Man. He assumed the worse that He might give us the better. He became 

poor that by His poverty we might become rich. He accepted the form of a servant that we might win back our 

freedom. He came down that we might be lifted up. He was tempted that through Him we might conquer. He 

was dishonored that He might glorify us. He died that He might save us. He ascended that He might draw to 

Himself us, who were thrown down through the fall of sin. Let us give all, offer all, to Him who gave Himself a 

Ransom and Reconciliation for us. We need an incarnate God, a God put to death, that we might live. We were 

put to death together with Him that we might be cleansed. We rose again with Him because we were put to 

death with Him. We were glorified with Him because we rose again with Him. A few drops of Blood recreate 

the whole creation! [St Gregory the Theologian] 4 I want to make it clear, that the salvation of our humanity is 

entirely the work of Christ (or more properly, the entire Trinity). The salvation of humanity is not a result of our 

effort, and has nothing to do with our effort. It seems that one of the regular criticisms leveled against 

Orthodoxy is that we are semi-Pelagian, if not thoroughly Pelagian. This is an old accusation, first leveled 

against Saint John Cassian5. I have frequently heard theosis (our working to perfect our likeness of God), 

referred to as an attempt to merit God's favor by our actions, an attempt to make ourselves righteous in God's 

eyes. This understanding is a thorough confusion of (to use the Western terms) justification with sanctification. 

The salvation of humanity is entirely the result of the incarnation, death, resurrection and ascension of Christ, 

and most closely parallels the Western concepts of justification. As I will state later, theosis is a post-baptismal 

activity (post justification), that should be paralleled to sanctification. 

The ultimate issue is not the work of Christ, but Christ Himself. When the world had become sinful, dead and 

cursed, it was Christ who became sin for us ([II Corinthians 5:21]), was cursed ([Galatians 3:13]) and died. 

Christ united himself with his creation to save the creation, and it is by being united with Christ that we are 

saved. This is the doctrine of atonement - we are made to be 'at one' with God. Orthodox do not so much see 

Christ as having "done something" that benefits us, as his "being something". 

2.1.1. Incarnation 

"God became a man, so that men might become as gods" (i.e., "divine") - [Athanasius] 

Q: You said that the Son of God was incarnate for our salvation: in what way did he effect it? A: By his 

doctrine, his life, his death, and resurrection. [8] [Catechism of Philaret of Moscow in Creeds of Christendom by 

Philip Schaff] 

"That which is not assumed is not healed" [Gregory the Theologian] 

Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus: Who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery 

to be equal with God: But made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant, and was 

made in the likeness of men: And being found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, and became obedient 

unto death, even the death of the cross. Wherefore God also hath highly exalted him, and given him a name 

which is above every name: That at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things in 

earth, and things under the earth; And that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of 

God the Father. [Philippians 2:5-11] 

It is in the light of the disruption of the original meaning and order of things, that Maximus, 

together with the entire patristic tradition, envisions the great event of the incarnation: "The 

Logos became flesh." This means that the very model of creation, the origin and criterion of 

harmony and order, has assumed that which had fallen into disorder and disharmony. And so 

between God and the creatures, between things intelligible and tangible, between heaven and 

earth, between paradise and universe, between male and female, there is harmony again, but 

only in Jesus Christ, the incarnate Logos. 

                                                             
4Easter Oration 
5John Cassian (died 435) lived in Gaul, though he traveled extensively in the East, visiting ascetics in Egypt, and becoming a friend of St. 

Chrysostom in Constantinople. Due to comparisons of his writings to Augustine, his Eastern theology was labeled semipelagian. 
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It is not possible for us here to develop further a theology of the incarnation, but I wish to 

emphasize only one point, which is directly related to our theme, "Christ as Logos: 

* If the divine Logos becomes flesh, there is no more and can never be an incompatibility 

between divinity and humanity. They cease to be mutually exclusive, For us Christians God is 

not only in heaven, he is in the flesh: He is with us first because he is the Logos and model of 

creation, and second because he became man. In Christ, we see God as the perfect man. Our 

God is not "somewhere" -in heaven. People have seen him, we see him --in Jesus of Nazareth. 

More so, the Logos, as divine person, must be seen as the personal centre of Christ's human 

activity. The Nicaean Creed teaches us that the Son of God, consubstantial with the Father, 

"was born, suffered...was buried." He is the subject of these very human experiences of Jesus 

Christ. Therefore, he also shares our human experiences. The Logos is personally the subject 

of the death that took place at Golgotha, and it is precisely because it was the death of the 

Logos incarnate not only the death of a human individual that it leads to the resurrection. He is 

therefore with us at the hour of our death, and wills to lead us to life (if we will it also). 

In the incarnation of the Logos, God did not only speak; he did not only forgive: He loved and 

shared every human experience, excluding only sin, but including death and ultimate 

suffering. In the beginning "without him was not anything made that was made." And now, in 

his second and new creation, he left nothing that had been created, outside of himself, not 

even death, as fallen man's condition, which now --if we believe in Christ-- can become for us 

"a blessed repose" and no longer a tragedy. **[Ecology??] 

The incarnation of Christ refers not just to his birth, but to his entire first advent (first coming). While Christmas 

(the celebration of the birth of Christ) is a significant feast of the Orthodox Church, it is Epiphany (the baptism 

of Christ) which has traditionally been the more significant feast of the Christmas season. Christmas was the 

first day of the "12 days of Christmas", which ended on Epiphany. It was at Epiphany that Jesus was manifest as 

God's Christ, the incarnate God/Man. 

Through the incarnation, Christ reunites our fallen fragmented nature. Christ achieves that in which Adam 

failed, to grow to maturity in obedience unto perfection. Christ became the perfect human image of God. He 

becomes the perfect image, not as a moral example for us to follow (though there is nothing wrong with 

following his example), but as a saving act. We are restored in and through Him. 

2.1.1.1. Virgin Birth 

"The power of the Most High overshadowed her. Therefore, what was born of her is also a holy thing and Son 

of Being's Incarnation and showed foremost a new kind of generation. Since by the former generation we 

inherited death, by this new generation we may inherit life." [Irenaeus Refutation, 5, I,3]. 

While the East and West both affirm the virgin birth of Jesus, and that it was necessary so that Jesus did not 

inherit the effects of the Fall; we have totally different understandings of its significance. 

The virgin birth of Christ from Mary is a necessary point of Orthodox doctrine. If Christ's birth had simply been 

a natural generation, he, like the rest of humanity would have been born under the power of death and 

corruption. By not being of natural generation, Jesus did not inherit death and corruption. 

Unlike Augustine, who believed that the guilt of sin was inherited through birth, in the East the virgin birth is 

not associated with Jesus being sinless (as it is in the West). He is sinless, but the nature of his birth is not a 

causative factor. 

2.1.1.2. Hypostatic Union 

The hypostatic union refers to the incarnation of Christ as being one person with two natures (God and human). 

It is in the incarnation that God partakes of humanity, that Christ assumes human nature into the essence of God. 

The classical teaching is that God indwelt the womb of Mary and was born a man. God took on humanity, 

united two natures (divine and human) in one person, without confusion or division. 

Thus Christ had two wills, one from each nature. 
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The will of Christ was important to the Eastern Church, because if Christ was not truly tempted by sin, he did 

not fully partake of our humanity; and hence our humanity is not fully saved. The Greek idea of the dialectical, 

that what is different must be in opposition, led to the conclusion by some, that if Christ had two wills (human 

and divine) they must be in opposition and cannot agree. The human will would by nature sin. Thus, they 

concluded that since Christ did not sin, Christ had only one will, and could not sin. In contrast to this position, 

the Fathers affirmed the temptations of Satan ([Matthew 4]) were real temptations, not just a sham pretenses 

where the incorruptible God was incapable of repeating the disobedience of Adam ([Hebrews 2:18]). The reality 

of the temptation is defended through the East's insistence on the two wills of Christ, human and divine; and 

maturity as the key issue. Because the two wills were united (and not opposed), the human will was mature and 

perfected (from its inception), and hence could not sin due to its maturity. The uniting of the wills produced a 

maturity of the human will, it had the maturity of obedience, which kept it from sinning. The inability to sin was 

not due to the nature of the will, but to the maturity of the will. Thus, Christ could fully identify with us in our 

condition , as he fully assumed our nature (of the will). 

It was Maximos who worked out this problem, by distinguishing between the natural will (logos ) and the 

hypostatic will (tropos). 

“The will by nature seeks good, but the hypostasis (personal) will chooses good only by the exercise of virtue. 

We are not good by nature, but by exercising our will in virtue. God therefore is both Creator and Provider, and 

His creative and preserving and providing power is simply His good-will. For whatsoever the Lord pleased that 

did He in heaven and in earth, and no one resisted His will. He willed that all things should be and they were. 

He wills the universe to be framed and it is framed, and all that He wills comes to pass. Also one must bear in 

mind that God’s original wish was that all should be saved and come to His Kingdom. For it was not for 

punishment that He formed us but to share in His goodness, inasmuch as He is a good God. But inasmuch as He 

is a just God, His will is that sinners should suffer punishment. The first then is called God’s antecedent will and 

pleasure, and springs from Himself, while the second is called God’s consequent will and permission, and has 

its origin in us. And the latter is two-fold; one part dealing with matters of guidance and training, and having in 

view our salvation, and the other being hopeless and leading to our utter punishment, as we said above. And this 

is the case with actions that are not left in our hands. But of actions that are in our hands the good ones depend 

on His antecedent goodwill and pleasure, while the wicked ones depend neither on His antecedent nor on His 

consequent will, but are a concession to free-will” [John Damascus Orthodox Faith Book II Chapter 25] 

“And we proclaim equally two natural volitions or wills in him and two natural principles of action which 

undergo no division, no change, no partition, no confusion, in accordance with the teaching of the holy fathers. 

And the two natural wills not in opposition, as the impious heretics said, far from it, but his human will 

following, and not resisting or struggling, rather in fact subject to his divine and all powerful will. For the will 

of the flesh had to be moved, and yet to be subjected to the divine will, according to the most wise Athanasius. 

For just as his flesh is said to be and is flesh of the Word of God, so too the natural will of his flesh is said to 

and does belong to the Word of God, just as he says himself: I have come down from heaven, not to do my own 

will, but the will of the Father who sent me, calling his own will that of his flesh, since his flesh too became his 

own. For in the same way that his all holy and blameless animate flesh was not destroyed in being made divine 

but remained in its own limit and category, so his human will as well was not destroyed by being made divine, 

but rather was preserved, according to the theologian Gregory, who says: "For his willing, when he is 

considered as saviour, is not in opposition to God, being made divine in its entirety." And we hold there to be 

two natural principles of action in the same Jesus Christ our lord and true God, which undergo no division, no 

change, no partition, no confusion, that is, a divine principle of action and a human principle of action, 

according to the godly-speaking Leo, who says most clearly: "For each form does in a communion with the 

other that activity which it possesses as its own, the Word working that which is the Word's and the body 

accomplishing the things that are the body's". For of course we will not grant the existence of only a single 

natural principle of action of both God and creature, lest we raise what is made to the level of divine being, or 

indeed reduce what is most specifically proper to the divine nature to a level befitting creatures for we 

acknowledge that the miracles and the sufferings are of one and the same according to one or the other of the 

two natures out of which he is and in which he has his being, as the admirable Cyril said. Therefore, protecting 

on all sides the "no confusion" and "no division", we announce the whole in these brief words: Believing our 

lord Jesus Christ, even after his incarnation, to be one of the holy Trinity and our true God, we say that he has 

two natures [naturas] shining forth in his one” [Third Council of Constantinople : 680-681 A. D.] 

2.1.1.3. Christ as Mediator 

For there is one God, and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus. [1Timothy 2:5] 
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By virtue of the incarnation, Christ is the only mediator between God and man. This is a mediation more radical 

than what he does, it is a mediation of who he is. God and man have become eternally joined in the incarnate 

God-Man. He is God made visible to man, and Man made acceptable to God. It is only this reality that can make 

our salvation real. This paradox, of God and Man, unconfused and inseparable, is what the Church councils have 

defended as a requirement for our salvation. Only God could defeat death, and we could not be saved if his 

personhood was not a participation in human death. This singular duality (God and Man) can only be achieved 

by the mediation of Christ. 

We must not impoverish the unique, incarnational mediation of Christ to merely mean that he intercedes on our 

behalf before the Father [Hebrews 7:25. ]As a side note, it is this reductionist view of mediation that has led 

many to deny the ability of the saints (those living in Christ) to "mediate" in prayer before God on our behalf. 

Scripture always calls on us to pray for one another ([James 5:16]). At least for Orthodox, the action of 

intercession by the saints has no confusion with the mediation of Christ. 

We (as persons and the Church) are mediators for society and creation. 

2.1.2. Death and Resurrection 

For when we were yet without strength, in due time Christ died for the ungodly. For scarcely for a righteous 

man will one die: yet peradventure for a good man some would even dare to die. But God commendeth his love 

toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. Much more then, being now justified by his 

blood, we shall be saved from wrath through him. For if, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by 

the death of his Son, much more, being reconciled, we shall be saved by his life. [Romans 5:6-10] 

What could be more precious than this death [upon the Cross], what more awesome? How great a sin had 

human nature committed that needed so great a penalty to expiate it! How great was the wound that required the 

power of this remedy! [St. Nicholas Cabasilas, The Life in Christ [16]] 

For what the law could not do, in that it was weak through the flesh, God sending his own Son in the likeness of 

sinful flesh, and for sin, condemned sin in the flesh: [Romans 8:3] 

"At the same time we should not say that Christ has suffered 'instead of us', but rather that he has suffered on our 

behalf. The Son of God suffered 'unto death', not that we might be exempt from suffering, but that our suffering 

might be like his. Christ offers us, not a way around suffering, but a way through it; not substitution, but saving 

companionship." [Timothy Ware 8] 

Q: How does the death of Christ upon the cross deliver us from sin, the curse, and death? A: That we may the 

more readily believe this mystery, the Word of God teaches us of it, so much as we may be able to receive, by 

the comparison of Jesus Christ with Adam. Adam is by nature the head of all mankind, which is one with him 

by natural descent from him. Jesus Christ, in whom the Godhead is united with manhood, graciously made 

himself the new almighty Head of men, whom he unites to himself through faith. Therefore as in Adam we had 

fallen under sin, the curse, and death, so we are delivered from sin, the curse, and death in Jesus Christ. His 

voluntary suffering and death on the cross for us, being of infinite value and merit, as the death of one sinless, 

God and man in one person, is both a perfect satisfaction to the justice of God, which had condemned us for sin 

to death, and a fund of infinite merit, which has obtained him the right, without prejudice to justice, to give us 

sinners pardon of our sins, and grace to have victory over sin and death. [11] 

He that committeth sin is of the devil; for the devil sinneth from the beginning. For this purpose the Son of God 

was manifested, that he might destroy the works of the devil. [1John 3:8] 

But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels for the suffering of death, crowned with glory and 

honour; that he by the grace of God should taste death for every man. For it became him, for whom are all 

things, and by whom are all things, in bringing many sons unto glory, to make the captain of their salvation 

perfect through sufferings. For both he that sanctifieth and they who are sanctified are all of one: ... For as much 

then as the children are partakers of flesh and blood, he also himself likewise took part of the same; that through 

death he might destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil; And deliver them who through fear of 

death were all their lifetime subject to bondage. [Hebrews 2:9-15] 

Verily, the super-terrestrial, and those below the earth, beholding thee on thy throne on high and in the grave 

below, were amazed, trembling at thy death; for thou O element of life, was seen to be dead in a manner 

transcending the mind. - [Orthros of Great and Holy Saturday] 
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The company of angels was amazed, when they beheld Thee numbered among the dead, yet thyself, O Savior, 

destroyed the power of death. And with Thee raising up Adam, released all men from hell. - [The Evlogetaria of 

the Resurrection] 

But now is Christ risen from the dead, and become the firstfruits of them that slept. For since by man came 

death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made 

alive... For he must reign, till he hath put all enemies under his feet. The last enemy that shall be destroyed is 

death. [1 Corinthians 15:20-26] 

So when this corruptible shall have put on incorruption, and this mortal shall have put on immortality, then shall 

be brought to pass the saying that is written, Death is swallowed up in victory. O death, where is thy sting? O 

grave, where is thy victory? The sting of death is sin; and the strength of sin is the law. [1 Corinthians 15:54-56] 

Jesus said unto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he 

live: [John 11:25] 

Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life, 

and shall not come into condemnation; but is passed from death unto life. [John 5:24] 

Who is he that condemneth? It is Christ that died, yea rather, that is risen again, who is even at the right hand of 

God, who also maketh intercession for us. [Romans 8:34] 

Buried with him in baptism, wherein also ye are risen with him through the faith of the operation of God, who 

hath raised him from the dead. And you, being dead in your sins and the uncircumcision of your flesh, hath he 

quickened together with him, having forgiven you all trespasses; Blotting out the handwriting of ordinances that 

was against us, which was contrary to us, and took it out of the way, nailing it to his cross; And having spoiled 

principalities and powers, he made a shew of them openly, triumphing over them in it. [Colossians 2:12] 

Today he who holdeth creation on the hollow of his hand is contained in a tomb; and he who covereth the 

heavens with virtue is covered by a stone. Life slumbereth, hades is alarmed, and Adam is delivered from his 

bonds. Wherefore, glory be to the dispensation through which thou hast fulfilled all, thy most holy Resurrection 

from the dead granting us rest and everlasting sabbath. - [Praises, from Orthros of Great and Holy Saturday] 

St. Nicholas Cabasilas wrote in his classic work The Life in Christ: 

[It is in the cross that God reveals the depth of His love to us. It is in the cross that God tells us what love is. 

Love is to identify with the one who is evil, to see oneself in others. God sees His image in us.] 

The resurrection is really something we cannot understand, any better than we can explain what life would be 

like in the multi-dimensional universes about which some physicists speculate. Because the apostles saw the 

resurrected Christ, they could describe him, and hence describe some of the effects of the resurrection, but they 

never tried to explain it. 

Christ's death (by itself) was not the defeat of death. If Christ remained in Sheol, if he remained in the tomb, we 

would not be saved - we would be dead. It is the resurrection that destroyed death. By his death, Christ united 

himself with us, and joined in our condition of being under death. But it is in the resurrection that he has his 

victory. Every year, we repeat over and over the Paschal victory song: “Christ is risen from the dead, trampling 

down death by death, and upon those in the tombs bestowing life!” 

“The virginity of Mary eluded the ruler of this world as did also her Child as well as the death of the Lord: three 

heralded mysteries that were wrought in silence by God .. From that time, all things were in a state of tumult 

because the destruction of death was under way”. [Ignatius, Ephesians, 19] 

“Now Adam had been conquered; all life had been taken away from him. Therefore, when the enemy in turn 

was conquered, Adam received new life, and the last enemy, death, was destroyed, which, in the beginning, had 

taken possession of man ... Salvation is the destruction of death. Thus, when the Lord vivifies man, that is, 

Adam, death is destroyed at the same time.” [Irenaeus Refutation, 3, XIX, 1] 

To say that the barrier (death) between God and Man has been destroyed does not imply that we all immediately 

experience the fullness of the presence of God; clearly our own experience tells us otherwise, the graveyards 

continue to fill up. So what has changed? 
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2.1.2.1. An explanation of the organization 

I originally intended to have separate sections for the death and resurrection of Christ, but I finally gave up and 

combined them, it made more sense. Historically, there is a chronological distinction between the events: 

•  

Christ before the cross 

•  

Christ alive on the cross 

•  

Christ dead on the cross 

•  

Christ's body in the tomb, and His soul in hades 

•  

Christ's body and soul united in the resurrection 

Soteriologically, looking at the history of salvation, it is more difficult to separate these events. It would be nice 

to be able to say that Christ's death bridges the chasm of sin, and His resurrection bridges the chasm of death; 

but it is not as simple as one consequence per action. It is like talking about a hostage rescue, and trying to 

define exactly when the rescue took place, is it the: 

•  

Preparation and planning? 

•  

Slipping into the building? 

•  

Freeing the captives? 

•  

Destroying the prison? 

•  

Returning the captives to their family? 

It is the same problem in describing when Christ accomplished our salvation. All the actions flow together into 

one event, and the consequences flow from the unity of the actions6. 

Evangelicals see salvation from sin as the primary focus -Christ died for our sins (to which Orthodox say 

"Amen"). While we agree on the words, the meaning, and the subsequent implications tend to diverge. We do 

not agree with those who say that Christ's death is all that is necessary for our salvation. That by his death he 

redeemed us from sin, and the resurrection is only a "apologetic" argument to demonstrate that the Father has 

been satisfied with Christ's payment. Christ's death alone is not enough, because the problem of the Fall is more 

than just sin (but not less). While Christ's death has efficacious results, the Orthodox see its primary context as a 

prelude to the descent into hades, the resurrection, and the destruction of death. It was only by Christ first 

partaking of death, that he could enter into it and bring about its destruction. 

The resurrection of Christ is the pivot-point of history, it changes everything. This is reflected in Orthodox 

liturgy, where Sunday (the day of resurrection), becomes the day of worship. It is the first day of the new 

creation; the new rest ([Hebrews 4]) which replaces the old Sabbath. 

                                                             
6Another explanation is that we are living in two different worlds at the same time. Rather than the old kingdom of sin and death coming to 

an abrupt end at the death and resurrection of Jesus, and the new kingdom of the resurrection beginning; we are in a time of overlapping 

kingdoms. Sin and death, though defeated, are still present; and the Kingdom of Christ is an "inaugurated eschatology" (a wonderful phrase 

of the New Testament scholar N.T. Wright, Anglican Archbishop of Durham) which is present, but yet to be fully revealed. 
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2.1.2.2. The nature of the Resurrection 

The resurrection is a physical resurrection of the same (but glorified) body, it is not a "spiritual" presence of 

Christ in the minds of the apostles, but a historical event. 

The resurrection is not just our body (human bodies), but the whole creation experiences resurrection [(Romans 

8:22; Revelation 22:1)] 

Christ said His resurrection body had "flesh and bones". [Luke 24:39] 

He had the same physical scars. [John 20:25] 

He was touched on two occasions ([Matt. 28:9; John 20:17]); and challenged the disciples ([Luke 24:39]) and 

Thomas ([John 20:27]) to feel His wounds. 

He also ate physical food four times after the Resurrection ([Luke 24:30, 42-43; John 21:12-13; Acts 1:4]). 

The resurrected body is not the same as our current physical body. Jesus could: 

•  

Walk through walls ([John 20:19]) 

•  

Not be recognized ([Luke 24:31]) 

•  

Raised up into the air (ascension) ([Luke 24:51]) 

Our humanity has now been taken up into the midst of the Trinity. 

2.1.2.3. Spiritual death has ceased to exist 

Nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. [Romans 8:39] 

Exactly when the work of Christ is applied to us has some ambiguity. Our salvation is a historical event of the 

past: the death, burial and resurrection of Christ. A one-time event that can have no repetition, it is finished. Yet, 

in baptism we see this work being applied to a person: “your sins are forgiven, you have died with Christ, you 

have risen with Christ”. And yet again, this work is not finished till the second coming of Christ, when we are 

reunited with our resurrected bodies. This is the same ambiguity we hear when Christ says 'the kingdom is 

present', 'the kingdom is not far from you' and 'thy kingdom come' 

2.1.2.4. Physical death remains as a mercy 

The resurrection is the assurance that sin and corruption are not eternal. They have an end. 

Yet, sin still exists, but it has been transformed from the enemy into a help; it is a vaccine to aid in our salvation 

(perfection). Analogous to how Joseph Saulk discovered that a deadly polio virus could be transformed into a 

vaccine, which strengthens the immune system to prevent disease, so Christ has "trampled down death by 

death", destroying the power of sin, so that these (death and sin) become means to our salvation. 

2.1.2.5. Death and Hades 

By which also he went and preached unto the spirits in prison; Which sometime were disobedient, when once 

the longsuffering of God waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was a preparing, wherein few, that is, eight 

souls were saved by water. [1 Peter 3:19-20] 

For for this cause was the gospel preached also to them that are dead, that they might be judged according to 

men in the flesh, but live according to God in the spirit. [1 Peter 4:6] 
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Wherefore he saith, When he ascended up on high, he led captivity captive, and gave gifts unto men. (Now that 

he ascended, what is it but that he also descended first into the lower parts of the earth? He that descended is the 

same also that ascended up far above all heavens, that he might fill all things.) [Ephesians 4:8-10] 

Hades in welcoming thee, O word, murmured at beholding a deified Man marked with wounds, who is yet 

Almighty. Wherefore, at that terrible sight it shouted in fear. - [Orthros of Great and Holy Saturday] 

Verily hades ruled the race of man, but not forever; for thou, O mighty One, when thou was placed in the grave 

didst demolish the locks of death with the palm of thy hand, O Element of Life, proclaiming to those sitting 

yonder from the ages a true salvation, having become, O Savior,the First-born of the dead - [Orthros of Great 

and Holy Saturday] 

Verily, hades was pierced and destroyed by the divine fire when it received in its heart him who was pierced in 

his side with a spear for our salvation, who sing, blessed art thou, O delivering God. - [Orthros of Great and 

Holy Saturday] 

The earth, my mother, hath hidden me by mine own will. And the gate-keepers of hades trembled at beholding 

me clothed in a robe splattered with revenge; for I being God, have vanquished mine enemies with the cross, 

and I will rise again and magnify thee. - [Orthros of Great and Holy Saturday] 

Today hell groans and cries aloud: 'It had been better for me, had I not accepted Mary's Son, for He has come to 

me and destroyed my power; He has shattered the gates of brass, and as God He has raised up the souls that 

once I held...My power has been destroyed. I accepted a mortal man as one of the dead; yet I cannot keep Him 

prisoner, and with Him I shall lose all those over whom I ruled. I held in my power the dead from all the ages; 

but see, He is raising them all...My dominion has been swallowed up; the Shepherd has been crucified and He 

has raised Adam. I am deprived of those whom once I ruled; in my strength I devoured them, but now I have 

cast them forth. He who was crucified has emptied the tombs; the power of death has no more strength.' Glory to 

Thy Cross, O Lord, and to Thy Resurrection. - [Vespers of Holy Saturday] 

Hades, that dread foe, Shook with terror when he looked upon thee, O thou Son of glory that cannot die: And his 

captives then he yielded up in haste. - [Orthros of Great and Holy Saturday] 

"Hell was taken captive by the Lord Who descended into it. It was laid waste, it was mocked, it was put to 

death, it was overthrown, it was bound" - [Chrysostom, homily on Pascha] 

“Death, who eats up all things, swallowed you Rock of Life. When you entered into his belly he vomited, 

spewing forth the dead gulped down from every age. Willingly as a mortal O my savior you die but as God you 

raised the dead back to life again from their graves and the abysmal depths of sin” - [Lamentations of Holy 

Week] 

He destroyed Hades when He descended into it. He put it into an uproar even as it tasted of His flesh. Isaiah 

foretold this when he said, "You, O Hell, have been troubled by encountering Him below." Hell was in an 

uproar because it was done away with. It was in an uproar because it is mocked. It was in an uproar, for it is 

destroyed. It is in an uproar, for it is annihilated. It is in an uproar, for it is now made captive. Hell took a body, 

and discovered God. It took earth, and encountered Heaven. It took what it saw, and was overcome by what it 

did not see. O death, where is thy sting? O Hades, where is thy victory? Christ is Risen, and you, O death, are 

annihilated! Christ is Risen, and the evil ones are cast down! Christ is Risen, and the angels rejoice! Christ is 

Risen, and life is liberated! Christ is Risen, and the tomb is emptied of its dead; for Christ having risen from the 

dead, is become the first-fruits of those who have fallen asleep. To Him be Glory and Power forever and ever. 

Amen! [St. John Chrysostom - Easter sermon] 

At times hades is equated with death or the grave, and at times poetically personified. 

While the words “hades” (Greek translation of the Hebrew “Sheol”) and “hell” are sometimes interchanged, 

technically they are two different things. Hades is the Old Testament place of the dead. After the Fall, physical 

death results in the separation of the soul and body from God, but not their destruction. Hades is the place (or 

state) in which this separation takes place. As will be discussed later, Hell is a different place. While the 

teaching of Christ's descent into hades is not clear in Scripture, it is a part of the Apostle's Creed, and has a 

strong appearance in St. John Chrysostom's sermons (his Paschal sermon is read every year during the Pascha 

service). 
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Christ, being fully human, partakes of Death. Yet, being born of a Virgin he does not inherit the subjection to 

death and corruption, and being God he has power over death. Thus in his death, Christ brings about the 

destruction of death, and the destruction of the place of the dead. Death is the separation from God, with the 

destruction of death and hades, physical death no longer brings about a separation from God - after the 

resurrection, there is no place else to go, but the presence of God (more on this later). 

The favorite Orthodox icon for Pascha (Easter) is technically titled the “Harrowing of Hell”, which depicts 

Christ, standing on the broken doors of Death, reaching out and raising up Adam and Eve to new life. 

Several words have a similar meaning (Sheol, hades, hell, darkness, underworld), but these do not always refer 

to the location of those outside of Christ after the final judgment. This condition is most clearly expressed in 

Christ's parable of the rich man and Lazarus - what was the "Bosom of Abraham"? Hades was the place of the 

dead before Christ's descended into Hell, and raised the dead. Since the Fall brought about death, and the 

separation from God, those who died before the resurrection did not go to the presence of God, but were in an 

intermediate state, a spiritual death, but not a non-existence. As stated in [Hebrews 11:39-40], they had not yet 

received the promise. It is after Christ's death that he descends into hell ([I Peter 3:18-19; 4:6; Ephesians 4:8-

10]), and takes the righteous to be in his presence. 

After Christ descended into hell, and freed those held captive there, the power of Death was destroyed. While 

death remains, it now exists by the grace of God, to prevent sin from being eternal. For those in Christ, physical 

death is only a transitional and temporary phenomena. 

After the fall, and before Christ's resurrection, those who died did not immediately enter the presence of God, 

but were in a place separated from God. This place has been called "the grave", Sheol, Hades or Abraham's 

bosom7This is not the eternal state (hell), though it is a separation from God. It is this place that the Nicaean 

Creed refers to when it says that "Christ descended into hades". After the crucifixion, while Christ was "three 

days in the tomb", he descended into hades. The significance is that God, in his essence could not die, but Christ 

incarnate, in his human nature, could die. Thus in his incarnate person, God entered into hades, but hades could 

not contain his divine nature, and thus hades and death were destroyed. With the destruction of death, which is 

separation, the separation between God and Man was also destroyed. 

From this Orthodox understanding, the evangelical question “If you were to die today, do you know where you 

would go?” makes no sense. We do not see that we have a choice of either: 

•  

Being in the presence of God (in heaven) 

•  

Being separated from the presence of God (in hell) 

In Orthodox thinking, the only option is to be in the presence of God. At first glance, this appears to sound like 

Origen or Basil's universal reconciliation. All are with God and all are gloriously happy. The first is true, but as 

we shall see, the second does not necessary follow. 

2.1.3. Ascension 

So then after the Lord had spoken unto them, he was received up into heaven, and sat on the right hand of God. 

[Mark 16:19] 

For such an high priest became us, who is holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners, and made higher 

than the heavens; [Hebrews 7:26] 

Which also said, Ye men of Galilee, why stand ye gazing up into heaven? This same Jesus, which is taken up 

from you into heaven, shall so come in like manner as ye have seen him go into heaven. [Acts 1:11] 

And no man hath ascended up to heaven, but he that came down from heaven, even the Son of man which is in 

heaven. [John 3:13] 

But this man, after he had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, sat down on the right hand of God; [Hebrews 

10:12] 

                                                             
7Luke 16:20 
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Who is gone into heaven, and is on the right hand of God; angels and authorities and powers being made subject 

unto him. [1Pe 3:22] 

The chasm between heaven and earth is bridged (Eph 2:14) The ascension is the glorification of human nature, 

the penetration of man into the divinity. This is a restoration of man to a union with God, far greater than the 

union offered at the Creation. This is the theosis, the divinization of the human nature. 

2.2. Differences of Views 

While the West inherited and uses the same terminology as the East, there are some differences in how scripture 

and these terms are understood. Augustine and Anselm, in their speculative approach to theology, introduced 

new concepts that were never accepted by Orthodoxy. 

2.2.1. Redemption and Atonement 

Wherefore say unto the children of Israel, I am the LORD, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of 

the Egyptians, and I will rid you out of their bondage, and I will redeem you with a stretched out arm, and with 

great judgments. [Exodus 6:6] 

... which he hath purchased with his own blood. [Acts 20:28] 

For ye are bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body, and in your spirit, which are God's. [1 

Corinthians 6:20] 

And not only so, but we also joy in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom we have now received the 

atonement. [Rom 5:11] 

For when we were yet without strength, in due time Christ died for the ungodly. For scarcely for a righteous 

man will one die: yet peradventure for a good man some would even dare to die. But God commendeth his love 

toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. Much more then, being now justified by his 

blood, we shall be saved from wrath through him. For if, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by 

the death of his Son, much more, being reconciled, we shall be saved by his life. And not only so, but we also 

joy in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom we have now received the atonement. [Romans 5:6-11] 

But Christ being come an high priest of good things to come, by a greater and more perfect tabernacle, not made 

with hands, that is to say, not of this building; Neither by the blood of goats and calves, but by his own blood he 

entered in once into the holy place, having obtained eternal redemption for us. For if the blood of bulls and of 

goats, and the ashes of an heifer sprinkling the unclean, sanctifieth to the purifying of the flesh: How much more 

shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without spot to God, purge your 

conscience from dead works to serve the living God? And for this cause he is the mediator of the new testament, 

that by means of death, for the redemption of the transgressions that were under the first testament, they which 

are called might receive the promise of eternal inheritance. [Hebrews 9:11-15] 

Now we are to examine another fact and dogma, neglected by most people,but in my judgment well worth 

enquiring into. To whom was that Blood offered that was shed for us, and why was It shed? I mean the precious 

and famous Blood of our God and High Priest and Sacrifice. We were detained in bondage by the Evil One, sold 

under sin, and receiving pleasure in exchange for wickedness. Now, since a ransom belongs only to him who 

holds in bondage, I ask to whom was this offered, and for what cause? If to the Evil One, fie upon the outrage! 

If the robber receives ransom, not only from God, but a ransom which consists of God Himself, and has such an 

illustrious payment for his tyranny, then it would have been right for him to have left us alone altogether! But if 

to God the Father, I ask first, how? For it was not by Him that we were being oppressed. And next, on what 

principle did the Blood of His only-begotten Son delight the Father, who would not receive even Isaac, when he 

was being sacrificed by his father, (Abraham), but changed the sacrifice by putting a ram in the place of the 

human victim? Is it not evident that the Father accepts Him, but neither asked for Him nor demanded Him; but 

on account of the incarnation, and because Humanity must be sanctified by the Humanity of God, that He might 

deliver us Himself, and overcome the tyrant and draw us to Himself by the mediation of His Son who also 

arranged this to the honor of the Father, whom it is manifest He obeys in all things. [St Gregory the Theologian] 
8 

                                                             
8Second Pascha Oration 
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"The wages of sin is Death," and due to our sins we were enslaved by death, poisoned and helpless to resist sin. 

Christ comes on a rescue mission, and in the process he suffers very like that policeman rescuing the hostages. 

As a human, he dies and gains entrance to Hades; once there he blasts it open, as God, and sets the captives free. 

[Frederica Matthews-Green] 

Redemption and atonement speak to the release from sin and the punishment due to sin, and having been made 

at one (at-one ment) with God. 

While most Western theology normally understands redemption as a payment, it is clear from Exodus that it 

doesn't always have this meaning. Clearly God did not pay Pharaoh to release the Israelites ([Deuteronomy 

7:8]). Moses returned to Egypt on a rescue mission, not to make a business transaction. St. Gregory could not 

find a way to make the business transaction model work, and Orthodoxy has followed his lead, preferring to see 

the work of Christ, even in redemption, being a rescuing from the bonds of sin, slavery of Satan and captivity of 

death. 

The issue of sin, and the efficacy of Christ's death ultimately reflects where we understand the loci of the 

problem of sin to reside: is the problem essentially within us - we are broken and sick, and need healing, or is 

the problem within God - His attitude toward us needs adjusting. Orthodoxy takes the former position: we are 

sick unto death, and need to be rescued from ourselves. We are in need of a physician who can heal our spiritual 

illness. 

Western theology implies that the problem is ultimately within God. I know of no Western theologian who 

would directly state that the problem of sin is ultimately one of God needing an 'attitude adjustment' (an “anger 

management” seminar), but I can see no other way to state it simply. Almost all Western theology builds upon 

Anselm's writing "Why did God become Man?". In this treatise, Anselm develops (building upon Augustine) the 

classical theology that God has been offended by our sin, and demands satisfaction before He can forgive us. 

Anselm, the Bishop of Canterbury, was a Norman of the Middle Ages. Unlike our modern legal system, in the 

Middle Ages an offense was proportional to the dignity of the person offended, not related to the actual offense. 

If a serf were to steal a rabbit from the garden of his neighbor, and was caught, he might get off with restitution 

and a small fine. If the serf stole the rabbit from the garden of the king, he would likely be subject to death. This 

is why Robin Hood (who lived during this time) became an outlaw, subject to death for poaching the King's 

deer. By this thinking, to offend the infinite God would be an infinite offense, requiring an infinite redemption. 

Christ, as the infinite God, is willing to die to satisfy the justice of the Father. Christ's death is a payment 

(ransom) for our sins, classically defined as "substitutionary atonement". Whether positively stated (salvation is 

"sola gracia"), or negatively, we human beings have no participation in this transaction. Everything is located 

and completed within the Godhead. It is God's offense (anger) that needs to change. While sin may be identified 

as the problem, it is really God's attitude toward the sin that has to change (not us), and hence the real problem 

resides with God. The solution: redemption, can only be applied to the problem: God. 

I have stated the problem a good bit more severely than it would be stated in Western theology. First, God is not 

defined as the problem, and second, the attribute of God is usually identified as God's justice or righteousness. 

Whatever the characteristic of God, it has been offended, and God is not able to simply forgive - there must be a 

satisfaction. 

In this economic/juridical sense of satisfaction, it is not just Christ's death that is offered, but also his suffering. 

This theology is expressed in some western churches through piety surrounding the stations of the Cross. This 

form of piety is foreign to Orthodoxy, where icons of the crucifixion show Christ at rest - "It is finished"; absent 

are any signs of physical suffering and agony. This lack of emphasis is expressing a different theology: the 

suffering of Christ is real, but it is the consequences of entering into our fallen condition. Christ's suffering is 

not a condition for satisfying God's vendetta. On the other hand, Orthodox see the suffering of Christ as not 

limited to the cross, but includes his incarnation, and the humbling of himself to become one with the creation, 

and his willingness to bear the rejection and scorn of his created beings.9. 

The efficacy of Christ's death is subject to various interpretations. Does Christ's death lead to the forgiveness of 

everyone's sins, or only the sins of a limited number of people? At the time of the Reformation, John Calvin in 

particular struggled with the problem of the "efficaciousness" of Christ's death. If Christ died for all people's 

sins, then why are not all people saved? His conclusion was what has been termed the doctrine of "limited 

atonement", the effects of Christ's death (the removal of sins) only applies to those whom God chooses to apply 

                                                             
9I will not elaborate further upon Christ's suffering and atonement, as Frederica Matthews-Green has written an award winning article on this 

topic, and I cannot say it better than her.(http://www.frederica.com/writings/the-meaning-of-christs-suffering.html). 
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it (the "elect"). Calvin's logic is that the transaction (atonement) is entirely within the control of God. Since God 

is sovereign, whoever he chooses to save (to apply the atonement) will be saved. There are a number of issues 

here (many of which I have tried to address elsewhere): God's sovereignty, His will, and the meaning of 

salvation. I believe there is a range of positions within the Orthodox Church about the efficacy of Christ's death 

(there was one Patriarch of Constantinople who was even a Calvinist - though considered a heretic). I personally 

hold to the position that Christ's death brings about God's forgiveness of all sins for everyone. 

2.2.2. Universalism and the Range of Tolerance 

Have I any pleasure at all that the wicked should die? Saith the Lord GOD: and not that he should return from 

his ways, and live? [Ezekiel 18:23] 

... Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world. [John 1:29] 

To wit, that God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto himself, not imputing their trespasses unto them [2Co 

5:19] 

For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not 

perish, but have everlasting life. [John 3:16] 

Who will have all men to be saved, and to come unto the knowledge of the truth. [1 Timothy 2:4] 

While Augustine and the West have a strong rejection of Universalism (the belief that all will be reconciled with 

God), the East has had more tolerance in allowing this view (Bishop Kalistos Ware **Kingdom, Saint Soulin) . 

It has never been condemned as a heresy. It is not my point here to take sides, though I would like to offer some 

clarification. Origen clearly held to this view. With Origen, it seems to be a part of his Platonic framework of 

theology. Interestingly, while his Platonism was considered as heresy, his universalist views were not directly 

criticized. 

Other Fathers (Basil and Gregory of Nyssa) also expressed views that have a universalist tendency. They never 

come out with a clear theological framework of universal reconciliation of all humanity with God, but they do 

raise the question of whether "punishment" will last forever. The pivotal issue of debate is whether God in his 

infinite love can allow "punishment" to continue for all eternity. Punishment and love seem to be impossible to 

reconcile with each other, and the Eastern Church insists on not diminishing the love of God. 

I will not get into defending or criticizing the positions of the Fathers; the issue is far too complex, and there is 

little solid material to work from. Also, much of what I have found on this topic assumes a Western approach to 

theology. If the question is assuming that "punishment" is the active willing of God to meet out suffering on a 

select group of people to satisfy his justice, then the issue of reconciliation would demand a change in the will of 

God. This is why Augustine so strongly rejects Universalism. 

The Orthodox view (that I am emphasizing) holds that all people have been saved from their sins, and all people 

will be with God. What God wills he brings about, and God has willed that all be saved (from their sins) [1 

Timothy 2:4]. For Orthodox, the presence of God is what concerns us and occupies our time. The Western view 

(following Augustine) holds that the presence of God is heaven and delight, and the absence of God is Hell. For 

the Church Fathers, the presence of God is the real existential problem. For unlike many of our evangelical 

friends, we do not equate being in the presence of God as unconditionally implying a state of joy. It is the 

problem that C.S. Lewis describes, of convincing ourselves that we want the "good", and when we find it, we 

discover it is not what we expected. We didn't want it "that good". Scripture talks about God as a "consuming 

fire"; this is the goodness of God. The ultimate question is this: will we experience the fire of God as the delight 

of the Uncreated Light and the fire of the Pentecostal Spirit, or the experience of the flames of Hell? From an 

Orthodox perspective, being in the presence of God is THE real problem. 

The Early Fathers questioned whether anyone (including Satan) can resist the love of God for all eternity. For 

the Fathers, this doesn't seem to be so much a theological question, but an emotional question. They found God's 

love so captivating, that they could not imagine anyone experiencing it differently. 

Ultimately, this is another Eastern paradox. We believe that those in Christ will continue to grow and deepen 

their relationship of love with God for all eternity. While eternity is beyond time, there is an expectation of 

change in our spiritual state, rather than a crystalline static finality. At the same time there is an equal teaching 

that the will is fundamentally changeable only within time. It is from this basis that Origen's position, that Satan 

would be reconciled with God, was considered heresy (i.e. this would require change outside of time). A second 
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(and possibly stronger argument) is that universalism ends up denying free will. If all people are saved 

(including Satan), then no one can make a serious, real decision to oppose God, and the significance of this 

current time of rebellion is diminished. Even those who suggest a universal reconciliation voice a hesitation 

about teaching it to most people, for fear that it would reduce striving for sanctification. Even if there is an 

eventual reconciliation, it does not imply that we should ignore our spiritual development in this time. Taking up 

this latter theme of the need for spiritual purity are those who stress the monumental need of coming into the 

presence of God without any taint of sin - at the risk of the judgmental flames. 

3. Salvation of our Person - Continuing the Purpose 

But do thou, Master of all, show this water to be the water of redemption, the water of sanctification, the 

purification of the flesh and spirit, the loosing of bonds, the remission of sins, the illumination of the soul, the 

laver of regeneration, the renewal of the spirit, the gift of adoption to sonship, the garment of incorruption, the 

fountain of life. [Orthodox Baptismal Service (blessing of water).] 

Thou are justified. Thou are illumined. Thou are sanctified. Thou are washed: in the Name of the Father, and of 

the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. [Orthodox Baptismal Service (absolution after chrismation)] 

Salvation is not only being saved from something (death, sin and the devil), but it is also being saved for 

something - a unity with God. In the East, spirituality is primarily forward looking, continuing our vocation in 

anticipation of union with God and greater perfection. For the West, spirituality frequently is more backward 

looking, remembering what Christ has done. As Orthodox, we look to the past, what Christ accomplished in his 

death and resurrection, but we do not dwell in the past. We look to the past to see how we can apply the work of 

Christ to our lives, both for our existential current relationship with God, as well as in anticipation of the future. 

The future aspects of salvation (we are being saved, and we shall be saved) exists in the context that we have 

been saved. All of the writings on deification and theosis are about our "sanctification", and assume the context 

of our baptism, that we are already in Christ. It is in baptism that Christ's work becomes not just a historical 

event, but an event personal to our lives. In baptism Christ's death and resurrection become our death and 

resurrection. 

3.1. Death 

Knowing this, that our old man is crucified with him, that the body of sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we 

should not serve sin. [Rom 6:6] 

We know that we have passed from death unto life, because we love the brethren. He that loveth not his brother 

abideth in death. [1Jo 3:14] 

Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it 

bringeth forth much fruit. [John 12:24] 

God forbid. How shall we, that are dead to sin, live any longer therein? Know ye not, that so many of us as were 

baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized into his death? Therefore we are buried with him by baptism into death: 

that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in 

newness of life. For if we have been planted together in the likeness of his death, we shall be also in the likeness 

of his resurrection: Knowing this, that our old man is crucified with him, that the body of sin might be 

destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin. For he that is dead is freed from sin. Now if we be dead with 

Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him: Knowing that Christ being raised from the dead dieth no 

more; death hath no more dominion over him. For in that he died, he died unto sin once: but in that he liveth, he 

liveth unto God. Likewise reckon ye also yourselves to be dead indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through 

Jesus Christ our Lord. [Romans 6:2-11] 

For if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die: but if ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall 

live. [Romans 8:13] 

Christian spirituality is teaching and helping people to die. [Thomas Hopko, The Word of the Cross] 

When talking about the salvation of our personhood, we must understand death (and life) in three different 

contexts. 
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•  

We must make a one time choice of faith to die with Christ 

•  

We must continually struggle to die to the world and ourselves 

•  

We must await our physical death 

Scripture has several different connotations to the word death. These meanings are not contradictory, but 

different facets of one large reality. In the same manner that death slowly crept into all creation after Adam's fall 

(he did not fall over physically dead with a chunk of apple still in his mouth), so life re-enters into creation in 

stages. The first stage is complete: Christ had destroyed death, removing the spiritual separation between 

humanity and God, and assuring us that in the future our physical bodies will be restored to life. While the 

power has been destroyed, the effects of sin and death are still with us. While we start off "seeing through a 

glass darkly," we can begin to see again; there is no longer an opaque barrier between us and God. We can trust 

by faith that sin and death are destroyed, or we can believe the deceptions and lies of Satan that death still 

reigns. The choice is ours. However, we cannot choose life unless we first choose death. In Evangelical terms, 

this is the “moment of faith”, this is the “decision for Christ”, what ever term is applied, this moment is the 

focus. 

Orthodoxy theologically describes this event in terms of baptism. Theologically, baptism is the point in time 

where a person identifies with Christ's death - this is a moment of faith, when we choose to believe death has 

been destroyed. Three times a the baptismal candidate is asked to renounce Satan and all his works, and three 

times the candidate is asked if they believe in Christ; this is a clear decision of faith. This baptismal faith is so 

important that every Orthodox Christian is supposed to repeat the forty-day baptismal fast every year before 

Pascha (Easter). 

From another perspective, this baptismal faith is irrelevant. It is not important whether I believed that Christ 

destroyed death for me at some point of time in the past, it is however existentially monumental whether I 

believe at this moment that I am dead to sin (in Christ), and have nothing to fear. While in baptism we died once 

and for all time, uniquely and in a way that can never be repeated; most of us after baptism still live in the 

memory of death. We have spent so long living under the fear of death that the habits we have acquired are hard 

to give up. The effects of sin (jealousy, anger, pride, selfishness) do not disappear in the waters of baptism, the 

effects of sin require a long time to overcome, a whole lifetime. It is allowable for me to forget the first time I 

embraced Christ's death as my own, as long as I know that I am making that choice at this moment to turn away 

from the lies and deceptions of Satan that try and convince me that death is still the ultimate reality. 

This moment-by-moment faith is the second context, not of baptism, but of what the West calls sanctification. 

We cannot be resurrected and live unless we first die. To say "Yes" to God, we must first say "No" to some 

things: to our sins, hurts and failures, but also to our bodies and our successes. To the degree that we have not 

died, we have not yet begun to live the life in Christ. This choosing to die to ourselves is the negative side of our 

spiritual practice, the letting go, the giving up of those things that get in my way. This is not a platonic denial of 

the world, or a self-hatred. It is much closer to the Olympic athlete, who as a part of their training is willing to 

give up certain eating habits, and social activities in order make room for the demands of training. The goal is 

not the giving up of things, but this is the means required to achieve the goal.([I Corinthians 9:23-27]). 

The third aspect is that we are practicing for the day we face our own personal mortality. If we are not willing in 

our daily lives to let go: of our materialistic possessiveness, of our pride, our anger, our sin, how will we be 

willing to let go of it at the time of physical death when all of this will be forcefully taken from us? Will we at 

that time desire the kingdom of God, or will we fear death as something that separates us from those things that 

we falsely think define our identity. Will we seek to cling to our own personal hell? The critical moment of faith 

is when I face physical death. Will I have kept my baptismal garments pure? Because death has been defeated 

by Christ, our physical deaths are not our destruction, nor cessation of our existence, but our release from the 

last remnants of sin. It is one thing to know this as a theological concept, it is another to know it in our emotions 

and behavior. This is why the martyrs of the Church are honored: they witnessed that physical death was 

nothing to fear, they knew they possessed life in Christ, and that nothing could separate them from Him. 

3.2. Resurrection 
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Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life, 

and shall not come into condemnation; but is passed from death unto life. [John 5:24] 

And shall come forth; they that have done good, unto the resurrection of life; and they that have done evil, unto 

the resurrection of damnation. [John 5:29] 

At times the term resurrection means a restoration to life, but at other times the term is sliced more thinly. There 

are two meanings of "life" in Scripture, one refers to our resurrected "existence", and the other means to exist in 

the fullness of what we were intended to be. By the first definition, since the resurrection of Christ, all people 

have eternal existence in Christ. For some, this existence is life, the fulfillment of what God intends for us to be, 

for others this existence is literally a living hell. The Church has no doctrine of people ceasing to exist, to 

disappear into nothingness. But mere existence is not “life” as God intended it to be; true life is to be united with 

God in love. 

The resurrection is not a recharging of a battery or resuscitation. Christ is Life ("I am the way, the truth and the 

life" [John 14:6]), he has destroyed death giving life to all. However, unless a person chooses to live in Christ, 

they merely exist, and they exist in Christ, but in the narrower sense, this is not life. This narrower sense is 

reserved for our participation in Christ's resurrection through baptism, when Christ is within us. We have not 

just died in Christ, but we now have our life in Christ. After baptism, we are qualitatively different: 

•  

We are no longer the enemies of God. ([James 4:4]) 

•  

We are adopted as sons (and daughters)([Ephesians 1:]5) 

Everyone will experience the resurrection - some to salvation, others to damnation ([John 5:29]). Everyone will 

be restored to the presence of God - therein lies the real problem. How we will experience this presence of God? 

Will we, through the grace of God and our ascetic efforts have conformed ourselves to the likeness of God, or 

will we still be found in rebellion? For those who have become like God, the resurrection will be their joy and 

reward; for those who have rejected the love of God, His loving presence will be Hell. 

3.3. Incarnation 

The Lord, Who redeemed us with His own precious blood and gave His soul for our souls and His flesh for our 

flesh, poured forth the Spirit of the Father for the union and communion of God with man, truly imparting God 

to man by the Spirit and uniting man with God through His own Incarnation, and granting immortality to us 

permanently through His own presence and by true communion with God." [Irenaeus Refutations 5, I, 1] 

Compared to the sections on death and resurrection, this is a long section. While we can pass through death and 

resurrection in about an hour (the length of the baptismal service), to be fully incarnate with Christ takes our 

whole lives (and we will live into eternity). In baptism, we receive a new nature (a new birth), one that is again 

potentially capable of achieving union with God (theosis). 

Our incarnation is the working out of this potential to become like Christ; metaphysically, not metaphorically. 

To become by grace what God is by nature (essence). The issues of our incarnation are the issues of our 

sanctification, the achieving of victory over the remnants of sin and death in our lives. This is not an issue of 

changing God's attitude toward us, but of changing (fulfilling) our nature. It is on one hand something we strive 

for in this life (before our resurrection), but on the other hand something that will continue to progress for 

eternity. 

Like all disciplines, Orthodoxy has its own vocabulary of terms. In the same way that Freudian psychiatry uses 

terms such as "ego", "id" or "subconscious" to describe the "psyche", the Fathers developed words to describe 

distinct aspects of spiritual behavior. While many of these words sound strange to us, it is because modern texts 

tend to retain the original Greek. 

3.3.1. The Means - Synergy 

21. Wishing to show that to fulfill every commandment is a duty, whereas sonship is a gift 

given to men through His own Blood, the Lord said: 'When you have done all that is 

commanded you, say: "We are useless servants: we have only done what was our duty"' 
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([Luke 17:10]). Thus the kingdom of heaven is not a reward for works, but a gift of grace 

prepared by the Master for his faithful servants. 

22. When Scripture says 'He will reward every man according to his works' ([Matt. 16:27]), do 

not imagine that works in themselves merit either hell or the kingdom. On the contrary, Christ 

rewards each man according to whether his works are done with faith or without faith in 

Himself; and He is not a dealer bound by contract, but God our Creator and Redeemer. 

23. We who have received baptism offer good works, not by way of repayment, but to 

preserve the purity given to us. 

24. Every good work which we perform through our own natural powers causes us to refrain 

from the corresponding sin; but without grace it cannot contribute to our sanctification. 

[On Those who Think that They are Made Righteous by Works: Two Hundred and Twenty-six Texts, 

Philokalia, Volume One] 

Work out your salvation with fear and trembling [II Peter 1:3-9] 

We have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name [Romans 

1:4-5] 

Enslaved to righteousness," the righteousness of the new law, of the life of the Spirit (6:18). And the "fruit" of 

becoming enslaved to God" is precisely sanctification which leads to life eternal. [Romans 6:22] 

Do you see that faith was working together [synergy] with his works, and by works faith was made perfect [or 

completed] [James 2:22] 

Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling [Phil. 2:12] 

Co-heirs if [is]** [Romans 8:17] 

[In [Phil 2:12-13] it is] “…always understood that God initiates, accompanies, and completes everything in the 

process of salvation. What is always rejected—both spontaneously and intellectually—is the idea of irresistible 

grace, the idea that man has no participating role in his salvation.” [Reflections on the Critique of the Theology 

of the Reformation, Fr. George Florovsky] 

"God becomes powerless before human freedom; He cannot violate it since it flows from His own omnipotence. 

Certainly man was created by the will of God alone; but he cannot be deified by it alone."7 

Not in the salvation of humanity, but in the salvation of the person do we talk about our participation and effort. 

This however, is not an equal participation of effort, it is an equality of wills, but not an equality of energy. It is 

an equality of wills, because God has already willed our complete salvation, but it does not take effect without 

our will, and only to the degree that we are willing to and desiring to draw closer to God will it be effected. The 

Church Fathers talk about our struggle and exertion for salvation, but they are careful to note that if we rely 

upon our own strength, we will fail, it is ultimately and always the grace of God that provides the energy. 

Another perspective on the sovereignty and free-will debate is this relationship between grace and faith; what is 

cause and what is effect. Again, Orthodoxy regards this as an artificial division, a mystery of both/and rather 

than a logical either/or. Hence, Orthodox theology has coined the termed "synergy" to express this synthesis of 

the human and divine into one single effort. 

3.3.1.1. Free Will and Salvation 

O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments, and 

His ways past finding out! [Romans 11:33] 

Fear not, Paul... God hath given thee all them that sail with thee... except these abide in the ship, ye cannot be 

saved [Acts 27:24,31] 

For whom he did foreknow, Paul clearly states, He also did predestine to be conformed to the image of His Son, 

that he might be the firstborn among many brethren. Moreover whom He did predestine, them He also called: 

and whom He called, them He also justified: and whom He justified, them He also glorified. [Romans 8:29,30] 



 Present  

 58  

Created by XMLmind XSL-FO Converter. 

Behold, as the clay is in the potter's hand, so are ye in mine hand...If that nation, against whom I have 

pronounced (to pull down, and to destroy it), turn from their evil, I will repent of the evil that I thought to do 

unto them...If (a nation) do evil in my sight, that it obey not my voice, then I will repent of the good, wherewith 

I said I would benefit them [Jeremiah 18:6, 8, 10] 

Therefore hath He mercy on whom He will have mercy, and whom He will He hardeneth [Romans 9:18] 

St. John Chrysostom continues this thought by saying, "Even if it were possible to figure out this question (of 

predestination), it would nonetheless be unlawful to desire to do so." 

"Though it is grace, yet it saves only those who desire." [St. John Chrysostom in his sixteenth homily on the 

ninth chapter of the Epistle to the Romans (Jacob and Esau).] 

About [St. Faustus, Gennadius writes (ch. 86)]: "He published an excellent work, 'On the Grace of God through 

Which We Are Saved,' in which he teaches that the grace of God always invites, precedes and helps our will, 

and whatever gain freedom of will may attain for its pious effect is not its own desert, but the gift of grace." 

St. Nicholas Cabasilas put it: There is an element which derives from God, and another which derives from our 

own zeal. The one is entirely His work, the other involves striving on our part. However, the latter is our 

contribution only to the extent that we submit to His grace and do not surrender the treasure nor extinguish the 

torch when it has been lighted. By this I mean that we contribute nothing which is either hostile to the life or 

produces death. It is to this that all human good and every virtue leads, that no one should draw the sword 

against himself, nor flee from happiness, nor toss the crowns of victory from off his head. [18] 

Bear in mind, too, that virtue is a gift from God implanted in our nature, and that He Himself is the source and 

cause of all good, and without His co-operation and help we cannot will or do any good thing, But we have it in 

our power either to abide in virtue and follow God, Who calls us into ways of virtue, or to stray from paths of 

virtue, which is to dwell in wickedness, and to follow the devil who summons but cannot compel us. [John 

Damascus Orthodox Faith Book II Chapter 25] 

[XIII. The Third Conference of Abbot Chaeremon. Chapter VI. That without the grace of God we cannot make 

any diligent efforts.] 

And therefore though in many things, indeed in everything, it can be shown that men always 

have need of God's help, and that human weakness cannot accomplish anything that has to do 

with salvation by itself alone, i.e., without the aid of God 

Chapter X: For Holy Scripture supports the freedom of the will where it says: "Keep thy heart 

with all diligence,"39 but the Apostle indicates its weakness by saying "The Lord keep your 

hearts and minds in Christ Jesus."40 David asserts the power of free will, where he says "I 

have inclined my heart to do Thy righteous acts,"41 but the same man in like manner teaches 

us its weakness, by praying and saying, "Incline my heart unto Thy testimonies and not to 

covetousness:"42 Solomon also: "The Lord incline our hearts unto Himself that we may walk 

in all His ways and keep His commandments, and ordinances and judgments."43 The Psalmist 

denotes the power of our will, where he says: "Keep thy tongue from evil, and thy lips that 

they speak no guile,"44 our prayer testifies to its weakness, when we say: "O Lord, set a watch 

before my mouth, and keep the door of my lips."45 The importance of our will is maintained 

by the Lord, when we find "Break the chains of thy neck, O captive daughter of Zion:"46 of 

its weakness the prophet sings, when he says: "The Lord looseth them that are bound:" and 

"Thou hast broken my chains: To Thee will I offer the sacrifice of praise."47 We hear in the 

gospel the Lord summoning us to come speedily to Him by our free will: "Come unto Me all 

ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will refresh you,"48 but the same Lord testifies to its 

weakness, by saying: "No man can come unto Me except the Father which sent Me draw 

him."49 The Apostle indicates our free will by saying: "So run that ye may obtain:"50 but to 

its weakness John Baptist bears witness where he says: "No man can receive anything of 

himself, except it be given him from above."51 We are commanded to keep our souls with all 

care, when the Prophet says: "Keep your souls,"52 but by the same spirit another Prophet 

proclaims: "Except the Lord keep the city, the watchman waketh but in vain."53 The Apostle 

writing to the Philippians, to show that their will is free, says "Work out your own salvation 

with fear and trembling," but to point out its weakness, he adds: "For it is God that worketh in 

you both to will and to do of His good pleasure."54 
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[Chapter XII.: That a good will should not always be attributed to grace, nor always to man 

himself.] 

For we should not hold that God made man such that he can never will or be capable of what is good: or else He 

has not granted him a free will, if He has suffered him only to will or be capable of evil, but neither to will or be 

capable of what is good of himself. [http://www.ccel.org/fathers2/NPNF2-11/Npnf2-11-

63.htm#P5240_1885757] 

Whosoever should say that the grace of God, by which a man is justified through Jesus Christ our Lord, avails 

only for the remission of past sins, and not for assistance against committing sins in the future, let him be 

anathema. For the grace of Christ gives not only the knowledge of our duty, but also inspires us with a desire 

that we may be able to accomplish what we know" [Canons 125, 126 and 127] 

"If the thought comes to you, instilled by the devil, that your salvation is accomplished not by the power of your 

God, but by your own wisdom and your own power, and if your soul agrees with such a thought, grace departs 

from it. The struggle against such a powerful and most difficult battle which arises in the soul must be 

undertaken by the soul until our last breath. The soul must, together with the blessed Apostle Paul, call out in a 

loud voice, in the hearing of angels and men: Not I, but the grace of God which is with me. The Apostles and 

prophets, martyrs and hierarchs, holy monastics and righteous ones-all have confessed this grace of the Holy 

Spirit, and for the sake of such a confession and with its help they struggle with a good struggle and finished 

their course" [St. Symeon the New Theologian, Homily 4] 

Charis, "grace", is the same as dynamism or "power" (II Cor 12:9). This power of God is not limited to our 

salvation (saving grace), but is the state of all creation. 

3.3.2. The Goal 

Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect. [Matthew 5:48] 

Till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the 

measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ: [Ephesians 4:13] 

That the man of God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works. [2 Timothy 3:17] 

Make you perfect in every good work to do his will, working in you that which is wellpleasing in his sight, 

through Jesus Christ; to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen. [Hebrews 13:21] 

Simply put, we are seeking perfection. This is a continuation of the perfection (maturity) that Adam and Eve 

were supposed to work toward before the Fall. While this goal will extend into all eternity, its reality can be 

made manifest in this life; not completely, but significantly. While we wait for the death and resurrection of our 

bodies, spiritually we have already died and risen in Christ through baptism - there is nothing stopping or 

limiting our spiritual perfection at this time. It is the reality that Abbot Joseph could experience the uncreated 

light of God flaming off of his fingers - and expecting that it was possible in this life for a person to be entirely 

one flame. 

3.3.2.1. Unity with God 

Palamas in his attempt to emphasize the difference between knowledge of a thing and participation in it, 

pretended in one of his treatises that those who praise Gοd through knowledge of his uncreated energies are 

merely pious, while those who participated in them become without beginning and without end by grace 

άναρχοι (?? English def) and ατελεύτητοι (??). 

The Lord, Who redeemed us with His own precious blood and gave His soul for our souls and His flesh for our 

flesh, poured forth the Spirit of the Father for the union and communion of God with man, truly imparting God 

to man by the Spirit and uniting man with God through His own Incarnation, and granting immortality to us 

permanently through His own presence and by true communion with God." [Irenaeus Refutations 5, I, 1] 

We are united with God, not in his being (or essence), but in his uncreated grace. To become divine is to share 

the life (likeness) of God by grace (the energies of God), to acquire that which God lives by nature. To be united 

in essence would require God to change, and also mean that we would loose our distinct personhood. A unity of 

essence is pantheism - a theology totally foreign to Orthodoxy. 
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3.3.2.2. Becoming like God 

The goal of Orthodox spirituality is for our existence to enter into the inner life (love) of the Trinity, not through 

rational theology, but in practice. We partake of this relationship of love, not by assuming the essence of God, 

but by being regenerated through baptism into Christ, and receiving our being in the Holy Spirit, to be brought 

into the life of the Triune Godhead. 

To be in the image of God means we are to be like Him, not just in our being, but in our actions. God showed 

His love to us by being crucified. If we are to be like God, then we are also called to crucify ourselves for 

others. We cannot be like God if we do not love others, and give ourselves for them. To become like the 

Trinitarian God implies that there are others involved in this process, our salvation (sanctification) must be 

worked out in relationship; which is why God gave us the community of the church. We are to be the Church, 

the community of communion in Christ with each other. The metaphor of a wooden wagon wheel has been used 

to describe this community. God is the hub, and we are the spokes; the spokes cannot get close to God without 

getting close to each other. 

If we have been co-crucified with Christ, and co-risen with him (through baptism), we are called to be co-

redeemers with him, to help in saving others, and helping to save the whole creation. We are not co-redeemers 

in the same way that Christ destroyed death; but because of Christ's death that we have the ability to die the 

small daily deaths: not responding in anger to slights and insults, struggling against the affects of addictions 

(whether our own or helping others), and resisting the temptation to deamonize personal, social and political 

enemies. 

3.3.2.3. Two Paths, One Goal 

You greatly deceive yourself and are mistaken if you think that one thing is required of the man living in the 

world and another of the monk. For the difference between the two is that one has married and other has not. As 

for all the rest, they have a common responsibility ... All men must rise up to it. What has overturned the entire 

world is the opinion that greater strictness is required of the monk only, while the rest may live in a slothful 

state. [St. John Chrysostom, To a Faithful Father quoted in Anestis Keselopoulos Passions and Virtues 

according to Saint Gregory Palamas, p. 18.] 

Subduing the passions and untangling their relationship with the world is difficult. In the history of spiritual 

discipline, two different approaches have been found to work. While they appear to be quite different, they share 

many similarities and their goals are identical. 

3.3.2.3.1. The Monastic Way10 

The monastic way offers a short, radical approach to the passions; which has proven to be the most sure path to 

salvation. 

The world is the arena in which we struggle with the passions. Originally and ultimately there is not a 

dichotomy between God and the world; a love of God should imply a love of His creation, and a (proper) love 

of the world should lead to a deeper love of God. The world was intended to be a transparent lens, through 

which we would see the Creator. But after the Fall, we no longer perceive the transparent depths of creation, but 

instead see it only as opaque consumer goods. This materialistic perception enslaves us to bodily passions. 

Ultimately, rather than rejecting the world, we are called to free ourselves from the spell of evil, and transform 

the creation which waits and sighs for its liberation. However, if the passions cannot easily be separated from 

the world, then on a practical level, the world and the passions together are rejected and cut off at the root - 

through poverty, chastity and obedience. By removing the material by which the passions catch fire, the monk 

removes the source for satisfying the passions, and thus withers and weakens them. 

This is not a theological statement that the world is evil (in and of itself), but that on a personal level it is evil for 

me and my spiritual development. It is a temporary separation from the world in order to eventually restore the 

proper relationship to it. 

3.3.2.3.2. The Way in the World 

                                                             
10Before becoming Orthodox, and before I knew any monastics, I always thought that a monastic would be a dry, miserable wretch whose 

company I would want to avoid. Reading Helen Waddell's The Desert Fathers, London, 1936 opened me to the flashing wit and character of 

monks; the ones I now know are so alive they can make me feel like a shadow of a person. 
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“It isn't right for those weaker by nature to loose self-confidence and to abandon living virtuously and pleasing 

to God and to look down on it as something unattainable. They should instead study the power that they have 

and develop it. Because even if they can't attain virtue and salvation by effort and desire, at least they improve 

or don't get worse, and this isn't a minor thing for the soul[ St. Anthony the Great On the Character of Men 41, 

cited by Staninoae p. 150] ” 

The alternative path is the way of moderation. To live in the world, and slowly try to reduce the influence of the 

passions. By staying in the world (through employment, marriage and family) there is more risk of temptations 

and falls. If the monastic way is one of extreme self-control, this road is one of patience. What it lacks in self-

imposed struggles is made up for through the unchosen obligations, troubles and burdens that are given (or 

allowed) by God. 

3.3.2.4. Stages of Spiritual Growth 

While many Fathers speak of two phases (active and contemplative), it is not uncommon to find other Fathers 

like Maximos the Confessor referring to three or four phases ([Chapters on Knowledge 2.95; 1.94]). In the 

three-fold version, there is the additional state of mystical contemplation – the state achieved by some who are 

in union with God. The four-fold version divides contemplation into contemplation of the natural world, and 

contemplation of the invisible. [[Staniloae chpt 6 Major Steps of the Spiritual Life]]. However this development 

is partitioned for explanation, there is agreement about the process and goal11. 

While there is an ordered progression, it is rarely a smooth linear path; and progression means having mastered 

a step before adding harder tasks, not moving beyond. As with learning piano, the basic chords always need to 

be practiced, even by the virtuoso. 

 

With this understanding, there are three steps to the spiritual path: 

•  

Practice (Understanding) 

The first step is to cleanse ourselves from the effects of past sins, and to break the habits of current sin; 

through the power of the grace given to us at baptism. This effort focuses on changing ourselves, to overcome 

the damage which sin produces in us. This effort assumes the context of having received forgiveness, and the 

pursuit of spiritual freedom. Until the pride of passions have been overcome, our selfishness will continue to 

distort our perception of reality, and we will be unable to humble ourselves and effectively utilize the gift of 

the Holy Spirit given to us at baptism (chrismation). 

                                                             
11Some major classic writers on this subject are John Climacus, St Simeon the New Theologian, St. Maximos the Confessor and Nicodemus 

of the Holy Mountain. While they have excellent writings, I would urge caution about reading them, in the same manner that most lay 

people should not pick up a medical text book and attempt brain surgery on themselves. I am personally biased toward Fr Michael Keiser 

(he helped us start a mission), still I would recommend his "A Beginners Guide to Spirituality" as an initial read. 
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•  

Illumination (Knowledge) 

Once we are cleansed of our passions, we are able walk in the full brightness of the Holy Spirit. Not just a 

shadowy recognition of a general blessing, but a clear discernment and bright contemplation of the glory of 

God in all things. We then have a new vision of things as they truly are, in their true relationship to God and 

to us. Illumination is the indirect knowledge about God, knowing him by contemplating the creation as the 

transparent revelation of God. We see God in everyone, and in everything. 

•  

Enlightenment or Perfection (Comprehension) 

In this final state we achieve vision of the divine light, the unmediated, direct experience of God. 

3.3.2.4.1. Practice12 

"The heart itself is only a small vessel, yet dragons are there – and lions. There are poisonous beasts and all the 

treasures of evil. There are rough and uneven roads. There are precipices. But there, also, are God and the 

angels. Life is there, and the Kingdom. There, too, is light, and there the apostles – and heavenly cities, and 

treasures of grace. All things lie within that little space." - [Venerable Macarius the Great of Egypt] 

Abhor what is evil. Cling to what is good [Romans 12:9] 

The focus of the active phase (praktikos) is to raise our nature above the influence of the passions, and cultivate 

virtues - to perfect our love. 

3.3.2.4.1.1. The Process of Spiritual Temptation and Development 

3.3.2.4.1.1.1. A Brief Palamite Physiology 

The Fathers have developed a rich collection of spiritual literature, with its own set of terms and models of the 

soul. While much of the talk about the separation of the nous, soul, mind and heart seems complex and strange 

(but no stranger than talking of the id, ego and unconscious), these works are filled with many concrete and 

practical suggestions. 

Gregory Palamas presents a triadic image of the nous and its faculties.13 

•  

Intellect 

•  

Incensive (Emotion) 

•  

Appetite (Desire) 

                                                             
12Medical labels and advertisements always state: "WARNING, use only under the guidance and advice of your physician." I fee that this 
section on spiritual practices needs a similar statement: "WARNING, use only under the guidance and advice of an experienced spiritual 

advisor; abuse may cause illness, death or more eternal harm". While what I say is basic and should be harmless, spiritual development is 

serious, and takes place in the midst of a cosmic spiritual battle (with real casualties). Even without demonic influence, it is too easy to get 

into trouble through our own pride and foolishness. 
13Our essential being, also called at times the soul or heart 
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While these parts can be distinguished, they work as one; thus a weakness in any part is considered an illness of 

the nous as a whole. 

3.3.2.4.1.1.1.1. Intellect 

Also known as reason, knowledge, mind or will. We must remember that these are pre-scholastic terms, and 

Palamas is not implying a logical, rationalistic existence along the lines of Barlam or Thomas Aquinas. Reason 

is not a virtue, there are sins of the intellect just as much as there are of the passions. The mind is ultimately 

supra-rational, guided not by deductive reasoning, but a direct experience of the divine. The intellect was 

created as the guide and ruler over the incensive and appetite parts of our nature. In its fallen state, the intellect 

becomes fragmented (not focused on God) and weakened, enslaved to the passions (emotions and desires). 

We work at restoring the intellect to choosing virtues, and being focused upon God. While the Fathers use 

language such as "dying to self" and "deny your will", they refer to stopping the misguided choices of the 

intellect, not the stopping of choice. Even the monk's absolute obedience to an elder has as its goal the training 

of the will (to choose to follow God's will), not the creation of a mindless mechanical automon. 

3.3.2.4.1.1.1.2. Incensive 

We are naturally endowed with emotions, but when they are not guided by the intellect, they become sick. What 

was a love of God and creation becomes a love of material goods (for their own sake). When the appetite is 
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frustrated in its desires, anger (and other feelings) becomes enraged; which in turn stoke desires for more 

misdirected satisfaction. Left to their own, the appetite and incensive parts create a runaway 'feedback loop'. 

The development of virtues restores the emotions to their appropriate attachment. Ascetic discipline does not 

ultimately aim to obliterate incensive feelings, but to restore them. 

3.3.2.4.1.1.1.3. Appetite 

These desires are the focal point of attacks upon the soul, the stirring up of passions, the directing of our desires 

toward that which cannot fulfill. The 'seven deadly sins' are misdirected appetites. While we apply abstinence to 

the appetites, as with the other parts of the nous, the goal is to redirect it, not destroy it. 

One definition of peace is the complete undisturbed possession of desire. Only when our desire is the infinite 

God, can it be complete and undisturbed; then we have achieved the pleasure of the nous. 

3.3.2.4.1.1.2. Temptation 

Other than the vocabulary, anyone familiar with modern advertising will quickly recognize the organization and 

patterns presented. Whether it is selling soap or cars, sin or virtue; the process of temptation is the same. 

•  

First a thought (logismoi) or image is suggested to the mind 

•  

The suggestion is linked to an emotion (passion) 

•  

The mind creates and entertains fantasies 

•  

The will consents to act upon the fantasy 

•  

The will is captured, into repeating the action 

•  

The action becomes a pattern of habit 

There are two principles in the spiritual struggle: 

•  

The sooner the problem is confronted, the easier it is to change 

•  

For every problem (vice), there is cure (virtue). 

The first line of defense is the 'guarding of the mind', to stop the thoughts when they are first encountered. Once 

a thought is linked to a passion, it becomes difficult to stop. However, the negative passions can be replaced 

with positive ones (ie. hate with love, pride with humility); every disease has its proper medicine. 

While much of the spiritual literature sounds negative, as if the spiritual struggle consists of waiting around for a 

negative thought to occur (which is usually a short wait). The real solution is to keep the mind occupied with 

positive thoughts (Whatever is good, think on these [Philemon 4:8]), feelings of virtue, and spiritual activities 

(prayer, charity, compassion). The writers are just realistic, that most of us have a lot of old baggage to deal with 

before we can make much headway. 

Temptations can (must) even be considered a gift from God: it is through them that we are strengthened and 

develop spiritual maturity. 

3.3.2.4.1.2. Negative 
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A athlete who is severely ill (or injured) must first restore health before they can start serious training and get 

into peak condition. It is the same with spiritual development: it is first necessary to constrain or eliminate our 

(unnatural) passions before we can go on to contemplate God. 

3.3.2.4.1.2.1. The Passions 

Alas, O passion! For we can see that we still suffer from it: Christ has cleansed us of the first curse, that curse 

which was imposed on us like a leprosy more harmful and abominable than any leprosy, for the passions invade 

both the body and the soul. Although Christ has cleansed us from the passions and we have received back our 

nature pure as it was in the beginning, we do not cleave to Him by the virtuous way of life offering Him glory, 

but again with cursed and illicit works we distance ourselves from Him. Palamas Homilies 61, quoted in Anestis 

Keselopoulos 

We have not been taught, O philosopher, that dispassion is the mortification of the passionate faculty, but a 

change in its direction from the worse to the better. It is an activity habitually directed towards the divine, 

entirely turning away from what is evil and towards what is good. The dispassionate person, then, is one who 

has divested himself of evil habits and enriched himself with good ones. Palamas Defense of the Hesychasts, 

quoted in Anestis Keselopoulos p 169 

While the Greek word for passion is the same root as for the word apathy, it is not true that a passionless person 

is uncaring and expressionless. Unlike the stoic, who seeks to be without any desire; the Fathers seek freedom 

from misdirected passions, the immoderate misuse of nature, beyond our needs, to satisfy our greed. Freedom 

from the passions is freedom from a self-centered existence, so that we can open ourselves up to true, unselfish 

love and joy in God. Instead of only rejoicing when I am praised or rewarded, I can experience joy for others, or 

something good and beautiful. Instead of feeling sadness just at my hurt or loss, I am free to feel sadness for my 

sins, the sins of others and the hurt of others and the creation. Passionlessness frees us to discover our true 

personality, in all its depth and uniqueness. We do not mortify the passionate aspect of the soul, which would 

make it incapable of doing good; instead we seek to redirect our passions, freeing them from the enslavement of 

pleasure, toward the 'dispassionate passion' of virtue. 

When speaking of the passions, much of the language of the Fathers sounds negative, because they are 

addressing our current, fallen, passionate state; when the intellect is enslaved to the appetites and emotions. The 

spiritual struggle is concerned with the unnatural passions, for these are the ones that are in conflict with our 

will. However, technically there are two types of passions, the natural and the unnatural. When we recognize 

this difference, it is appropriate to speak of being 'passionate for God', or the blessed, joyful tears of repentance. 

3.3.2.4.1.2.1.1. Natural Passions 

“Condemnable and unnatural passions, which depend on us, don’t have their source in us otherwise, except in 

the movement of the natural passions.” [St. Maximus Questions to Thalassios 55 quoted in Staniloae p. 84]). 

“The natural passions become good in those who struggle when, wisely unfastening them from the things of the 

flesh, use them to gain heavenly things. For example, they can change appetite into the movement of a spiritual 

longing for divine things; pleasure, into pure joy for the cooperation of the mind with divine gifts; fear, into care 

to evade further misfortune due to sin; and sadness, into corrective repentance for present evil” [Maximos QtoT 

1 in Staniloae p. 85] 

“Things that are done according to nature are not sins, but those done by choice; it’s not a sin to eat, so that the 

body will be properly maintained in life without any evil thought, but it is to eat without gratitude and 

improperly and without restraint; neither is it a sin to look with chastity, but it is a sin to look with envy, pride 

and desire; it is not a sin to listen quietly, but it is with anger. It’s not a sin to let the tongue be unrestrained in 

thanksgiving and prayer, but it is to speak evil; to not let your hands do acts of mercy, but to commit murder and 

theft. So each of our members sins if it does evil instead of good, doing things its own way and not according to 

the will of God.” [St. Anthony 60, On the Character of Men GrPh 1, p.12, in Staniloae p. 93] 

We confess, then, that He assumed all the natural and innocent passions of man. For He assumed the whole man 

and all man's attributes save sin. For that is not natural, nor is it implanted in us by the Creator, but arises 

voluntarily in our mode of life as the result of a further implantation by the devil, though it cannot prevail over 

us by force. For the natural and innocent passions are those which are not in our power, but which have entered 

into the life of man owing to the condemnation by reason of the transgression; such as hunger, thirst, weariness, 

labour, the tears over corruption, the shrinking from death, the fear, the agony with the bloody sweat, the succor 
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at the hands of angels because of the weakness of the nature, and other such like passions which belong by 

nature to every man. All, then, He assumed that He might sanctify all. - Of a truth our natural passions were in 

harmony with nature and above nature in Christ. For they were stirred in Him after the natural manner when He 

permitted the flesh to suffer what was proper to it: but they were above nature because that which was natural 

did not in the Lord assume command over the will. For no compulsion is contemplated in Him but all is 

voluntary. For it was with His will that He hungered and thirsted and feared and died. [St John of Damascus 

Chapter X, An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith.] 

Natural passions (the appetite for food, enjoyment of food, fear and sadness) are dependent on our nature but not 

our will. By themselves, the they are good and necessary for our nature, to help and preserve it. They are the 

innocence of our animal nature. There is some debate in the Fathers over whether the passions were part of our 

nature at creation, or only came about subsequent to the Fall (cf. John Climacus and Gregory Palamas), but in 

either case, there is nothing sinful to the natural passions. The natural passions are considered to reside within 

the body, while the unnatural passions reside within the soul. 

3.3.2.4.1.2.1.2. Unnatural Passions 

Passions are not a thing, but a tendency. Unnatural passions (often just called "the passions") are rooted in the 

tendency toward seeking pleasure and avoiding pain (whether physical or psychological). There is nothing 

intrinsically wrong with pleasure, or good about pain; the problem is when they replace love as the motivation 

of our will. 

The unnatural passions are sensual ("fleshly") fulfillments, resulting in a weakening of the will, a forgetting of 

our purpose. They turn us away from the desire for the infinite (God), and seeking fulfillment in finite 

materialism. These passions can never be fulfilled in their misdirected following of the senses, because the finite 

can never meet the infinite desire; thus these passions are considered irrational and absurd. Left to themselves, 

the passions become more inflamed in their dissatisfaction, leading to further weakening of the will and even 

stronger passionate desires. While this passionate state may outwardly be very active, it is considered passive - 

due to the inactivity of the will. The passions produce a death spiral, taking us further and further away from 

God and our true selves. 

3.3.2.4.1.2.1.3. Sins 

Sins are symptoms of a (unnatural) passionate condition; our will's condition of unnatural desire. 

Sin is primarily associated with the will (do we choose to follow God, or something else), thus before the will 

enters into the process, the Fathers are cautious to call temptation a sin. The thoughts that seem to pop into our 

heads are not considered sinful, no matter how troubling or bad they may seem. Even the entangling with the 

emotions is treated gently. It is not till we start choosing to entertaining the thoughts and fantasies that we get 

into trouble. 

Though we speak of individual sins, we must remember that as reflections of the passions, they are 

interdependent and intersupporting; they almost never exist alone. 

While the Orthodox Church does not formally define the "Seven Deadly Sins", this classic reference list is a 

good starting place. This list composes several rungs of St. John Climacus' Ladder of Divine Ascent. 

•  

Lust 

In a broad sense, lust is any excessive, obsessive desire, though its usual context is in regard to sexual 

passions. To lust is to value a thing for itself, apart from its relationship to God. 

•  

Gluttony 

Over-eating and over-consumption is a waste, and a withholding from the needy. 

•  

Greed 

Greed is the desire for wealth and material goods. 



 Present  

 67  

Created by XMLmind XSL-FO Converter. 

•  

Sloth 

Traditionally this has been defined as sadness and apathy, rather than laziness. Its root is considered to be 

pride and anger, which turns into discouragement from not getting what we want. 

•  

Wrath 

Anger, hatred and rage are produced when we are blocked from getting what we want. Wrath is not just the 

momentary response to a hurt, but the brooding enjoyment of anger. 

•  

Envy 

Envy is a greed for the traits of another. 

•  

Pride 

Pride was the cause of the Fall, and is the root of most sin; hence it is considered the most dangerous. 

3.3.2.4.1.3. Positive 

When an unclean spirit goes out of a man, he goes through dry places, seeking rest; and finding none, he says, 'I 

will return to my house from which I came'. And when he comes, he finds it swept and put in order. Then he 

goes and takes with him seven other spirits more wicked than himself, and they enter and dwell there; and the 

last state of that man is worst than the first. [Luke 11:24-26] 

Simply cleansing oneself from passions can leave the person in a worse state than when he started. Nature 

abhors a vacuum, and if the space where the passions resided is not replaced by virtues, we can find ourselves 

overcome by worse sins. Actually, the development of the virtues should take place simultaneous to dealing 

with the passions, for the development of virtues helps to uproot and push out the passions. The virtues are 

behaviors (and attitudes) that are to be cultivated for overcoming the passions. Frequently these have been 

paired to the vices, as specific "medicines" to counteract the "poison". 

The virtues should not be considered just an antidote to vices, as if they would not be necessary without the 

presence of vice. The virtues are what Adam and Eve were to cultivate before the Fall; the virtues are the 

characteristics of God. By living the virtures, we live like God, and become like God. 

3.3.2.4.1.3.1. The Virtues 

The development of virtue is a grace of God; while it requires our sweat and effort, this is again a synergy. This 

is not a humanist moral perfection, but an imitation of Christ, achieved with the help of Christ. However, even 

achieving this imitation of Christ is not our spiritual goal, any more than a farmer is finished after a field is 

cleared of weeds and rocks, then fertilized and plowed for seeding; it is a necessary preparation, but not the 

harvest. We seek not just to be like Christ, but to be united with Christ. 

•  

Love 

Ultimately love is the summit of the virtues, their fulfillment and perfection. No individual virtue is of any 

value if it is not accompanied by love. Inversely, love is the source and root of every virtue. Love requires 

others, we cannot love in isolation. To the degree that we avoid getting close to another person, we are 

avoiding love; to that same degree we will avoid a relationship of love with God. Love is particular and 

unique to the relationship, it cannot be reduced to following a set of impersonal rules. 

•  

Chastity (Lust) 
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Today we normally equate chastity with virginity, the abstaining from sexual intercourse. However, you will 

find the term also applied to marriage, as in the phrase "the marriage bed, chaste and undefined". Chastity 

means a proper constraint of the sexual passions to their proper state; not a denial of sexuality as evil. Even 

marriage is a discipline and moderation; at a minimum, it is the limitation of sexuality to one partner, not an 

unconstrained indulgence of the passions. 

•  

Temperance (Gluttony) 

Temperance is similar to moderation, the need for the will to be in control and govern our activities. 

Particularly in regards to food. 

•  

Charity (Greed) 

If you would be perfect,…[Matt: 19:21], Sell all for kingdom of heaven [Matt 13:44] 

St. John of Kronstadt understood charity as a mutual exchange more than a unidirectional giving of those that 

have to those that don't. When alms are given to the poor, the giver is blessed through the prayers of the 

receiver. 

It is impossible to love God as an abstract unknowable essence, but because we are created in the image of 

God, and through the incarnation Christ has become the image of humanity, every act of love (or lack of love) 

toward another person is equally an act of love toward God, regardless of whether we perceive this likeness. 

This is why Christ gave the mandate for us to love even our enemies, for God has loved them and died for 

them, even in their rebellion against Him. Only when we learn to love at this level, will we begin to know the 

depth of God's love. 

It is not that our actions earn us a reward, for there will be many who have externally performed acts that are 

rightly called charitable ([Matt 7:21]). As the parable of the widow's mite shows (Mark 12:42), the issue is 

our hearts; it is not the quantity of our charity, but the quality of our hearts as images conformed to the 

likeness of Christ. There are those who establish charities, work for peace, work for the environment and 

perform many humanly good works, but if their hearts are not seeking to show this love as an image of Christ, 

it may be of no eternal benefit. 

•  

Diligence (Sloth) 

Careful attention and zealousness in one's actions 

•  

Patience (Wrath) 

Enduring hardship, pain and suffering. 

•  

Kindness (Envy) 

Compassion and friendship 

3.3.2.4.1.3.1.1. Humility (counter to pride) 

[1 Peter 2:21-25] For even hereunto were ye called: because Christ also suffered for us, leaving us an example, 

that ye should follow his steps: Who did no sin, neither was guile found in his mouth: Who, when he was 

reviled, reviled not again; when he suffered, he threatened not; but committed himself to him that judgeth 

righteously: Who his own self bare our sins in his own body on the tree, that we, being dead to sins, should live 

unto righteousness: by whose stripes ye were healed. 

And being found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of 

the cross. Wherefore God also hath highly exalted him, and given him a name which is above every name: 

[Philippians 2:8, 9] 
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When Saint Abba Macarius the Great (of Egypt) encountered the devil, he was told: “Woe to me from you, 

Macarius. What thing do you do, which we do not do?! You fast and we do not eat. You keep awake and we do 

not sleep. You reside in deserts and lonely places and we do the same. But with one thing you defeat us.” 

Macarius then asked what this thing was, and was told: “You defeat us with your humility.” 

Spiritual gifts are given to the humble, because God knows that these gifts will not harm them (through pride) 

(James 4:6), (1Peter 5:5), (Prov. 3:34). Mary was gifted with the Incarnation “for He has regarded the lowly 

state of His maidservant” (Luke 1:48); that one who remains in her humility though all the generations call her 

blessed (Luke 1:48). 

Humility as a virtue has a special place in Orthodox spirituality. Humility, like love, is intrinsic to the nature of 

Christ. 

3.3.2.4.1.3.1.1.1. Christ and Humility 

Humility is Divine, humility is the essential nature of God. Humility is 'kenosis', the emptying of oneself for the 

love of others. 

Humility is the opposite of pride. If pride is to put oneself, and one's own needs above others, humility is to 

regard others, and their needs, before one's own. We can have humility because we are now self sufficient; not 

in ourselves, but in Christ. If I have the fullness of Christ, I lack nothing, need nothing, and can lose nothing. 

This fullness is the basis for passionlessness, I do not need to desire more, when I have everything. 

Passionlessness is not the same as apathy, but a freedom from wavering emotions so we are capable of stability 

in love. 

Though similar, divine humility is ultimately different from human humility. Divine humility was when "Christ 

Jesus, who though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but 

emptied himself taking the form of a servant, born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form he 

humbled himself...". For us, humility is emptying ourselves of egoism and passions, to find our fullness in 

Christ. Humility is the chief of virtues, it is the beginning and goal of all asceticism. 

If humility is divine, then pride is to be like Satan. Pride led Satan to seek to be like God, which led to his 

catastrophic fall. He sought to be like God, rather than being grateful to God, who brought him, and all creation, 

into existence out of nothingness. 

We must (and will) choose to live according to one or the other; here there is no middle way. Pride leads us 

away from Christ, while humility brings us closer to him. 

3.3.2.4.1.3.1.1.2. Types of Humility 

Human humility is where a person has nothing but blame for oneself, and considers oneself loathsome in the 

sight of God. Divine humility is when one beholds the depths of divine humility, and the meekness of God, then 

one humbles oneself completely. This form of humility is indescribable, and made known by the Holy Spirit. [St 

Silouan the Athonite, p. 310] 

There is a proper self reproach associated with knowing one's own sinfulness, but this is not the same as a 

belittling of oneself as being of no value or significance. God does not make junk. True humility is a strength, 

not a weakness. It is having a true understanding of oneself, without passion, which provides for clear vision and 

sound judgment. The world tends to equate glory with power and might (as in the glory of Rome), but Christ 

was in His glory when he was humble, hanging on the cross. 

3.3.2.4.1.3.1.1.3. Obedience 

Like humility, obedience is another key virtue which is highly extolled by the Fathers, but can also be easily 

misunderstood. There are many stories of monks giving unquestioning obedience to an elder, as an obedience to 

God. However, like humility, obedience is not an end in itself, but a means of correctly forming and disciplining 

the will. Obedience is a strengthening of the will to choose correctly, not a giving up or extinguishing of the 

will. I do not believe that the Nuremberg defence14 will hold up at the last judgment. 

                                                             
14After World War II, during the war trials at Nuremberg, some Nazis tried to justify their behavior at the extermination camps by saying 

they were 'just following orders'. They thought that their obedience to authority freed them from the responsibility of exercising their will to 

choose between ethical and unethical behavior. 
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On the one hand, it is true that God can work through all situations, and respects obedience even to foolish 

guidance. St. Silouan was obedient to his harsh and oppressive elder (whom some even considered demonic), 

feeling that this was the choice he was called to make. Yet, the Fathers equally warn against choosing a fool for 

an elder. The more someone insists on obedience to their guidance, the more one should be suspicious. 

Two images come to my mind when I think of obedience, one is of military discipline, such as a group of 

soldiers performing precision marching. While there are good analogies of faith to military service ([Ephesians 

6:13-17]), there are also aspects of the modern military which do not appropriately reflect the faith; especially 

when it seeks conformity at the expense of personhood. The other image I have is of Fred Astaire and Ginger 

Rogers dancing (in a movie like Singing in the Rain). Their discipline transcends simple rules, but requires more 

interaction and obedience, not less. This discipline is an affirmation of the personalities of the people in 

relationship. 

3.3.2.4.2. Illumination 

But now we see through a glass darkly ([I Chor 13:12]) 

The contemplative phase is the reintegration of our nature into a unity, through a focus upon God. However, this 

focus does not lead to tunnel vision. 

After practice has cleansed the window of our soul from the smoke of obscuring passions, the rays of God's light 

can now break upon our hearts and shine within us. The illuminating gift of the Holy Spirit, is a knowledge of 

reality and the Spirit. The Holy Spirit opens our eyes to divine working in creation, in preparation for the vision 

of God. 

3.3.2.4.2.1. Contemplation of Nature 

Opaque materialism is again restored to its original purpose, to be a transparent medium through which we see 

the creator God. By contemplating nature, we see through it to understand the Creator. The Fathers debated 

whether contemplation of nature was merely a temporary step in spiritual development, or a permanent spiritual 

activity. Origen considered it a passing phase before the direct contemplation of God, describing it (using an 

allegorical interpretation of the Mount of Transfiguration) as the glory of Moses and Elijah absorbed and 

passing into the higher glory of the Lord. Maximos took the contrary view that it is the glory of the Lord which 

causes the world to shine in distinct originality, hence nature will remain as long as the divine glory.15. 

Nature is a road leading us to God. We cannot contemplate God and bypass the contemplation of nature any 

more than we can receive the Body and Blood of Christ without the bread and wine. Through contemplating the 

logi, the essential aspect of nature, we understand aspects of God. By seeing and rationally understanding the 

complexity and vastness of the stars, we can reason about the complexity and immensity of the Creator. But this 

is not just a rational discourse, it is accompanied by a supra-rational contemplation of the mystery beyond (but 

not apart from) reason. By loosing our passionate perception, and gaining a true perception, we become 

objective and have true discernment of the world and God. 

While the contemplation of nature is good and necessary, it also holds a danger. Using our reason (logi) to 

contemplate God (Logos) puts us in danger of creating an image of God; an image which becomes an idol, 

reducing and limiting God to what we can grasp. We cannot avoid these images, but we must be willing to move 

beyond them, to move from logi to theoria (contemplative knowledge). 

3.3.2.4.2.2. Contemplation of God 

In prayer the mind gradually leaves relations with the things that exist, first those that bind it to the shame of 

things evil and perishable, then those things which tie it with things in the middle, between us and God... . For 

this reason the Fathers advise us not to accept thoughts which the enemy produces in the time of prayer so we 

won't be robbed of the better. So the mind, rejecting these things as well as relations with things superior to 

them, leaves completely all things that are, in the time of pure prayer. This ecstasy is incomparably higher than 

theology by negation, because it is proper only to those who have reached dispassion. But still he doesn't have 

the vision of the light until the Comforter illumines from above the one who is praying in the upper room of the 

physical extremities and waiting for the promise of the Father; and seizes him by His revelation to contemplate 

the light. [Gregory Palamas, Traids, quoted in Staniloae, p. 239]. 

                                                             
15Staniloae carefully works St Maximos' theology on this issue - Orthodox Spirituality p. 203 



 Present  

 71  

Created by XMLmind XSL-FO Converter. 

So here he says that the same thing is darkness and light, that it is seen and not seen, known and not known. 

How then is that light darkness? 'Because of the overwhelming outpouring of light,' he says. Therefore strictly 

speaking, it is light; it is darkness in the sense of overabundance, since it is invisible to those who try to 

approach it and to see it by the senses and the mind. [Gregory Palamas, Traids, quoted in Staniloae, p. 241] 

There are two aspects to the contemplation of God found in the Fathers16, often explained by the allegory of 

Moses. The first is the encounter of God by Moses in the Burning Bush, and the other is his encounter of God 

on Mt. Sinai. The first is negative theology, the realization of what we cannot say and cannot know; this is a 

negative intellectual theology. The second is the apophatic theology, also an 'unknowing', but like Moses in the 

cloud, the darkness is not empty; this is not the absence of light, but an overabundance of light. This is an 

experience beyond an intellectual renunciation, to an experience of silence and prayer beyond reason and nature. 

This ascent is not knowledge, but deification, a union with the Unknowable. Moses not only encounters God, 

but is transformed by Him. 

While some people see this negation as a rejection of positive theology and the contemplation of nature, I am 

inclined to agree with Dumitru Staniloae17 that they are a synergy. 

3.3.2.4.3. Enlightenment (or Perfection) 

Since the Lord's Transfiguration on Mount Tabor is a prelude to his Second Coming that will be visible, and 

since the three apostles were accounted worthy to see this Transfiguration with their bodily eyes, why is it not 

possible for those who have purified their hearts to also have a taste of this same experience? [Anestis 

Keselopoulos Passions and Virtues p. 189, summarizing Palamas] 

Dispassion opens us to the receive the love of God, which in turn strengthens our condition; the two coincide 

and work together. Dispassion is our work from below, to free ourselves from self-love; the love of God is the 

gift from above, whereby we glory in the Other, with joy in humility. While we speak of emptying ourselves, it 

is only to make room to be overflowed with the love from God. This is not a knowledge about God's love, but 

the being in, and sharing of Love. 

It has been stated that the Christian lives this life in preparation for death, preparation to meet God. Those who 

have been enlightened are considered to have transcended death, and already be in the loving presence of God. 

This is evident when we read the lives of St. Herman of Alaska, or St. Seraphim of Sarov, they lived in the 

Kingdom of God to the degree that the boundary between this life and the next became blurred. These people 

went beyond a mediated knowledge about God, to understanding God through direct experience. They became 

friends of God. While we should all have this as our goal, enlightenment is a rare state, experienced by few in 

this life. 

While Paul ([II Chor 12:2]), St. Seraphim and others had visions while in this state of enlightenment, and might 

seem to be transported out of this world into trances of rapture, at other times it was experienced as the 

Kingdom of God breaking into, and transforming this world. As Christ healed the sick, gave sight to the blind 

and raised the dead - proclaiming these as signs of the coming Kingdom; so too these people become the conduit 

by which the Kingdom manifests itself into their place and time. This is not an 'alien invasion' which breaks in 

and alters our reality from outside, but the lifting of a veil by which we glimpse reality for what it really is. It is 

the image of God perfected into His likeness. 

This is the goal Orthodoxy declares for all people. For some who experience enlightenment this side of death, 

the passage of death will be a hardly noticed transition. For most of us, the transition through death into 

enlightenment will likely be a rude, uncomfortable awakening. 

In so far as deification is a perfecting of our human nature, we partake in this process. In another sense, we 

passively "suffer" deification as a working of God, because deification takes us beyond our human nature into 

an eternal, never ending, progression ever closer toward the likeness of God. 

                                                             
16In particular, see Dionysius the Areopagite's Mystical Theology, Philo of Alexandria, and St. Gregory of Nyssa's Life of Moses. 
17Negative theology, far from forever insisting on the renunciation of rational concepts, longs for their growth. It is the supra-rational point 

of the untiring exertions of reason which must never stop its investigation of nature, of human life, of Scripture. Any progress whatsoever in 

the knowledge of physical, biological and psychological processes within the womb of creation means a new level on the scaffold from 

which negative theology, guided by a feeling of the mind, gains a deeper and broader view of the divine incomprehensibility, which at the 

same time itself makes possible the continuous building up of the scaffold. p. 246 
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I will not say any more about enlightenment, as I have no experience of it, and those who have experienced it 

speak little about it. Reading the lives of the saints first hand, hearing how they describe it, conveys a much 

better understanding.18. 

3.3.3. Aids to the Goal 

3.3.3.1. Ascetic Practices 

"Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth." "Blessed are they who are hungering and are thirsting for 

righteousness, for they shall be satisfied." "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God." ([Matt 5:8]) 

Our Lord is asked which is the greatest commandment: "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart 

and with all your soul and with all your mind [understanding]. This the great and first commandment. And a 

second is like it. You shall love your neighbor as yourself. In these two commandments hang all the law and the 

prophets. [Matthew 22:34-40] 

The cure and deification of man is achieved, on the one hand, by the sacramental life, and on the other hand, by 

the ascetic life which we live in the Church. I want to particularly emphasize that all the Holy Fathers of the 

Church teach that man's salvation is the combination of sacrament and asceticism. We cannot understand the 

sacraments without asceticism in Christ, and we cannot live a real ascetic live without the sacraments of the 

Church. [Metropolitan Hierotheos Vlachos The Mind of the Orthodox Church (Greece: Birth of the Theotokos 

Monastery, 1998), pp 134] 

3.3.3.1.1. A Means to an End 

In view of Orthodoxy’s approach to natural law it is not surprising that love predominates over law as the ruling 

aspect of Orthodox ethics. Oikonomia is interpreted as “;an imitation of God’s love for man’ and not simply as 

‘exception to the rule.’” Oikonimia preserves the freedom of human personality in a synergistic movement 

toward theosis. Rules and commandments are relative to God’s plan of salvation. But that plan is not the 

possession of any one person. It belongs to the mind of Christ, which is the mind of the Church. The Kingdom 

of God is “beyond ethics” because the moral law is fulfilled in a free, loving concert of personality which 

transcends all experience of duty, right or obligation. Yet, in a world for which the Kingdom is not fully present, 

the perfection of persons in their social relations is the appropriate goal of human striving. [Viegen Gurion 

Incarnate Love 22 & 23] 

Many human activities, good in themselves, are not good because of the motive for which they are done. For 

example, fasting, vigils, prayer, psalmnody, acts of charity and hospitality are by nature good. But when 

performed for the sake of self-esteem they are not beneficial to our soul. In everything we do, God searches out 

our purpose to see whether we do it in love for Him or for some other motive...quite clearly He bestows 

blessings only when something is done for the right purpose. For God's judgment looks not at the actions, but at 

the purpose behind them. Oikonomia (economy) is the judgment a physician uses to determine the right 

medication for a patient; taking into consideration their age, overall health, past history and possible allergic 

reactions. 

Christ did not criticize the Pharisees for their obedience to the Law, but that the obedience was both an end in 

itself, and a means of avoiding charity; they were more concerned for their own righteousness than in caring for 

others. That is why the Law (whether Old Testament Law or rules of ascetic practice) will never save, for it 

becomes a relationship to impersonal principles, and not a relationship of love toward a person, and ultimately 

toward the personal God. 

[St. Maximos the Confessor] 

"Prayer, fasting, vigil and all other Christian activities, however good they may be in 

themselves, do not constitute the aim of our Christian life, although they serve as the 

indispensable means of reaching this end. The true aim of our Christian life consists in the 

acquisition of the Holy Spirit of God. As for fasts, and vigils, and prayer, and alms giving, and 

every good deed done for Christ's sake, they are only means of acquiring the Holy Spirit of 

God. But mark, my son, only the good deed done for Christ's sake brings us the fruits of the 

Holy Spirit. All that is not done for Christ's sake, even though it be good, brings neither 

                                                             
18The life of St. Seraphim is a good place to start. Having died in 1833, he is not that far removed from our time, and many people witnessed 

and documented his life. His life and teachings are accessible, yet they read like those of all the saints from the earliest times. 
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reward in the future life nor the grace of God in this. That is why our Lord Jesus Christ said: 

He who gathers not with Me scatters (Luke 11:23). Not that a good deed can be called 

anything but gathering, since even though it is not done for Christ's sake, yet it is good. 

Scripture says: In every nation he who fears God and works righteousness is acceptable to 

Him ([Acts 10:35]).... 

"That's it, your Godliness. In acquiring this Spirit of God consists the true aim of our Christian 

life, while prayer, vigil, fasting, alms giving and other good works done for Christ's sake are 

merely means for acquiring the Spirit of God." 

[Seraphim of Sarov: Conversation with Motovilov.] 

Prayer, almsgiving and fasting are commanded by Christ; but these are commands which are to be understood in 

the same light as the Old Testament commandments: "You heard that it was said to those of old ... but I say to 

you." These are not to be an external, legal conformance, but inward conformance of the will. For their own 

sake, ascetic practices are of no value. One of my favorite sayings in this regard is: "The devil never eats and 

never sleeps, but his fasts and vigils avail him nothing." 

Paul compares the spiritual life to an athlete, and ascetic disciplines parallel the training of an Olympic athlete 

who has to watch their diet and exercise to perfect their performance. This is a means to an end - spiritual 

perfection. Ascetical efforts are to change us (not God). Negatively, they oppose and weaken our sinful 

tendencies (sloth, greed), and positively they strengthen our virtues so that we are learning to love as Christ 

loves. And, like an Olympic athlete, spiritual disciplines should only be undertaken with the guidance of an 

experienced coach. 

Due to the amount of misunderstanding regarding ascetic efforts, I will repeat it here again. Ascetic efforts are 

not works intended to please God, and make Him more favorable toward us; there is no "works righteousness". 

Ascetic efforts are only of value within the context of our sanctification; they assume, and build upon our 

justification received at baptism. We are not trying to change God, but to change ourselves to in preparation for 

meeting God. 

Neither are these actions a platonic denial of the body or the goodness of God's creation. Like athletic training, 

ascetic disciplines can be demanding and harsh, but in a similar way, the goal is to free ourselves from sin, not 

to break our minds or bodies. Ultimately these outward practices have an inward focus, to train the mind and 

purify our prayers. 

3.3.3.1.2. Prayer19 

“When you pray…” 

Pray always 

Prayer is how we talk to God, it is a vast subject, which I will not attempt to explain. It takes about 180 separate 

books of instruction (rubrics) to properly pray all the services of the Church year. I believe all these books are 

necessary, not because God is difficult to talk to; but because prayer is a central means of our difficult change. 

While Jesus compared prayer to the pestering of an unjust judge till he gave in ([Luke 18:2]), knowing that we 

have a loving God who cares for all of our needs, I am inclined to think that prayer is more to change us than to 

change God. Just as Abraham's intercessions before God changed the fate of Lot in Sodom, our prayers can 

change events. But on another level, it is God training us to be like Him; learning to intercede and love others, 

as Christ intercedes for, and loves us. 

While there is an effort on our part to learn to pray, ultimately prayer is a gift and grace of God. We do not force 

ourselves upon God, but open ourselves to receive Him. 

3.3.3.1.2.1. Types of Prayer 

Liturgical worship (Orthodox worship definitely falls in this category) is often criticized for being too formal 

and not personally meaningful. As to being personally meaningful, that is a personal problem (not a problem of 

the worship). If I am bored or distracted (which I confess to being at times), it is my problem in not 

understanding the significance worship, and what I am doing. This can still be difficult to overcome, but I 

                                                             
19For good introductions to this topic, consider Fr. Michael Kieser Beginning to Pray, or Anthony Bloom Prayer. 
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cannot blame the worship. All prayer is to be personal. While the deacon or priest may say the petitions of a 

prayer, I am to make it my prayer through reading along, or possibly remembering and adding my own list of 

people to remember and consider. The "Amen" at the end of each petition is the personal affirmation, in which I 

make it my prayer. 

Formal prayers have several values: 

•  

They work 

These prayers have been handed down through the years because the Church has learned that these prayers 

work in bringing ourselves into the presence of God. 

•  

They teach us 

We do not intuitively know how to pray, it takes training and practice. The apostles asked Jesus to teach them 

how to pray ([Luke 11:1]). Someone learning piano does not start by writing their own music, they follow 

lessons which will guide them through learning all aspects of the instrument. So too, the Church has 

developed the liturgical prayers to teach us how to pray. Like the musician, it is only after we have learned 

that we can improvise our own personal style. 

•  

They keep us on agenda 

When I go to the grocery store, I take a list so I will not forget something important. The formal litany also 

keeps us from forgetting a significant category of concern; it is too easy to get caught up in my own personal 

concerns and forget that I am to intercede for the whole creation (people, bishops, clergy, catechumens, 

government, harvest, weather, etc.). 

3.3.3.1.2.1.1. Community 

The Kingdom of God is a trinitarial, therefore a perfect, public. It is not a “social order” or “dominion” in the 

political sense because it is not threatened by the breakdown of mutuality. Rather it is a “network of relations” 

characterized by total trust, complete knowledge and perfect liberty and justice. A public is a “pattern of action 

that is evoked, not commanded,” writes Everett. “Otherwise the participants would lack that essential equality 

requiring them to affect each other through words and persuasion.” The Kingdom of God is that perfect public 

in which the love of God draws but does not compel persons into perfect harmony of will and purpose. ..The 

task of the church [is] to pioneer those institutions and practices that the wider society has not learned as forms 

of justice. (At times it is also possible that the church can learn from society more just ways of forming life.) 

The church therefore, must act as a paradigmatic community in the hope of providing some indication of what 

the world can be but is not. The church does not have a social ethic, but rather is a social ethic. That is she is a 

social ethic inasmuch as she functions as a criteriological institution-that is, an institution that has learned to 

embody the form of truth that is charity as revealed in the person and work of Christ. [Viegon Gurion Incarnate 

Love P. 66 & 69] 

Just as civic group may write up a formal petition and sent it to the government, so too the Church comes 

together as an assembly of people to raise up our common prayer to God. One (large) aspect of worship is this 

common prayer. Worship is not entertainment or a spectator sport, it is the work of the people; and our work is 

to pray. We gather together to pray as the Body of Christ. 

3.3.3.1.2.1.2. Individual Prayer 

As an individual, the formal prayers of the church offer a good place to start, particularly the morning (Matins) 

and evening prayers (Vespers) and the prayers before meals or communion. The "Book of Needs" is also helpful 

when I want to particularly pray for someone sick or traveling. With guidance from a spiritual advisor, these 

prayers may be shortened (or lengthened), to meet ones maturity, time and need. I frequently expand the 

petitions with my personal list of people and things I remember. 
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These more formal prayers are a starting point to which I add spontaneous prayers throughout the day. These 

additional prayers may be as simple as mentally saying "Lord have mercy" when in a conversation I hear 

someone's concern, or it may be a long conversation with God. 

We are to grow into continuous praying. I remember a dear monk I know once being asked what it means to 

pray constantly, and he replied, "When I go to the mail box I say 'God, I am going to get the mail now', and 

when I weed the garden I say, 'God, I am going out to weed the garden'". 

3.3.3.1.2.1.3. Jesus Prayer 

The Jesus prayer is a special prayer with a long tradition in the Orthodox Church20. It is a simple prayer: "Lord 

Jesus Christ, Thou Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner", or even simplified to "Lord Have Mercy". This 

prayer may be practiced repeatedly, with the goal that it becomes a part of our subconscious, we 'pray without 

ceasing'. This is not a 'mantra' by which we empty the mind, and even less a magical formula; but a prayer to 

focus our attention on what is most important. The prayer can be said by itself, or is repeated, using a prayer 

rope to track the number of repetitions. Recognizing that we are a 'somatic spiritual being', some disciplines 

associate the repetition of the prayer with breathing (but this should be undertaken only with guidance from a 

trained spiritual advisor). 

3.3.3.1.2.2. Categories of Prayer 

In our selfishness, we often naively think of prayer as our requests to God. Liturgically we have a much more 

balanced prayer diet, categorized into three types: 

3.3.3.1.2.2.1. Praise and Adoration 

These prayers recognize God for who He is. With these prayers we join the angels who continuously praise 

God. 

3.3.3.1.2.2.2. Thanks 

This is our 'Eucharistic' activity, thanking God for who He is and what He has done. 

The 'akathist' services are long prayers of thanks to God. 

3.3.3.1.2.2.3. Petition and Intercessions 

These prayers are asking God to help us and to help others. The 'litany' prayers scattered throughout the services 

fall into this category. 

Our intercessions do not start off with our needs, but begin with first remembering the nature of God, and why 

we are confident to bring our needs before him. "O Lord, You who traveled with Moses and the Israelites ..., 

watch over us as we travel ...". 

Paralleling the akathist service, sometimes a whole service ('paraclesis') is devoted to petitioning God. 

3.3.3.1.3. Fasting 

Fast: [Matthew 9:15, 17:21 St. Mark 9:29] 

A primary goal of fasting is to learning to be hungry. It is only when we say 'NO' to our desires, that we begin to 

find out how strong they are, and what really motivates us. Do I really want a pepperoni pizza right now, 

because it is the only thing that meets my nutritional needs, or is it a satisfaction of my craving? Learning to fast 

is learning to fight physical comfort and self indulgence. In our modern culture, where most of us have easy 

access to tofu, soy burgers and vegetarian restaurants, it is hard to excuse ourselves from fasting on the claim 

that it is not healthy. 

I will admit that some of the fasting traditions do not make sense in the context of modern times (you cannot 

have olive oil, but you can eat olives). Even when they seem arbitrary and irrational, there is value in following 

the traditional rules as an obedient to the Church, and as a unity with the past. The traditions are not laws, as 

there have been variations in tradition in different places (historically, in Alaska, they did not abstain from meat, 

                                                             
20For a good understanding, read The Way of the Pilgrim 
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because for some it was almost the sole source of nutrition). Fasting should always be done under the guidance 

of a spiritual advisor, who can understand our individual medical and health issues, and keep us from overdoing 

it (either in indulgence or self-destruction). The primary tradition has been to learn moderation, stopping before 

I feel full and satisfied. 

Besides the struggle with passions, fasting has also been considered a return to the state of Eden (eating of the 

fruits of the earth). There is also the thinking that certain foods 'weigh us down', making it harder to pray. 

Obedience in fasting is two-sided, it also implies that we should be willing to break the fast and celebrate the 

feasts. It can equally be spiritual pride to not enjoy a post-Paschal banquet. 

3.3.3.1.4. Martyrdom 

The Church holds martyrs in a special and high regard, recognizing how difficult it is to deny one's own life. 

Martyrdom is not a rejection of life, but an affirmation of something greater than this current life. "...fear not 

him who has the power...." ([Matt 10:28]). To not accept martyrdom, when it is inevitable, is a denial of the 

Christian faith; to fear death is equated with a denial of the resurrection. 

Martyrdom is not however, always the best path for an individual. Origen sought to follow his father in 

martyrdom, but his practical-minded mother hid all of his clothes, and Origen was to embarrassed too run naked 

into the streets. Athanasius too, when he was bishop of Alexandria took the advice of his congregation and fled 

persecution21. 

3.3.3.2. The Church 

The Church is the Body of Christ. We cannot separate Christ from the body. Through the Eucharist we consume 

Christ, and make Him a part of ourselves, mystically united in one being. We cannot have Christ without the 

Church, any more than we can have His body and blood without the bread and wine. The Church is our assured 

means of salvation, for Christ is our salvation and the Church is Christ22. 

When we use the word "Church" we need to distinguish three separate meanings; 

1) The Church (usually spelled with a capital C), is the bride of Christ, the object of faith confessed in the 

Nicene creed. This is the mystical reality of those in communion with God, through Christ, in the Holy Spirit. It 

always exists in human form in actual communities where the gospel is rightly proclaimed, the mysteries rightly 

celebrated, and God is worshiped in proper form and order. 

2) The church as a particular institution, or gathering of people; the 'local' church. 

3) The church (usually spelled with a lower case c), as the sinful, factional organizations. 

There are other understandings, which are not used by Orthodox: 

The church as a transcendent reality, in some way existing in various assemblies of faith; that is only to be 

manifest at the end of time with the return of Christ. 

3.3.3.2.1. Purpose of the Church 

Saint John Chrysostom uses the parable of the Good Samaritan, who brings the injured traveler to the inn for 

healing, as an analogy of Christ bringing wounded humanity to the church for healing. Father Maximos 

[43]would go so far as to say that the only purpose of the Church is to provide tangible spiritual therapeutic 

healing. The Church exists to prepare us for the ultimate experience we must all face: coming into the presence 

of God (either in this life, or at physical death). 

The Church has little to do with religion. It does not exist to: 

                                                             
21This however was not out of cowardice. The story goes that he as he fled down the Nile in a boat, his pursuers were overtaking him. When 
his boat rounded a bend, and was out of sight, he had everyone rearrange the cargo on deck, turn the ship around, and set sail up river. As his 

pursuers rowed past, they asked if anyone had seen Athanasius. Athanasius is reported to have yelled back, "He is not far from you". To 

which encouragement they rowed even harder (and further) from Athanasius. 
22I am hedging my bet here by not saying "Christ is Church". Christ is more than the church, and Orthodoxy is cautious to say, "We know 

that the Church is the true path of salvation, what Christ does outside the Church we cannot judge" 
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•  

Make people pious and well-behaved 

•  

By various rituals, appease a wrathful God whom we have offended 

•  

A place to teach religious philosophy and meditation 

The church's ministries may include hospitals for physical and mental health as well as charities such as soup 

kitchens or adoption agencies, but while these are necessary manifestations of the presence of the Kingdom, 

they are secondary. Everyone will eventually die, no matter how excellent the medical treatment they receive; 

but the healing of the soul has eternal consequences. We are not here to do good deeds or talk about God (in the 

abstract), we are here to heal the separation from God. 

3.3.3.2.2. Church and Worship 

Of the beliefs and practices whether generally accepted or publicly enjoined which are 

preserved in the Church some we possess derived from written teaching; others we have 

received delivered to us "in a mystery" by the tradition of the apostles; and both of these in 

relation to true religion have the same force. And these no one will gainsay; — no one, at all 

events, who is even moderately versed in the institutions of the Church. For were we to 

attempt to reject such customs as have no written authority, on the ground that the importance 

they possess is small, we should unintentionally injure the Gospel in its very vitals; or, rather, 

should make our public definition a mere phrase and nothing more. For instance, to take the 

first and most general example, who is thence who has taught us in writing to sign with the 

sign of the cross those who have trusted in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ? What writing 

has taught us to turn to the East at the prayer? Which of the saints has left us in writing the 

words of the invocation at the displaying of the bread of the Eucharist and the cup of blessing? 

For we are not, as is well known, content with what the apostle or the Gospel has recorded, 

but both in preface and conclusion we add other words as being of great importance to the 

validity of the ministry, and these we derive from unwritten teaching. Moreover we bless the 

water of baptism and the oil of the chrism, and besides this the catechumen who is being 

baptized. On what written authority do we do this? Is not our authority silent and mystical 

tradition? Nay, by what written word is the anointing of oil itself taught? And whence comes 

the custom of baptizing thrice [i.e., by triple immersion]? And as to the other customs of 

baptism from what Scripture do we derive the renunciation of Satan and his angels? Does not 

this come from that unpublished and secret teaching which our fathers guarded in a silence out 

of the reach of curious meddling and inquisitive investigation? Well had they learnt the lesson 

that the awful dignity of the mysteries is best preserved by silence. What the uninitiated are 

not even allowed: to look at was hardly likely to be publicly paraded about in written 

documents. What was the meaning of the mighty Moses in not making all the parts of the 

tabernacle open to every one? The profane he stationed without the sacred barriers; the first 

courts he conceded to the purer; the Levites alone he judged worthy of being servants of the 

Deity; sacrifices and burnt offerings and the rest of the priestly functions he allotted to the 

priests; one chosen out of all he admitted to the shrine, and even this one not always but on 

only one day in the year, and of this one day a time was fixed for his entry so that he might 

gaze on the Holy of Holies amazed at the strangeness and novelty of the sight. 

Moses was wise enough to know that contempt stretches to the trite and to the obvious, while 

a keen interest is naturally associated with the unusual and the unfamiliar. In the same manner 

the Apostles and Fathers who laid down laws for the Church from the beginning thus guarded 

the awful dignity of the mysteries in secrecy and silence, for what is bruited abroad random 

among the common folk is no mystery at all. This is the reason for our tradition of unwritten 

precepts and practices, that the knowledge of our dogmas may not become neglected and 

condemned by the multitude through familiarity. "Dogma" and "Kerygma" are two distinct 

things; the former is observed in silence; the latter is proclaimed to all the world. One form of 

this silence is the obscurity employed in Scripture, which makes the meaning of "dogmas" 

difficult to be understood for the very advantage of the reader: Thus we all look to the East at 

our prayers, but few of us know that we are seeking our own old country, Paradise, which God 
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planted in Eden in the East. We pray standing, on the first day of the week, but we do not all 

know the reason. On the day of the resurrection (or "standing again"; Grk. anastasin) we 

remind ourselves of the grace given to us by standing at prayer, not only because we rose with 

Christ, and are bound to "seek those things which are above," but because the day seems to us 

to be in some sense an image of the age which we expect, wherefore, though it is the 

beginning of days, it is not called by Moses first, but one. For he says "There was evening, 

and there was morning, one day," as though the same day often recurred. Now "one and 

"eighth" are the same, in itself distinctly indicating that really "one" and "eighth" of which the 

Psalmist makes mention in certain titles of the Psalms, the state which follows after this 

present time, the day which knows no waning or eventide, and no successor, that age which 

endeth not or groweth old. Of necessity, then, the church teaches her own foster children to 

offer their prayers on that day standing, to the end that through continual reminder of the 

endless life we may not neglect to make provision for our removal thither. Moreover all 

Pentecost is a reminder of the resurrection expected in the age to come. For that one and first 

day, if seven times multiplied by seven, completes the seven weeks of the holy Pentecost; for, 

beginning at the first, Pentecost ends with the same, making fifty revolutions through the like 

intervening days. And so it is a likeness of eternity, beginning as it does and ending, as in a 

circling course, at the same point. On this day the rules of the church have educated us to 

prefer the upright attitude of prayer, for by their plain reminder they, as it were, make our 

mind to dwell no longer in the present but in the future. Moreover every time we fall upon our 

knees and rise from off them we shew by the very deed that by our sin we fell down to earth, 

and by the loving kindness of our Creator were called back to heaven. 

Time will fail me if I attempt to recount the unwritten mysteries of the Church. Of the rest I 

say nothing; but of the very confession of our faith in Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, what is the 

written source? If it be granted that, as we are baptized, so also under the obligation to believe, 

we make our confession in like terms as our baptism, in accordance with the tradition of our 

baptism and in conformity with the principles of true religion, let our opponents grant us too 

the right to be as consistent in our ascription of glory as in our confession of faith. If they 

deprecate our doxology on the ground that it lacks written authority, let them give us the 

written evidence for the confession of our faith and the other matters which we have 

enumerated. While the unwritten traditions are so many, and their bearing on "the mystery of 

godliness" is so important, can they refuse to allow us a single word which has come down to 

us from the Fathers; — which we found, derived from untutored custom, abiding in 

unperverted churches; — a word for which the arguments are strong, and which contributes in 

no small degree to the completeness of the force of the mystery? 

[Basil On the Holy Spirit, 66-67] 

3.3.3.2.3. Church and Sacraments 

Sacraments are God's divine energy working through the physical creation (bread, wine, oil, water), in a way 

sacraments are incarnational; the meeting and reception of the divine in and through creation. They are real and 

concrete, and at times messy. 

Sacraments are not magic. We cannot manipulate God like a puppet by twitching sacramental strings. While the 

divine and created are mingled together (but not confused), to some degree they can be separated. For an adult 

to be baptised, but not have faith, is just to get wet. Inversely, God is not constrained by the physical. If water is 

not available for baptism, in an emergency baptism can be performed with sand, or just by lifting an infant into 

the air. Baptism is not an absolute necessity for salvation. However, this is abnormal; like the soul after death, 

which has an existence, but the person is incomplete without their body - it awaits fulfillment in the resurrection. 

Still, sacraments cannot be casually handled, they are not just physical signs pointing to a detached spiritual 

reality. To partake of the eucharist unworthly (though we are always unworthy), is to eat and drink to our harm 

(??). Like the incarnation, sacraments are ultimately a mystery beyond our reason. 

While it may be convenient to talk about the 'seven' sacraments; in reality, Orthodoxy is not limited to seven 

sacraments; in fact, it is more appropriate to understand all of existence as sacramental. In my protestant days, I 

tended to envision the Eucharist and baptism as sacramental pillars standing on the flat plane of reality. I now 

envision reality as a richly convoluted landscape, with several peaks rising above all the others. While not 

defined and regulated by church councils (as are the seven sacraments), there is a sacramental quality to a prayer 

of 'grace' before a meal, or blessing one's children before they go to bed. 
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Sacraments are an experience of God, not a "thing" which is received. The mentality of the Middle Ages, where 

grace could be collected in a 'storehouse of merit', from which it could be bought and sold, is totally foreign to 

the Orthodox mentality. 

3.3.3.2.3.1. Baptism 

St. Cyril of Jerusalem said in his pro-catechesis: Even Simon Magus once came to the Laver: he was baptized, 

but was not enlightened; and though he dipped his body in water, he enlightened not his heart with the Spirit: his 

body went down and came up, but his soul was not buried with Christ, nor raised with Him. [19] 

".. the ransoming of captives, the forgiving of their debts, the regeneration of the soul, the bright garment, the 

unassailable seal, the chariot to the heavens, the cause of the Kingdom, the gift of adoption:" - [Basil] 

What we receive in baptism is not some ordinary, common-place gift, but of becoming an entirely new creature 

and of acquiring every kind of spiritual blessing and virtue, through the life of divine grace which we receive. In 

our natural state we are weak creatures, fickle and changeable, subject to pain and distress, and continually 

falling back into the nothingness from which we came. By the gift of God we are going to become immortal, 

incorrupt, unchangeable, immune to suffering. From slaves we shall be changed to free men and women, from 

enemies of God into friends, from outsiders into sons and daughters... Death will not reign over us any more; 

rather we ourselves shall reign in a new life, not as slaves of sin, but as servants of holiness, no longer in Satan's 

employment but at home with Jesus Christ and His Father forever and ever. - [Theodore of Mopsuestia] 

"Do you have an infant? Do not give time for harm to increase. Let him be sanctified in infancy, and from youth 

dedicated to the Spirit. Do you fear the seal because of the weakness of nature, as someone faint-hearted and 

small in faith? But Anna even before giving birth promised Samuel to God, and after his birth she quickly 

dedicated him and raised him for the sacred garment, without fearing human weakness, but believing in God." - 

[Gregory the Theologian] 

Baptism is a putting on of a new human nature, it is an ontological event: dying to the old man, and a birth into a 

new nature that is oriented toward God. It is an actual participation in the death and resurrection of Christ, and 

the entry into his life. It is the overcoming of the Fall, that makes unity with God again possible. 

The service of baptism in the Orthodox Church consists of four separate actions: 

•  

Exorcism 

•  

Baptism proper 

•  

Chrismation 

•  

Communion 

The relationship of faith and baptism is a mystery, around which you will find a wide diversity of practice and 

opinion. Within the Church there are those who accept converts into Orthodoxy without repeating their baptism, 

and those who insist on baptism as the rite of entry. In emergencies, even lay people can baptize a person (with 

sand or the air). Athanasius in his youth was 'playing church' one day with some pagan friends, and baptized a 

boy in the name of the Trinity. The bishop saw this, and questioned Athanasius and his friend, and declared it a 

proper conversion and baptism. Pastoral discretion allows a lot of room on this topic, so I have to be careful in 

what I say. Cyril of Jerusalem makes it clear that baptism is not magic, and it not a substitution for a personal 

relationship with Jesus Christ. A person may be grafted onto the vine of Christ, and still be a weak or dead 

branch ([John 15]). At the risk of going out on a limb, a person who is baptized and does not live out the faith 

may be in more spiritual peril than one who has not been baptized ([Luke 11:24-26]). On the other hand, it is not 

an empty ceremony, it is a sacrament through which the grace of God is received. It is not a substitution for 

faith, but it is an outworking of faith. 

Orthodox are comfortable with infant baptism. An infant cannot make a rational decision for Christ 
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3.3.3.2.3.2. Confession 

Behold, my child, Christ standeth here invisibly and receiveth your confession. Therefore be not ashamed or 

afraid; conceal nothing from me, but tell me without hesitation everything that you have done, and so you shall 

have pardon from Our Lord Jesus Christ. See, His holy icon is before us and I am but a witness, bearing 

testimony before Him of all the things which you have said to me. But if you conceal anything from me, you 

shall have the greater sin. Take heed, therefore, lest having come to a physician you depart unhealed. - [words at 

confession] ...Whose soever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them;" [John 20:21, Matt 16:19, Matt 18:17-

18] "It behooves those who have received from God the power to loose and bind, to consider the quality of the 

sin and the readiness of the sinner for conversion, to apply medicine suitable for the disease, lest if he is 

injudicious in each of these respects he should fail in regard to the healing of the sick man. For the disease of sin 

is not simple, but various and multiform, and it germinates many mischievous offshoots, for which much evil is 

diffused, and it proceeds further until it is checked by the power of the physician." [Sixth Ecumenical Council] 

Confession is an honest acknowledgement of the gap between where I find myself to be spiritually, and where I 

ought to be. We are denying those parts of our nature that are not our real identity (remnants of the fallen nature: 

pride, vanity and the fear of death). It is judging ourselves so that we will not be judged (at the temporal 

judgment). 

3.3.3.2.3.3. Ordination 

We primarily think of ordination in the context of bishops and priests, but it also applies to deacons and a 

diversity of minor ranks such as readers, cantors and bell-ringers. With bishops and priests, ordination 

incarnates the Icon of Christ's Priesthood. It sets aside a person to proclaim Christ through the sacraments. 

Bishops and priests are respected as being the presence of Christ, as a living icon, analogous to the respect given 

to painted icons. 

At the risk of offending some ordained clergy, I might say that ordination is primarily for the good of the 

congregation, and secondarily for the sanctity of the person ordained. The grace of God given in ordination is 

what assures the sacraments, not the person. Ordination assures us that we have the presence of the sacraments, 

regardless of the worthiness of the person performing them. The Donatist controversy (311 AD) centered around 

this issue. At the time of Diocletian's persecutions of the Church, there were clergy who made compromises to 

avoid persecution. A churchman by the name of Donatist wanted to expel the bishop of Carthage for 

questionable behavior, considering his sacraments invalid, because he considered the bishop morally inadequate. 

The resolution focused on the sacraments being valid due to ordination, irrespective of the individual's behavior. 

Those whose lives complement their ordination are incredibly gifted and loved (clergy such as John of 

Kronstadt, Nicholas, Athanasius or Chrysostom). 

3.3.3.2.3.4. Anointing 

But beware of supposing this to be plain ointment. For as the Bread of the Eucharist, after the invocation of the 

Holy Ghost, is mere bread no longer, but the Body of Christ, so also this holy ointment is no more simple 

ointment, nor (so to say) common, after invocation, but it is Christ’s gift of grace, and, by the advent of the Holy 

Ghost, is made fit to impart His Divine Nature. Which ointment is symbolically applied to thy forehead and thy 

other senses; and while thy body is anointed with the visible ointment, thy soul is sanctified by the Holy and 

life-giving Spirit.... - [Catechetical Lectures of St. Cyril of Jerusalem] 

Orthodoxy does not have a 'last rite' for the dying, but frequently performs blessing with oil or water. Anointing 

is a sign of God's aid to help and comfort a person, or a sign that a person (or thing) is being set aside for special 

use. Priests, bishops and kings are anointed with oil at their consecration; as well as all people as a part of their 

baptism. Holy water is used to consecrate churches, as well as to bless homes, boats, people and animals. 

3.3.3.2.3.5. Matrimony 

Throughout history, civil marriages and church marriages have been combined and confused. The state has an 

interest in marriage as a means to track legal inheritances and property rights, and the production and upbringing 

of good citizens. While the Church is concerned about the welfare of the state, the Church has a different 

interest in marriage. In the Church, marriage is an icon of the relationship between Christ and the Church. In 

marriage, a couple is committing their relationship to be lived out as such an icon. 
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In the Orthodox wedding service, the bride and groom are crowned; these are crowns of royalty indicating the 

couple represent Adam and Eve with dominion over creation, as well as crowns of martyrdom indicating the 

struggle of living together and serving each other. 

Absent from Orthodoxy is any notion that the grace of marriage is given to compensate or overcome the innate 

sinfulness of the procreation process (sex). Marriage is fundamentally good. The icon of Joachim and Anna (the 

parents of Mary the Theotokos) embracing in their bedchamber is frequently given as a gift to new couples. 

Marriage is not a higher or lower calling than celibacy (monasticism). 

Marriage is a calling to express the love of God primarily in one particular, specific context. 

3.3.3.2.3.6. Orders - Monasticism 

As stated above, monasticism is the sure path of radical detachment. Monastic detachment means the giving up 

of all specific relationships. Where marriage is a specific love, monasticism focuses on an unspecific (or 

universal) love for all people and creation. For this reason, most monasteries see hospitality (welcoming visitors 

and pilgrims) as one of their primary responsibilities. 

In the history of Orthodoxy, there have been three categories of monastics: 

•  

Ermitic - hermitic or solitary life 

•  

Anchorite (Lavra) - separate cells, but common worship 

•  

Cenobitic - community living 

Unlike the Roman church, Orthodox do not have separate "orders" (a group of monasteries following a common 

rule), are never cloistered (cutting themselves off from society) and rarely have vocations (teaching, medicine, 

etc.). 

3.3.3.2.3.7. Eucharist 

“...[the heterodox] abstain from the Eucharist and from prayer, because they do not confess that the Eucharist is 

the flesh of our Saviour Jesus Christ, flesh which suffered for our sins and which the Father, in his goodness, 

raised up again." -[ Igantius of Antioch[44] ] The past is now Food of the Kingdom "For as often as ye eat this 

bread, and drink this cup, ye do shew the Lord’s death till he come" ([1 Cor. 11:26]). "For the souls of the pious 

dead, do not depart from the Church, which is the Kingdom of Christ. This is why, on the altar of the Lord, their 

memorial is performed in the offering of the Body of Chirst..Why should this be done if not because the faithful 

even after death remain members of it [the Church]” - [Augustine ] 

3.3.3.2.4. Church Governance 

In my more cynical times, I really appreciate the bumper sticker that reads: “I don’t believe in organized 

religion: I am Orthodox”. 

The issue of ordination and ministry was one of the problems that got me questioning my Presbyterian 

background. My education had told me that only men could be ordained as ‘teaching elders’ or ‘ruling elders’ 

(the deaconate was open to question). In theory a church could exist of only men, a church could not exist with 

just women. The focus was on functionality: teaching, administration and counseling. A minister was one who 

had been "trained and ordained". While Biblically and historically I could see the argument for a male 

priesthood, practically it did not make sense, when I knew women who were better scholars, organizers and 

counselors than many pastors. If the position (“job”) of pastor defined in functional terms, then why not hire the 

most functional person regardless of gender? 

The Orthodox position blew me away. Nobody claimed their priest was functional (bad pun intended). While we 

expect the parish priest to conduct the liturgy, teach, administer and counsel; other than the liturgy, none of this 

is required. Through out history, lay people (including women) have been held up as examples better than the 

clergy. St. Basil stated that his sister Macrina was a better theologian than himself. St. Nina is called “equal to 

the Apostles” for her missionary work to Georgia. Second to Christ, the main person focused upon in worship is 
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not the priest but a woman – Mary the Theotokos. Technically (with a blessing) lay people can preach the 

sermon. In Europe, it was not uncommon for people to go to monasteries, to seek spiritual advise from monks 

and nuns, who then sent a person to a priest for “sacramental confession”. 

From a minimalist, cynical perspective, as long as the priest is competent to perform the liturgy, nothing else is 

required of them. There were times in Russia (and other countries) where anyone literate enough to read the 

liturgy books was hired and ordained for services in small village churches. Often this was a prized, cash paying 

job that required little manual work and few qualifications. 

This difference is because the liturgical role of priest (or more properly the Bishop) is to be the living icon of 

Christ as Priest. His presence, in the midst of the worshiping congregation, points to and realizes the presence of 

Christ as the head of the body. The focus is on what he ‘is’ rather than what he ‘does’. The canons of the church 

do not permit a priest to serve the liturgy without others present – the head cannot exist without the body, and it 

is only together that we make up the whole body of Christ. Done well, the priesthood is an incredible position. 

No one else is allowed to enter the Kingdom (at the altar) and make Christ present. In their sermons, they can 

make Christ become the “Living Word”. 

The Orthodox understanding of church governance is directly tied to the understanding of the priesthood23. 

While the theology is fairly simple and clear, the practice is often confusing and contradictory. I will not get into 

all the Biblical passages on “bishop”, “presbyter” and “deacon”. I assume you know this well enough, and it is 

the framework of interpretation, rather than the individual passages that causes the debate. 

3.3.3.2.4.1. A Brief History 

The present Orthodox hierarchy of bishops and priests is not directly Biblical or of the oldest history (though we 

don’t consider this a problem). In my reading of Scripture, I see only two offices described, that of bishop and 

deacon. The assumption of Scripture was that each city had one church and one bishop, and this was how the 

early church was structured (“Where the bishop is, there is the Church” - Ignatius of Antioch). Scripture here is 

descriptive of the times, not prescriptive. It was in post-Biblical times that things got complicated. As cities 

grew larger, and the church grew, it became difficult for everyone to gather in a single location. There was a 

time when large cities had many churches, the bishop in one church would perform the Eucharist, then send out 

his assistants with the consecrated bread and wine to commune those in the other churches. 

The next step was to empower (ordain) these assistants (priests) to be stand-in representatives of the bishop at 

the local church, and perform the Eucharist themselves. Even now, the bishop is regarded as the head of the 

church, the priest is his local representative (not an autonomous authority). 

The final change was the consolidation of authority by the bishops in the central cities. When a bishop in a main 

city had clergy caring for larger congregations than a bishop in a small town, it became easier for the centralized 

bishop to assign priests for the region, and have the remote bishop under him (as an assistant bishop or diocesan 

bishop). 

With a single Emperor of the Roman Empire (in Constantinople), who reigned as the icon of Christ the King, it 

was natural to balance and centralize the counterpart icon of Christ the Priest, hence (for good or bad), the 

historical prominence of the Ecumenical Patriarch (Constantinople), or later the bishop of Rome. 

That (and some other historical events) provide the background for how we have the current jurisdictional mess 

in the United States. In St. Louis, Missouri (where I live), there are at least five bishops with responsibility for 

churches in the area. Some of these bishops are in central Europe and the mid-East, where the congregations of 

their entire country are smaller than the congregations of one large city here (a city which he may have never 

visited). Even John Chrysostom had his cynical moments, in which he is attributed the quote: “The road to hell 

is paved with bishops”. Bishops are subject to the Fall, just as the rest of us, and while they are the icons of 

Christ, we recognize they have struggles with their egos, and we don’t demand their perfection. Their failures 

are our failure to properly pray for them. Hopefully, one of these days, somebody in the ecclesial poker game 

will blink, and there will be a Metropolitan of the United States (or North America), and one bishop for each 

region. In the meantime, we have the sacraments, and it does not stop God from working in our lives. The 

“problems” can be seen as the “grist” which God has given us to struggle with for our salvation (“all things 

work for good…”). Besides, there are some bishops around who are real spiritual jewels. 

                                                             
23My thinking on the subject has been strongly biased Fr. Alexander Schmemann’s writing 

(http://www.schmemann.org/byhim/clergyandlaityinthechurch.html), along with John Chrysostom (On the Priesthood), and Ignatious of 

Antioch. 
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Practical variations: In practical terms, the parish priest serves in the (old) role of a bishop – being the priestly 

icon of Christ, the head of the body in the worshiping church. Depending on the bishop, they may have a lot of 

autonomy. Like many things in the church, the priesthood is a type of the incarnation, where deity (Christ) is 

revealed through humanity. 

3.3.3.2.4.2. Types of Organization 

While the theological issues about Christ’s incarnation were settled by the early councils, the practice of these 

heresies is alive and well in many churches today. An icon is incarnational, two natures: human (creation) and 

divine, in one person (object). Just as a marriage (which is an icon of Christ and the Church) requires the 

cooperation of both parties to properly function as an icon, so too must both parts of the church (head and body) 

be working correctly for the church to properly icon Christ. And, just as there are many variations in good 

marriages, depending upon the gifts of the individuals, so there can be a diversity in church styles. The failure to 

respect all parts leads to one of two polar ‘heresies’: 

•  

Clericalism (“Father Knows Best”) 

The priest focuses upon the divinity of his role to the exclusion of his humanity, and the exclusion of the 

divinity of “his” congregation. 

•  

Congregationalism 

The congregation considers the priest a hired employee of the parish to perform religious rites, and otherwise 

lets the laity run the church. There is no divinity present. 

Often, these two extremes exist at the same time in the same congregation (with full pyrotechnic displays at 

parish meetings). 

3.3.3.2.4.2.1. Clericalism 

Clericalism tends to be accompanied by a big ego (as do all errors). The priest sees himself as a special person, 

either due to a seminary education, or by virtue of the chrism of ordination. By virtue of his office, he is the 

authority in the church, and the only one capable of making correct decisions in all matters. No one else is 

endowed with divinity and spirituality like him. He admits no errors, and apologizes to none. Being an icon is 

dangerous. It is easy to believe that the reverence (kissing of the hand, etc.) paid to an icon is given to the 

person, rather than Christ. 

Without a careful watch over their own humility and spirituality, bishops are open to spiritual destruction. As in 

business, there are those who think they should be highly paid CEOs, scamming the place for the enjoyment of 

their perks. This problem is not exclusive to Orthodoxy. 

3.3.3.2.4.2.2. Congregationalism 

I have never been a part of an officially congregational church, so it is hard for me to make many comments. 

The Orthodox expression of this error tends to see everyone as equal ("We are in America now, this is a 

democracy"), or whoever has the most money has influence. The church is a cultural (ethnic) social club, in 

which we preserve a few quaint religious customs. For the proper performance of these rituals, we hire a priest. I 

envision this other extreme as being more humanistic, ethical behavior replaces spirituality, and the presence of 

God is not seen in the priest, nor in each other. 

Many times these extremes are set up by mutual agreement (though not consciously or overtly). Clericalism 

allows the congregation to blame the priest for any and all failures, and avoid responsibility, whether of the 

parish, or one’s own lack of spiritual development. Congregationalism can permit a priest to ‘play victim’ and 

avoid their responsibilities. Either way, it ends up being a ‘dance of the Devil’, when both sides are fighting 

each other in anger, and all have lost love. No matter the outcome, only Satan wins. Both extremes, fully divine 

and fully human, can (and must) be affirmed, but only if both sides (head and body) are equally represented, and 

all is performed in humility and love. 

3.3.3.2.5. The Pattern Extended 
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All of life is our worship of God, so nothing is outside of the legitimate domain of pastoral care. I love some of 

the old prayer books that include not only house blessings and services for birth, baptism, marriage and death, 

but also blessings for bee hives, wells, livestock and locomotives. Inversely, almost all (non-liturgical) functions 

of the church can be carried out by laity, leaving little which the priest absolutely must perform. 

The iconographic role of the priesthood is not just theory of ecclesiastical organization, it is iconic because it 

connects us with the Kingdom. This paradigm of the church is both a reflection of the kingdom, and an actual 

participation in it. We see and understand the kingdom through living out the paradigm. It defines the 

framework of how we work out our salvation. It is a concrete framework for how we see Christ, and relate to 

him (through each other). While the priest is the icon of Christ within the context of the priestly role in the 

church, we are all called upon to see the image of God in each other (to be little icons). The priest is present to 

minister to the congregation, to give his life for the flock, so that the congregation can minister to the world. 

The priesthood of Christ is the foundation for the iconic priesthood of the church. In Christ, there are images of 

the Old Testament priests offering sacrifices in the Temple, however, the image is older and deeper. Christ 

follows the priesthood of Melchizadec, not of Levi. The roots of the image go clear back to Adam, who was 

called to lift up all creation in an offering of thanks to God. 

Because of this deeper image, there is an aspect in which we are all part of a royal priesthood, the “priesthood of 

all believers” received through chrismation at he time of baptism. Our restoration in Christ is a restoration to 

resume the priesthood Adam failed to maintain. In the full service of Orthodox baptism, after the baptism 

proper, is a chrismation – an anointing with oil, which is both a seal of the Holy Spirit, and an anointing to 

minister. As Fr. Alexander Schmemann stated it, “Christ is the Eucharist of the Church, and the Church is the 

Eucharist of the World”. We are all called to minister to the salvation of the world. 

The pattern is also replicated in other areas of life. In Orthodoxy, the home is considered a ‘small church’, with 

an icon corner as a ‘family altar’. Like Abraham in the Old Testament, the husband/father is the priest of the 

family, responsible for family prayers and spiritual development. The image is fixed, but the expression can 

vary due to individual gifts. While the husband is the priest, the wife can still get the family organized, or lead 

the prayers. The children also pray, light candles and incense, or ring bells. 

The iconic pattern works in all dimensions, what we learn about love in one area of our life is reflected in all. 
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Chapter 7. Future 

The reign of Death has been overthrown, and the Kingdom of God has been made manifest; yet other than in the 

lives of some saints, we do not yet clearly see the complete fulfillment. We still await heaven, the New Creation, 

the New Jerusalem; the "eighth day of creation" when Death and corruption cease to exist. Between here and 

there we will face the judgments. Beyond these few words, it is dangerous to speculate on the future. I think that 

is why there are so many metaphors and paradigms used to try and explain this future - it is like a seed, a 

banquet, a new Jerusalem, .... 

1. Prelude - A Range of Tolerance 

1.1. A Need for Caution 

What we have not experienced, we cannot know or explain with certainty. 

We are talking about the future, something that none of us (including the Church Fathers) have yet to 

experience. Therefore we must be careful, as most of this is speculation. The broad issues are not up for debate, 

but the details are open to a range of interpretation. 

Because we are talking the future here, Orthodox theology treads lightly. Theology is an attempt to explain 

experience, not speculation and philosophical conjecture. Our only access to the future is through revelatory 

visions, and the short distance some have traveled into it. It is easier to say what it is not, than what it is. It is not 

metaphor and simile, or an ethereal spiritualization. We are physical creatures, and while we will be resurrected 

in a form unlike what we currently understand, we will still be physical creatures. (..unless a grain of wheat... 

[John 12:24]) We should expect a solid heaven which we can touch, and the flames of hell should register a 

temperature. On the other hand, the physical descriptions are attempts to explain the incomprehensible “as if” it 

were our current existence. In an age where astronomers talk of “dark matter,” time warps and multi-

dimensional space; we should not be quick to reduce heaven and hell to cartoon stereotypes of eternally floating 

on clouds playing golden harps, or torments at the hands of pitchfork wielding demons. 

1.1.1. What We Can Know 

And death and hell were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death. ([Rev 20:14]) 

The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death. ([1Co 15:26]) 

God granted this great benefit to man: that he not abide in sin unto eternity." [Theophilus of Antioch To 

Autolycus 2.26] 

One of the strongest messages if the future is the certainty of the end of death and sin. The hope that we find 

almost all good movies want to give us, that "good" will triumph over "evil" and "They will live happily ever 

after" finds its ultimate fulfillment in the future promised to us by God. 

1.1.2. What We Do Not Understand 

Trying to understand the future is like trying to understand the appearances of Christ after the resurrection - he 

could eat and be touched ([Luke 24:36-43]), yet he (and his clothes) could appear from nowhere ([Luke 24:36]) 

pass through solid walls([John 20:19]), and rise up into the clouds([Acts 1:9]); he was recognized and observed 

by Thomas to have visible wounds ([John 20:27]), but the disciples on the road to Emmaeus did not recognize 

him ([Luke 24:16]), or see anything odd about his appearance. Paul rightfully considers this a mystery, related 

to our current state, but transformed ([I Cor 15:35-50]) 

I believe that what the future holds is not just beyond what we imagine, but it is beyond what we are able to 

imagine. All language about the future is metaphor, whether describing the heavenly streets of gold ([Rev 

21:18-21]) or the worms and flames of hell ([Mark 9:44-48]). There are two dangers here, one is to take these 

passages too literally, and see heaven and the new earth as a materialistic reward (given for denying materialism 

in this life), and the other is to make it too spiritual, so as to deny the physical quality of eternal flames that burn 

without consuming. 
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Both extremes tend to come about by missing the proper focus. They both distract from the relationship to 

Christ. If heaven is being in the presence of Christ, and He (and the full body of Christ) is my ultimate joy, is the 

pavement under my feet that significant? I suspect we shall be closer to young lovers, oblivious to their 

surroundings, than a gemologist on holiday. For those who do not share the nature of Christ, it is likely that the 

torment of God's loving presence will be much more anguish than the dislike of the accommodations. 

And the building of the wall of it was of jasper: and the city was pure gold, like unto clear glass. And the 

foundations of the wall of the city were garnished with all manner of precious stones. The first foundation was 

jasper; the second, sapphire; the third, a chalcedony; the fourth, an emerald; The fifth, sardonyx; the sixth, 

sardius; the seventh, chrysolite; the eighth, beryl; the ninth, a topaz; the tenth, a chrysoprasus; the eleventh, a 

jacinth; the twelfth, an amethyst. And the twelve gates were twelve pearls; every several gate was of one pearl: 

and the street of the city was pure gold, as it were transparent glass. ([Rev 21:18-21]) 

[Mar 9:44] Where their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched. 

But some man will say, How are the dead raised up? And with what body do they come? Thou fool, that which 

thou sowest is not quickened, except it die: And that which thou sowest, thou sowest not that body that shall be, 

but bare grain, it may chance of wheat, or of some other grain: But God giveth it a body as it hath pleased him, 

and to every seed his own body. All flesh is not the same flesh: but there is one kind of flesh of men, another 

flesh of beasts, another of fishes, and another of birds. There are also celestial bodies, and bodies terrestrial: but 

the glory of the celestial is one, and the glory of the terrestrial is another. There is one glory of the sun, and 

another glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars: for one star differeth from another star in glory. So 

also is the resurrection of the dead. It is sown in corruption; it is raised in incorruption: It is sown in dishonour; 

it is raised in glory: it is sown in weakness; it is raised in power: It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual 

body. There is a natural body, and there is a spiritual body. And so it is written, The first man Adam was made a 

living soul; the last Adam was made a quickening spirit. Howbeit that was not first which is spiritual, but that 

which is natural; and afterward that which is spiritual. The first man is of the earth, earthy: the second man is the 

Lord from heaven. As is the earthy, such are they also that are earthy: and as is the heavenly, such are they also 

that are heavenly. And as we have borne the image of the earthy, we shall also bear the image of the heavenly. 

Now this I say, brethren, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God; neither doth corruption inherit 

incorruption. ([1Co 15:1-50]) 

1.1.3. Preparing for the End Times 

The Orthodox Church has a mentality of "here but not yet" when it comes to the End Times. On the one hand 

we need to always consider ourselves as living in the end times, on the other, it may be in the far off future. 

Martin Luther, once when he was working in his garden was questioned about the end times, and replied, "If I 

knew Christ was coming tomorrow, I would still plant my cherry tree today". There is a correct understanding 

here, that if one is properly living their life before God, they are always prepared and ready. There is no special 

need of preparation, and hence no need of anticipation for the last days. 

This is the same thinking as the Fathers who talk about life as always awaiting Death. If we are prepared for our 

own personal "end time", we will always be repenting and striving to be closer to Christ. 

2. Temporal Judgment 

[John 9:39] And Jesus said, For judgment I am come into this world, that they which see not might see; and that 

they which see might be made blind. 

[1 Corinthians 3:11-15] For other foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ. Now if any 

man build upon this foundation gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble; Every man's work shall be 

made manifest: for the day shall declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every man's 

work of what sort it is. If any man's work abide which he hath built thereupon, he shall receive a reward. If any 

man's work shall be burned, he shall suffer loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire. 

And this is the judgment tat the light has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light [John 

3:19] 
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In Orthodox thinking, judgment is not a legalistic decision with an arbiter prescribing consequences and 

punishment; rather, judgment is a voluntary cutting oneself off from the source of Life and Light, from one's 

existential possibility and remain without a real existence, apart from the 'One who Is'. 

Biblically, there are two judgments spoken of, one is a temporal judgment at the time of death, and the second is 

the final judgment, at the final resurrection. While Scripture presents this chronological sequence, the reality 

may (or may not) be more complex. If the future is beyond time, it is hard to be certain that there is a meaning to 

sequences. Bishop Kalistos Ware raises some interesting questions around understanding the nature of time and 

eternity.1 

There are two points to the verses in Corinthians: One is the assumption that the foundation has already been 

laid. Paul is speaking to the Corinthian Church, to those who through baptism are already in Christ. At issue is 

what we have done with our time, whether we have built upon our relationship with Christ, becoming more like 

Him, or have squandered the time. The judgment for all is the same, the burning love of Christ, but the effects 

are totally dependent upon our character. 

Like the final judgment, the very presence of Christ as Truth and Light is the judgment. As Fr. Hopko puts it2, 

the judgment has already taken place, we are now in the presence of Christ and his works. With his coming, this 

judgment is revealed 

The concern is not God, He is loving. The problem centers around the human will, not God's will. God can will 

to be no other than loving; but if I have not yet perfected my will, the presence of God may not be initially 

pleasant. 

2.1. The Toll Houses 

If you don't know what I am talking about here, you had better skip over this section. If you do know what I am 

taking about, you probably don't need to read this. The toll houses are one of the few topics that will cause some 

Orthodox to turn rabid. 

Fr. Seraphim Rose, in writing about the state of the soul after death3, references a vision St. Gregory the Great 

had in a dream. In it, he saw a soul at the temporal judgment, passing through a series of "toll houses" in which 

demons and angels contest over what sins still clung to the soul. As a vision, it has value in stressing the 

seriousness and need for ascesis and repentance (and all the Christian virtues), and how difficult it is to achieve 

theosis. Some who treat it as a precise topo-map of the future have wandered into some strange places in this 

life. 

While the judgment of the toll houses may be debated, the debate itself is a real judgment about our degree of 

tolerance and love. 

3. Second Coming 

[Acts 1:11] Which also said, Ye men of Galilee, why stand ye gazing up into heaven? This same Jesus, which is 

taken up from you into heaven, shall so come in like manner as ye have seen him go into heaven. 

1 Thessalonians 4:16 For the Lord himself shall descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the 

archangel, and with the trump of God: and the dead in Christ shall rise first: Then we which are alive and remain 

shall be caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and so shall we ever be with the 

Lord. 

[Matthew 24] 

So Christ was once offered to bear the sins of many; and unto them that look for him shall he appear the second 

time without sin unto salvation. [Hebrews 9:28] 

                                                             
1Kingdom 
2The Orthodox Faith, Vol 1, p. 111 
3The Soul After Death. I personally like the book, and value the concept of toll houses along side the imagery of Bunyan's Pilgrim's 

Progress. 
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At the first coming (the incarnation of Jesus) the glory was hidden beneath the flesh. At the second coming he 

will come openly in all his glory and majesty. 

Such a man is not judged by the judgment and justice to come, for he has been judged beforehand, and he is not 

censured by that light, for he has been enlightened beforehand, nor is he tested or burned on entering that fire, 

for he has been tested beforehand, it is not then, in his opinion, that the day of the Lord appears, for it has 

became altogether one bright shining day, thanks to the conversation and company of God." [St, Symeon the 

New Theologian Ethical Treatise 10, SC 129, p. 266.] 

Christ will come to judge, but those who have already been judged in this life will not be judged again. The 

second coming is not for saints, but those living in passions and sin. Those who are already 'children of the light' 

are already experiencing Paradise. 

3.1. The Rapture and Millennium4 

The Orthodox Church rejects both the Rapture and the Millennium (whether pre or post-tribulation). Chilliasism 

was denounced at the Second Ecumenical Council in 381 AD, primarily for its gnostic (anti-material) elements. 

To further stop this teaching, the words "His Kingdom shall have no end" were added to the creed. 

Origen, following some gnostic notions, rejected a physical resurrection. These views of Origen influenced 

Augustine, who while affirming a physical resurrection, rejected a future material kingdom (substituting a 1000 

year rule on earth). However, it is not till J. N. Darby's (1800-1882) dispensationalism that the full blown 

Millennialism, as we know it today, was formulated. 

4. Final Judgment 

A fiery stream issued and came forth from before him: thousand thousands ministered unto him, and ten 

thousand times ten thousand stood before him: the judgment was set, and the books were opened. [Daniel 7:10] 

[Matthew 24] (too long to quote) 

And hath given him authority to execute judgment also, because he is the Son of man. Marvel not at this: for the 

hour is coming, in the which all that are in the graves shall hear his voice, and shall come forth; they that have 

done good, unto the resurrection of life; and they that have done evil, unto the resurrection of damnation. [John 

5:27-29] 

For our God is a consuming fire. [Hebrews 12:29] 

... dwelling in the light which no man can approach unto; whom no man hath seen, nor can see.... [1 Timothy 

6:16] 

[Revelation 20] (too long to quote) 

Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, shall give me 

at that day: and not to me only, but unto all them also that love his appearing. [2 Timothy 4:8] 

For the Lord your God is God of gods, and Lord of lords, a great God, a mighty, and a terrible, which regardeth 

not persons, nor taketh reward [Deut 10:17] 

Behold, God is mighty, and despises not any [Job 36:5] 

Then Peter opened his mouth, and said, Of a truth I perceive that God is no respecter of persons [Acts 10:34] 

When the Son of man shall come in his glory, and all the holy angels with him, then shall he sit upon the throne 

of his glory: And before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall separate them one from another, as a 

shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats: And he shall set the sheep on his right hand, but the goats on the 

left. Then shall the King say unto them on his right hand, Come, ye blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom 

prepared for you from the foundation of the world: For I was an hungry, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and 

                                                             
4For more in depth coverage see: Fr Cleopa's article 

http://www.sfaturiortodoxe.ro/orthodox/orthodox_advices_cleopa_thousand_year_reign.htm, or Archbishop Averky's book on the 

Apocalypse. 
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ye gave me drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me in: Naked, and ye clothed me: I was sick, and ye visited me: 

I was in prison, and ye came unto me. Then shall the righteous answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee 

hungry, and fed thee? Or thirsty, and gave thee drink? When saw we thee a stranger, and took thee in? Or naked, 

and clothed thee? Or when saw we thee sick, or in prison, and came unto thee? And the King shall answer and 

say unto them, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye 

have done it unto me. Then shall he say also unto them on the left hand, Depart from me, ye cursed, into 

everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels: For I was hungry, and ye gave me no meat: I was thirsty, 

and ye gave me no drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me not in: naked, and ye clothed me not: sick, and in 

prison, and ye visited me not. Then shall they also answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee hungry, or 

athirst, or a stranger, or naked, or sick, or in prison, and did not minister unto thee? Then shall he answer them, 

saying, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye did it not to one of the least of these, ye did it not to me. And 

these shall go away into everlasting punishment: but the righteous into life eternal. [Matthew 25:31] 

Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth the will 

of my Father which is in heaven. Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy 

name? And in thy name have cast out devils? And in thy name done many wonderful works? And then will I 

profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity. [Matthew 7:21-23] 

But we are sure that the judgment of God is according to truth against them which commit such things. And 

thinkest thou this, O man, that judgest them which do such things, and doest the same, that thou shalt escape the 

judgment of God? Or despisest thou the riches of his goodness and forbearance and longsuffering; not knowing 

that the goodness of God leadeth thee to repentance? But after thy hardness and impenitent heart treasurest up 

unto thyself wrath against the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God; Who will render to 

every man according to his deeds: To them who by patient continuance in well doing seek for glory and honour 

and immortality, eternal life: But unto them that are contentious, and do not obey the truth, but obey 

unrighteousness, indignation and wrath, Tribulation and anguish, upon every soul of man that doeth evil, of the 

Jew first, and also of the Gentile; But glory, honour, and peace, to every man that worketh good, to the Jew first, 

and also to the Gentile: For there is no respect of persons with God. [Romans 2:2-11] 

Those who find themselves in Gehenna will be chastised with the scourge of love. How cruel and bitter this 

torment of love will be! For those who understand that they have sinned against love, undergo greater sufferings 

than those produced by the most fearsome tortures. The sorrow which takes hold of the heart which has sinned 

against love, is more piercing than any other pain. It is not right to say that the sinners in hell are deprived of the 

love of God... But love acts in two different ways, as suffering in the reproved, and as joy in the blessed. - [St. 

Isaac the Syrian] 

Depart from Me, ye cursed, into the everlasting inner fire of hatred," saith the Lord, "because I was thirsty for 

your love and you did not give it to Me, I was hungry for your blessedness and you did not give it to Me, I was 

imprisoned in my human nature and you did not come visit Me in My church; you are free to go where your 

wicked desire wishes, away from me, in the torturing hatred of your heart which is foreign to My loving heart 

which knows no hatred for anyone. Depart freely from love to the everlasting torture of hate, unknown and 

foreign to Me and those who are with Me, but prepared by freedom for the devil, from the days I created my 

free, rational creatures. But wherever you go in the darkness of your hating hearts, My love will follow you like 

a river of fire, because no matter what your heart has chosen, you are and you will eternally continue to be, My 

children. - [Kalamiros] 

The popular western image of God's judgment is along the lines of a court of law; a large figure behind a desk 

(God the Father?), staring over a big book, looking down upon a small person; He has either a doe eyed smile 

and bestowes untold treasures, or in a raging furry casts them into burning torment5. This image is wrong in a 

number of ways. As has been stated earlier, the judgment of God is a personal judgment, not a juridical 

judgment.; it is mercy, not justice. The issue not what God does to us. God will not extrinsically impose a 

consequence commensurate to our choice of faith or actions. The judgment is our own intrinsic response to God, 

a self realized reward (or punishment) which is our own love (or hatred) toward God. God Himself is impartial, 

"no respecter of persons". Impartial is not really correct, it is a very personal overflowing of love and mercy. 

God has done everything possible to save man. But now that time has ended, there is nothing more that God can 

do. Everything at this point depends upon man. Those who have rejected God's love, and refused the gift of life, 

to these God can only respect their free will to choose. God exists as the flaming fire, and gives life (existence) 

                                                             
5[for an example of the Reformed position: ]“[The] last day will be judgment without mercy, in presence of justice and 

righteousness.”[Oden] 



 Future  

 90  

Created by XMLmind XSL-FO Converter. 

to his creation in His fully revealed presence. That personhood that has not opened itself up to the perfect love 

of God will now be bathed in the uncreated light, the energy of God, and their very essence will be revealed. For 

those who choose to unite themselves with Christ, this will be paradise, the fulfillment of joy. For those who 

reject the love of God, it will be a 'living hell'. The incarnation of Christ means that we have already brought 

judgment upon ourselves, the presence of the Kingdom will bring about its manifestation. 

5. Eternity 

"Just as everyone takes enjoyment of the rays of the sensual sun according to the purity of his power of seeing 

and of the impressions that are given, and just as in a single lamp which illumines a house each ray has its place, 

while the light is not divided into many lamps; so also in the future age all the righteous will dwell inseparably 

in a single joy, but each in his own degree will be illuminated by the single mental sun, and to the degree of his 

worth he will draw in joy and rejoicing as if in a single atmosphere and place, and no one will see the degrees 

that are higher and lower, lest looking on the surpassing grace of another and upon his own deprivation, he will 

thereby have some cause in himself for sorrow and disturbance. May this not be thee, where there is neither 

sorrow nor sighing; bu everyone according to the grace proper to him in his measure will rejoice inwardly, while 

outwardly all will have a single contemplation and a single joy" [St Ephriam the Syrian, On the Heavenly 

Mansions] 

5.1. Paradise & the Kingdom of God 

"Paradise is the love of God, wherein is the enjoyment of all blessedness" St. Isacc the Syrian, Ascetic Homilies, 

[Hom 46, op. cit. p. 223] 

"It was fitting that there should be born all who have been foreknown by God, and that the world which is above 

this world, the Church of the first-born, the heavenly Jerusalem, should be filled up; and then the fullness of the 

Body of Christ will be perfected, receiving in itself all those foreordained by God to be conformed to the image 

of His Son - these are the sons of the light and the day. Such are all those foreordained and forewritten, and 

included in the number of the saved, and those who are to be joined and united to the Body of Christ; and there 

will no longer be lacking in Him a single member. Thus is it in truth, as the Apostle Paul reveals when he says: 

Till we all come in the unity of the faith ... unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the fullness of 

Christ (Eph. 4:13). When they shall be gathered together and shall comprise the full Body of Christ, then also 

the higher worked, the heavenly Jerusalem, which is the Church of the first born, will be filled up, and the body 

of the Queen of God, the Church, which is the Body of Christ God, will be revealed as entirely full and perfect" 

[St. Symeon the New Theologian, Homily 45] 

The Kingdom of God is not a place (heaven), but a condition. It is more of a verb than a noun, the experience of 

the uncreated energy of God; wherever and whenever that may be. 

Having said that, it is really inappropriate to put the Kingdom in this section about the future, for while we will 

see the fulfillment of the Kingdom only after the final resurrection, we are suppose to be seeing (and expressing) 

the Kingdom here an now ("thy Kingdom come, on earth as it is in heaven" [Luke 11:2]). The death and 

resurrection of Christ was the victory which initaited the Kingdom of God, the inauguration of the reign of 

God6Unlike most Western thinking, paradise is not a static, unchanging existence, in the cartoon 

characterization – sitting around on clouds, playing harps. As St. Irenaeus stated: “Even in the age to come God 

will always have new things to teach us, and we shall always have new things to learn.” Paradise is the 

continuation of a journey, though a continuation without sin and death. 

5.2. Heaven 

We speak about Heaven, and it being a place where God resides with the angels, and to which we shall go. But 

we must also remember that while we shall be present with God after death, we do not look forward to that state 

as our final destiny. We are not Platonists who see the body as evil, and our salvation being the liberation of the 

spirit from the body. To be alive in the spirit, while our bodies lie in the grave is a temporary (and unnatural) 

state until the final resurrection. While we may call this heaven, since it is the presence of God, we do not look 

forward to it as our eternal home. 

                                                             
6Again, I have to acknowledge N.T. Wright for my understanding of the Kingdom. I do not believe he says anything different from the 

Church Fathers, but he has a wonderful way of articulating it. I also like his concept of 'Life after Life after Death', that we look not to a 

future existence in heaven, but to a resurrected Earth. 
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5.3. The New Earth 

We ultimately await the resurrected body and a resurrected new earth ([Revelation 21 & 22]). The first paradise 

was the Garden of Eden, the last will be a new earth; the Kingdom of God is present in both. 

The "heavenly Jerusalem" is used as a metaphor of the future place of those who enjoy the presence of Christ, 

this is the "banquet feast of Christ", the reality of the banquet parables Christ spoke of. Interestingly, this 

heavenly city is described as having gates which will never close. Jerusalem is not a place from which people 

are shut out, but neither is it a place where people are forced to reside. All will be in the presence of God, but 

not all will describe it as Paradise. 

5.4. Hell 

I also maintain that those who are punished in Gehenna, are scourged by the scourge of love. Say, what is so 

bitter and vehement as the torment of love?" [St. Isaac the Syrian Ascetical Homilies, Hom. 28, p. 141. ] 

[Matthew 25:41] Then shall he say also unto them on the left hand, Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting 

fire, prepared for the devil and his angels: 

"When He (the Lord) spoke about the Kingdom, after saying, Come, ye blessed of My Father, inherit the 

Kingdom, He added, which is prepared for you from the foundation of the world (Matt 25:34), but when 

speaking about the fire, He did not speak thus, but He added: which is prepared for the devil and his angels 

(Matt 25:41). For I have prepared for you a Kingdom, but the fire I have prepared not for you but for the devil 

and his angels. But since you have cast your own selves into the fire, therefore accuse yourselves for this" [St. 

John Chrysostom, Homily 70 on Matthew] 

"The righteous will go into eternal life, but the satanized sinners into eternal torments, in communion with the 

demons. Will these torments end? If satanism and becoming like Satan should end, then the torments also can 

end. But is there an end to satanism and becoming like Satan? We will behold and see this then. But until also 

the eternal torment that threatens sinners will have no end. No conjectures can show the possibility of the end of 

stanism. What did Satan not see after his fall! How much more of the powers of God was revealed! How he 

himself was struck by the power the Lord's Cross! How up to now all his cunningness and malice are defeated 

by this power! But still he is incorrigible, he constantly opposes; and the farther he goes, the more stubborn he 

becomes. No, there is no hope at all for him to be corrected! And if there is no hope for him, then thee is no 

hope either for men who become satanized by his influence. This means that there must be hell with eternal 

torments" [Theophan the Recluse] 

Sinners in Gehenna (or Hell) are not deprived of the love of God; it is God's love they wish they could avoid. 

I am going to go out on a limb here and express one of the 'acceptable' Orthodox positions7, but one that I would 

not consider 'dogmatic'. As generally understood, Orthodoxy has no Hell (as it is understood in the West), as a 

place 'down there' separated from God. As I have stated earlier, after the bodily resurrection, everyone will be in 

the presence of God, and hell is considered to be the presence of God's burning love. The same river which 

flows from the throne of God (Revelation 22:1), and may be for the enjoyment of swimming (Ezekiel 47:5) is 

also the river of fire depicted in the icon of the Last Judgment. God is often depicted as fire: 

Exodus - pillar of fire ([Exodus 13:21]) 

Burning Bush ([Exodus 3:2]) 

Pentecost ([Acts 2:3]) 

"This [western view] stands in opposition to the Biblical and patristic teaching, according to which punishment 

does not consist of men's privation from the ability to see the Glory of God, but of men's failure to collaborate 

with the grace of God through the acquisition of selfless love, on which account they see God as fire and not as 

light. Since Augustine and the Franks who followed him, believe that those condemned do not see God, they 

took the eternal fire of Holy Scripture as creaturely, and thus, they were led to the superstitious dogmas 

                                                             
7I read Dr Alexandre Kalomiros's presentation The River of Fire http://www.orthodoxpress.org/parish/river_of_fire.htm, an number of years 

ago. It greatly affected my thinking, and I continue to find it a good presentation of this position. My one caution is that his tone can be a bit 

harsh in places. 
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concerning hell as purgatorial fire, which became so well known through the works of Dante and John Milton" 

[Romanides, An Outline of Orthodox Patristic Dogmatics, 103] 

Those who have received the Holy Spirit feel the energy of God as a deifying love, light, warmth and joy; what 

they stand before corresponds to their incarnate, internal identity. Inversely, those who have rejected the Spirit 

will find the energy of God to be caustic and alien burning fire. To speak of hell as being a being metaphor does 

not reduce the 'physicalness' of the resurrected reality. 

Orthodox may not fear hell, but there should be a real concern for being in the presence of this loving God. 

Because of this concern, monks always remind us to reflect on our death, and always be in repentance. As St. 

Silouan the Athonite so lovingly put it, "Keep your mind in Hell, but do not despair". 

5.4.1. Non-Orthodox Views 

5.4.1.1. A Place Apart from God 

Coming from Augustine's Platonic framework, hell is considered a place apart from God (see the appendix on 

Eudomia). Dante elaborates this in his writings on hell, purgatory and paradise. This idea that hell is a separation 

from God is a dominant theme in almost all Western notions of hell8. 

Orthodoxy cannot envision a soul existing apart from God. The soul is mortal by nature, but immortal by the 

grace of God. A soul, apart from the life-giving energy of God would ontologically cease to exist. 

5.4.1.2. A Place of Eternal Punishment 

The Eastern Church lacks the assumption of hell as a place of God's active punishment. For hell to be a punitive 

location requires the assumptions of Anselm's atonement theology, that God has been offended and demands 

infinite (eternal) satisfaction. This demand of a vendetta is foreign to a God who has destroyed death and 

forgiven sin and reconciled the world to himself. 

There is an element of truth in Dante's Inferno, where he sees the torment of people in hell as being the natural 

consequences of their choices, God, out of love, gives them exactly what they have willed. 

5.4.1.3. The Kingdom of Satan 

There is a common perception that Satan is the minister of God's punishment, carrying out God's will by 

tormenting souls in hell. This line of thinking is the basis for almost all the cartoons of hell, which depict Satan 

and his host of horned red creatures, using pitch-forks and fire to torment the damned. Not even Dante had this 

misconception, as he saw Satan as a prisoner, captive in the ice of hell. 

                                                             
8C.S. Lewis is a notable exception. He comes close to an Orthodox position in The Great Divorce. 
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Chapter 8. Appendix 1: Epistemology 

Epistemology is the study of knowledge, how do we know what we know. While it can be treated as a rarefied 

philosophy, it has practical application to our spiritual life. Epistemology addresses the basic questions of how 

we pursue our knowledge of God, and the limitations of reason. 

Orthodoxy sees some benefit to "cataphatic" knowledge, the things which God has revealed to us, that we can 

understand by reason. But this knowledge is ultimately limited. Cataphatic knowledge also has the danger of 

wandering into a Greek or Scholastic epistemology that pushes reason too far. While Orthodoxy is critical of 

philosophizing about theology (using reason to attempt to derive new facts from known facts), as found in 

Augustine and Thomas Aquinas these writers were not Orthodoxy's first encounter with this line of reasoning. 

Eunomious (4th century) used Greek philosophy to reason about God, stating that by theology (philosophy) we 

can know as much about God as He knows about Himself. Eunomious was condemned as a heretic, and it was 

through interacting with his views that the Capadocian Fathers worked out the cataphatic/apophataic 

distinctions. 

While not using words like “epistemology”, St. Ephriam the Syrian (c. 306-373) is considered the authority for 

describing how we know God. He is not a philosopher, located off and away from the issues of the Church, but 

was a monk who experienced and described the early church's life. He knew God, and wrote from experience. 

St. Ephriam likely attended the First Nicaean Council, and may have interacted with the Capadocian Fathers 

(Basil the Great, Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory of Nazianzus). 

St. Ephriam defines three types of knowledge, using the metaphor of body, soul and spirit. 

1.  

Bodily or Natural Knowledge 

This first type of knowledge precedes faith, it relies upon (and is limited to) examining and experimenting 

with the observable world by our senses and our mind. Observation and reason are the tools to tell us about 

the world (creation). This is the foundation of philosophy and science, from Plato to Einstein. While it can 

reveal much about the world (facts), it can lead us no further (meaning or value). Natural knowledge can tell 

us about relativity, gravity, molecular structures and fluid dynamics, but it will not tell us how (or ask us) to 

walk upon water. 

Natural knowledge can be dangerous, for it relies upon human reason, which is hard to use without stirring 

up pride and leading a person away from spiritual development. "Knowledge puffeth up..." (I Cor. 8:1), 

Natural knowledge is limited to the observation of nature, its center of reference is not God. Lacking a proper 

center, the human will frequently fills this vacuum with itself. Motivated by pride, it then uses knowledge to 

purse power ('knowledge is power') and riches. Natural Knowledge can tell us the processes for stem cell 

research, or methods of torture. It cannot tell us if we should pursue this knowledge. 

2.  

Knowledge of Faith (Soul and Body) 

There are two types of knowledge by faith. This first level of faith is "bodily and composite". It is body and 

soul, but not yet spirit. This first spiritual knowledge comes by hearing and is confirmed by the second - 

knowledge by the contemplation of God. A knowledge by faith does not oppose natural knowledge, but 

reaches beyond what can be examined with the senses, "but faith has its own path beyond nature". Natural 

knowledge is condemned only when its results in a turning against faith. Again, the real problem is not 

natural knowledge or reason, but pride. 

This knowledge of faith moves beyond the 'natural' into the 'supernatural' (though with God, there is no 

distinction between these, they are one creation). The goal of spiritual knowledge is not to collect facts, but to 

‘know God’ and understand our place in His creation. It only begins when a person free themselves from sin 

and passions. The means of this knowledge is not reason but the acquiring of humility by the practice of 

virtue: (spiritual discipline: alms, prayer, reading of scripture, fasting and vigils). This knowledge comes by 

the grace of the Holy Spirit and begins knowledge about spiritual things, and leads to the perfection of 

knowledge. 

3.  



 Appendix 1: Epistemology  

 94  

Created by XMLmind XSL-FO Converter. 

Spiritual Knowledge by Contemplation 

The third knowledge takes place when a person has healed (perfected) their soul, and achieved ‘theosis’ or 

‘illumination’ (unity with God). It was in this state that Moses, the prophets and apostles had their 

revelations. When a person directly knows God, the lesser means of knowledge fall away. "We know in part, 

but when that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done away" (I Cor. 13:9-10) 

As St. Ephriam says, "Then it [the soul] can soar in the realms of the bodiless and touch the depths of the 

unfathomable sea, musing upon the wondrous and divine workings of God's governance of intelligible and 

corporeal creatures. It searches out spiritual mysteries that are perceived by the simple and subtle nous. Then 

the inner senses awaken for spiritual doing, according to the order that will be in the immortal and 

incorruptible life. For even from now it has received, as it were in a mystery, the intelligible resurrection as a 

true witness of the universal renewal of all things". 

This final state of knowledge replaces the previous ones, apophatic knowledge replaces the cataphatic. 

"When knowledge rises up above the earth and the care for earthly things and begins to examine its own 

interior and hidden thoughts, scorning that from which the evil of the passions springs and rising up to follow 

the way of faith in concern for the life to come ...' 

This state of perfection and knowledge is relative, perfect in comparison to what is for most of us, our normal 

state. In relation to God, it is just a beginning, a prelude to an eternal growth in what Peter of Damascus calls 

the eight levels of knowledge. 

St. Ephriam finds it hard to explain this knowledge (though he had great experience of it). His words are 

more poetry than fact: 

•  

Question: 

What is Knowledge? 

•  

Answer: 

The perception of eternal life. 

•  

Question: 

And what is eternal life? 

•  

Answer: 

To perceive all things in God. For love comes through understanding, and the knowledge of God is ruler 

over all desires. To the heart that receives this knowledge every delight that exists on earth is superfluous, 

for there is nothing that can compare with the delight of the knowledge of God. 

Knowledge is therefore victory over death, the linking of this life with immortal life and the uniting of man 

with God. The very act of knowledge touches on the immortal, for it is by knowledge that man passes 

beyond the limits of the subjective and enters the realm of the trans-subjective. And when the trans-

subjective object is God, then the mystery of knowledge becomes the mystery of mysteries and the enigma 

of enigmas. Such knowledge is a mystical fabric woven on the loom of the soul by the man who is united 

with God. 

For human knowledge the most vital problem is that of truth. Knowledge bears within itself an irresistible 

pull towards the infinite mystery, and this hunger for truth that is instinctive to human knowledge is never 

satisfied until eternal and absolute Truth itself becomes the substance of human knowledge until 

knowledge, in its own self-perception, acquires the perception of God, and in its own self knowledge 

comes to the knowledge of God. But this is given to man only by Christ, the God-Man, he who is the only 

incarnation and personification of eternal truth in the world of human realities. When a man has received 
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the God-Man into himself, as the soul of his soul and the life of his life, then that man is constantly filled 

with the knowledge of eternal truth. 

Gregory Palamas expands on St. Ephriam's work, seeing spiritual knowledge as being present in the uncreated 

light of God; it is the same experience as the apostles on the Mount of Transfiguration. Gregory lived during a 

time when scholasticism was challenging spirituality. Barlam criticized the illiterate monks of Mt. Athos, who 

claimed to directly know God. He argued that no one could know God, and at the most, a person through 

philosophical thinking could contemplate the Platonic archetypes, created by God. Gregory defended the monks, 

that while they could never know the essence of God, they truly experienced the uncreated light (grace) of God 

by their hesychasistic spirituality. The scholasticism of Barlam was a natural knowledge, not to be compared to 

spiritual knowledge. 

The implications of this concept of knowledge are that a brilliant person, of immense worldly knowledge, may 

know nothing of God. An illiterate person may have a profound knowledge of God and His creation. Spiritual 

knowledge is not related to intellectual capability, but to spiritual development. It is a revelation gifted by God, 

not a product of human effort. A brilliant person like Gregory Palamas may be better at articulating his spiritual 

knowledge that an illiterate monk, but it does not mean he has a better knowledge. Because this knowledge 

comes from direct experience, it is the same knowledge through all ages. Orthodox theology may be better 

articulated over time, but we do not develop a better theology. 

I would be remiss to say that I am giving you a knowledge of Orthodox epistemology (Knowledge of the Spirit). 

At most, I can give you a "Body and Soul" knowledge (for I lack the experience). Writings like this are safe 

only when quoting people like St. Ephriam. 
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Chapter 9. Appendix 2: Authority 

The first problem of any body of knowledge is to understand the source of authoritative knowledge. If you were 

talking to a doctor, you might want to know what medical school he/she attended. If you wanted to know about 

movie making you would listen to Steven Speilberg or Peter Jackson, but probably not to Edward D. Wood Jr.1 

So too, when talking of theology, it is important to know the sources upon which claims are made. The 

Orthodox Church does not claim any "thing" as "authoritative", either Scripture, church hierarchs, reason or 

tradition. Instead, we would say that the Holy Spirit is the authority within the Church, which has led and 

preserved it in truth. It is in the fullness of the life of the Church that the working of the Spirit is made manifest. 

Scripture is authoritative because it was inspired by the Spirit, and bears witness to the Word of God (Christ). 

Councils are authoritative, because the bishops and representatives charismatically to listen to the truth, 

recognize the truth and proclaim the truth. That truth accepted and recognized through the Holy Spirit working 

in the fullness of the Church. 

1. Scripture 

No doctrine concerning the divine and saving mysteries of the faith, however trivial, may be taught without the 

backing of the Holy Scriptures. We must not let ourselves be drawn aside by mere persuasion and cleverness of 

speech. Do not even give absolute belief to me, the one who tells you these things, unless you receive proof 

from the divine Scriptures of what I teach. For the faith that brings us salvation acquires its force not from 

fallible reasonings, but from what can be proved from Scriptures. [Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical lectures] 

The Arena, is a nineteenth century classic by St. Ignaty (Brianchaninov). Bishop (then Archimandrite) Kallistos 

(Ware) made the following remarks apropos of our rebuttal in his Introduction: 

What are the chief sources upon which Ignatius relies in presenting his picture of the 

Christian's path? First and foremost comes the Bible. Ignatius quotes frequently from 

Scripture, and he underlines with great clarity the part which the Gospels in particular should 

play in our ascetic training. 'From his very entry into the monastery'—such are the opening 

words of The Arena—'a monk should occupy himself with all possible care and attention with 

the reading of the holy Gospel. He should make such a study of the Gospel that it may always 

be present in his memory, and at every moral step he takes, for every act, for every thought, he 

may always have ready in his memory the teaching of the Gospel.' 'Never cease studying the 

Gospel till the end of your life,' Ignatius adds a little later. 'Do not think that you know it 

enough, even if you know it by heart'." 

Scripture did not define or create the Church, but rather Scripture is a product of the Church. 

The Church was created at Pentecost, and worshiped, ministered and was administered before 

any of the New Testament was written. As the gospels and epistles were written, they were 

circulated in the Church, and councils in different places and different times recognized 

different canons of scripture. It was not until the Synod of Hippo in 393 that the canon of 

scripture was clearly defined. The Church, as an authority, recognized the authority of 

Scripture. Even then, the canon was an authority, but not a closed source of inspiration. Other 

writings were still considered to be of great value (Shepherd of Hermes, Apostolic 

Constitution, etc.) We find non-canonical books referenced in Scripture, as containing 

inspired value (i.e. Jude references Enoch) The Holy Spirit dynamically works through all of 

the Church. Thus the Church (and not Scripture) is the pillar and foundation of Truth, as it 

formulated the canon of scripture, and keeps the traditions which guide the interpretation of 

Scripture. 

It needs to be said gently (so as not to be misunderstood), but for Orthodox, Scripture is not the Word of God, 

but is a witness to the Word of God (Christ). Scripture is a verbal icon of Christ. Scripture is inspired by God, 

and is one of God's revelations. Scripture is THE source of authority for understanding God, and by which all 

other writings and experiences are measured; but it is not a substitute for Christ, who is the only living Word of 

God. [I Tim 3:13?] 

                                                             
1Director of "Plan 9 from Outer Space", which has become a classic as one of the worst movies ever made 
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The idea that scripture is an icon goes beyond mere expression. The gospel books are treated with the same 

respect and veneration as the painted icons. 

1.1. Content of Scripture 

1.1.1. Old Testament 

The Orthodox church considers the Old Testament to consist of XX** books, the same ones that are included in 

the Jewish Septuagint. Ptolemy II (287-47 BC), the King of Egypt in seeking to expand his library in 

Alexandria, requested Eleazar, the Jewish high priest in Jerusalem, to send him a copy of the Jewish Law, and 

capable translators. Tradition has it that the 72 translators finished their work in 72 days. It is open to question 

whether this was the complete Old Testament, or only the five books of Moses (as St. Jerome says); but it is 

clear that by the time of Christ, a Greek version of the Old Testament was in regular use, even in the Hellenized 

Jewish communities. 

The Septuagint consists of the universally recognized 39 books, plus the "Apocrypha" (Judith, Tobit, Baruch, 

Sirach (or Ecclesiasticus), the Wisdom of Solomon, First and Second Maccabees, the two Books of Esdras, 

additions to the Book of Esther, additions to the Book of Daniel, and the Prayer of Manasseh) - these books 

cover the history of Israel from the last Old Testament prophet to the time of Christ. It is this version of the Old 

Testament that is frequently quoted in the New Testament. 

1.1.2. New Testament 

Though the Gospels and writings of the apostles were held in high regard by the early Church, it was not till the 

Council of Hippo that a council of clergy and laity, officially declared the 33 books we now have as being 

Scripture (and even then, it was not a closed canon2 

1.2. Interpretation of Scripture 

Scripture is not in the reading, but in the understanding. [Hilary of Potiers] 

A proper interpretation of scripture as it is expressed within the prayers and worship of the universal Church. 

[St. Basil] 

[Tertullian] - He would not study the Bible with someone who was not a part of the Church, as they would not 

know how to understand it apart from the life of the Church. 

“But here someone will perhaps ask , since the canon of scripture is complete, and sufficient of itself for 

everything, and more than sufficient, what need is there to join it with the authority of the church's 

interpretation? For this reason, because owing to the depth of the scripture, all do not accept it in one and the 

same sense. For one interprets it one way and another in another way, for it seems to be as capable of as many 

interpretations as there are interpreters. For Novation expounds it in one way, Sebalious in another, Donatists 

another, Arius, Eunomius, Macadonius, Photinus, Apolinarius, Pricilian, Iovinian, Pelagius, Celestius another, 

and lastly Nestorius in another way. Therefore, it is very necessary on account of so great an intricacy of so 

various errors that the rule for the right understanding of the prophets and apostles should be framed in 

accordance with the standard of ecclesial and universal interpretation. Moreover in the catholic universal church 

itself, all possible care must be taken that we hold that faith which has been believed everywhere and by all.” 

[St. Vincent of Laurens] 

All of the people mentioned by St. Vincent were heretics of the Early Church, who used scripture (and scripture 

alone) as the foundation of their teachings. The problem is not scripture, but the interpretation of scripture. 

Scripture is difficult to understand ([II Peter 3:16]), and without a proper tradition, the attempt at interpretation 

will lead into error. 

While Scripture is authoritative in the Church, this is not a doctrine of "Sola Scriptura". Scripture does not stand 

in and of itself as self-interpreting. Scripture is authoritative in so far as it is correctly understood and interpreted 

within the tradition of the Church. The early heresies of the Church were based on Scripture, but the teaching of 

people like Arius was a teaching of scripture cut off from the previous understanding of the Church. No one 

individual is the authoritative interpreter. Even the Fathers and the apostles could be in error in particular points. 

                                                             
2Personal notes from a presentation by Bishop Mark on 2005 
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Even Peter needed to be corrected by Paul ([Galatians 2:11]). But the Church collectively and historically has 

followed the leading of the Holy Spirit in a common interpretation and understanding. 

Scripture is authoritative, because it is a part of the revelation of God given to (and through) the Church. Christ 

exists in the Scriptures only when they are read within (the context of) the Church. Saint Irenaeus (Against the 

Heresies) compares Scripture to a mosaic of a king, that in the night was rearranged into a picture of a dog or 

something else. The particular glass tiles of the mosaic are the same (whether arranged as the king or a dog), but 

how the pieces are arranged are what give us the correct or erroneous interpretation of the picture. If the 

passages of Scripture are taken out of the context of the Church, then the image will not be correctly understood. 

This is not to say that the Orthodox Church has an authoritative guide (whether a person or book) to 

interpretation, but the full life of the Church (which is the life of the Holy Spirit) provides guidance. To 

understand the verses on baptism, it is necessary to read the prayers and hymns used in the baptismal service. 

Scripture is not a handbook or blueprint for building the Church, or living the life of faith. Scripture assumes a 

foundation of faith that has already been preached and put into practice by the Church. For example, Scripture 

does not give an order for Church worship, or instructions for baptism; these things are assumed to already be in 

place. Scripture (particularly the New Testament epistles) are construction "addendums" to provide corrections 

and additions to what they are already practicing.[ Fr. Deacon John Whiteford entitled Sola Scriptura: an 

Orthodox Analysis of the Cornerstone of Reformation Theology] 

Scripture is a mystical book, which remains closed for the natural man. Its truths are hidden from scientific, 

scholastic study. It is only through theosis that it can be understood, and even then, God remains a mystery. 

Academic scholarship has value, as studying the color and chemical composition of a mosaic tile adds value to 

understanding the mosaic, but academic scholarship of the parts does not give understanding of the whole 

image. It is only the experience of God (either directly, or through the Church) that we know the "original" 

which shows us the faithfulness of the mosaic image. 

Every individual should read and understand scripture with humility, assuming that what the Church has 

affirmed in the past is a better understanding than one's own interpretation. 

1.3. Translation of Scripture 

The Septuagint was the first significant translation of the Hebrew Old Testament, which together with the Greek 

New Testament served the Greek speaking Roman Empire for hundreds of years. It was not till Jerome in 

XXX** that a Latin translation (made from the Greek) was made for what is becoming the second language of 

the empire. 

Other than the Slavonic translation of Sts. Cyril and Methodius made for the recently converted Slavs in 863; 

there were no significant translations of scriptures until Tyndall and the later translators of the Reformation. 

1.4. Scripture as Tradition 

There are two points to this short history: one is to show that the debate about translations and versions is a 

relatively recent occurrence, and the second is to show that the leather bound, red-letter edition Bible we so take 

for granted today was not always an assumption of the Church. In fact, the significant theological discussions of 

the Church (the trinitarian nature of God - 1st and 2nd Ecumenical councils 315 and 2XX**, and the 

human/divine nature of Christ 3rd Ecumenical Council XXX**) took place before there was a clear 

understanding of just which books constituted the Bible. 

While the Ten Commandments were handed down by God in a complete and finished form; scripture came 

about in an 'incarnate' form, the divine word of God brought forth through human authors. 

The human element is fully expressed in the style of writing, they were not scribes taking down God's dictation. 

It must equally be said that scripture is not the thoughts and opinions of the writers, but what God wants 

communicated. 

2. Tradition 

charisma veritatis certum [secure charisma of truth] – [Iranaeus] 
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“Therefore, brethren, stand fast, and hold the traditions which ye have been taught, whether by word, or our 

epistle.” [II Thess 2:15] 

"..the chrismata of the Lord has been deposited, there is it proper to learn the truth, namely from those who have 

that succession of the Church which is from the Apostles and who display a sound and blameless conduct and an 

unadulterated and incorrupt speech. For these also preserve this faith of ours in one God who created all 

things,and they increase that love for the Son of God, who accomplished such marvelous dispensation for our 

sake, and they expounded the Scriptures to us without danger, neither blaspheming God, nor dishonouring the 

patriarchs, nor despising the prophets." [Iranaeus of Lyons] 

"Preserving the kerygma of the Apostles and the dogmas of the Fathers, the Church has sealed the one faith and 

wearing the tunic of truth she shapes rightly the brocade of heavenly theology and praises the great mystery of 

piety." [Hymn, likely from St. Romanus the Melodist] 

Old customs do not guarantee the truth, “Truth” is more than just habit. Tradition in the church is not just a 

repetition of past rites and habits, but a “deposit” which is the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit, a continuance 

of Divine guidance and illumination. This is not the preservation of letter and law, but the “kergyma”. 

The faith is both Apostolic and Patristic, the two attributes cannot be separated. This faith, even when expressed 

logically and propositionally, is ultimately a proclamation to faith, never separated from prayer and the exercise 

of virtue. 

A different expression of this idea is that the tradition of the Church is its authoritative teaching. The Truth is 

that which has been held by all people in all places. Orthodoxy does not have a single authority, whether 

Scripture, a person or organization. Scripture is authoritative, because it is a part of the Orthodox Church's 

tradition. The Orthodox Church was worshipping, teaching and being administered before the first word of 

either the Gospels or other books of the New Testament were written. In fact, it was the Church in 385 that 

defined which books would be uniquely recognized as a part of scripture. While many of the New Testament 

books were widely recognized, there were some books, such as the "Shepherd of Hermes" that some churches 

thought should be includes as Scripture, and other books, such as Hebrews and Revelation, that some churches 

thought should be left out. In the end, the council pronounced the 33 books as Scripture, and the Church as a 

whole accepted this decision. 

Truth is not a decision by the authorities of the Church. Not every decision of a council has been accepted. 

There were official church councils called by Roman emperors that made decrees as to what should be truth (the 

iconoclastic councils of ... ), which the church has rejected and ignored. Almost every significant heresy was 

introduced by a bishop of the Orthodox Church. Individuals and councils can be wrong, but the Church as a 

whole preserves the truth. 

"We do not change the everlasting boundaries which our fathers have set, but we keep the Tradition, just as we 

received it." [St. John of Damascus (On Icons, II, 12 (P.G. xciv, 1297B).] 

"Therefore, brethren, stand fast and hold the traditions which ye have been taught, whether by word [i.e. oral 

tradition] or our epistle" (I[I Thessalonians 2:15]). 

"I praise you brethren, that you remember me in all things and hold fast to the traditions [paradoseis] just as I 

delivered [paredoka, a verbal form of paradosis] them to you" ([I Corinthians 11:2]) 

"I received from the Lord that which I delivered [paredoka] to you" ([I Corinthians 11:23]). 

The Apostles delivered this knowledge to the entire Church, and the Church, being the repository of this treasure 

thus became "the pillar and ground of the Truth" ([I Timothy 3:15]). 

And how long shall we draw the saw to and fro through this line, when we have an ancient practice, which by 

anticipation has made for us the state, i.e., of the question? If no passage of Scripture has prescribed it, assuredly 

custom, which without doubt flowed from tradition, has confirmed it. For how can anything come into use, if it 

has not first been handed down? Even in pleading tradition, written authority, you say, must be demanded. Let 

us inquire, therefore, whether tradition, unless it be written, should not be admitted. [Tertullian "The Chaplet, or 

De Corona", Ch. 3.] 

Of the dogmas and sermons preserved in the Church, certain ones we have from written instruction, and certain 

ones we have received from the Apostolic Tradition, handed down in secret. Both the one and the other have 
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one and the same authority for piety, and no one who is even the least informed in the decrees of the Church will 

contradict this. For if we dare to overthrow the unwritten customs as if they did not have great importance, we 

shall thereby imperceptibly do harm to the Gospel in its most important points. And even more, we shall be left 

with the empty name of the Apostolic preaching without content. For example, let us especially make note of 

the first and commonest thing; that those who hope in the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ should sign themselves 

with the Sign of the Cross. Who taught this in Scripture? Which Scripture instructed us that we should turn to 

the east in prayer? Which of the saints left us in written form the words of invocation read during the 

transformation of the Eucharist and the Chalice of blessing? For we are not satisfied with the words which are 

mentioned in the Epistles or the Gospels, but both before them and after them we pronounce others also as 

having great authority for the Mystery, having received them from the unwritten teaching. By what Scripture 

likewise, do we bless the water of Baptism and the oil of anointing and, indeed, the one being baptised himself? 

Is this not the silent and secret tradition? And what more? What written word has taught us this anointing with 

oil itself? Where is the triple immersion and all the rest that has to do with Baptism, the renunciation of Satan 

and his angels to be found? What Scripture are these taken from? Is it not for the unpublished and unspoken 

teaching which our Fathers have preserved in a silence inaccessible to curiosity and scrutiny, because they were 

thoroughly instructed to preserve in silence the sanctity of the Mysteries? For what propriety would there be to 

proclaim in writing a teaching concerning that which it is not allowed for the unbaptised even to behold? [On 

the Holy Spirit, Ch. 27 - St. Basil] 

[Chrysostom commentary on II Thess .....]. 

3. Councils 

"Following the Divinely inspired teaching of the Holy Fathers and the Tradition of the Catholic Church." – [7th 

Ecumenical Council] 

“… under God's inspiration …” [Introduction from Third Council of Constantinople : 680-681 A. D.] 

It is in the councils of the Church that the living authority of the Holy Spirit is expressed. It is in the councils 

that the Church sees the correcting and guiding influence of the Holy Spirit working to provide clarification of 

truth and guidance. We see this in the early Church, where the apostles gathered in council to settle issues (Acts 

??**). It was in the Council of Nicene that the Church came together to recognize the true belief of the deity of 

Christ. And it was in council that the Church identified which apostolic writings were Scripture, and which 

books (though useful as history and instruction) were not at the level of Scripture. 

4. Creed 

Credal statements are found in Scripture (**), and the Church has found it necessary at times to repeatedly give 

precise definition to the faith. The Nicaean Creed, which is recited in every Liturgy, is considered a true and full 

statement of the faith. This creed, and others like the Apostles' Creed or Athanasian creed are seen as concise 

statements of the faith which have been passed down and endured through history. 

5. Liturgy 

Liturgical theology pulls together the theological ideas found throughout the texts of the services. Since the 

Church was worshiping before the first writings of the New Testament were penned, some of the liturgical texts 

are actually the oldest sources by which to understand the thinking of the Church. The structure of the services 

express how we relate to the sacraments, the saints and each other. 

6. The Fathers 

There is no “Patristic Age”, as if the authoritative Fathers were limited by periodization. This is a concept of the 

West, where the “Age of the Fathers” was replaced by the “Age of the Schoolmen” as an evolutionary step 

forward. The West recognized a break in the thinking and teaching of these two times, Scholasaticism needed to 

relegate Patristic thinking to the subject of Antiquities. For the East, there has never been a break, we are still 

the Patristic Church. For scholastics think otherwise is to imply that the Eastern Church is a decayed historical 

re-enactment, in need of catching up with the times (have its own scholastic revival), and has lost the guidance 

of the Holy Spirit and Apostolic authority. To make this break, is to reduce the authority of recent Fathers like 

Gregory Palamas, St. Symeon the New Theologian, and works like the Philolakia, the encyclopedia of piety 
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compiled by St. Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain; all of whom are regarded with equal respect by the 

“Worshiping Church”. 

As with movie directors, there is no set list of who are good directors and who are bad; but people who know 

movies usually come to a general agreement fairly quickly; at least in regard to the significant people. To say 

that someone is a good director does not mean that every movie they made was perfect. Some directors are 

known for a single good film, others for a body of work. So it is with defining the authoritative Church Fathers. 

For example, Irenaeus, Basil, Gregory the Theologian, Athanasius and John Chrysostom are known for their 

works in general. John of Damascus wrote the definitive defense of icons. John of the Ladder (Climacus) is the 

best example of defining the spiritual life. Gregory Palamas is considered the definitive explanation of the 

'uncreated grace' of God, and theosis. The list is long, and has not been closed. 

There are many saints who are authoritative examples of life or known for particular sayings. Collections of 

these sayings and lives (like the Philokalia) are standard references for the meaning of spirituality. 

These people are not 'authorities' because of their position, but because their lives demonstrate that they truly 

knew God, and they have correctly expounded the faith of the Church. 

7. Whatever agrees 

Whatever is good, whatever is beautiful, think on these ([??**]) 

All ... are liars ([??**]) 

All truth is God's truth 

I tend to believe the aphorism that 'Every heresy is a truth taken to the extreme'. Believing this means that I must 

have the humility to acknowledge the good and truth even in those who might oppose me. Paul was willing to 

quote (and the Church included in the scriptures) statements by pagans. This does not mean we must affirm 

everything anyone says, but we cannot use 'ad hominem' arguments (attacking the person, instead of the issue) . 

Getting at the grain of truth in these sources in not easy, as we may have to sift a lot of chaff to find the wheat. 
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Chapter 10. Appendix 3: The Nature 
of Theology 

"Theology, and even the "dogmas," present no more than an "intellectual contour" of the revealed truth, and a 

"noetic" testimony to it. Only in the act of faith is this "contour" filled with content. Christological formulas are 

fully meaningful only for those who have encountered the Living Christ, and have received and acknowledged 

Him as God and Saviour, and are dwelling by faith in Him, in His body, the Church. In this sense, theology is 

never a self-explanatory discipline. It is constantly appealing to the vision of faith. "What we have seen and 

have heard we announce to you." Apart from this "announcement" theological formulas are empty and of no 

consequence." [St. Gregory Palamas and the Tradition of the Fathers quoted by Fr. George Florovsky] 

Patristic theology expounds the revelation of God in and to the world; it attempts to explain the experience of 

God. 

Orthodox theology is different from Western theologies which follow Augustine, who declared "I believe in 

order to understand". Western theology attempts to form logical propositions which expound the essence of 

God. This leads to a process where theology becomes a mining for rational propositions contained within 

authoritative sources; analyzing and systematizing their truths to canonize rules for life. In its extreme, this 

becomes like a scientific study of a flower, which is taken apart and dissected so the parts may be labeled and 

categorized, but in the end has killed the flower, and the flower as a whole no longer exists. This is different 

from the admiration of a flower arrangement. 

Dogmatic theology, that theology in which the Church holds only a single correct position is fairly limited, 

restricted to those things that affect our salvation. The purpose and goal of theology is to aid us in our salvation. 

Outside of these issues, the Church is fairly tolerant of philosophical speculation. In subjects like human nature 

(body and soul, or body, soul and spirit), it is evident that the Fathers at times have held to both positions. Both 

positions are helpful in different ways to explain different aspects of our nature, these views are allowed to co-

exist, because they both have benefit. To try and pick one over the other would diminish our understanding. In 

Orthodoxy, there are roughly three categories of theology: 

•  

Dogma - those facts about the Trinity and the Person of Christ that are beyond dispute 

•  

Theologuena - widely held positions of which some diversity is permitted 

•  

Pious Opinion - issues open to well reasoned (or prayerful) personal conviction 

1. Theological Language 

1.1. Purpose of Language 

Within Orthodoxy, language is a means by which the saints attempt to explain their experiences of God. 

Because God transcends reason, almost all theological language is metaphor. By the nature of metaphor, all 

descriptions are intrinsically limited, taken beyond the intended point, they can become problematic, confusing 

as much as clarifying. 

Words are mirrors that we hold up to catch a reflected image of what the saints experienced. Words are never 

the experience itself, and even less the experienced reality. 

God has communicated propositionally1, and there are propositional facts about God’s working in history 

(“Christ rose from the dead”), but the heart of theology, and theological language, involves the mystery of God 

which is beyond propositions. 

                                                             
1I.e. The Ten Commandments given to Moses (??), or God's speaking to Paul on the road to Damascus in Aramaic (??). 
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By contrast, a scholastic approach to language sees words primarily as propositions and precise definitions 

(identifiers and definitions). The clarifying of a word’s meaning, will correctly reveal the reality behind concept. 

Words are a beam of light, which if correctly focused and aimed, will clearly reveal what it shines upon. 

1.2. Use of Language 

Metaphorical language is almost never “right” or “wrong”, it is better categorized as “helpful” or “confusing”. 

In physics, the behavior of light is describes in the metaphors of "particle" and "wave". Each metaphor is limited 

to a particular experimental context. Taken out of the particular context, the metaphor does not apply. If an 

illustration leads to better understanding, it should be kept and reused, if it does not help understanding (or 

worse, leads to the wrong understanding) it should be discarded. 

Words and metaphors gain their strength by building upon concepts found in a society, they explain the 

unknown by relating it to something known. This is also a problem. Societies are limited to a particular cultural, 

geographic and historic context. Metaphors that produce understanding in one society may not lead to 

understanding (or produce a wrong understanding) in another society. 

Gregory the Theologian understood this metaphorical use of language in his preaching, particularly in Paul's 

scriptural use of metaphor when referencing Christ’s death “ransoming” us from death and sin (??**). This 

metaphor illustrates our helplessness, and the love of Christ rescuing us from our condition. Gregory also knew 

the limitation of the metaphor, and warned of speculating about who received the ransom. 

Anselm of Canterbury approaches the same passage from a scholastic perspective, striving to logically define 

who was paid. Since he rejected the concept of Satan being paid, he concluded the Father must be the one paid, 

the infinite offense to the Father’s just righteousness is covered by the death of Christ. Unlike Gregory who saw 

the limits of the metaphor, Anselm pushes the scholastic definition of ransom and atonement, and founds his 

theology upon these new details. 

1.3. Language Paradigms 

1.3.1. Teaching to Levels of Maturity 

In reading the Fathers, and even Scripture, it is important to remember that they are not writing tomes of 

systematic theology; the writing is closer to pastoral care. Such work is careful to consider the spiritual and 

emotional maturity of the audience. The Fathers at times talk about three levels of maturity, and three 

corresponding approaches. This is not to say that there is a measured growth from one to another, and having 

achieved a "higher" level there is never a need for the "lower". Good pastoral care will blend all levels of 

motivation as appropriate, but there is a different primary focus for different levels of teaching. 

1.3.1.1. Fear of Punishment 

Orthodoxy is not totally devoid of "hell fire and brimstone" preaching, but it is considered as 'shock treatment' 

for those who are emotionally hardened and with no spiritual maturity. There are times when appealing to fear is 

necessary to motivate people. It is understood though, that fear of punishment is only appropriate to turn 

stubborn, insensitive people away from pursuing self-destructive paths of behavior. While fear can at times be 

effective, its results on people are not always predictable. 

Christ often warned people of the coming punishment of hell and judgment, but it is clear that the audience was 

usually the Pharisees and Saducees who considered themselves above everyone else and needed a good shock. 

Such speech is rarely used in more intimate conversations (?? remark to Peter being the exception that proves 

the rule). 

While fear and judgment may be good pastoral preaching, in limited circumstances; pastoral methods are not the 

same as theology. To say that a natural disaster or personal tragedy is evidence of God's displeasure for 

disobedience is just plain bad theology. Christ warned against this type of teaching of fear and judgment when 

talking about those on whom a tower fell (??), or the man born blind (??). We may use the fear of punishment as 

a warning against wrong moral and spiritual behavior, but we are not allowed to 'after the fact' identify 

individual acts of God's judgment. 

1.3.1.2. Bartering with God 
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The next level of the fear of God is the fear of loosing a reward. We work on our faith because we expect to get 

something in return. 

Most of us fall into an intermediate level of maturity, we are no longer motivated by fear, but instead are 

motivated mostly by reward. It is to this level of maturity that the theme of a heavenly paradise, with mansions 

and other delights serves as a motivation. I only have to look at my own emotional reactions to disappointment 

to realize my attachment to success and failure. When people appreciate a class I teach (or book I write) I feel 

good, or I get irritated when I feel misunderstood and criticized. My emotional reaction to praise and criticism is 

an indication of just how much I am motivated by associating my sense of self worth to my behavior. I still do 

not understand the love of God, that doesn't fluctuate according to my behavior. 

Frequently this level of faith can be seen during times of tragedy, when people bargain with God. "Lord, if you 

will just spare me (or my spouse, or child), I promise that I will start going to church more regularly." It is also 

expressed by many people when they complain about church, saying "I don't get anything out of it", there is an 

implied "I will go if I see evidence that I get something in return". I can remember in the past cynically jesting 

that the simplistic preaching of "just believe and you will have eternal life", was understood by some to be no 

more than a 'celestial fire insurance policy'. By 'signing the bottom line' we would have God bound to a contract 

which he must fulfill, whether He liked it or not. I could ignore God, but I still had my reward. 

This reward based preaching can be abused, if there is a direct association made between faith and prosperity. 

There are those who claim that if we are obedient to God, we will have riches and good health (in this life). This 

type of thinking leaves no room for spiritual people being sick or injured, loosing their jobs or suffering disaster. 

While God does love us, and give us his abundant grace, there is no promise of a one-for-one correlation 

between our actions and God's response, in this life. A quick reading of the Old Testament prophets, or the lives 

of the apostles, reveals that few of them lived out their life without suffering and martyrdom. 

1.3.1.3. Loving God 

The mature fear of God is a fear of loosing God's love. Not a fear that God will stop loving, but a fear that I may 

do something (anything) that would diminish my openness and receptiveness to the presence of God. 

This is the mature level of spirituality. Most of us can understand it intellectually, but most of us experience it 

only rarely. At this level, the relationship of love and trust is such that we do not care what happens to us; we do 

not have a selfish interest in the relationship. 

When I was first looking into Orthodoxy, I remember asking a priest whether he "knew if he was saved", and 

being almost shocked by his response. He said, "I don't let myself ask that question, it is too selfish." The priest 

tried to focus on loving God at this moment, and he tried not to be concerned with what God did in the future. 

As he put it, "even if God sent me to Hell, if it is to the glory of God, I should be grateful". It is not that he 

expects God to be unjust or unloving, but the priest had a true humility, and a profound grasp of the depth of his 

sinfulness. This was not a morbid, self loathing; but a real awareness of the joy and love of God. 

Fr. Maximos tells the story of a person who goes to heaven only to find that so many people have been saved 

that there is not enough room in heaven for everyone to be in the presence of God. The person is informed that 

due to the lack of room, he must go elsewhere and make his own future. If the person is motivated by reward, 

this would be a tragedy, but the person motivated by the love of God rejoices that so many people have been 

saved, and willingly leaves, content in the knowledge that this is God's will. This is a simple story, but it has 

hard and profound insight. 

2. Types of Theology 

Theology is the 'knowledge of God'. There are a number of approaches to the study of theology, each with its 

own set of assumptions. Though rarely stated, it is the assumptions behind a position that are frequently more 

revealing that the actual issues being discussed. The assumptions guide the methodology, and usually set the 

course of the outcome at the start. Therefore, it is no accident that different groups that go by the name of 

Christian tend have their preferred theological approach. Orthodoxy leans toward Patristic and Experiential 

theology. 

The following are some of the main schools of theology, and what I consider to be their assumptions. 

2.1. Biblical 
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In the history of the Church, there have been two main ways of translating Scripture. These two schools of 

thought were centered in Antioch and Alexandria. Antioch interpreted Scripture for the surface meaning, the 

meaning of the historical words and actions in their 'common' meaning. This school of interpretation is used 

almost exclusively by protestant churches following the reformation. 

Alexandria was know for a more allegorical interpretation. This means of interpretation is used by Paul, where 

Old Testament events are used as illustrations. ([Galatians 4:22-26]). This type of interpretation is not a denial 

of the historical meaning, but imbues it with a larger, spiritual meaning. The hymns of the Church services are 

full of these word pictures, used to describe Christ, Mary and the saints. We see this in St. John Chrysostom's 

sermon about the Church, where he uses Christ's parable of the Good Samaritan; where the Samaritan (Christ) 

brings the fallen, infirmed pilgrim (mankind) to the inn (the Church) for healing (salvation). 

2.2. Historical 

While I would affirm that Orthodox theology is consistent and unchanging, this is a 'big picture' statement about 

dogmas such as the deity of Christ and the Trinity. The same statement does not apply to 'fine grained' theology. 

Comparing theological writings from different periods of time show that there are different emphasises at 

different times in response to historical events; and even wanderings into error. Looking at these differences can 

help us to better respond to our current historical context, and hopefully correct our current wanderings. 

For example, Orthodoxy has a rich history of spiritual/allegorical interpretation of scripture, going back to Paul's 

use of Sarah and Hagar as illustrations of faith ([Galatians 4:24]). However, I am of the personal opinion that 

this has also weakened recent Orthodox theology, giving a false emphasis on private pietism (verging on 

Platonism) to the neglect of understanding the cultural impact of the gospel in its historical context2. 

2.3. Experiential 

It is the heart that makes the theologian - [Martin Luther] 

Experiential theology looks inward, to use one's own experience as the material by which to define theology. 

This inward reflection does not exclude external, public events (i.e. Paul's dealing with the Roman Empire), 

other people's thoughts and writings, or scripture but hears these in the context of how we respond to them. In 

Orthodoxy, almost all theology is such an attempt to explain experience - how we have encounter God. 

There are two guiding principals to experiential theology. It is bounded by what is significant for my salvation; 

which is the only truly significant experience (which is actually a broad subject). Also, since God is the same 

through all time, the experience of God by different people at different times will not be identical, but will be 

fundamentally the same. If a person comes up with significantly different theology, due to a significantly 

different experience, they are likely experiencing a significantly different god. 

Experiential theology attempts to explain experience, not necessarily to understand it; thus it stands over against 

philosophical theology, that applies reason to the understanding of ideas. 

2.4. Patristic 

As mentioned above, there is no fixed list of the "Fathers", so too there is not a rigid theology of the Fathers. 

Patristic theology works by showing the common themes and points of diversity among respected people of the 

Church. Patristic theology mines the thinking of the past to see what insights it offers for today. This does not 

assume that we know more today than they did in the past, and we stand in judgment of their theology; if 

anything, it is giving the past a vote in the decisions that we make today. Patristic theology has three primary 

values: 

•  

These are people who have been affirmed as having known God (experienced theosis), and have given a clear 

articulation of that experience. 

                                                             
2I personally would love to see Orthodoxy develop a dialogue with N.T. Wright. I think we would benefit from an infusion of his historical 

New Testament scholarship, and his understanding of the Kingdom. I would have liked to have had a section on the Kingdom, but most of 

my thoughts would have been pulled from Bp. Wright; I like how he explains the Kingdom concepts in the 1st century, and how radical 

Jesus's concept of the Kingdom was by comparison. 
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•  

Many of these people had first-hand experience of the formative events of the Church. They are not guessing 

about what happened, they were there. For example, Irenaeus corresponded with St. John and Mary, the 

Mother of God. 

In addition to the writing of the Fathers, Patristic theology also includes the decisions of the Councils. 

2.5. Cataphatic 

This is what we know through what God has revealed of himself to us. Cataphatic is positive theology, what we 

can know about the energy of God that works within the creation we understand. Also included in cataphatic 

theology are is what God has self disclosed about the essence of the Trinity (such as the very existence of the 

Trinity). 

2.6. Apophatic 

The purpose of apophatic theology “..is to remove the question of truth and knowledge from the domain of 

Greek theories of ontology in order to situate [theology] within that of love and communion.” [Zizioulas] 

Positive theology reveals 'not the nature, but the things around the nature.""That there is a God is clear; but what 

he is by essence and nature, this is altogether beyond our comprehension and knowledge." [John of Damascus, 

On the Orthodox Faith, 1, 4 xciv, 800B, 797B] 

Apophatic theology is not just a negation, a defining of what we cannot know about God; but also contains a 

positive 'feeling' of the incomprehensible nature of God. This is the realization that the essence of God is beyond 

our rational understanding. Apophatic theology is not anti-rational, but supra-rational. 

2.7. Liturgical 

We are what we pray. 

Theology as expressed in the liturgical writings. 

Why the cycles of prayers are organized as they are. 

Psalms read during Lent - moral instruction for the catechumens. 

2.8. Scholastic 

Augustine made it a rule in Latin theology that an intellectus fidei or an understanding of faith should be sought 

through reasoning and meditation and therefore, if necessary, outside Scripture. Philosophy could lead to a 

knowledge about the essence of God. 

“The goal of reading is the application in our lives of what we read, not to learn it by heart but to take it to heart. 

Not to practice using our tongues, but to be able to receive the tongues of fire and to live the mysteries of God. 

If one studies a great deal in order to acquire knowledge and to teach others without living the things he teaches, 

he does nothing more than to fill his head with hot air. At most, he will manage to ascend to the moon using 

machines, the goal of the Christian is to rise to God without machines.” [Elder Piasios, quoted in Sola Scripture 

1, Our Life in Christ www:/OurLifeInChrist.org] 

2.9. Systematic 

Systematic theology attempts to organize and classify theology into logical categories, showing a consistent 

connection and relationship among the parts. 

Systematic theology assumes that reason can guide us to the proper conclusions. This sort of theology reaches 

its classical form in Thomas Aquinas's Summa Theologia, and continued to dominate Western theology into the 

last century. Other examples are John Calvin and B. B. Warfield. 
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While all theology (or discussion of any subject) depends to some degree on logical explanation and discourse; 

the danger is for systematic theology to become rationalistic - to logically venture beyond what can be verified 

by other means. Questions that today may be considered humorous rather than serious at one time consumed 

volumes of discussion. "How many angels can dance on the head of a pin" attempts to address the serious 

relationship of the physical and immaterial worlds. This approach led to the diversity of Calvinistic schools of 

thought: predestination, double predestination, supralapsariansims and infralapsarianism. 
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Chapter 11. Appendix 4: Greek 
Philosophy 

Greek philosophy is often expressed in the framework of language used by the Early Fathers to articulate 

theology. Using the language does not imply that they agreed with the philosophical framework 

1. Hierarchy of Being 

Only the unbegotten and unchangeable is immortal and real. What has beginning in time has an end. Hence, if 

the soul is immortal (in contrast to the body) it must be unbegotten, uncreated and belonging to the world of 

ideas. The relation of the soul to the body is one of the immaterial being imprisoned in the mortal (Plato's 

philosophy). The soul fell from the world of ideas, and became imprisoned in the body. The Fall is the 

imprisonment of the soul within the world. 

God the unmoved mover, draws to himself what is unbegotten. Evil is the tendency toward the changeable, 

toward matter, a motion away from the unmoved mover. Salvation is the return of the soul to the unbegotten 

world. 

There is thus a hierarchy: 

•  

Pure Being (God) 

•  

Spiritual being (angels and souls - not so pure being) 

•  

Human existence (spirit trapped in matter) 

•  

Animals (animated matter) 

•  

Plants (barely animated matter) 

•  

Rocks (organized matter) 

•  

Pure matter (chaos) 

2. Eudomia 

Eudomia means the seeking of pleasure. In Greek philosophy, pleasure was considered the highest attainable 

goal. Hence for Augustine, who is working out his theology through Greek philosophical categories, the highest 

pleasure is the experience of God. As worked out in later Latin theology, this experience of God is a vision of 

the essence, or relative communion with God's essence, above the level of experiencing something God created. 

If the presence of God is the greatest pleasure, then the greatest suffering would have to be a separation, or 

absence of God. Hence, the idea of Hell as a place separated from God, as the place of ultimate punishment. 

Another problem with eudomia was the question of how Adam could fall. If Adam had the ultimate goal, the 

ultimate pleasure, how could he choose a lesser or sub-goal? It was in struggling through this problem that 

forced Augustine toward a doctrine of predestination. Since Adam could not choose a lesser goal, it was not a 

choice but a consequence of predestination. 
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Finally; eudomia, as the seeking of pleasure, can hardly be distinguished from the fallen passions which pursue 

(finite) pleasure and the avoidance of pain. 
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Chapter 12. Appendix 5: Anatomy of 
the Soul 

I did not include this section in the main part of the book, as I felt it was getting too technical without 

contributing to understanding. However, the terms and concepts are so frequently encountered that some 

information is needed. 

The Fathers are struggling with several key factors: 

•  

What is the 'center' of our being? 

•  

What is the place of reasoned thought? 

•  

Where do the passions come from? 

•  

How are behavioral/moral choices made? 

Reason always seems to be problematic for the Fathers. In the culture of their times, the pagan Greek 

philosophers normally elevated reason as the highest human ability; and the Fathers are trying to explain God 

and spirituality within a philosophical framework. Thus, on the one hand they have a high regard for reason, but 

in their Christian understanding they also know that reason can lead to error, and ultimately that spirituality and 

God are beyond reason. 

This conflict over reason expresses itself in various ways. Some Fathers consider the mind (where reason 

resides) the center of our being, while others consider the heart the center. The mind is where we contemplate 

logi (ideas) during the spiritual state of illumination, but the theorea of perfection transcends the mind and 

reason. The other conflict is over how reason is associated to the will; we reason over our choices and 

consequences, but should (is?) reason be the final decider? Does reason tell us what we could do, or does it tell 

us what we should do? Even if reason directs moral decisions in our early spiritual development, is the goal to 

intuit love? 

The Fathers are wise enough to know that since spirituality is ultimately beyond reason and understanding, no 

understandable explanation is truly correct; thus they are willing to allow multiple explanations to 

simultaneously overlap and seemingly conflict. This being the case, I will present several anatomical concepts. 

1. Nous as the center of our being 

The purpose of this model is to show how thoughts attack us. They enter into our being through the intellect, 

will and passions; but cannot directly attack the nous. 

2. The Heart as the center 

For out of the heart come all sorts of wickedness ([??**]) 

This model is trying to start with the Biblical metaphor of the heart as the center of our being. The emphasis is 

that before baptism, Satan1 resides within the heart and has direct influence upon a person; while after baptism 

he can tempt us, but does not directly have access to us. 

                                                             
1I believe that the Fathers here are using Satan to represent evil influence (we are slaves to sin), and not to imply that each unbaptized 

individual is directly influenced by the person of Satan, or to imply that such people are "demon possessed" (in the more formal sense of this 

term). 
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Glossary 

Glossary 

Theosis The process or state of being like God. 

Monasticism The sure, but radical, path to theosis; characterized by chastity, poverty and 

obedience. 

Cenobitic A community of monks living a common way of life. 

Ermitic Living the monastic life as a hermit. 

Liturgy Literally 'the work of the people', which normally refers to the worship 

service in which the Eucharist is served. 

Eucharist 'To give thanks'. This is often a short-hand term for the liturgy, the part of 

the divine liturgy in which the bread and wine are offered up in thanks, or to 

the bread and wine themselves. 

Synergy A synthesis of working together. Spiritual development is seen as a 

cooperative effort between God's grace and the human will. 

Catophatic Theology defining what is knowable about God. 

Apophatic Theology describing what we cannot know about God. 

Essence That which is common within God, what is shared within and by the persons 

of the Trinity. 

Energy How God is experienced 

Eudomia A concept in Greek philosophy in which the seeking of pleasure is the 

highest goal. 

Person What makes up a unique identity. Personhood exists in relationship, in 

contrast to an individual who is isolated. The members of the Trinity, angels 

and human beings are persons. 

Asceticism Disciplines used for spiritual development. It is often thought of in negative 

terms (what we give up to control the passions), but it also consists of 

acquiring positive virtues. 

Oikonomia The application of a principle to a particular situation. How (and why) 

Orthodox may seem to apply different solutions to the same problem in 

different contexts. The imitation of God's love for man. 

Passion An un-natural desire which is pursued for self-satisfaction. It is rooted in 

pride, lacks love, and leads to a weakening and enslavement of the will. 

Emotions are mixed up with passions, but not completely identical. 

Virtue Behaviors and habits acquired to help overcome the passions and develop 

love. 

Hypostasis When used in reference to the Trinity, it means the 'existence' of the person 

distinct from the essence (three hypostases in one ousia'). 

When used in reference to Jesus (hypostatic union), it means the two natures 

(human and divine) united in one person (as defined at the Council of 

Chalcedon in 451). 
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Homoousios Same substance. The First Council of Nicea (325) affirmed the three persons 

of the Trinity are of the same substance or essence. 

Homoiousios Similar substance. 

Philioque (Filioque) Means 'from'. This clause was added to the Nicene Creed in 589 in the 

West, stating that 'the Holy Spirit ... who proceeds from the Father and the 

Son', rather than the original which had 'the Holy Spirit ... who proceeds 

from the Father', 

nous The highest human faculty. While often translated as intellect or mind, it is 

different from reason. The nous does not work by deductive logic or 

formulating abstract constructs, but understands the divine by immediate 

experience. 
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